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  1988


  Prince of Flowers


  From the museum’s dusty corridors an ancient power called her to its worship.


  HELEN’S FIRST ASSIGNment on the inventory project was to the Department of Worms. For two weeks she paced the narrow alleys between immense tiers of glass cabinets, opening endless drawers of freeze-dried invertebrates and tagging each with an acquisition number. Occasionally she glimpsed other figures, drab as herself in government-issue smocks, gray shadows stalking through the murky corridors. They waved at her but seldom spoke, except to ask directions; everyone got lost in the Museum.


  Helen loved the hours lost in wandering the labyrinth of storage rooms, research labs, chilly vaults crammed with effigies of Yanomano Indians and stuffed jaguars. Soon she could identify each department by its smell: acrid dust from the feathered pelts in ornithology; the cloying reek of fenugreek and syrup in Mammalogy’s roach traps; fish and formaldehyde in Itchythology. Her favorite was Paleontology, an annex where the air smelled damp and clean, as though beneath the marble floors trickled hidden water, undiscovered caves, mammoth bones to match those stored above. When her two weeks in Worms ended she was sent to Paleo, where she delighted in the skeletons strewn atop cabinets like forgotten toys, disembodied skulls glaring from behind wastebaskets and bookshelves. She found a fabrosaurus ischium wrapped in brown paper and labeled in crayon; beside it a huge hand-hewn crate dated 1886 and marked Wyoming Mecosaur. It had never been opened. Some mornings she sat with a small mound of fossils before her, fitting the pieces together with the aid of a Victorian monograph. Hours passed in total silence, weeks when she saw only three or four people, curators slouching in and out of their research cubicles. On Fridays, when she dropped off her inventory sheets, they smiled. Occasionally even remembered her name. But mostly she was left alone, sorting cartons of bone and shale, prying apart frail skeletons of extinct fish as though they were stacks of newsprint.


  Once, almost without thinking, she slipped a fossil fish into the pocket of her smock. The fossil was the length of her hand, as perfectly formed as a fresh beech leaf. All day she fingered it, tracing the imprint of bone and scale. In the bathroom later she wrapped it in paper towels and hid it in her purse to bring home. After that she started taking things.


  At a downtown hobby shop she bought little brass and lucite stands to display them in her apartment. No one else ever saw them. She simply liked to look at them alone.


  Her next transfer was to Mineralogy, where she counted misshapen meteorites and uncut gems. Gems bored her, although she took a chunk of petrified wood and a handful of unpolished amethysts and put them in her bathroom. A month later she was permanently assigned to Anthropology.


  The Anthropology Department was in the most remote corner of the Museum; its proximity to the boiler room made it warmer than the Natural Sciences wing, the air redolent of spice woods and exotic unguents used to polish arrowheads and axe-shafts. The ceiling reared so high overhead that the rickety lamps swayed slightly in drafts that Helen longed to feel. The constant subtle motion of the lamps sent flickering waves of light across the floor. Raised arms of Balinese statues seemed to undulate, and points of light winked behind the empty eyeholes of feathered masks.


  Everywhere loomed shelves stacked with smooth ivory and gaudily beaded bracelets and neck-rings. Helen crouched in corners loading her arms with bangles until her wrists ached from their weight. She unearthed dusty lurid figures of temple demons and cleaned them, polished hollow cheeks and lapis eyes before stapling a number to each figure. A corner piled with tipi poles hid an abandoned desk that she claimed and decorated with mummy photographs and a ceramic coffee mug. In the top drawer she stored her cassette tapes and, beneath her handbag, a number of obsidian arrowheads. While it was never officially designated as her desk, she was annoyed one morning to find a young man tilted backward in the chair, shuffling through her tapes.


  “Hello,” he greeted her cheerfully. Helen winced and nodded coolly. “These your tapes? I’ll borrow this one someday, haven’t got the album yet. Leo Bryant—”


  “Helen,” she replied bluntly. “I think there’s an empty desk down by the slit-gongs.”


  Thanks, I just started. You a curator?”


  Helen shook her head, rearranging the cassettes on the desk, “No. Inventory project.” Pointedly she moved his knapsack to the floor.


  “Me too. Maybe we can work together sometime.”


  She glanced at his earnest face and smiled. “I like to work alone, thanks.” He looked hurt, and she added, “Nothing personal—I just like it that way. I’m sure we’ll run into each other. Nice to meet you, Leo.” She grabbed a stack of inventory sheets and walked away down the corridor.


  They met for coffee one morning. After a few weeks they met almost every morning, sometimes even for lunch outside on the Mall. During the day Leo wandered over from his cubicle in Ethnology to pass on departmental gossip. Sometimes they had a drink after work, but never often enough to invite gossip themselves. Helen was happy with this arrangement, the curators delighted to have such a worker—quiet, without ambition, punctual. Everyone except Leo left her to herself.


  LATE ONE AFTERNOON HELEN TURNED AT the wrong corner and found herself in a small cul-de-sac between stacks of crates that cut off light and air. She yawned, breathing the faint must of cinnamon bark as she traced her path on a crumpled inventory map. This narrow alley was unmarked; the adjoining corridors contained Malaysian artifacts, batik tools, long teak boxes of gongs. Fallen crates, clumsily hewn cartons overflowing with straw were scattered on the floor. Splintered panels snagged her sleeves as she edged her way down the aisle. A sweet musk hung about these cartons, the languorous essence of unknown blossoms.


  At the end of the cul-de-sac an entire row of crates had toppled, as though the weight of time had finally pitched them to the floor. Helen squatted and chose a box at random, a broad flatvpackage like a portfolio. She pried the lid off to find a stack of leather cutouts curling with age, like dessicated cloth. She drew one carefully from the pile, frowning as its edges disintegrated at her touch. A shadow puppet, so fantastically elaborate that she couldn’t tell if it was male or female; it scarcely looked human. Light glimmered through the grotesque latticework as Helen jerked it back and forth, its pale shadow dancing across the wall. Then the puppet split and crumbled into brittle curlicues that formed strange heiroglyphics on the black marble floor. Swearing softly, Helen replaced the lid, then jammed the box back into the shadows. Her fingers brushed another crate, of smooth polished mahogany. It had a comfortable heft as she pulled it into her lap. Each corner of the narrow lid was fixed with a large, squareheaded nail. Helen yanked these out and set each upright in a row.


  As she opened the box, dried flowers, seeds, and wood shavings cascaded into her lap. She inhaled, closing her eyes, and imagined blue water and firelight, sweet-smelling seeds exploding in the embers. She sneezed and opened her eyes to a cloud of dust wafting from the crate like smoke. Very carefully she worked her fingers into the fragrant excelsior, kneading the petals gently until she grasped something brittle and solid. She drew this out in a flurry of dead flowers.


  It was a puppet: not a toy, but a gorgeously costumed figure, spindly arms clattering with glass and bone circlets, batik robes heavy with embroidery and beadwork. Long whittled pegs formed its torso and arms and the rods that swiveled it back and forth, so that its robes rippled tremulously, like a swallowtail’s wings. Held at arm’s length it gazed scornfully down at Helen, its face glinting with gilt paint. Sinuous vines twisted around each jointed arm. Flowers glowed within the rich threads of its robe, orchids blossoming in the folds of indigo cloth.


  Loveliest of all was its face, the curve of cheeks and chin so gracefully arched it might have been cast in gold rather than coaxed from wood. Helen brushed it with a finger: the glossy white paint gleamed as though still wet. She touched the carmine bow that formed its mouth, traced the jet-black lashes stippled across its brow, like a regiment of ants. The smooth wood felt warm to her touch as she stroked it with her fingertips. A courtesan might have perfected its sphinx’s smile; but in the tide of petals Helen discovered a slip of paper covered with spidery characters. Beneath the straggling script another hand had shaped clumsy block letters spelling out the name PRINCE OF FLOWERS.


  Once, perhaps, an imperial concubine had entertained herself with its fey posturing, and so passed the wet silences of a long green season. For the rest of the afternoon it was Helen’s toy. She posed it and sent its robes dancing in the twilit room, the frail arms and tiny wrists twitching in a marionette’s waltz.


  Behind her a voice called, “Helen?”


  “Leo,” she murmured. “Look what I found.”


  He hunched beside her to peer at the figure. “Beautiful. Is that what you’re on now? Balinese artifacts?”


  She shrugged. “Is that what it is? I didn’t know.” She glanced down the dark rows of cabinets and sighed. “I probably shouldn’t be here. It’s just so hot—” She stretched and yawned as Leo slid the puppet from her hands.


  “Can I see it?” He twisted it until its head spun and the stiff arms flittered. “Wild. Like one of those dancers in The King and I.” He played with it absently, hypnotized by the swirling robes. When he stopped, the puppet jerked abruptly upright, its blank eyes staring at Helen.


  “Be careful,” she warned, kneading her smock between her thumbs. “It’s got to be a hundred years old.” She held out her hands and Leo returned it, bemused.


  “It’s wild, whatever it is.” He stood and stretched. “I’m going to get a soda. Want to come?”


  “I better get back to what I was working on. I’m supposed to finish the Burmese section this week.” Casually she set the puppet in its box, brushed the dried flowers from her lap and stood.


  “Sure you don’t want a soda or something?” Leo hedged plaintively, snapping his ID badge against his chest. “You said you were hot.”


  “No thanks,” Helen smiled wanly. “I’ll take a raincheck. Tomorrow.”


  Peeved, Leo muttered and stalked off. When his silhouette faded away she turned and quickly pulled the box into a dim corner. There she emptied her handbag and arranged the puppet at its bottom, wrapping Kleenex about its arms and face. Hairbrush, wallet, lipstick: all thrown back into her purse, hiding the puppet beneath their clutter. She repacked the crate with its sad array of blossoms, hammering the lid back with her shoe. Then she scrabbled in the corner on her knees until she located a space between stacks of cartons. With a resounding crack the empty box struck the wall, and Helen grinned as she kicked more boxes to fill the gap. Years from now another inventory technician would discover it and wonder, as she had countless times, what had once been inside the empty carton.


  When she crowded into the elevator that afternoon the leather handle of her purse stuck to her palm like wet rope. She shifted the bag casually as more people stepped on at each floor, heart pounding as she called goodbye to the curator for Indo-Asian Studies passing in the lobby. Imaginary prison gates loomed and crumbled behind Helen as she strode through the columned doors and into the summer street.


  All the way home she smiled triumphantly, clutching her handbag to her chest. As she fumbled at the front door for her keys a fresh burst of scent rose from the recesses of her purse. Inside, another scent overpowered this faint perfume—the thick reek of creosote, rotting fruit, unwashed clothes. Musty and hot and dark as the Museum’s dreariest basement, the only two windows faced onto the street. Traffic ground past, piping bluish exhaust through the screens. A grimy mirror reflected shabby chairs, an end table with lopsided lamp: furniture filched from college dormitories or reclaimed from the corner dumpster. No paintings graced the pocked walls, blotched with the crushed remains of roaches and silverfish.


  But beautiful things shone here, gleaming from windowsills and cracked formica counters: the limp frond of a fossil fern, etched in obsidian glossy as wet tar; a whorled nautilus like a tiny whirlpool impaled upon a brass stand. In the center of a splintered coffee table was the imprint of a foot-long dragonfly’s wing embedded in limestone, its filigreed scales a shattered prism.


  Corners heaped with lemur skulls and slabs of petrified wood. The exquisite cone shells of poisonous mollusks. Mounds of green and golden irridescent beetles, like the coinage of a distant country. Patches of linoleum scattered with shark’s teeth and arrowheads; a tiny skull anchoring a handful of emerald plumes that waved in the breeze like a sea-fan. Helen surveyed it all critically, noting with mild surprise a luminous pink geode: she’d forgotten that one. Then she set to work.


  In a few minutes she’d removed everything from her bag and rolled the geode under a chair. She unwrapped the puppet on the table, peeling tissue from its brittle arms and finally twisting the long strand of white paper from its head, until she stood ankle-deep in a drift of tissue. The puppet’s supporting rod slid neatly into the mouth of an empty beer bottle, and she arranged it so that the glass was hidden by its robes and the imperious face tilted upward, staring at the bug-flecked ceiling.


  Helen squinted appraisingly, rearranged the feathers about the puppet, shoring them up with the carapaces of scarab beetles: still it looked all wrong. Beside the small proud figure, the fossils were muddy remains, the nautilus a bit of sea-wrack. A breeze shifted the puppet’s robes, knocking the scarabs to the floor, and before she knew it Helen had crushed them, the little emerald shells splintering to gray dust beneath her heel. She sighed in exasperation: all her pretty things suddenly looked so mean. She moved the puppet to the windowsill, to another table, and finally into her bedroom. No corner of the flat could hold it without seeming even grimier than before. Helen swiped at cobwebs above the doorway before setting the puppet on her bedstand and collapsing with a sigh onto her mattress.


  In the half-light of the windowless bedroom the figure was not so resplendent. Disappointed, Helen straightened its robes yet again. As she tugged the cloth into place, two violet petals, each the size of her pinky nail, slipped between her fingers. She rolled the tiny blossom between her palm, surprised at how damp and fresh they felt, how they breathed a scent like ozone, or seawater. Thoughtfully she rubbed the violets until only a gritty pellet remained between her fingers.


  Flowers, she thought, and recalled the name on the paper she’d found. The haughty figure wanted flowers.


  Grabbing her key and a rusty pair of scissors, she ran outside. Thirty minutes later she returned, laden with blossoms: torn branches of crepe myrtle frothing pink and white, drooping tongues of honeysuckle, overblown white roses snipped from a neighbor’s yard; chicory fading like a handful of blue stars. She dropped them all at the foot of the bed and then searched the kitchen until she found a dusty wine carafe and some empty jars. Once these were rinsed and filled with water she made a number of unruly bouquets, then placed them all around the puppet, so that its pale head nodded amid a cloud of white and mauve and frail green.


  Helen slumped back on the bed, grinning with approval. Bottles trapped the wavering pools of light and cast shimering reflections across the walls. The crepe myrtle sent the palest mauve cloud onto the ceiling, blurring the jungle shadows of the honeysuckle.


  Helen’s head blurred, as well. She yawned, drowsy from the thick scents of roses, cloying honeysuckle, all the languor of summer nodding in an afternoon. She fell quickly asleep, lulled by the breeze in the stolen garden and the dozy burr of a lost bumblebee.


  Once, her sleep broke. A breath of motion against her shoulder—mosquito? spider? centipede?—then a tiny lancing pain, the touch of invisible legs or wings, and it was gone. Helen grimaced, scratched, staggered up and into the bathroom. Her bleary reflection showed a swollen bite on her shoulder. It tingled, and a drop of blood pearled at her touch. She put on a nightshirt, checked her bed for spiders, them tumbled back to sleep.


  Much later she woke to a sound: once, twice, like the resonant plank of a stone tossed into a well. Then a slow melancholy note: another well, a larger stone striking its dark surface. Helen moaned, turning onto her side. Fainter echoes joined these first sounds, plangent tones sweet as rain in the mouth. Her ears rang with this steady pulse, until suddenly she clenched her hands and stiffened, concentrating on the noise.


  From wall to ceiling to floor the thrumming echo bounced; grew louder, diminished, droned to a whisper. It did not stop. Helen sat up, bracing herself against the wall, the last shards of sleep fallen from her. Her hand slipped and very slowly she drew it toward her face. It was wet. Between her fingers glistened a web of water, looping like silver twine down her wrist until it was lost in the blue-veined valley of her elbow. Helen shook her head in disbelief and stared up at the ceiling. From one end of the room to the other stretched a filament of water, like a hairline fractured. As she watched, the filament snapped and a single warm drop splashed her temple. Helen swore and slid to the edge of the mattress, then stopped.


  At first she thought the vases had fallen to the floor, strewing flowers everywhere. But the bottles remained on the bedstand, their blossoms casting ragged silhouettes in the dark. More flowers were scattered about the bottles: violets, crimson roses, a tendril rampant with tiny fluted petals. Flowers cascaded to the floor, nestled amid folds of dirty clothes. Helen plucked an orchid from the linoleum, blinking in amazement. Like a wavering pink flame it glowed, the feathery pistils staining her fingertips bright yellow. Absently Helen brushed the pollen onto her thigh, scraping her leg with a hangnail.


  That small pain jarred her awake. She dropped the orchid. For the first time it didn’t feel like a dream. The room was hot, humid as though moist towels pressed against her face. As she stared at her thigh the bright fingerprint, yellow as a crocus, melted and dissolved as sweat broke on her skin. She stepped forward, the orchid bursting beneath her heel like a ripe grape. A sickly smell rose from the broken flower. Each breath she took was heavy, as with rain, and she choked. The rims of her nostrils were wet. She sneezed, inhaling warm water. Water streamed down her cheeks and she drew her hand slowly upward, to brush the water from her eyes. She could move it no further than her lap. She looked down, silently mouthing bewilderment as she shook her head.


  Another hand grasped her wrist, a hand delicate and limp as a cut iris wand, so small that she scarcely felt its touch upon her pulse. Inside her skull the blood thrummed counterpoint to the gamelan, gongs echoing the throb and beat of her heart. The little hand disappeared. Helen staggered backward onto the bed, frantically scrambling for the light switch. In the darkness, something crept across the rippling bedsheets.


  When she screamed her mouth was stuffed with roses, orchids, the corner of her pillowcase. Tiny hands pinched her nostrils shut and forced more flowers between her lips until she lay still, gagging on aromatic petals. From the rumpled bedclothes reared a shadow, child-size, grinning. Livid shoots of green and yellow encircled its spindly arms and the sheets whispered like rain as it crawled towards her. Like a great mantis it dragged itself forward on its long arms, the rough cloth of its robe catching between her knees, its white teeth glittering. She clawed through the sheets, trying to dash it against the wall. But she could not move. Flowers spilled from her mouth when she tried to scream, soft fingers of orchids sliding down her throat as she flailed at the bedclothes.


  And the clanging of the gongs did not cease: not when the tiny hands pattered over her breasts; not when the tiny mouth hissed in her ear. Needle teeth pierced her shoulder as a long tongue unfurled and lapped there, flicking blood onto the blossoms wreathed about her neck. Only when the slender shadow withdrew and the terrible, terrible dreams began did the gamelans grow silent.


  NINE THIRTY CAME, LONG AFTER HELEN usually met Leo in the cafeteria. He waited, drinking an entire pot of coffee before he gave up and wandered downstairs, piqued that she hadn’t shown up for breakfast.


  In the same narrow hallway behind the Malaysian artifacts he discovered her, crouched over a pair of tapered wooden crates. For a long moment he watched her, and almost turned back without saying anything. Her hair was dirty, twisted into a sloppy bun, and the hunch of her shoulders hinted at exhaustion. But before he could leave, she turned to face him, clutching the boxes to her chest.


  “Rough night?” croaked Leo. A scarf tied around her neck didn’t hide the bruises there. Her mouth was swollen, her eyes soft and shadowed with sleeplessness. He knew she must see people, men, boyfriends. But she had never mentioned anyone, never spoke of weekend trips or vacations. Suddenly he felt betrayed, and spun away to leave.


  “Leo,” murmured Helen, absently stroking the carte. “I can’t talk right now. I got in so late. I’m kind of busy.”


  “I guess so.” He laughed uncertainly, but stopped before turning the corner to see her pry open the lid of the box, head bent so that he could not tell what it was she found inside.


  A week passed. Leo refused to call her. He timed his forays to the cafeteria to avoid meeting her there. He left work late so he wouldn’t see her in the elevator. Every day he expected to see her at his desk, find a telephone message scrawled on his memo pad. But she never appeared.


  Another week went by. Leo ran into the curator for Indo-Asian Studies by the elevator.


  “Have you seen Helen this week?” she asked, and Leo actually blushed at mention of her name.


  “No,” he mumbled. “Not for awhile, really.”


  “Guess she’s sick.” The curator shrugged and stepped onto the elevator. Leo rode all the way down to the basement and roamed the corridors for an hour, dropping by the Anthropology office. No Helen, no messages from her at the desk.


  He wandered back down the hall, pausing in the corridor where he had last seen her. A row of boxes had collapsed and he kicked at the cartons, idly knelt and read the names on the packing crates as if they held a clue to Helen’s sudden change. Labels in Sanskrit, Vietnamese, Chinese, English, crumbling beside baggage labels and exotic postage stamps and scrawled descriptions of contents. WAJANG GOLEH, he read. Beneath was scribbled PUPPETS. He squatted on the floor, staring at the bank of crates, then half-heartedly started to read each label. Maybe she’d find him there. Perhaps she’d been sick, had a doctor’s appointment. She might be late again.


  A long box rattled when he sifted it. KRIS, read the label, and he peeked inside to find an ornate sword. A heavier box bore the legend SANGHYANG: SPIRIT PUPPET. And another that seemed to be empty, embellished with a flowing script: SEKAR MAS, and the clumsy translation PRINCE OF FLOWERS.


  He slammed the last box against the wall and heard the dull creak of splintering wood. She would not be in today. She hadn’t been in for two weeks.


  That night he called her.


  “Hello?”


  Helen’s voice; at least a man hadn’t answered.


  “Helen. How you doing? It’s Leo.”


  “Leo.” She coughed and he heard someone in the background. “It’s you.”


  “Right,” he said dryly, then waited for an apology, her embarrassed laugh, another cough that would be followed by an invented catalogue of hayfever, colds, flu. But she said nothing. He listened carefully and realized it wasn’t a voice he had heard in the background but a constant stir of sound, like a fan, or running water. “Helen? You okay?”


  A long pause. “Sure. Sure I’m okay.” Her voice faded and he heard a high, piping note.


  “You got a bird, Helen?”


  “What?”


  He shifted the phone to his other ear, shoving it closer to his head so he could hear better. “A bird. There’s this funny voice, it sounds like you got a bird or something.”


  “No,” replied Helen slowly. “I don’t have a bird. There’s nothing wrong with my phone.” He could hear her moving around her apartment, the background noises rising and falling but never silent. “Leo, I can’t talk now. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”


  “Tomorrow?” he exploded. “I haven’t seen you in two weeks!”


  She coughed and said, “Well, I’m sorry. I’ve been busy. I’ll see you tomorrow. Bye.”


  He started to argue, but the phone was already dead.


  She didn’t come in the next day. At three o’clock he went to the Anthropology Department and asked the secretary if Helen had been in that morning.


  “No,” she answered, shaking her head. “And they’ve got her down as AWOL. She hasn’t been in all week.” She hesitated before whispering. “Leo, she hasn’t looked very good lately. You think maybe . . .” Her voice died and she shrugged, “Who knows,” and turned to answer the phone.


  He left work early, walking his bicycle up the garage ramp and wheeling it to the right, toward Helen’s neighborhood. He was fuming, but a sliver of fear had worked its way through his anger. He had almost gone to her supervisor; almost phoned Helen first. Instead. he pedalled quickly down Pennsylvania Avenue, skirting the first lanes of rush hour traffic Union Station loomed a few blocks ahead. He recalled an article in yesterday’s Post: vandals had destroyed the rose garden in front of the station. He detoured through the bus lane that circled the building and skimmed around the desecrated garden, shaking his head and staring back in dismay. All the roses: gone. Someone had lopped each bloom from its stem. In spots the cobblestones were littered with mounds of blossoms, brown with decay. Here and there dead flowers still dangled from hacked stems. Swearing in disgust Leo made a final loop, nearly skidding into a bus as he looked back at the plundered garden. Then he headed toward Helen’s apartment building a few blocks north.


  Her windows were dark. Even from the street the curtains looked filthy, as though dirt and exhaust had matted them to the glass. Leo stood on the curb and stared at the blank eyes of each apartment window gaping in the stark concrete façade.


  Who would want to live here? he thought, ashamed. He should have come sooner. Shame froze into apprehension and the faintest icy sheath of fear. Hurriedly he locked his bike to a parking meter and approached her window, standing on tiptoe to peer inside. Nothing. The discolored curtains hid the rooms from him like clouds of ivory smoke. He tapped once, tentatively; then, emboldened by silence, rapped for several minutes, squinting to see any movement inside.


  Still nothing. Leo swore out loud and slung his hands into his pockets, wondering lamely what to do. Call the police? Next of kin? He winced at the thought: as if she couldn’t do that herself. Helen had always made it clear that she enjoyed being on her own. But the broken glass beneath his sneakers, windblown newspapers tugging at the bottom steps; the whole unkempt neighborhood denied that. Why here? he thought angrily; and then he was taking the steps two at a time, kicking bottles and burger wrappers out of his path.


  He waited by the door for five minutes before a teenage boy ran out. Leo barely caught the door before it slammed behind him. Inside, a fluorescent light hung askew from the ceiling, buzzing like a wasp. Helen’s was the first door to the right. Circulars from convenience stores drifted on the floor, and on the far wall was a bank of mailboxes. One was ajar, stuffed with unclaimed bills and magazines. More envelopes piled on the steps. Each bore Helen’s name.


  His knocking went unanswered; but he thought he heard someone moving inside.


  “Helen,” he called softly. “It’s Leo. You okay?”


  He knocked harder, called her name, finally pounded with both fists.


  Still nothing. He should leave; he should call the police. Better still, forget ever coming here. But he was here, now; the police would question him no matter what; the curator for Indo-Asian Studies would look at him askance. Leo bit his lip and tested the doorknob. Locked; but the wood gave way slightly as he leaned against it. He rattled the knob and braced himself to kick the door in.


  He didn’t have to. In his hand the knob twisted and the door swung inwards, so abruptly that he fell inside. The door banged shut behind him. He glanced across the room, looking for her; but all he saw was gray light, the gauzy shadows cast by gritty curtains. Then he breathed in, gagging, and pulled his sleeve to his mouth until he gasped through the cotton. He backed toward the door, slipping on something dank, like piles of wet clothing. He glanced at his feet and grunted in disgust.


  Roses. They were everywhere: heaps of rotting flowers, broken branches, leaves stripped from bushes, an entire small ficus tree tossed into the corner. He forgot Helen, turned to grab the doorknob and tripped on an uprooted azalea. He fell, clawing at the wall to balance himself. His palms splayed against the plaster and slid as though the surface was still wet. Then, staring upward he saw that it was wet. Water streamed from the ceiling, flowing down the wall to soak his shirt cuffs. Leo moaned. His knees buckled as he sank, arms flailing, into the mass of decaying blossoms. Their stench suffocated him; his eyes watered as he retched and tried to stagger back to his feet.


  Then he heard something, like a bell, or a telephone; then another faint sound, like an animal scratching overhead. Carefully he twisted to stare upwards, trying not to betray himself by moving too fast. Something skittered across the ceiling, and Leo’s stomach turned dizzily. What could be up there? A second blur dashed to join the first; golden eyes stared down at him, unblinking.


  Geckos, he thought frantically. She had pet geckos. She has pet geckos. Jesus.


  She couldn’t be here. It was too hot, the stench horrible: putrid water, decaying plants, water everywhere. His trousers were soaked from where he had fallen, his knees ached from kneeling in a trough of water pooling against the wall. The floor had warped and more flowers protruded from cracks between the linoleum, brown fronds of iris and rotting honeysuckle. From another room trickled the sound of water dripping steadily, as though a tap was running.


  He had to get out. He’d leave the door open—police, a landlord. Someone would call for help. But he couldn’t reach the door. He couldn’t stand. His feet skated across the slick tiles as his hands tore uselessly through wads of petals. It grew darker. Golden bands rippled across the floor as sunlight filtered through the gray curtains. Leo dragged himself through rotting leaves, his clothes sopping, tugging aside mats of greenery and broken branches. His leg ached where he’d fallen on it and his hands stung, pricked by unseen thorns.


  Something brushed against his fingers and he forced himself to look down, shuddering. A shattered nautilus left a thin red line across his hand, the sharp fragments gilded by the dying light. As he looked around he noticed other things, myriad small objects caught in the morass of rotting flowers like a nightmarish ebb tide on the linoleum floor. Agates and feathered masks; bird of paradise plumes encrusted with mud; cracked skulls and bones and cloth of gold. He recognized the carved puppet Helen had been playing with that afternoon in the Indonesian corridor, its headdress glittering in the twilight. About its neck was strung a plait of flowers, amber and cerulean blossoms glowing like phosphorescence among the ruins.


  Through the room echoed a dull clang. Leo jerked to his knees, relieved. Surely someone had knocked? But the sound came from somewhere behind him, and was echoed in another, harsher, note. As this second bell died he heard the geckos’ feet pattering as they fled across the ceiling. A louder note rang out, the windowpanes vibrating to the sound as though wind-battered. In the corner the leaves of the ficus turned as if to welcome rain, and the rosebushes stirred.


  Leo heard something else, then: a small sound like a cat stretching to wakefulness. Now both of his legs ached, and he had to pull himself forward on his hands and elbows, striving to reach the front door. The clanging grew louder, more resonant. A higher tone echoed it monotonously, like the echo of rain in a well. Leo glanced over his shoulder to the empty doorway that led to the kitchen, the dark mouth of the hallway to Helen’s bedroom. Something moved there.


  At his elbow moved something else and he struck at it feebly, knocking the puppet across the floor. Uncomprehending, he stared after it, then cowered as he watched the ceiling, wondering if one of the geckos had crept down beside him.


  There was no gecko. When Leo glanced back at the puppet it was moving across the floor toward him, pulling itself forward on its long slender arms.


  The gongs thundered now. A shape humped across the room, something large enough to blot out the empty doorway behind it. Before he was blinded by petals, Leo saw that it was a shrunken figure, a woman whose elongated arms clutched broken branches to propel herself, legs dragging uselessly through the tangled leaves. About her swayed a host of brilliant figures no bigger than dolls. They had roped her neck and hands with wreaths of flowers and scattered blossoms onto the floor about them. Like a flock of chattering butterflies they surged toward him, tiny hands outstretched, their long tongues unfurling like crimson pistils, and the gongs rang like golden bells as they gathered about him to feed.


  1989


  The Boy in the Tree


  The next two stories move the focus from outward to inward. In “The Boy in the Tree”, Elizabeth Hand tells the tale of the most intimate of interactions and the toll such contact takes.


  Elizabeth Hand has published fiction in Twilight Zone and book reviews and criticism in the Washington Post Book World anti Science Fiction Eye, of which she is an associate editor. She worked for six years as an archivist for the National Air and Space Museum. She lives on the coast of Maine and has just finished her first novel, Winterlong (to be published by Bantam Spectra). “The Boy in the Tree” comprises one section of this novel.


  What if in your dream you dreamed, and what if in your dream you went to heaven and there plucked a strange and beautiful flower, and what if when you woke you had the flower in your hand?


  —SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE


  OUR HEART STOPS.


  A moment I float beneath her, a starry shadow. Distant canyons where spectral lightning flashes: neurons firing as I tap into the heart of the poet, the dark core where desire and horror fuse and Morgan turns ever and again to stare out a bus window. The darkness clears. I taste for an instant the metal bile that signals the beginning of therapy, and then I’m gone.


  I’m sitting on the autobus, the last seat where you can catch the bumps on the crumbling highway if you’re going fast enough. Through the open windows a rush of Easter air tangles my hair. Later I will smell apple blossom in my auburn braids. Now I smell sour milk where Ronnie Abrams spilled his ration yesterday.


  “Move over, Yates!” Ronnie caroms off the seat opposite, rams his leg into mine and flies back to pound his brother. From the front the driver yells “Shut up!”, vainly trying to silence forty-odd singing children.


  
    
      
        
          	
            On top of Old Smoky

            All covered with blood

            I shot my poor teacher

            with a forty-four slug . . .

          
        

      
    

  


  Ronnie grins at me, eyes glinting, then pops me right on the chin with a spitball. I stick my fingers in my ears and huddle closer to the window.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Met her at the door

            With my trusty forty-four

            Now she don’t teach no more . . .

          
        

      
    

  


  The autobus pulls into town and slows, stops behind a military truck. I press my face against the cracked window, shoving my glasses until lens kisses glass and I can see clearly to the street below. A young woman is standing on the curb holding a baby wrapped in a dirty pink blanket. At her ankles wriggles a dog, an emaciated puppy with whiptail and ears flopping as he nips at her bare feet. I tap at the window, trying to get the dog to look at me. In front of the bus two men in uniform clamber from the truck and start arguing. The woman screws up her face and says something to the men, moving her lips so that I know she’s mad. The dog lunges at her ankles again and she kicks it gently, so that it dances along the curb. The soldiers glance at her, see the autobus waiting, and climb back into the truck. I hear the whoosh of releasing brakes. The autobus lurches forward and my glasses bang into the window. The rear wheels grind up onto the curb.


  The dog barks and leaps onto the woman. Apple blossoms drift from a tree behind her as she draws her arms up alarmed, and, as I settle my glasses onto my nose and stare, drops the baby beneath the wheels of the bus.


  Retching, I strive to pull Morgan away, turn her head from the window. A fine spray etches bright petals on the glass and her plastic lenses. My neck aches as I try to turn toward the inside of the autobus and efface forever that silent rain. But I cannot move. She is too strong. She will not look away.


  I am clawing at the restraining ropes. A technician pulls the wires from my head while inches away Morgan Yates screams. I hear the hiss and soft pump of velvet thoughts into her periaqueductual gray area. The link is severed.


  I sat up as they wheeled her into the next room. Morgan’s screams abruptly stilled as the endorphins kicked in and her head flopped to one side of the gurney. For an instant the technician turned and stared at me as he slid Morgan through the door. He would not catch my eyes.


  None of them will.


  Through the glass panel I watched Emma Harrow hurry from another lab. She bent over Morgan and gently pulled the wires from between white braids still rusted with coppery streaks. Beside her the technicians looked worried. Other doctors slipped from adjoining rooms and blocked my view, all with strained faces.


  When I was sure they’d forgotten me I dug out a cigarette and lit up. I tapped the ashes into my shoe and blew smoke into a ventilation shaft. I knew Morgan wouldn’t make it. I could often tell, but even Dr. Harrow didn’t listen to me this time. Morgan Yates was too important: one of the few living writers whose readers included both rebels and Ascendants.


  “She will crack,” I told Dr. Harrow after reading Morgan’s profile. Seven poetry collections published by the Ascendants. Recurrent nightmares revolving around a childhood trauma in the military creche; sadistic sexual behavior and a pathological fear of dogs. Nothing extraordinary there. But I knew she wouldn’t make it.


  “How do you know?”


  I shrugged. “She’s too strong.”


  Dr. Harrow stared at me, pinching her lower lip. She wasn’t afraid of my eyes. “What if it works?” she mused. “She says she hasn’t written in three years, because of this.”


  I yawned. “Maybe it will work. But she won’t let me take it away. She won’t let anyone take it.”


  I was right. If Dr. Harrow hadn’t been so anxious about the chance to reclaim one of the damned and her own reputation, she’d have known too. Psychotics, autists, artists of the lesser rank: these could be altered by empatherapy. I’d siphoned off their sicknesses and night terrors, inhaled phobias like giddy ethers that set me giggling for days afterward. But the big ones, those whose madnesses were as carefully cultivated as the brain chemicals that allowed myself and others like me to tap into them: they were immune. They clung to their madnesses with the fever of true addiction. Even the dangers inherent to empatherapy weren’t enough: they couldn’t let go.


  Dr. Harrow glanced up from the next room and frowned when she saw my cigarette. I stubbed it out in my shoe and slid my foot back in, wincing at the prick of heat beneath my sole.


  She slipped out of the emergency room. Sighing, she leaned against the glass and looked at me.


  “Was it bad, Wendy?”


  I picked a fleck of tobacco from my lip. “Pretty bad.” I had a rush recalling Morgan wailing as she stood at the window. For a moment I had to shut my eyes, riding that wave until my heart slowed and I looked up grinning into Dr. Harrow’s compressed smile.


  “Pretty good, you mean.” Her tight mouth never showed the disdain or revulsion of the others. Only a little dismay, some sick pride perhaps in the beautiful thing she’d soldered together from an autistic girl and several ounces of precious glittering chemicals. “Well,” she sighed, and walked to her desk. “You can start on this.” She tossed me a blank report and returned to the emergency lab. I settled back on my cot and stared at the sheet.


  PATIENT NAME: Wendy Wanders


  In front of me the pages blurred. Shuddering I gripped the edge of my chair. Nausea exploded inside me, a fiery pressure building inside my head until I bowed to crack my forehead against the table edge, again and again, stammering my name until with a shout a technician ran to me and slapped an ampule to my neck. I couldn’t bear the sight of my own name: Dr. Harrow usually filled in the charts for me and provided the sedatives, as she had a special lab all in gray for the empath who couldn’t bear colors and wore black goggles outside; as she had the neural bath ready for another whose amnesia after a session left her unable to talk or stand or control her bowels. The technician stood above me until the drug took effect. I breathed deeply and stared at the wall, then reported on my unsuccessful session with the poet.


  That evening I walked to the riverside. A trio of security sculls silently plied the river. At my feet water striders gracelessly mimicked them. I caught a handful of the insects and dropped them on the crumbling macadam at water’s edge, watched them jerk and twitch with crippled stepladder legs as they fought the hard skin of gravel and sand. Then I turned and wandered along the river walk, past rotting oak benches and the ruins of glass buildings, watching the sun sink through argent thunderheads.


  A single remaining restaurant ziggurat towered above the walk. Wooden benches gave way to airy filigrees of iron, and at one of these tables I saw someone from the Human Engineering Laboratory.


  “Anna or Andrew?” I called. By the time I was close enough for her to hear I knew it was Anna this time, peacock feathers and long blue macaw quills studding the soft raised nodes on her shaven temples.


  “Wendy.” She gestured dreamily at a confectionery chair. “Sit.”


  I settled beside her, tweaking a cobalt plume, and wished I’d worn the fiery cock-of-the-rock quills I’d bought last spring. Anna was stunning, always: eyes brilliant with octine, small breasts tight against her tuxedo shirt. She was the only one of the other empties I spoke much with, although she beat me at faro and Andrew had once broken my tooth in an amphetamine rage. A saucer scattered with broken candicaine straws sat before her. Beside it a fluted parfait glass held several unbroken pipettes. I did one and settled back grinning.


  “You had that woman today,” Anna hissed into my ear. Her rasping voice made me shiver with delight. “The poet. I think I’m furious.”


  Smiling, I shrugged. “Luck of the draw.”


  “How was she?” She blinked and I watched golden dust powder the air between us. “Was she good, Wendy?” She stroked my thigh and I giggled.


  “Great. She was great.” I lowered my eyes and squinted until the table disappeared into the steel rim of an autobus seat.


  “Let me see.” Her whisper the sigh of air brakes. “Wendy—”


  The rush was too good to stop. I let her pull me forward until my forehead grazed hers and I felt the cold sting of electrolytic fluid where she strung the wire. I tasted brass: then bile and summer air and exhaust—


  Too fast. I jerked my head up, choking as I inadvertently yanked the connector from Anna. She stared at me with huge blank eyes.


  “Ch-c-c—” she gasped, spittle flying into the parfait glass. I swore and pushed the straws away, popped the wire and held her face close to mine.


  “Ahhh—” Anna nodded suddenly. Her eyes focused and she drew back. “Wendy. Good stuff.” She licked her lips, tongue a little loose from the hit so that she drooled. I grimaced.


  “More, Wendy . . .”


  “Not now.” I grabbed two more straws and cracked one. “I have a follow-up with her tomorrow morning. I have to go.”


  She nodded. I flicked the wire into her lap along with the vial of fluid and a napkin. “Wipe your mouth, Anna. I’ll tell Harrow I saw you so she won’t worry.”


  “Goodbye, Wendy.” She snapped a pocket open and the stuff disappeared. A server arrived as I left, its crooked wheels grating against the broken concrete as it listed toward the table. I glimpsed myself reflected in its blank black face, and hurried from the patio as behind me Anna ordered more straws.


  I recall nothing before Dr. Harrow. The drugs they gave me—massive overdoses for a three-year-old—burned those memories as well as scorching every neural branch that might have helped me climb to feel the sun as other people do. But the drugs stopped the thrashing, the headbanging, the screaming. And slowly, other drugs rived through my tangled axons and forged new pathways. A few months and I could see again. A few more and my fingers moved. The wires that had stilled my screams eventually made me scream once more, and, finally, exploded a neural dam so that a year later I began to speak. By then the research money was pouring through other conduits, scarcely less complex than my own, and leading as well to the knot of electrodes in my brain.


  In the early stages of her work, shortly after she took me from the military crèche, Dr. Harrow attempted a series of neuro-electrical implants between the two of us. It was an unsuccessful effort to reverse the damage done by the biochemicals. Seven children died before the minimum dosage was determined—enough to change the neural pattern behind autistic behavior, not enough to allow the patient to develop her own emotional responses to subsequent internal or external stimuli. I still have scars from the implants: fleshy nodes like tiny ears trying to sprout from my temples.


  At first we lived well. As more empaths were developed and more military funding channeled for research, we lived extravagantly well. Dr. Harrow believed that exposure to sensation might eventually pattern true emotions in her affectively neutered charges. So we moved from the Human Engineering Laboratory’s chilly fortress to the vast abandoned Linden Glory estate outside the old City.


  Neurologists moved into the paneled bedrooms. Psycho-botanists tilled the ragged formal gardens and developed new strains of oleander within bell-shaped greenhouses. Empties moved into bungalows where valets and chefs once slept.


  Lawrence Linden had been a patron of the arts: autographed copies of Joyce and Stein and the lost Crowley manuscripts graced the Linden Glory libraries. We had a minor Botticelli and many Raphaels; the famed pre-Columbian collection; antiquarian coins and shelves of fine and rare Egyptian glass. From the Victorian music room with its Whistler panels echoed the peacock screams of empties and patients engaged in therapy.


  Always I remained Dr. Harrow’s pet: an exquisite monster capable of miming every human emotion and even feeling many of them via the therapy I make possible. Every evening doctors administer syringes and capsules and tiny tabs that adhere to my temples like burdock pods, releasing chemicals directly into my corpus striatum. And every morning I wake from someone else’s dreams.


  Morgan sat in the gazebo when I arrived for our meeting, her hair pulled beneath a biretta of frayed indigo velvet. She had already eaten but servers had yet to clear her plate. I picked up the remains of a brioche and nibbled its sugary crust.


  “None of you have any manners, do you?” She smiled, but her eyes were red and cloudy with hatred. “They told me that during orientation.” I ran my tongue over a sweet nugget in a molar and nodded. “That’s right.”


  “You can’t feel anything or learn anything unless it’s slipped into your breakfast coffee.”


  “I can’t drink coffee.” I glanced around the Orphic Garden for a server. “You’re early.”


  “I had trouble sleeping.”


  I nodded and finished the brioche.


  “I had trouble sleeping because I had no dreams.” She leaned across the table and repeated herself in a hiss. “I had no dreams. I carried that memory around with me for sixty years and last night I had no dreams.” Yawning I rubbed the back of my head, adjusting a quill. “You still have all your memories. Dr. Harrow said you wanted to end the nightmares. I am surprised we were successful.”


  “You were not successful.” She towered above me when she stood, the table tilting toward her as she clutched its edge. “Monster.”


  “Sacred monster. I thought you liked sacred monsters.” I grinned, pleased that I’d bothered to read her chart.


  “Bitch. How dare you laugh at me. Whore—you’re all whores and thieves.” She stepped toward me, her heel catching between the mosaic stones. “No more of me— You’ll steal no more of me—”


  I drew back a little, blinking in the emerald light as I felt the first adrenaline pulse. “You shouldn’t be alone,” I murmured. “Does Dr. Harrow know?”


  She blocked the sun so that it exploded around the biretta’s peaks in resplendent ribbons. “Doctor Harrow will know,” she whispered, and drawing a swivel from her pocket she shot herself through the eye.


  I knocked my chair over as I stumbled to her, knelt and caught the running blood and her last memory as I bowed to touch my tongue to her severed thoughts.


  A window smeared with garnet light that ruddles across my hands. Burning wax in a small blue glass. A laughing dog; then darkness.


  They hid me under guise of protecting me from the shock. I gave a sworn statement to the military and acknowledged in the HEL mortuary that the long body with blackened face had indeed shared her breakfast brioche with me that morning. I glimpsed Dr. Harrow, white and taut as a thread as Dr. Leslie and the other HEL brass cornered her outside the Emergency Room. Then the aide Justice hurried me into the west wing, past the pre-Columbian collection and the ivory stair to an ancient Victorian elevator, clanking and lugubrious as a stage dragon.


  “Dr. Harrow suggested that you might like the Horne Room,” Justice remarked with a cough, sidling two steps away to the corner of the elevator. The brass door folded into a lattice of leaves and pigeons that expanded into peacocks. “She’s having your things sent up now. Anything else you need, please let her know.” He cleared his throat, staring straight ahead as we climbed through orchid-haunted clerestories and chambers where the oneironauts snored and tossed through their days. At the fourth floor the elevator ground to a stop. He tugged at the door until it opened and waited for me to pass into the hallway.


  “I have never been in the Horne Room,” I remarked, following him.


  “I think that’s why she thought you’d like it.” He glanced into an ornate mirror as we walked. I saw in his eyes a quiver of pity before he looked away. “Down here.”


  A wide hallway flanked by leaded windows overlooking the empties’ cottages ended in an arch crowded with gilt satyrs.


  “This is the Horne Room,” murmured Justice. To the right a heavy oaken door hung open. Inside saffron-robed technicians strung cable. I made a face and tapped the door. It swung inward and struck a bundle of cable leading to the bank of monitors being installed next to a huge bed. I paced to the window and gazed down at the roof of my cottage. Around me the technicians scurried to finish, glancing at me sideways with anxious eyes. I ignored them and sat on the windowsill. There was no screen. A hawkmoth buzzed past my chin and I thought that I could hang hummingbird feeders from here and so, perhaps, lure them within reach of capture. Anna had a bandeau she had woven of hummingbird feathers which I much admired. The hawkmoth settled on a BEAM monitor beside the bed. The technicians packed to leave.


  “Could you lie here for a moment, miss, while I test this?” The technician dropped a handful of cables behind the headboard. I nodded and stretched upon the bed, pummeling a pillow as he placed the wires upon my brow and temples. I turned sideways to watch the old BEAM monitor, the hawkmoth’s wings forming a feline mask across the flickering map of my thoughts.


  “Aggression, bliss, charity,” droned the technician, flicking the moth from the dusty screen. “Desire, envy, fear,” I sighed and turned from the monitor while he adjusted dials. Finally he slipped the wires from me and left. Justice lingered a moment longer.


  “You can go now,” I said flatly, and tossed the pillow against the headboard.


  He stood by the door, uncomfortable, and finally said, “Dr. Harrow wants me to be certain you check your prescriptions. Note she has increased your dosage of acetlethylene.”


  I slid across the bed to where a tiny refrigerator had been hung for my medications. I pulled it open and saw the familiar battery of vials and bottles. As a child first under Dr. Harrow’s care I had imagined them a city, saw the long cylinders and amber vials as battlements and turrets to be explored and climbed. Now I lived among those chilly buttresses, my only worship within bright cathedrals.


  “Two hundred milligrams,” I said obediently, and replaced the bottle. “Thank you very very much.” As I giggled he left the room.


  I took the slender filaments that had tapped into my store of memories and braided them together, then slid the plait beneath a pillow and leaned back. A bed like a pirate ship, carved posts like riven masts spiring to the high ceiling. I had never seen a pirate ship, but once I tapped a boy who jerked off to images of red flags and heaving seas and wailing women. I recalled that now and untangled a single wire, placed it on my temple and masturbated until I saw the warning flare on the screen, the sanguine flash and flame across my pixilated brain. Then I went to sleep.


  Faint tapping at the door woke me a short while later.


  “Andrew,” I yawned, pointing to the crumpled sea of bedclothes. “Come in.”


  He shut the door softly and slid beneath the sheets beside me. “You’re not supposed to have visitors, you know.”


  “I’m not?” I stretched and curled my toes around his finger.


  “No. Dr. Leslie was here all day. Anna said he’s taking us back.”


  “Me too?”


  He nodded, hugging a bolster. “All of us. Forever.” He smiled, and the twilight made his face as beautiful as Anna’s. “I saw Dr. Harrow cry after he left.”


  “How did you get here?” I sat up and played with his hair: long and silky except where the nodes bulged and the hair had never grown back. He wore Anna’s bandeau, and I tugged it gently from his head.


  “Back stairs. No one ever uses them. That way.” He pointed lazily with his foot toward a darkening corner. His voice rose plaintively. “You shared that poet with Anna. You should’ve saved her.”


  I shrugged. “You weren’t there.” The bandeau fit loosely over my forehead. When I tightened it tiny emerald feathers frosted my hand like the scales of moths. “Would Anna give me this, do you think?”


  Andrew pulled himself onto his elbows and stroked my breast with one hand. “I’ll give it to you, if you share.”


  “There’s not enough left to share,” I whined, and pulled away. In the mirror I caught myself in the bandeau. The stippled green feathers made my hair look a deeper auburn, like the poet’s. I pulled a few dark curls through the feathers and pursed my lips. “If you give this to me . . .”


  Already he was reaching for the wires. “Locked?” I breathed, glancing at the door.


  “Shh . . .”


  Afterward I gave him one of my new pills. There hadn’t been much of Morgan left and I feared his disappointment would evoke Anna, who’d demand her bandeau back.


  “Why can’t I have visitors?”


  I had switched off the lights. Andrew sat on the windowsill, luring lacewings with a silver cigarette lighter. Bats chased the insects to within inches of his face, veering away as he laughed and pretended to snatch at them. “Dr. Harrow said there may be a psychic inquest. To see if you’re accountable.”


  “So?” I’d done one before, when a schizoid six-year-old hanged herself on a grosgrain ribbon after therapy with me. “ ‘I can’t be responsible. I’m not responsible.’ ”


  We laughed: it was the classic empath defense.


  “Dr. Harrow wants to see you herself.”


  I kicked the sheets to the floor and turned down the empty BEAM, to see the lacewings better. “How do you know all this?”


  A quick fizz as a moth singed itself. Andrew frowned and turned down the lighter flame. “Anna told me,” he replied, and suddenly was gone.


  I swore and tried to rearrange my curls so the bandeau wouldn’t show. From the windowsill Anna stared blankly at the lighter for a moment, then groped in her pockets until she found a cigarette. She glanced coolly past me to the mirror, pulling a strand of hair forward until it fell framing her cheekbone. “Who gave you that?” she asked as she blew smoke out the window.


  I turned away. “You know who,” I replied petulantly. “I’m not supposed to have visitors.”


  “Oh, you can keep it,” she said airily.


  “Really?” I clapped in delight.


  “I’ll just make another.” She finished her cigarette, tossed it in an amber arc out the window. “I better go down now. Which way’s out?”


  I pointed where Andrew had indicated, drawing her close to me to kiss her tongue as she left.


  “Thank you, Anna,” I whispered to her at the door. “I think I love this bandeau.”


  “I think I loved it too,” Anna nodded, and slipped away.


  Dr. Harrow invited me to lunch with her in the Peach Tree Court the next afternoon. Justice appeared at my door and waited while I put on jeweled dark spectacles and a velvet biretta like Morgan Yates’.


  “Very nice, Wendy,” he commented, amused. I smiled. When I wore the black glasses he was not afraid to look me in the face.


  “I don’t want the others to see my bandeau. Anna will steal it back,” I explained, lifting the hat so he could see the feathered riband beneath.


  He laughed at that. I don’t hear the aides laugh very often: when I was small, their voices frightened me. I thanked him as he held the door and followed him outside.


  We passed the Orphic Garden. Servers had snaked hoses through the circle of lindens and were cleaning the mosaic stones. I peered curiously through the hedge as we walked down the pathway but the blood seemed to be all gone.


  Once we were in the shade of the Peach Tree Walk I removed my glasses. Justice quickly averted his eyes.


  “Do you think these peaches are ripe?” I wondered, twitching one from a branch as I passed beneath it.


  “I doubt it.” Justice sighed, wincing as I bit into a small pink orb like a swollen eye. “They’ll make you sick, Wendy.”


  Grinning, I swallowed my bite, then dropped the fruit. The little path dipped and rounded a corner hedged with forsythia. Three steps further and the path branched: right to the trompe Voeil Glass Fountain, left to the Peach Tree Court, where Dr. Harrow waited in the Little Pagoda.


  “Thank you, Justice.” Dr. Harrow rose and shook his hand. On several low tables lunch had already been laid for two. Justice stepped to a lacquered tray and sorted out my medication bottles, then stood and bowed before leaving.


  Sunlight streamed through the bamboo frets above us as Dr. Harrow took my hand and drew me toward her.


  “The new dosage. You remembered to take it?”


  “Yes.” I removed my hat and dropped it. “Anna gave me this bandeau.”


  “It’s lovely.” She knelt before one of the tables and motioned for me to do the same. Her face was puffy, her eyes slitted. I wondered if she would cry for me as she had for Andrew yesterday. “Have you had breakfast?”


  We ate goujonettes of hake with fennel and an aspic of lamb’s blood. Dr. Harrow drank champagne and permitted me a sip—horrible, like thrashing water. Afterward a rusted, remodeled garden server removed our plates and brought me a chocolate wafer, which I slipped into my pocket to trade with Anna later, for news.


  “You slept well,” Dr. Harrow stated. “What did you dream?”


  “I dreamed about Melisande’s dog.”


  Dr. Harrow stroked her chin, then adjusted her pince-nez to see me better. “Not Morgan’s dog?”


  “No.” Melisande had been a girl my own age with a history of tormenting and sexually molesting animals. “A small white dog. Like this.” I pushed my nose until it squashed against my face.


  Dr. Harrow smiled ruefully. “Well, good, because I dreamed about Morgan’s dog.” She shook her head when I started to question her. “Not really; a manner of speaking. I mean I didn’t get much sleep.” She sighed and tilted her flute so it refracted golden diamonds. “I made a very terrible error of judgment with Morgan Yates. I shouldn’t have let you do it.”


  “I knew what would happen,” I said matter-of-factly.


  Dr. Harrow looked at her glass, then at me. “Yes. Well, a number of people are wondering about that, Wendy.”


  “She would not look away from the window.”


  “No. They’re wondering how you know when the therapy will succeed and when it won’t. They’re wondering whether the therapist is effecting her failures as well as her cures.”


  “I’m not responsible. I can’t be responsible.”


  She placed the champagne flute very carefully on the lacquer table and took my hand. She squeezed it so tightly that I knew she wanted it to hurt. “That is what’s the matter, Wendy. If you are responsible—if empaths can be responsible—you can be executed for murder. We can all be held accountable for your failures. And if not . . .” She leaned back without releasing my hand so that I had to edge nearer to her across the table. “If not, HEL wants you back.”


  I flounced back against the floor. “Andrew told me.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Not you personally. Not necessarily. Anna, yes: they created Anna, they’ll claim her first. But the others—” She traced a wave in the air, ended it with finger pointing at me. “And you . . . If they can trace what you do, find the bioprint and synthesize it . . .” Her finger touched the end of my nose, pressed it until I giggled. “Just like Melisande’s dog, Wendy.


  “Odolf Leslie was here yesterday. He wants you for observation. He wants this—” She pressed both hands to her forehead and then waved them toward the sky, the fruit-laden trees and sloping lawns of Linden Glory. “All this, Wendy. They will have me declared incompetent and our research a disaster, and then they’ll move in.”


  A server poured me more mineral water. “Is he a nice doctor?”


  For a moment I thought she’d upset the table, as Morgan had done in the Orphic Garden. Then, “I don’t know, Wendy. Perhaps he is.” She sighed, and motioned the server to bring another cold split.


  “They’ll take Anna first,” she said a few minutes later, almost to herself. Then, as if recalling me sitting across from her, she added, “For espionage. They’ll induce multiple personalities and train them when they’re very young. Ideal terrorists.”


  I drank my water and stared at the latticed roof of the pagoda, imagining Andrew and Anna without me. I took the chocolate wafer from my pocket and began to nibble it.


  The server rolled back with a sweating silver bucket and opened another split for Dr. Harrow. She sipped it, watching me through narrowed gray eyes. “Wendy,” she said at last. “There’s going to be an inquest. A military inquest. But before that, one more patient.” She reached beneath the table to her portfolio and removed a slender packet. “This is the profile. I’d like you to read it.”


  I took the file. Dr. Harrow poured the rest of her champagne and finished it, tilting her head to the server as she stood.


  “I have a two o’clock meeting with Dr. Leslie. Why don’t you meet me again for dinner tonight and we’ll discuss this?”


  “Where?”


  She tapped her lower lip. “The Peacock Room. At seven.” She bowed slightly and passed out of sight among the trees.


  I waited until she disappeared, then gestured for the server. “More chocolate, please,” I ordered, and waited until it returned with a chilled marble plate holding three wafers. I nibbled one, staring idly at the faux vellum cover of the profile with its engraved motto:


  HUMAN ENGINEERING LABORATORY


  PAULO MAI ORA CANAMUS!


  “ ‘Let us raise a somewhat loftier strain,’ ” Andrew had translated it for me once. “Virgil. But it should be deus ex machina,” he added slyly.


  God from the machine.


  I licked melting chocolate from my fingers and began to read, skimming through the charts and anamnesis that followed. On the last sheet I read:


  Client requests therapy in order to determine nature and cause of these obsessive nightmares.


  Beneath this was Dr. Harrow’s scrawled signature and the HEL stamp. I ate the last wafer, then mimed to the server that I was finished.


  We dined alone in the Peacock Room. After setting our tiny table the servers disappeared, dismissed by Dr. Harrow’s brusque gesture. A plateful of durians stood as our centerpiece, the spiky green globes piled atop a translucent porcelain tray. Dr. Harrow split one neatly for me, the round fruit oozing pale custard and a putrescent odor. She grimaced, then took a demure spoonful of the pulp and tasted it for me.


  “Lovely,” she murmured, and handed me the spoon.


  We ate in silence for several minutes beneath the flickering gaslit chandeliers.


  “Did you read the profile I gave you?” Dr. Harrow asked at last, with studied casualness.


  “Mmmm-mmm,” I grunted.


  “And . . .?”


  “She will not make it.” I lofted another durian from the tray.


  Dr. Harrow dipped her chin ever so slightly before asking, “Why, Wendy?”


  “I don’t know.” This durian was not quite ripe. I winced and pushed it from my plate.


  “Can’t you give me any idea of what makes you feel that?”


  “Nothing. I can’t feel anything.” I took another fruit.


  “Well then, what makes you think she wouldn’t be a good analysand?”


  “I don’t know. I just—” I sucked on my spoon, thinking. “It’s like when I see my name—the way everything starts to shiver and I get sick. But I don’t throw up.”


  Dr. Harrow tilted her head thoughtfully. “Like a seizure. Well.” She smiled and spooned another mouthful.


  I finished the last durian and glanced around impatiently. “When will I meet her?”


  “You already have.”


  I kicked my chair. “When?”


  “Fourteen years ago, when you first came to HEL.”


  “Why don’t I remember her?”


  “You do, Wendy.” She lifted her durian and took the last drop of custard upon her tongue. “It’s me.”


  “Surprised?” Dr. Harrow grinned and raised the flamboyant sleeves of her embroidered haik.


  “It’s beautiful,” I said, fingering the flowing cuffs enviously.


  She smiled and turned to the NET beside my bed. “I’m the patient this morning. Are you ready?”


  I nodded. Earlier she had wheeled in her own cot, and now sat on it readying her monitors. I settled on my bed and waited for her to finish. She finally turned to me and applied electrolytic fluid to the nodes on my temples, placed other wires upon my head and cheekbones before doing the same to herself.


  “You have no technicians assisting you?” I asked.


  She shook her head but made no reply as she adjusted her screens and, finally, settled onto her cot. I lay back against the pillow and shut my eyes.


  The last thing I heard was the click of the adaptor freeing the current, and a gentle exhalation that might have been a sigh.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “Here we stand . . .”


            “Here we stand . . .”


            “Here we lie . . .”


            “Here we lie . . .”


            “Eye to hand and heart to head,

            Deep in the dark with the dead.”

          
        

      
    

  


  It is spring, and not dark at all, but I repeat the incantation as Aidan gravely sprinkles apple blossoms upon my head. In the branches beneath us a bluejay shrieks at our bulldog, Molly, as she whines and scratches hopefully at her basket.


  “Can’t we bring her up?” I peer over the edge of the rickety platform and Molly sneezes in excitement.


  “Shhh!” Aidan commands, squeezing his eyes shut as he concentrates. After a moment he squints and reaches for his crumpled sweater. Several bay leaves filched from the kitchen crumble over me and I blink so the debris doesn’t get in my eyes.


  “I hate this junk in my hair,” I grumble. “Next time I make the spells.”


  “You can’t.” Loftily Aidan stands on tiptoe and strips another branch of blossoms, sniffing them dramatically before tossing them in a flurry of pink and white. “We need a virgin.”


  “So?” I jerk on the rope leading to Molly’s basket. “You’re a virgin. Next time we use you.”


  Aidan stares at me, brows furrowed. “That won’t count,” he says at last. “Say it again, Emma.”


  “Here we stand . . .”


  Every day of Easter break we come here: an overgrown apple orchard within the woods, uncultivated for a hundred years. Stone walls tumbled by time mark the gray boundaries of a colonial farm. Blackberry vines choke the rocks with breeze-blown petals. Our father showed us this place. Long ago he built the treehouse, its wood lichen-green now and wormed with holes. Rusted nails snag my knees when we climb: all that remains of other platforms and the crow’s-nest at treetop.


  I finish the incantation and kneel, calling to Molly to climb in her basket. When my twin yells I announce imperiously, “The virgin needs her faithful consort. Get in, Molly.”


  He demurs and helps to pull her up. Molly is trembling when we heave her onto the platform. As always, she remains huddled in her basket.


  “She’s sitting on the sandwiches,” I remark matter-of-factly. Aidan shoves Molly aside hastily and retrieves two squashed bags. “I call we break for lunch.”


  We eat in thoughtful silence. We never discuss the failure of the spells, although each afternoon Aidan hides in his secret place behind the wing chair in the den and pores through more brittle volumes. Sometimes I can feel them working—the air is so calm, the wind dies unexpectedly, and for a moment the woods glow so bright, so deep, their shadows still and green; and it is there: the secret to be revealed, the magic to unfold, the story to begin. Aidan flushes above me and his eyes shine, he raises his arms and—


  And nothing. It is gone. A moment too long or too soon, I never know— but we have lost it again. For an instant Aidan’s eyes gray with tears. Then the breeze rises, Molly yawns and snuffles, and once more we put aside the spells for lunch and other games.


  That night I toss in my bed, finally throwing my pillow against the bookcase. From the open window stream the chimes of peepers in the swamp, their plangent song broidered with the trills of toads and leopard frogs. As I churn feverishly through the sheets it comes again, and I lie still: like a star’s sigh, the shiver and promise of a door opening somewhere just out of reach. I hold my breath, waiting: will it close again?


  But no. The curtains billow and I slip from my bed, bare feet curling upon the cold planked floor as I race silently to the window.


  He is in the meadow at wood’s edge, alone, hair misty with starlight, his pajamas spectral blue in the dark. As I watch he raises his arms to the sky, and though I am too far to hear, I whisper the words with him, my heart thumping counterpoint to our invocation. Then he is quiet, and stands alert, waiting.


  I can no longer hear the peepers. The wind has risen, and the thrash of the beech trees at the edge of the forest drowns all other sounds. I can feel his heart now, beating within my own, and see the shadows with his eyes.


  In the lower branches of the willow tree, the lone willow that feeds upon a hidden spring beside the sloping lawn, there is a boy. His eyes are green and lucent as tourmaline, and silvery moths are drawn to them. His hands clutch the slender willow-wands: strong hands, so pale that I trace the blood beneath, and see the muscles strung like young strong vines. As I watch he bends so that his head dips beneath a branch, new leaves tangling fair hair, and then slowly he uncurls one hand and, smiling, beckons my brother toward him.


  The wind rises. Beneath his bare feet the dewy grass darkens as Aidan runs faster and faster, until he seems almost to be skimming across the lawn. And there, where the willow starts to shadow the starlit slope and the boy in the tree leans to take his hand, I tackle my brother and bring him crashing and swearing to earth.


  For a moment he stares at me uncomprehending. Then he yells and slaps me, hits me harder until, remembering, he shoves me away and stumbles to his feet.


  There is nothing there. The willow trembles, but only the wind shakes the new leaves. From the marsh the ringing chorus rises, swells, bursts as the peepers stir in the saw grass. In the old house yellow light stains an upstairs window and our father’s voice calls out sleepily, then with concern, and finally bellows as he leans from the casement to spot us below. Aidan glances at the house and back again at the willow, and then he turns to me despairingly. Before I can say anything he punches me and runs, weeping, back to the house.


  A gentler withdrawal than I’m accustomed to. For several minutes I lay with closed eyes, breathing gently as I tried to hold onto the scents of apple blossom and dew-washed grass. But they faded, along with the dreamy net of tree and stars. I sat up groggily, wires still taped to my head, and faced Dr. Harrow already recording her limbic system response from the NET.


  “Thank you, Wendy,” she said brusquely without looking up. I glanced at the BEAM monitor, where the shaded image of my brain lingered, the last flash of activity staining the temporal lobe bright turquoise.


  “I never saw that color there before,” I remarked as I leaned to examine it, when suddenly an unfocused wave of nausea choked me. I gagged and staggered against the bed, tearing at the wires.


  Eyes: brilliant green lanced with cyanogen, unblinking as twin chrysolites. A wash of light: leaves stirring the surface of a still pool. They continued to stare through the shadows, heedless of the play of sun and moon, days and years and decades. The electrodes dangled from my fist as I stared at the blank screen, the single dancing line bisecting the NET monitor. The eyes in my head did not move, did not blink, did not disappear. They stared relentlessly from the shadows until the darkness itself swelled and was absorbed by their feral gaze. They saw me.


  Not Dr. Harrow; not Aidan; not Morgan or Melisande or the others I’d absorbed in therapy.


  Me.


  I stumbled from the monitor to the window, dragging the wires behind me, heedless of Dr. Harrow’s stunned expression. Grunting I shook my head like a dog, finally gripped the windowsill and slammed my head against the oaken frame, over and over and over, until Dr. Harrow tore me away. Still I saw them: unblinking glaucous eyes, tumbling into darkness as Dr. Harrow pumped the sedatives into my arm.


  Much later I woke to see Dr. Harrow staring at me from the far end of the room. She watched me for a moment, and then walked slowly to the bed.


  “What was it, Wendy?” she asked, smoothing her robe as she sat beside me. “Your name?”


  I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I stammered, biting the tip of my thumb. Then I twisted to stare at her and asked, “Who was the boy?” Her voice caught for an instant before she answered. “My brother Aidan. My twin.”


  “No— The other— The boy in the tree.”


  This time she held her breath a long moment, then let it out in a sigh. “I don’t know,” she murmured. “But you remember him?”


  I nodded. “Now. I can see him now. If I—” And I shut my eyes and drifted before snapping back. “Like that. He comes to me on his own. Without me recalling him. Like—” I flexed my fingers helplessly. “Like a dream, only I’m awake now.”


  Slowly Dr. Harrow shook her head and reached to take my hand. “That’s how he found Aidan, too, the last time,” she said. “And me. And now you.” For an instant something like hope flared in her eyes, but faded as she bowed her head. “I think, Wendy . . .” She spoke with measured calm. “I think we should keep this to ourselves right now. And tomorrow, perhaps, we’ll try again.”


  He sees me.


  I woke with a garbled scream, arms flailing, to my dark room bathed in the ambient glow of monitors. I stumbled to the window, knelt with my forehead against the cool oak sill and blinked against tears that welled unbidden from my burning eyes. There I fell asleep with my head pillowed upon my arms, and woke next morning to Dr. Harrow’s knock upon my door.


  “Emma,” he whispers at the transom window; “Let me in.”


  The quilts piled on me muffle his voice. He calls again, louder, until I groan and sit up in bed, rubbing my eyes and glaring at the top of his head peeking through the narrow glass.


  From the bottom of the door echoes faint scratching, Molly’s whine. A thump. More scratching: Aidan crouched outside the room, growling through choked laughter. I drape a quilt around me like a toga and lean forward to unlatch the door.


  Molly flops onto the floor, snorting when she bumps her nose and then drooling apologetically. Behind her stumbles Aidan, shivering in his worn kimono with its tattered sleeves and belt stolen from one of my old dresses. I giggle uncontrollably, and gesture for him to shut the door before Father hears us in his room below.


  “It’s fucking freezing in this place,” Aidan exclaims, pinning me to the bed and pulling the quilts over our heads. “Oh, come on, dog.” Grunting, he hauls her up beside us. “My room is like Antarctica. Tierra del Fuego. The Bering Strait.” He punctuates his words with kisses, elbowing Molly as she tries to slobber our faces. I squirm away and straighten my nightshirt.


  “Hush. You’ll wake Papa.”


  Aidan rolls his eyes and stretches against the wall. “Spare me.” Through the rents in his kimono I can see his skin, dusky in the moonlight. No one has skin like Aidan’s, except for me: not white but the palest gray, almost blue, and fine and smooth as an eggshell. People stare at us in the street, especially at Aidan; at school girls stop talking when he passes, and fix me with narrowed eyes and lips pursed to mouth a question never asked.


  Aidan yawns remorselessly as a cat. Aidan is the beauty: Aidan whose gray eyes flicker green whereas mine muddy to blue in sunlight; Aidan whose long legs wrap around me and shame my own, scraped and bruised from an unfortunate bout with Papa’s razor.


  “Molly. Here.” He grabs her into his lap, groaning at her weight, and pulls me as well, until we huddle in the middle of the bed. Our heads knock and he points with his chin to the mirror.


  ““Did you never see the picture of We Three?” he warbles. Then, shoving Molly to the floor, he takes my shoulders and pulls the quilt from me.


  
    
      
        
          	
            My father had a daughter loved a man

            As it might be perhaps, were I a woman,

            I should your lordship.

          
        

      
    

  


  He recites softly, in his own voice: not the deeper drone he affected when we had been paired in the play that Christmas. I start to slide from bed but he holds me tighter, twisting me to face him until our foreheads touch and I know that the mirror behind us reflects a moon-lapped Rorschach and, at our feet, our snuffling mournful fool.


  “ ‘But died thy sister of her love, my boy!” I whisper later, my lips brushing his neck where the hair, unfashionably long, waves to form a perfect S.


  
    
      
        
          	
            I am all the daughters of my father’s house,

            And all the brothers too; and yet I know not.

          
        

      
    

  


  He kisses me. Later he whispers nonsense, my name, rhyming words from our made-up language; a long and heated silence.


  Afterward he sleeps, but I lie long awake, stroking his hair and watching the rise and fall of his slender chest. In the coldest hour he awakens and stares at me, eyes wide and black, and turning on his side moans, then begins to cry as though his heart will break. I clench my teeth and stare at the ceiling, trying not to blink, trying not to hear or feel him next to me, his pale gray skin, his eyes: my beautiful brother in the dark.


  After this session Dr. Harrow let me sleep until early afternoon. The rush of summer rain against the high casements finally woke me, and I lay in bed staring up at a long fine crack that traversed the ceiling. To me it looked like the arm of some ghastly tree overtaking the room. It finally drove me downstairs. I ambled down the long glass-roofed corridor that led to the pre-Columbian annex. I paused to pluck a hibiscus blossom from a terra-cotta vase and arranged it behind one ear. Then I went on, until I reached the ancient elevator with its folding arabesques.


  The second floor was off limits to empaths, but Anna had memorized a dead patient’s release code and she and I occasionally crept up here to tap sleeping researchers. No medical personnel patrolled the rooms. Servers checked the monitors and recorded all responses. At the end of each twelve-hour shift doctors would flit in and out of the bedrooms, unhooking oneironauts and helping them stumble to other rooms where they could fall into yet another, though dreamless, sleep. I tapped the pirated code into the first security unit I saw, waiting for it to read my retina imprint and finally grant the access code that slid open the false paneled wall.


  Here stretched the sleep labs: chambers swathed in yellowed challis and moth-eaten linens, huge canopied beds where masked oneironauts turned and sighed as their monitors clicked in draped alcoves. The oneironauts’ skin shone glassy white; beneath the masks their eyes were bruised a tender green from enforced somnolence. I held my breath as long as I could: the air seethed with dreams. I hurried down the hall to a room with door ajar and an arched window columned with white drapes. A woman I did not recognize sprawled across a cherry four-poster, her demure lace gown at odds with the rakish mask covering her eyes. I slipped inside, locking the door behind me. Then I turned to the bed.


  The research subject’s hair formed a dark filigree against the disheveled linen sheets. I bowed to kiss her on the mouth, waiting to be certain she would not awake. Then I dipped my tongue between her lips and drew back, closing my eyes to unravel strands of desire and clouded abandon, pixie fancies. All faded in a moment: dreams, after all, are dreams. I reached to remove the wires connecting her to the monitors, adjusted the settings and hooked her into the NET. I did the same for myself with extra wires, relaying through the BEAM to the transmitter. I smoothed the sheets, lay beside her and closed my eyes.


  A gray plain shot with sunlight. Clouds mist the air with a scent of rain and seawater. In the distance I hear waves. Turning I can see a line of small trees, contorted like crippled children at ocean’s edge. We walk there, the oneironaut’s will bending so easily to mine that I scarcely sense her: she is another salt-scattered breeze.


  The trees draw nearer. I stare at them until they shift, stark lichened branches blurring into limbs bowed with green and gentle leaves. Another moment and we are beneath their heavy welcoming boughs.


  I place my hand against the rough bark and stare into the heart of the greenery. Within the emerald shadows something stirs. Sunlit shards of leaf and twig align themselves into hands. Shadows shift to form a pair of slanted beryl eyes. There: crouched among the boughs like a dappled cat, his curls crowned with a ring of leaves, his lips parted to show small white teeth. He smiles at me.


  Before he draws me any closer I withdraw, snapping the wires from my face. The tree shivers into white sheets and the shrouded body of the woman beside me.


  My pounding heart slowed as I drew myself up on my elbows to watch her, carefully peeling the mask from her face. Beneath lids mapped with fine blue veins her eyes roll, tracking something unseen. Suddenly they steady. Her mouth relaxes into a smile, then into an expression of such blissful rapture that without thinking I kiss her and taste a burst of ecstatic, halycon joy.


  And reel back as she suddenly claws at my chest, her mouth twisted to shout; but no sound comes. Bliss explodes into terror. Her eyes open and she stares, not at me but at something that looms before her. Her eyes grow wide and horrified, the pupils dilating as she grabs at my face, tears the hibiscus blossom from my hair and chokes a garbled scream, a shout I muffle with a pillow.


  I whirled and reset the monitors, switched the NET’s settings and fled out the door. In the hallway I hesitated and looked back. The woman pummeled the air before her blindly; she had not seen me. I turned and ran until I reached the doctors’ stairway leading to the floors below, and slipped away unseen.


  Downstairs all was silent. Servers creaked past bringing tea trays to doctors in their quarters. I hurried to the conservatory, where I inquired after the aide named Justice. The server directed me to a chamber where Justice stood recording the results of an evoked potential scan.


  “Wendy!” Surprise melted into disquiet. “What are you doing here?”


  I shut the door and stepped to the window, tugging the heavy velvet drapes until they fell and the chamber darkened. “I want you to scan me,” I whispered.


  He shook his head. “What? Why—” I grabbed his hand as he tried to turn up the lights and he nodded slowly, then dimmed the screen he had been working on. “Where is Dr. Harrow?”


  “I want you to do it.” I tightened my grip. “I think I have entered a fugue state.”


  He smiled, shaking his head. “That’s impossible, Wendy. You’d have no way of knowing it. You’d be catatonic, or—” He shrugged, then glanced uneasily at the door. “What’s going on? You know I’m not certified to do that alone.”


  “But you know how,” I wheedled, stroking his hand. “You are a student of their arts, you can do it as easily as Dr. Harrow.” Smiling, I leaned forward until my forehead rested against his, and kissed him tentatively on the mouth. His expression changed to fear as he trembled and tried to move away. Sexual contact between staff and experimental personnel was forbidden and punishable by execution of the medics in question; em-paths were believed incapable of initiating such contact. I grinned more broadly and pinned both of his hands to the table, until he nodded and motioned with his head toward the PET unit.


  “Sit down,” he croaked. I latched the door, then sat in the wingback chair beside the bank of monitors.


  In a few minutes I heard the dull hum of the scanners as he improvised the link for my reading. I waited until my brain’s familiar patterns emerged on the screen.


  “See?” Relief brightened his voice, and he tilted the monitor so that I could see it more clearly. “All normal. Maybe she got your dosage wrong. Perhaps Dr. Silverthorn can suggest a—”


  His words trickled into silence. I shut my eyes and drew up the image of the tree, beryl eyes and outstretched hand, then opened my eyes to see the PET scan showing intrusive activity in my temporal lobe: brain waves evident of an emergent secondary personality.


  “That’s impossible,” Justice breathed. “You have no MPs, no independent emotions— What the hell is that?” He traced the patterns with an unsteady hand, then turned to stare at me. “What did you do, Wendy?” he whispered.


  I shook my head, crouching into the chair’s corner, and carefully removed the wires. The last image shimmered on the screen like a cerebral ghost. “Take them,” I said flatly, holding out the wires. “Don’t tell anyone.”


  He let me pass without a word. Only when my hand grasped the doorknob did he touch me. briefly on the shoulder.


  “Where did it come from?” he faltered. “What is it, Wendy?”


  I stared past him at the monitor with its pulsing shadows. “Not me,” I whispered at last. “The boy in the tree.”


  They found the sleep researcher at shift-change that evening, hanging by the swag that had decorated her canopied bed. Anna told me about it at dinner.


  “Her monitors registered an emergent MP.” She licked her lips unconsciously, like a kitten. “Do you think we could get into the morgue?”


  I yawned and shook my head. “Are you crazy?”


  Anna giggled and rubbed my neck. “Isn’t everybody?”


  Several aides entered the dining room, scanning warily before they started tapping empties on the shoulder and gesturing to the door. I looked up to see Justice, his face white and pinched as he stood behind me.


  “You’re to go to your chambers,” he announced. “Dr. Harrow says you are not to talk to anyone.” He swallowed and avoided my eyes, then abruptly stared directly at me for the first time. “I told her that I hadn’t seen you yet but would make certain you knew.”


  I nodded quickly and looked away. In a moment he was gone, and I started upstairs.


  “I saw Dr. Leslie before,” Anna commented before she walked outside toward her cottage. “He smiled at me and waved.” She hesitated, biting her lip thoughtfully. “Maybe he will play with me this time,” she announced before turning down the rain-spattered path.


  Dr. Harrow stood at the high window in the Horne Room when I arrived. In her hand she held a drooping hibiscus flower.


  “Shut the door,” she ordered. I did so. “Now lock it and sit down.”


  She had broken the hibiscus. Her fingers looked bruised from its stain: jaundiced yellow, ulcerous purple. As I stared she flung the flower into my lap.


  “They know it was you,” she announced. “They matched your retina print with the masterfile. How could you have thought you’d get away with it?” She sank onto the bed, her eyes dull with fatigue.


  The rain had hung back for several hours, a heavy iron veil. Now it hammered the windows again, its steady tattoo punctuated by the rattle of hailstones.


  “I did not mean to kill her,” I murmured. I smoothed my robe, flicking the broken blossom onto the floor.


  She ground the hibiscus beneath her heel, took it and threw it out the window. “Her face,” she said: as if replying to a question. “Like my brother Aidan’s.”


  I stared at her blankly.


  “When I found him,” she went on, turning to me with glittering eyes. “On the tree.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Dr. Harrow.”


  Her lips tightened against her teeth when she faced me. A drop of blood welled against her lower lip. I longed to lean forward to taste it, but did not dare. “She was right, you know. You steal our dreams . . .”


  “That’s impossible.” I crossed my arms, shivering a little from the damp breeze. I hesitated. “You told me that is impossible. Unscientific. Unprofessional thinking.”


  She smiled, and ran her tongue over her lip to lick away the blood. “Unprofessional? This has all been very unprofessional, Wendy. Didn’t you know that?”


  “The tenets of the Nuremberg Act state that a scientist should not perform any research upon a subject which she would not undergo herself.”


  Dr. Harrow shook her head, ran a hand through damp hair. “Is that what you thought it was? Research?”


  I shrugged. “I— I don’t know. The boy— Your twin?”


  “Aidan . . .” She spread her fingers against the bed’s coverlet, flexed a finger that bore a simple silver ring. “They found out. Teachers. Our father. About us. Do you understand?”


  A flicker of the feeling she had evoked in bed with her brother returned, and I slitted my eyes, tracing it. “Yes,” I whispered. “I think so.”


  “It is—” She fumbled for a phrase. “Like what is forbidden here, between empaths and staff. They separated us. Aidan . . . They sent him away, to another kind of—school. Tested him.”


  She stood and paced to the window, leaned with a hand upon each side so that the rain lashed about her, then turned back to me with her face streaming: whether with rain or tears I could not tell. “Something happened that night . . .” Shaking her head furiously she pounded the wall with flattened palms. “He was never the same. He had terrible dreams, he couldn’t bear to sleep alone— That was how it started—


  “And then he came home, for the holidays . . . Good Friday. He would not come to Mass with us. Papa was furious; but Aidan wouldn’t leave his room. And when we returned, I looked for him, he wasn’t there, not in his room, not anywhere . . .


  “I found him. He had—” Her voice broke and she stared past me to the wall beyond. “Apple blossom in his hair. And his face—”


  I thought she would weep; but her expression twisted so that almost I could imagine she laughed to recall it.


  “Like hers . . .”


  She drew nearer, until her eyes were very close to mine. I sniffed and moved to the edge of the bed warily: she had dosed herself with hyoscine derived from the herbarium. Now her words slurred as she spoke, spittle a fine hail about her face.


  “Do you know what happens now, Wendy?” In the rain-streaked light she glowed faintly. “Dr. Leslie was here tonight. They have canceled our term of research. We’re all terminated. A purge. Tomorrow they take over.”


  She made a clicking noise with her tongue. “And you, Wendy. And Anna, and all the others. Toys. Weapons.” She swayed slightly as she leaned toward me. “You especially. They’ll find him, you know. Dig him up and use him.”


  “Who?” I asked. Now sweat pearled where the rain had dried on her forehead. I clutched a bolster as she stretched a hand to graze my temples, and shivered.


  “My brother,” she murmured.


  “No, Dr. Harrow. The other—who is the other?”


  Smiling she drew me toward her, the bolster pressing against her thigh as she reached for the NET’s rig, flicking rain from the colored wires. “Let’s find out.”


  I cried out at her clumsy hookup. A spot of blood welled from her temple and I protectively touched my own face, drew away a finger gelled with the fluid she had smeared carelessly from ear to jaw. Then, before I could lie down, she made the switch and I cried out at the dizzy vistas erupting behind my eyes.


  Aniline lightning. Faculae stream from synapse to synapse as ptyalin floods my mouth and my head rears instinctively to smash against the headboard. She has not tied me down. The hyoscine lashes into me like a fiery bile and I open my mouth to scream. In the instant before it begins I taste something faint and caustic in the back of her throat and struggle to free myself from her arms. Then I’m gone.


  Before me looms a willow tree shivering in a breeze frigid with the shadow of the northern mountains. Sap oozes from a raw flat yellow scar on the trunk above my head where, two days before, my father had sawed the damaged limb free. It had broken from the weight; when I found him he lay pillowed by a crush of twigs and young leaves and scattered bark, the blossoms in his hair alone unmarked by the fall. Now I stand on tiptoe and stroke the splintery wound, bring my finger to my lips and kiss it. I shut my eyes, because they bum so. No tears left to shed; only this terrible dry throbbing, as though my eyes have been etched with sand. The sobs begin again, suddenly. The wrenching weight in my chest drags me to my knees until I crouch before the tree, bow until my forehead brushes grass trampled by grieving family. I groan and try to think of words, imprecations, a curse to rend the light and living from my world so abruptly strangled and still. But I can only moan. My mouth opens upon dirt and shattered granite. My nails claw at the ground as though to wrest from it something besides stony roots and scurrying earwigs. The earth swallows my voice as I force myself to my knees and, sobbing, raise my head to the tree.


  It is enough; he has heard me. Through the shroud of new leaves he peers with lambent eyes. April’s first apple blossoms weave a snowy cloud about his brow. His eyes are huge, the palest, purest green in the cold morning sun. They stare at me unblinking, harsh and bright and implacable as moonlight, as languidly he extends his hand toward mine.


  I stagger to my feet, clots of dirt falling from my palms. From the north the wind rises and rattles the willow branches. Behind me a door rattles as well, as my father leans out to call me back to the house. At the sound I start to turn, to break the reverie that binds me to this place, this tree stirred by a tainted wind riven from a bleak and noiseless shore.


  And then I stop, where in memory I have stopped a thousand times; and turn back to the tree, and for the first time I meet his eyes.


  He is waiting, as he has always waited; as he will always wait. At my neck the wind gnaws cold as bitter iron, stirring the collar of my blouse so that already the chill creeps down my chest, to nuzzle there at my breasts and burrow between them. I nod my head, very slightly, and glance back at the house.


  All the colors have fled the world. For the first time I see it clearly: the gray skin taut against granite hills and grassless haughs; the horizon livid with clouds like a rising barrow; the hollow bones and nerveless hands drowned beneath black waters lapping at the edge of a charred orchard. The rest is fled and I see the true world now, the sleeping world as it wakes, as it rears from the ruins and whispers in the wind at my cheeks, this is what awaits you; this and nothing more, the lie is revealed and now you are waking and the time has come, come to me, come to me . . .


  In the ghastly light only his eyes glow, and it is to them that I turn, it is into those hands white and cold and welcome that I slip my own, it is to him that I have come, not weeping, no not ever again, not laughing, but still and steady and cold as the earth beneath my feet, the gray earth that feeds the roots and limbs and shuddering leaves of the tree . . .


  And then pain rips through me, a flood of fire searing my mouth and ears, raging so that I stagger from the bed as tree and sky and earth tilt and shiver like images in black water. Gagging I reach into my own throat, trying to dislodge the capsule Emma Harrow has bitten; try to breath through the fumes that strip the skin from my gums. I open my mouth to scream but the fire churns through throat and chest, boils until my eyes run and stain the sky crimson.


  And then I fall; the wires rip from my skull. Beside me on the floor Dr. Harrow thrashed, eyes staring wildly at the ceiling, her mouth rigid as she retched and blood spurted from her bitten tongue. I recoiled from the scent of bitter almond she exhaled; then watched as she suddenly grew still. Quickly I knelt, tilting her head away so that half of the broken capsule rolled onto the floor at my feet. I waited a moment, then bowed my head until my lips parted around her broken jaw and my tongue stretched gingerly to lap at the blood cupped in her cheek.


  In the tree the boy laughs. A bowed branch shivers, and then, slowly, rises from the ground. Another boy dangles there, his long hair tangled in dark strands around a leather belt. I see him lift his head and, as the world rushes away in a blur of red and black, he smiles at me.


  A cloud of frankincense. Seven stars limned against a dormer window. A boy with a bulldog puppy; and she is dead.


  I cannot leave my room now. Beside me a screen dances with colored lights that refract and explode in brilliant parhelions when I dream. But I am not alone now, ever . . .


  I see him waiting in the corner, laughing as his green eyes slip between the branches and the bars of my window, until the sunlight changes and he is lost to view once more, among the dappled and chattering leaves.


  On the Town Route


  Gods come in different shapes and with different attitudes, depending on the people they serve (or the culture that made up those gods). Elizabeth Hand provides us with a dark fantasy that, in its own way, explores belief as deeply as does “La Cara de Piedra.”


  Elizabeth has sold a number of short stories to such places as FULL SPECTRUM II, The Twilight Zone Magazine, and THE YEAR’S BEST HORROR 1988. Bantam will publish her first novel, WINTERLONG, next year.


  About this story, she writes, “Several years ago I spent some time on the town route in Green County, Virginia, with the friend who provided the inspiration for Cass Tyrone. Like Julie Dean, I ate too many Bomb Pops, smoked too many cigarettes, and met the people you’ll find in this story, including the bearded lady and Sam and Little Eva. And as anyone who’s spent much time in those mountains can tell you, some truly weird stuff happens there. I’m presently working on LOOKING FOR CASS, the novel that takes up where ‘On The Town Route’ ends.”


  I met the bearded lady the first day I rode with Cass on the town route. That sweltering afternoon I sprawled across my mattress on the floor. A few inches from my nose lay the crumpled notice of the revocation of my scholarship. Beside it a less formally worded letter indicated that in light of my recent lack of interest in the doings of The Fertile Mind Bookstore, my services there would no longer be needed, and would I please return the Defries Incunabula! had “borrowed” for my thesis immediately? From downstairs thumped the persistent bass line of the house band’s demo tape. Then another, more insistent thudding began outside my room. I moaned and pulled my pillow onto my head. I ignored the pounding on the door, finally pretended to be asleep as Cass let himself in.


  “Time to wake up,” he announced, kneeling beside the mattress and sliding a popsicle down my back. “Time to go on the ice cream truck.”


  I moaned and burrowed deeper into the bed. “Ow—that hurts—”


  “It’s ice cream, Julie. It’s supposed to hurt.” Cass dug the popsicle into the nape of my neck, dripping pink ice and licking it from my skin between whispers. “Snap out of it, Jules. You been in here two whole weeks. Natalie at the bookstore’s worried.”


  “Natalie at the bookstore fired me.” I reached for a cigarette and twisted to face the window. “You better go, Cass. I have work to do.”


  “Huh.” He bent to flick at the scholarship notice, glanced at yet another sordid billet: UNDERGRADUATE ACADEMIC SUSPENSION in bold red characters. Beneath them a humorlessly detailed list of transgressions. “You’re not working on your thesis. You’re not doing anything. You got to get out of here, Julie. You promised. You said you’d come with me on the truck and you haven’t gone once since I started.” He stalked to the door, kicking at a drift of unpaid bills, uncashed checks, unopened letters from my parents, unreturned phone messages from Cass Tyrone. “You don’t come today, Julie, that’s it. No more ice cream.”


  “No more Bomb Pops?” I asked plaintively.


  “Nope.” He sidled across the hall, idly nudging a beer bottle down the steps.


  “No more Chump Bars?”


  “Forget it. And no Sno-Cones, either. I’ll save ’em for Little Eva.” Reaching into his knapsack, he tossed me another popsicle and waited. I unpeeled it and licked it thoughtfully, applying it to my aching forehead. Then I stood up.


  “Okay. I’m coming.”


  Outside, on the house’s crumbling brick, someone had spray-painted Dog Is Glove and You Are What You Smell, along with some enthusiastic criticism of the house band written by Cass himself. A few steps farther and the truck stood in a vacant parking lot glittering with squashed beer cans and shattered bottles. Before I could climb in, Cass made me walk with him around the rusted machine. He patted the flaking metal signs and kicked the tires appraisingly. The truck settled ominously into the gravel at this attention and Cass sighed. “Damn. Hope we don’t get another flat your first time out.”


  Once it had been a Good Humor truck. Ghostly letters still glowed balefully above a phantom ice cream bar, since painted over with the slogan Jolly Times. One side of the cab was plastered with ancient decals displaying mottled eclairs twisted into weird shapes and faded, poisonous colors. I grimaced, then clambered in after Cass.


  As the engine wheezed, the ancient cab rattled like a box of marbles, empty pop bottles and freezer cartons rolling underfoot as I tried to clear a place to lean against the freezer. Cass lit a cigarette, dropping the match into a grape puddle.


  “You ready?” he shouted, and the truck lurched forward. I braced myself against the freezer lid, my hands sticking to the cool metal. Cass glanced back and apologized. “Sorry about that. Left a Chump Bar there last night First stop’s Tandy Court.”


  The truck hurtled through the university town of Zion, past the college lawn and the student ghettos, past tiny churches where clots of the faithful stirred listlessly on brown lawns, fanning themselves with Sunday bulletins. Cass and I sucked popsicles to cool off, the sticks piling on the floor between us like chicken bones at a barbecue. Above the dashboard dangled a string of rusty bells. Occasionally Cass tugged at an old gray shoelace to ring them, frowning at the wan metallic gargle. He hunched over the steering column, like a rodeo clown clinging to that great ugly hulk. Then he whooped, jangled the bells, and gunned the motor.


  The road narrowed to a silvery track stretching before us, churches and homes falling away as we left the town limits. About us began the slow steady erosion of village into farmland, farmland into open country, the furrows of ploughed fields plunging into the ravines and ancient hollows of the Blue Ridge. We turned off the highway, bouncing across train tracks. I breathed the cloudy sweet scents of anthracite and honeysuckle and laughed, suddenly elated.


  Below us perched a dozen trailer homes, strewn among stands of poplar and red oak like a doll village sprung from a sandbox. Old pickups and junked Chevys rusted side by side like Tonka Toys. The truck crept gingerly between ruts and boulders until we reached a little midden where an inflated Yogi Bear hung from a broom handle, revolving lazily in the breeze.


  Cass shook his head, bemused. “Lot of toys on this route.” He pointed to a shiny new trailer shell, its brown pocket of lawn vivid with red plastic tulips and spinning whirligigs. In the trailer’s windows huddled small figures, brown and green and pink, staring out with shiny black eyes. More toys peered from other trailers as we crept by, rag dolls and inchworms abandoned in back lots. Only the pickups and motorcycles parked between Big Wheel bikes hinted that there might be adults somewhere.


  “So where are all the kids?” I demanded, unwrapping a Neapolitan sandwich.


  Cass halted the truck in a cul-de-sac. “Watch this.”


  The bells jingled, echoing against the mountainside until the hollow chimed. Silence, except for distant birdsong.


  Then another sound began, a clamorous tide of screen doors slamming open and shut, door after door creaking, booming, hissing closed. Drawers banged, coins jingled. And the children came, big ones dragging smaller ones, toddlers dragging dolls, galloping dogs and kittens scampering beneath the stalled truck. Cass fell into his seat, grinning. “Ready to sell some ice cream?” He threw open the freezer drawers, nodding to the group outside.


  “Here’s the three Kims,” he commented, hefting an unopened carton. Three girls in cut-offs and T-shirts squirmed to the side of the truck, eyeing me warily.


  “Hi,” whispered the prettiest girl, staring at Cass boldly enough to belie her soft voice. “Give me a ee-clair.”


  Cass winked as he reached into the freezer. “Eclair? That’s a new one. Anything for your momma?”


  She shook her head, clinked down two quarters and slipped away.


  “What about you, Kim?” asked Cass. “Same thing?”


  “Kimberly,” lisped the second girl. She had protruding front teeth and a true harelip, her split upper lip glowing pink and wet as bubblegum when she smiled. “Fudgesicle.”


  He handed her a fudgesicle, and then the remaining children piled forward, yelling requests as I dredged ice cream from the freezer, frost billowing around me like steam. After the last child darted off, Cass wheeled the truck around and we plunged back up the road.


  From one side of the mountain to the other I watched the same scene, an endless procession of children unwinding beneath the blinding sun. I felt sick from too many cigarettes and ice cream bars. My eyes ached; the landscape looked flat and bright, overexposed, the streams of children a time-lapsed film: first the tiniest boys and girls, grinning and dirty as if freshly pulled from a garden. Then their older brothers and sisters, feral creatures with slanted eyes yellowed in the sunlight, bare arms and legs sleek and golden as perch. Girls just past puberty, one with her mother’s bra flapping loosely around her thin chest. An occasional boy, rude and bashful, a wad of chewing tobacco plumping his cheek. And finally another baby stumbling to the truck behind a mother ungraced by a gold ring, the two of them leaving naked footprints in the road.


  “Wild girls,” Cass said softly as we watched them run from the truck, to swing over fences or perch there for an instant, staring back at us with glittering eyes. “Like dragonflies,” he murmured. I saw them as he did, shining creatures darting between the pines. A flicker in the trees and they were gone, their pretty husks crumbled in the sun.


  Farther up and farther in we drove. The houses grew older, more scattered. There were no more telephone poles. The truck scaled tortuous roads so narrow I wondered how we’d get back down after dark. I stood beside the driver’s seat, balancing myself so that I could watch the sun dance in and out of the distant mountaintops. In front of me Cass fidgeted in his seat, chain-smoking.


  “Count and see if we got enough for a case of beer when we get back,” he yelled over the droning motor.


  My hands were stained in minutes, counting streaked pennies and quarters sticky with tar and gum and more lint than I cared to think about. I felt rather than saw the difference in one coin, so heavy I thought at first it was a silver dollar.


  “What’s this?”


  I tossed it gingerly into my other hand, extending it to Cass. The face was worn to a dull moon, but letters still caught the afternoon light and flashed as Cass took it from me. “Look: it’s not even in English.”


  He shut one eye and regarded it appraisingly. “Another one? She gives me those sometimes. It’s real silver.”


  I took it back, weighed it in my fist. “They worth anything?”


  “Worth their weight in silver,” Cass replied brusquely, and he reddened. “I told Sam. But he wouldn’t take ’em back,” he added defensively. He bent to trace the characters on the coin with one finger. “They’re Greek. And they’re real, real old. I bring them to the stamp shop in Zion and the guy there gives me twenty bucks apiece. You can keep that one. I haven’t seen any for awhile.”


  “I bet they’re worth more than twenty bucks,” I said, but Cass only shrugged.


  “Not in Zion. And up here they’re only worth fifty cents.” And laughing he lit a cigarette.


  “We’re almost at the bearded lady’s,” he announced. “You’ll meet Sam there. That’s always my last stop. I found her place by mistake,” he went on, pounding the dashboard for emphasis. “We’re not even supposed to go down this road.”


  He pointed his cigarette at the dusty track winding before us, so narrow that branches poked through the windows, raking my arms as the truck crept down the hill.


  “No one lives here. Just the kids, they’re always around. Come to play with Little Eva. But I never see anyone in these houses,” he mused, slowing the truck as it drifted past two dilapidated cottages, caved in upon themselves like an old man’s gums. Cass yanked on the shoelace and the bells rang faintly.


  From the shadowy verdure appeared a tiny white house, stark and precise as a child’s drawing chalked against the woodlands. Here the dirt road straightened and the hill ended, as if too exhausted to go on. The truck, too, grated to a stop.


  Behind the house stretched woods and fallow farmland, ochre clay, yellow flax fading into the silvery horizon where a distant silo wavered in the heat like a melting candle. From an unseen bog droned the resolute thud of a croaking bullfrog, the plash of a heron highstepping through the marsh. Shrill tuneless singing wafted from inside the house.


  A kitten lay panting beneath the worn floorboards of a little porch, ignoring a white cabbage butterfly feebly beating its wings in the scant shade. The singing stopped abruptly and I heard a radio’s blare.


  “Watch,” Cass whispered. He lit another cigarette and rang the bells. The kitten sprang from beneath the porch, craning to watch the front door.


  One moment the doorway was black. The next a girl stood there, her hair a spiky orange nimbus flared about a white face. Barefoot, a dirty white nightgown flapping around legs golden with dust and feet stained brick red from the clay. She smiled and jigged up and down on her heels, glancing back at the house. The kitten ran to her, cuffing her ankle—I could have circled one of those ankles with my thumb and forefinger and slid a pencil between. Her thin arm lashed out and grabbed the kitten by its nape, dangling it absently like a pocketbook.


  “Hi,” called Cass, blowing a smoke ring out the window. “Little Eva.”


  The girl beamed, stepping towards the road, then stopped to squint back at the doorway. “She’s real shy,” Cass muttered. “Hey, Eva—”


  He flourished a green and yellow popsicle shaped like a daisy. “I saved this for you. The three Kims wanted it but I told ’em, no way, this one’s for Little Eva.”


  Giggling, she shuffled down the dirt walk, her feet slipping between paving stones and broken glass. I smiled, nodding reassuringly as she took the popsicle and squatted beside Cass on the truck’s metal side-steps. He opened a can of grape pop and drained it in one pull, then tossed the empty into the back of the truck. “Where’s your mom, Eva?”


  “Right there.” She pointed with her ice pop, dropping and retrieving it from the dirt in one motion. The kitten scrambled from her arms and disappeared in the jewelweed.


  From the shadows of the doorway stepped a woman, small and fat as a bobwhite, wearing a baggy blue shift like a hospital gown. Long greasy hair was bunched in a clumsy ball at the back of her neck; long black hairs plastered her forehead. From her chin curled thick tufts of black hair, coarse as a billy goat’s beard. A pair of glasses pinched her snub nose, thick-lensed glasses with cheap black plastic frames—standard county issue. Behind the grimy lenses her eyes glinted pale cloudy yellow. When she spoke, her voice creaked like burlap sacking and her head bobbed back and forth like a snake’s. It was a whole minute before I realized she was blind.


  “Little Eva,” she yelled, her twang thick and muddy as a creek bottom. “Who’s it?”


  “Ice cream man,” drawled Eva, and she poked her popsicle into the woman’s hand. “He give me this. Get money from Sam.”


  Cass nodded slowly. “It’s Cass Tyrone, Maidie.” He thumped a heavy carton on the side of the truck. “I got you a box of eclairs here. That what you want?”


  Her hands groped along the side of the truck, pouncing on the frost-rimed box. “Sam,” she shrilled. “Ice cream man.”


  Someone else shuffled onto the porch then, wiping his hands on the front of a filthy union suit. Much older than Maidie, he wore only those greasy coveralls and a crudely drawn tattoo. He took very small steps to the edge of the porch—such small steps that I glanced down at his feet. Bare feet, grub white and hardly bigger than Little Eva’s.


  How he walked on those feet was a mystery. He was very fat, although there was something deflated about his girth, as though the weight had somewhere slipped from him, leaving soft folds and ripples of slack papery skin. His head and neck looked as though they’d been piped from pastry cream, ornate folds and dimples of white flesh nearly hiding his features. Even his tattoo was blurred and softened by time, as though it had shrunk with him, like the image on a deflated balloon. I turned my head to keep from laughing nervously. But the old man turned his head as well, so that I stared into a pair of vivid garter-blue eyes fringed with lashes black as beetles. I coughed, embarrassed. He smiled at me and I drew back, my skin prickling.


  Such a beautiful smile! Perfect white teeth and lips a little too red, as though he’d been eating some overripe fruit. I thought of Ingrid Bergman—that serene glow, those liquid eyes with their black lashes fluttering beneath a shock of grimy white hair. He was irresistible. Shyly I smiled back, and in a very soft voice he said, “Hello, Ice Cream.”


  He was the ugliest man I had ever seen.


  Cass nudged me, explaining, “That’s what he calls me. ‘Ice Cream.’ Like you call a blacksmith Smith, or a gardener Gardner.” I nodded doubtfully, but Sam smiled, tilting his head to Little Eva as he bent to tug her gently by the ear.


  “You want a cigarette, Sam?” drawled Cass, handing him an Old Gold. Sam took it without a word.


  “That’s my girl, Sam.” Cass sighed mournfully. “Julie Dean: she’s awful mean. Maidie, that’s my girl.”


  The bearded lady wagged her head, then thumped her hand on the side of the truck, palm up, until I stuck my own hand out the window. She grabbed it and nearly yanked me out into the road.


  “Maidie,” I said loudly, wincing as I heard my fingers crackle in her grip. “I’m Julie.”


  She shook her head, staring eagerly at the roof of the truck. “I knowed all about you. He told me. He got this girl . . .” Her voice ebbed and she turned to Sam, wildly brandishing her box of eclairs as she shouted, “Take ’em, Sam! That Ice Cream’s girl?”


  Sam smiled apologetically as he enfolded the box in one great soft paw. “I don’t know, Maidie,” he told her, then whispered to me, “She don’t see much people.” He spoke so slowly, so gently, that I wondered if he was dim-witted; if he’d ever been off the mountain. “Ice Cream,” he murmured, and reached to stroke my hand. “Ice Cream, this your girl?”


  Cass grabbed me, shaking me until my hair flew loose from my bandana and my jaw rattled. “This is her. The one and only. What you think, Sam?”


  Sam stared at me. I saw a light flare and fade in his iris: the pupils pulsed like a pair of flexing black wings, then shrank to tiny points once more. I shrugged, then nodded uneasily.


  “Julie,” he whispered. “You his girl?”


  I shook my head, stammering, and shrank from the window.


  “Julie Dean. I’ll remember,” whispered Sam. He slid his hand over mine, his skin smooth and dry and cool as glass. “You know, Ice Cream is awful good to us.”


  “I thought everybody hated the ice cream man,” I remarked, grinning.


  Sam shook his head, shocked. “We love ice cream.”


  Cass grinned. “Hear that? They love me. Right, Maidie? Right, Eva?”


  Maidie giggled sharply, tilting her head so that I saw the moles clustered beneath her chin, buried like dark thumbprints in that fleshy dewlap where the hairs grew thickest. I shuddered, thinking of cancers, those dark little fingers tickling her throat in the middle of the night. Little Eva laughed with her mother, clutching the truck’s fender.


  “Ice Cream!” she shrieked. “Give me ice cream!”


  Cass beamed and scooped another popsicle from the freezer, tossing it to her like a bear slapping a trout to shore. The kitten flashed from the grass, tumbling the pop in mid-air so it fell at Maidie’s feet.


  “I’ll be by tomorrow,” Cass called to Sam, and he started back into the truck. “You catch me then.”


  “I got money,” Sam muttered. He wriggled his hand into a pocket, then opened his palm to display a handful of tarnished coins, age-blackened and feathered with verdigris. Cass scrutinized the coins, finally picked out three. Eva giggled, baring a mouthful of green-iced teeth.


  “Okay,” he said. “But I got to go now. Kiss, Little Eva?”


  She fled tittering to the porch, pausing to spin and wave like one of those plastic whirligigs, bobbing goodbye before she skipped indoors. Cass started the truck and waved.


  “So long, Maidie, Sam. Anything special tomorrow?”


  Maidie yelled, “Eclairs,” then waddled back to the porch. For another minute Sam lingered, stroking the rusted metal of the truck’s headlights. “You’ll be back?” he finally asked.


  “Sure, Sam,” Cass shouted above the motor. “Tomorrow.”


  Sam nodded, lifting his hand and opening it a single time in measured farewell. “Tomorrow,” he repeated, and stepped back from the cloud of dirt and grass that erupted behind us. A minute later and they were gone from sight, hidden behind the oaks and serpentine road. Cass grinned like a dog, twisting in his seat to face me. “What’d you think?”


  I lit a cigarette, staring at the fields streaming red and gold in the twilight, the tumbledown walls and rotting fenceposts. I waited a long time before answering him, and then I only said, “I thought it was sad,” and tossed my cigarette across the road.


  “Sad?” said Cass, puzzled. “You thought Little Eva was sad?”


  “Christ, they’re so poor. Like they haven’t had a real meal in months.”


  “Sad?” he repeated. “Sad?” And he stomped the gas pedal. “I thought they’d make you happy.”


  “Cass!” I shook my head, kicking at an empty beer bottle. “You’re feeding them.”


  “I don’t give them anything,” he protested. “They buy that ice cream.”


  “Cass, I saw you give him a box of eclairs.”


  He shook his head violently, jerking the wheel from side to side. “He bought that, Julie. He paid for it.”


  “Fifty cents for ten bucks worth of eclairs.”


  “What are you saying? Just what are you saying?” Cass demanded. “I sold him that ice cream.” His face glowed bright pink, the stubble on his face a crimson fuzz. I hunched back against the freezer and looked away stubbornly.


  “Look, Cass, I don’t care what you do with your money—”


  “Shut up. Just shut up. What the hell do you know? They don’t need that ice cream. They love it. That’s why I go there. Not like—” He stopped, furious, switching the radio on and then off again.


  We rode in silence. It grew darker as we traced our way back down again. Night leaked like black water to fill the rims and ridges of the mountains. The first stars gleamed as the trees began to bow before a cool rising wind. I reached over to roll up the window, as much to shut out the night itself as the chill air; but the handle was broken. I rubbed my arms and wished I’d brought a sweater. Silently Cass groped beneath his seat with one hand, then tossed me a dirty sweatshirt. I pulled it on gratefully and leaned forward to kiss him.


  “Am I your girl? Is that what you tell them?”


  He shrugged and shifted gears. He drove with his face pressed right up to the gritty windshield, shoving his glasses against the bridge of his nose as if that might make his eyes strong enough to pierce the dark tunnel of pine and shivering aspen. “Damn,” he muttered. “This place gets dark.”


  I nodded, huddling into his sweatshirt as I peered into the night. It was like day was something that could be peeled away, and now the black core of the mountain, the pith and marrow of it, throbbed here. I saw averted eyes, heard wings and the rustle of pokeweed where something loped alongside us for a few yards before veering off into the bracken. I stuck my head out the window and saw reflected in the scarlet taillights a fox, one black foreleg raised as he watched us pass.


  Then came a long stretch where the road flattened out and stretched before us like a solid shaft of darkness flying into the heart of the country. Overhead, branches linked and flowers dangled against the windshield, laving us in their dreamy scent. Cass cut back the engine and the truck glided down this gentle slope, headlights guttering on rabbits that did not run, but stopped to regard us with gooseberry eyes from the roadside. I yawned and let my arms droop out the window.


  “Poison ivy,” warned Cass; but he did the same thing, sparks from his cigarette singeing sphinx moths and lacewings. Great white blossoms belled from the trees and I reached to grab a handful of flowers, yanking them through the window until the branch snapped and showered us with pollen and dew.


  “Look,” I gasped, breathless from the cold spray. “What are they?”


  Cass poked sagely at his glasses, leaning over to inhale.


  “Moonflowers,” he announced.


  “Really?” I lifted my face and shook the branch, spattering more dew on my sunburned cheeks. “They smell like heaven.”


  “Nah. I don’t know what they are, really. White things—asphodel, moonflowers,” he finished, yawning. “They do smell like—”


  He choked on the word, twisting the wheel sharply. “Sweet Jesus . . .”


  In the road before us crouched a child, her eyes incandescent in the highbeams. I shouted and lunged for the wheel, tearing it from Cass’s hands. With a shearing sound the wheel spun free and the truck plowed forward.


  There was no way we could avoid hitting her. The soft thump was almost a relief, the gentle slap of a great wave against a dinghy. The truck shuddered to a stop and Cass groaned, knocking me aside as he staggered through the door to land on his knees in the dirt. I followed and collapsed beside him.


  She was dead, of course. A vivid russet bruise smeared her face from neck to shoulder, staining her torn T-shirt. At first I didn’t recognize the face beneath the speckled dirt and blood. Then I noticed the tiny pink cleft above her teeth, the blood pooling there to trickle into her mouth. Cass dabbed at her chin with his shirt sleeve, halted and began to cry. His keening rose higher and higher until I covered my ears against his screams, too stunned to calm him. I didn’t think to go for help. We knelt there a long time, and I dully brushed away the insects that landed on the child’s face.


  Behind us something moved. A silhouette cut off the headlights’ beam. I stared at my hand splayed against the girl’s clenched fist, afraid to turn and face the figure standing in the light. Instead I waited for the cry that would drown out Cass’s voice: mother, father, searching sister.


  But the voice was laconic, dull as dust. “What you crying for?”


  I lifted my head and saw Maidie feeling her way along the front of the truck, balancing clumsily by grabbing the grill above one headlight. Cass stared at her and choked, clutching wildly at my knee. “She can’t see,” he gasped, and suddenly pushed at the girl’s body. “Julie—”


  Maidie stood in front of the truck, her blue shift glowing in the backlight. I stammered loudly, “Maidie—we got trouble—Kimberly—we hit her.”


  She stumbled towards us, smacking the grill and kicking violently at stones in her path. A rock bounded against the child’s forehead and Cass gagged, drawing closer to me. I rose to my knees and reached to halt the blind woman.


  “Maidie. You better go back . . .”


  Then she was on her knees beside us, groping in the dirt until she grasped the crushed shoulder, the head lolling like an overripe peach. “Hurt that pore old head,” she laughed, and her yellow eyes rolled behind glinting lenses. “Bang.”


  I drew back in disgust, then squeezed Cass’s hand as I stood. “Don’t leave,” I warned him. “I’m getting help.”


  Maidie leaned over the child, brushing the girl’s hair from her forehead. “Poor old head,” she chortled. Then she spat on her fingers and rubbed the dirt from the girl’s mouth, all the while staring blankly into the glaring headlights.


  For a moment I hesitated, watching the gleam of light on her beard, the flash of her glasses like two bright coins. Then I turned to leave. Where the circle of light ended I paused, blinking as I tried to see where the road twisted. Behind me Cass hissed and Maidie giggled, the two sounds like a bird’s call. I glanced back once again.


  Between Cass and the bearded woman the child stirred, thrashing at the ground until she heaved herself upright to stare at them sleepy-eyed. She shook her head so that her hair shone in a blur of dust, the face beneath that mane a sticky mess of blood and dirt. Then she stuck her finger in her mouth, blinking in the painful light, and asked doubtfully, “You the ice cream man?”


  Cass nodded, dazed, pulled his glasses from his nose, put them back, stared from Maidie to the child once more. Then he laughed, hooting until the mountain rang, and I heard an owl’s mournful reply. “Jesus, you scared me! Kim, you all right?”


  “Kimberly,” she murmured, rubbing her shoulder. She glanced at her bloody hand and wiped it on her shorts. “I sure fell,” she said. “Can I have a Sno-Cone?”


  Cass staggered to his feet and sprinted to the truck. From inside he tossed Sno-Cones, eclairs, a frozen Moon-Pie. A can of pop exploded on the ground in a cherry mist and he stopped, seeing me for the first time. He ran his hands through his hair. “Sno-Cone,” he repeated.


  “I just want an e-clair,” Maidie called petulantly, and she pounded the road with her palm. “We got to get back, Kimberly.” She lumbered to her feet and hobbled to the truck, the girl beside her scratching. Cass stepped down and put a Sno-Cone in each small hand, turned and handed Maidie an eclair. The bearded lady grabbed Kimberly by the neck and pushed her impatiently. “Take me home,” she rasped, and Kimberly started to walk up the road, limping slightly. Maidie kicked the stones from her path as they plodded past me, trailing melting ice cream. At the edge of light they disappeared from view, the soft uneven pad of their feet fading into the pines.


  From the doorway Cass squinted after them, and I stared at him, both of us silent. Cass trembled so that the cigarette he lit flew off into the darkness like a firefly. In the road melted a dozen Sno-Cones and eclairs, pooling white and red and brown in the clay. I stepped towards the truck and knelt to inspect a slender rillet of blood. Already tiny spiders skated across the black surface and moths lit there to rest their wings, uncoiling dark tongues to feed. With one finger I touched the sticky surface and raised my hand to the light.


  There was too much blood. She had not been breathing, the right side of her face had paled to the color of lilacs, and I had glimpsed the rim of bone beneath her cheek, the broken lip spilling blood into the earth. Now behind me two sets of footprints marked the mountain road, and I could hear a woman’s distant voice, a child’s faint reply. I wiped the blood from my finger, and slowly returned to the truck to help Cass up the steps. Gently I eased him onto the freezer, pushing his shoulders until he sat there quietly. Then I settled myself beside the wheel. I started the engine, tentatively pressing pedals until the truck heaved forward, and drove crouched at the edge of the seat, squinting into the halo of light that preceded us. Behind me Cass toyed with his glasses, dropping them once and retrieving them from the floor. I saw him reflected in the truck’s mirror like a trick of the light, his eyes fixed upon the passing hollows, the dark and tossing trees that hid from us a wonder.


  After that I rode with Cass every morning on the town route. And as each afternoon struggled to its melancholy peak we’d start for the bearded lady’s house. Sometimes we’d take one or two of the children with us, Kimberly and June Bug flanking me atop the freezer or playing with the radio dials. But usually we’d just find them all waiting for us when we arrived, racing through the tall grass behind Eva: Little Eva always running, running to hug Cass’s knees and slip slyly past me when I stooped to greet her. Cass would bring a six-pack of True Blue Beer, and we’d squat beside Sam on the flimsy back porch, drinking and watching the children play.


  The months marched past slowly. Our afternoons lingered into evenings when we took our cue from the hoarse voices of mothers hailing their children home. One night we stayed until moonrise, waving good-bye to the children as they took their hidden paths through the pinegroves. Their chatter was of school starting in the valley: new clothes and classrooms, a new teacher. The three Kims were the last to leave, and Cass handed each a popsicle as they passed the truck.


  “Too cold,” Kimberly squealed, and tossed hers into the weeds. Cass nodded sadly as we walked back to the porch, tugging at his collar against the evening chill. Eva sat yawning in Sam’s lap, and the old man stroked her hair, humming to himself. I could scarcely see Maidie where she stood at the edge of the field, her face upturned to the lowering sky. Cass and I settled beside Sam, Cass reaching to take Eva into his arms.


  “Will you miss me when it’s too cold for ice cream, Eva?” he asked mournfully. “When the three Kims are all drinking hot chocolate?”


  She stared at him solemn-eyed for a moment as he gazed wistfully across the field. Then she slid from his lap, pursing her lips to kiss his chin, and pulled at Sam’s shoulder. “Show him what you can do, Sam,” she said imperiously. “That thing. Show Cass.”


  Sam smiled and looked away.


  “Show him!” She bounced against his side, pulling his union suit until he nodded and rose sighing, like a bear torn from his long sleep. Cass looked at me with mock alarm as Sam lumbered down the steps to the willow tree.


  “Watch!” Eva shrilled, and Maidie turned to face us, her white face cold and impassive.


  About the willow tree honeysuckle twined, wreathing it in gold and ivory trumpets. Sam reached and gently stripped the tiny blooms from a vine, disturbing the cicadas that sang there. In his hands, the flowers glowed slightly in the dusk. I glanced up and marked where bats stitched the sky above him, and pointed for Eva to look.


  “I see,” she said impatiently, pulling away from me. “Watch, Cass.”


  Sam wheeled to face us, inclined his head to Eva and smiled. Then he flung his arms upwards, sending a stream of flowers into the air.


  “See them?” cried Eva, clinging to Cass’s hand.


  I saw nothing. Beside me Cass squinted, adjusting his glasses. Sam tore more honeysuckle from the willow and flung another handful into the air.


  A black shape broke from the sky, whipped towards Sam’s face and fell away so quickly it looked like it was moving backwards. Another flicker of darkness inches from Sam’s face, and another; and they were everywhere, chasing the blossoms he hurled into the night, flitting about his face like great black moths. A faint rush of air upon my cheek: I saw the bluish sheen of wings, the starpoint reflection of one tiny eye as a bat skimmed past. I shuddered and drew closer to Cass. Eva laughed and darted away from the porch, joining Sam and gathering the broken flowers from the grass. She stood with face tilted to where the tiny shadows whirled, striking at flowers and craneflies.


  “Can you hear them, Cass?” she called. He stood, eyes and mouth wide as he looked from the two of them to me, and nodded.


  “I do,” he murmured.


  Beside him I gripped the porch rail and shrank from them, the soft rush of wings and their plaintive song: a high thin sound like wires snapping. “Cass,” I whispered. “Cass—let’s go.”


  But he didn’t hear me; only stood and watched until Maidie called to Eva and her sharp voice sent the bats flurrying into the night. Her voice stirred Cass as well; he turned to me blinking, shaking his head.


  “Let’s go,” I urged him, and he took my hand, nodding dazedly. Sam walked to the porch steps and looked up at us.


  “You be by tomorrow,” he said, and for a moment he held my other hand. His fingers were cold and damp, and when he withdrew them I found a green tendril in my palm, its single frail blossom crushed against my skin. “To say good-bye.”


  “We’ll be here,” Cass called back as I led him towards the truck.


  When we drove up the following afternoon it was late, the sun already burning off the tops of the mountains. Cass had bought a case of True Blue back in Zion. We’d been drinking most of the day, mourning the end of summer, the first golden leaves on the tulip poplars. From the top of the rise Maidie’s house looked still, and as we coasted down the hill I saw no one on the porch. The chairs and empty beer bottles were gone. So was the broom that Cass had made into a hobby-house for Eva, and the broken pots and dishes that had been her toys. Cass parked the truck on the grass and looked at me.


  “What the hell is this?” he wondered, and opened another beer. For several minutes we sat, waiting for Sam or Eva to greet us. Finally he finished his beer and said lamely, “Guess we better go find out.”


  On the porch Eva’s half-grown kitten mewled, scampering off when Cass bent to pick it up. “Jeez,” he muttered, pushing tentatively at the screen door. It gave gently, and we hesitated before entering. Inside there was nothing: not a chair, not a rag, not a glass. Cass stared in disbelief, but put on a nonchalant expression when Sam trudged in.


  “Looks like you been doing your spring cleaning,” Cass said uneasily.


  Sam nodded. “I got to go. This time of year . . . take the girl with me.” He smiled vacantly and crossed to the back door. Cass and I looked at each other, perplexed. Sam said nothing more and stepped outside. I followed him, peering into the single other room that had held a cot and mattress. Empty.


  I found Cass outside, weaving slightly as he followed Sam to the porch’s crumbling edge. “Where’re you going?” he asked plaintively, but Sam only shook his head in silence, leaning on the splintered rail and gazing out at the field.


  There was no sign of Maidie, but I could hear Eva chanting tunelessly to herself in the thicket of jewelweed at wood’s edge. Cass heard, too, and called her name thickly. The golden fronds, heavy with blossoms and bees, twitched and crackled; and then Eva raced out, breathless, her face damp with excitement.


  “Cass!” she cried, and scrambled up the porch steps to hug him. “We got to go.”


  “Where?” he asked again, resting his beer against her neck as he smoothed her tangled hair. “You going off to school?”


  She shook her head. “No. Sam’s place.” Eva hugged his legs and looked up at him imploringly. “You come too. Okay, Cass? Okay?”


  Cass finished his beer and threw the bottle recklessly towards the field, to crash and shatter on stone. “I wish someone’d tell me where you all are going,” he insisted, turning to Sam.


  The old man shrugged and eyed Little Eva. “You about ready?”


  Eva shook her head fiercely. For the first time since I’d known her I saw her eyes blister with tears. “Sam—” she pleaded, yanking Cass’s hand at each word. “I want Cass too.”


  “You know that ain’t up to me,” Sam replied bluntly, and he turned and went back inside.


  Cass grinned then, and winked at me. “Just like a girl,” he remarked, tousling her hair.


  Faint high voices called from the woods. From the brush scrambled the three Kims, tearing twigs from their hair and yelling to us as they clambered over the fence. Beside me Little Eva stiffened, slipping her hand from Cass’s as she watched her friends waving. Suddenly she let out a yell and sprang to meet them with arms flung wide, her hair a blazing flag in the sunset. Cass called after her, amused.


  “That kid,” he laughed, then stopped and cocked his head.


  “What?” I glanced back at the sagging porch door, wondering where Maidie and Sam had gone.


  “Hear that?” Cass murmured. He looked at me sharply. “You hear that?”


  I shook my head, smoothing the hair from my ears. “No. The kids?” I pointed to the girls greeting Eva in the tall grass.


  “Singing,” Cass said softly. “Someone’s singing.” He stared intently after Eva.


  Above the field the sun candled the clouds to an ardent sea. A chill breeze rose from the west, lifting a shimmering net of bees from the jewelweed and rattling the willow leaves. In the grass the girls shrieked and giggled, and as we watched the other children joined them for their evening games of Gray Wolf and Shadow-Tag, small white shapes slipping from the darkening trees with their mongrels romping underfoot. Eva pelted her friends with goldenrod while the boys tussled in furrows, their long blue shadows dancing across the grass until they were swallowed by the willow’s roots. Cass watched them, entranced, his head tilted to catch some faint sound on the wind.


  “What is it?” I asked, but he only shook his head.


  “Can’t you hear?” He looked at me in wonder, then turned away and walked across the field towards the children.


  “Cass!” I called after him; but he ignored me. For several minutes I waited, and finally stepped back to the door. And stopped.


  Someone was singing. Perhaps I had already heard without realizing, or mistaken the refrain for the cry of the crickets or nightjars. I cocked my head as Cass had done and tried to trace the music; but it was gone again, drowned by the children’s voices. I caught the bellow of Cass’s laughter among their play, then faint music once more: a woman’s voice, but wordless or else too far off for me to understand her song. At the doorway I paused and looked out at the field. The sun scarcely brushed the horizon now above the cirrus archipelago. Lightning bugs sparked the air and the children spilled through their trails, Cass lumbering among them with first Kim and then Little Eva hugging his narrow shoulders. For a long while I watched them, until only Eva’s amber hair and Cass’s white shirt flashed in the dusk. Finally Cass looked up and, seeing me for the first time, beckoned me to join them. I smiled and waved, then bounded down the steps and across the field.


  From the grass hundreds of leafhoppers flew up as I passed, the click of their wings a soft and constant burr. Last light silvered the willow bark and faded. The wind was stronger now, and with the children’s voices it carried that faint music once more, ringing clearly over the whir of insects. I halted, suddenly dizzy, and stared at my feet as I tried to steady myself.


  When I glanced up the children had fallen still. They stood ranged across the field, their dogs beside them motionless, ears pricked. I turned to see what held them.


  As though storm-riven the willow thrashed, branches raking the sky as if to hurl the first stars earthward. I swore and stepped back in disbelief. Beneath me the ground shuddered, buckling like rotten bark. Then with a steady grinding roar the earth heaved. A rich spume of dirt and clover sprayed me as the ground beneath the tree split like a windfall apple.


  The roaring stopped. A second of utter silence; and then song poured from the rift like a flock of swans. I clapped my hands to my ears and fell to my knees.


  The dogs heard first. I felt the heat of their flanks as they streamed past me, heard their panting and faint whimpers. I forced myself to look up, brushing dirt from my face.


  Above a gaping mouth in the red earth the willow reared. In its shadow stood Maidie, arms outstretched. She was singing, and the dogs streamed past her, vaulting into the darkness at her feet. I stared amazed. Then from behind me I heard voices, the soft stir of footsteps. I glanced back.


  The field lay in gray half-light. Abruptly the darkness itself shivered, broken where the children ran laughing across the field, in twos and threes, girls clutching hands to form a chain across the waving grass, the littlest clinging to the bigger boys shouting in excitement. I yelled to them, but my voice was drowned by their laughter. They did not see me as they raced past.


  She drew them, head thrown back as she sang on and on and on, her voice embracing stone and tree and hound and stars, until her song was the children and she sang them all into the earth. Her glasses fell from her face, the gaze she turned upon the children no longer blind but blinding: eyes like golden flowers, like sunrise, like autumn wheat. My hands were raw from kneading the clay as I stared, boys and girls rushing to her and laughing as they disappeared one by one into the rift at her feet. Her hands moved over and over again in a ceaseless welcoming wave, as though she gathered armfuls of bright blossoms to her breast. But I could not move: it was as if I had become that tree, and rooted to the earth.


  Final footsteps pattered on the grass. Cass and Eva passed me, running hand in hand to join the rest, now gone beneath the willow. I screamed his name and they halted. Cass stared back dimly, shaking his head as though trying to recognize me. The woman I had known as Maidie raised her arms and fell silent. Then she called out a word, a name. Little Eva smiled at Cass, standing on tiptoe to kiss him. He smiled and kissed her forehead, then gathered her into his arms to carry her the last few steps to the willow. I watched as the woman waiting there took his hands; and lost him forever.


  Another figure stepped from the tree’s shadow. He stooped to take the child from Cass’s arms. I saw Cass turn from Sam to the woman beside him, the woman whose wheat-gold eyes held a terrible sorrow. And suddenly I understood: knew the mother’s eternal anguish at losing the child again to him, that bleak consort, He Who Receives Many; knew why she gathered this bright harvest of playmates for a sunless garden, attendants for the girl no more a girl, the gentle maiden doomed to darkness the rest of the turning year.


  One last moment they remained. The child raised her hand to me and opened it, once, in a tiny farewell. The ground trembled. A sound like rushing water rent the air. The willow tree crashed into darkness. A crack like granite shattering; a smell like ash and grinding stone. They were gone; all gone.


  The night was silent. Before me stretched the empty field, an abandoned cottage. Then from the woods echoed a poorwill’s wail and its mate’s echoing lament. I stumbled to the fallen tree and, kneeling between its roots, wept among the anemones hiding children in the earth.


  1990


  Jangletown


  [image: ]


  The package had reached him through the usual channels. It contained a small diary, the pages filled with a cramped, unruly script. There was no name to identify an owner, and the first pages had been tom out, so that the text began in midentry, dateless—flipping ahead a few pages he saw that none of the entries were dated.


  The note accompanying the diary, written in green ink, was not signed or dated either. It did not need to be. He’d been expecting a communication of some sort for days now. With a sigh, he settled more comfortably into the black leather chair, had another swallow of the hot and bitter coffee, and, as directed by the note, began to read from the beginning.


  . . . but sit, man, waiting for the J to hit. Outside the big bad city, Love Me Avenue. Gotta be in the right frame of mind for that scene, no lie. Need the Doctor for that. So backpack between my legs I leaned back against one greasy, pissed-on wall checking it all out: homeboys roaming in tight packs, junkies on the nod, jittery crackheads, stumblebums seeking handouts, busloads of paleface tourists like flocks of sheep ready for shearing. And cops just itching to open fire, got that look of hate and terror in their eyes to remind me of home and Dear Old Dead Old Dad. Headphones blasting Rictus, “Serene Disdain”—oh, yeah, it was starting to come together, my own private MTV! Dude slinked over mouthing, “Sense? Sense?” And I had to laugh, ’cause like all of a sudden it’s jangle time, I mean the Doctor is IN, and that’s all the sense I need.


  Dude gave me a wink as I slipped by. “Man, you lookin’ ?”


  “I’m cookin’,” I said with a giggle, a little too loud. Couple of cops started over in slow motion, but by then I was out of there, on the street, safe.


  Even cooking with J took some long seconds to plug in. Saturday night on Love Me Avenue, Jangletown, U.S.A. The poxy brain of Gotham in its perpetual grand mal seizure, neurons blazing like Chinatown fireworks to the tune of Live Girls and the strobing blues and reds of police cars and ambulances, sirens wailing, people wailing louder, stench of hot dogs and stale sweat and automobile exhaust trapped and festering at the bottom of these dead canyons sunk beneath a smog so foul and thick it’s like living underwater. No, they will not find me here.


  Day and night the smoke goes up from this island pyre to sting the eyes of angels. Do they weep? I sometimes wonder. Once, sick and feverish, I dreamed of angels gazing down, lovely faces lost in light, wings spread wide as clouds. Oh how I longed to join them, but then the fever broke. I never saw them again until the Doctor took me by the hand and showed me how to look. Now it’s angels everywhere, man. But they’re above this city like nowhere else. Here I’ll find the one I seek, the prince of angels I glimpsed so long ago in a fever dream. I saw him again in Dear Old Dead Old’s eyes, and it made me smile like the promise of a punchline as I pulled the trigger, jingle, jangle, jongie.


  Rictus could not keep up with the Doctor. As I changed tapes, a voice at my shoulder grated, “Man, you got a crash?”


  The dude from the Port Authority, Blue jogging suit: leather medallion of Mother Africa in purple, green, red and white. I frowned, stepped away, ready to merge with and into the chaos of the street, janglewise.


  “Hell, no one want to mess with you, boy. Yeah, you cookin all right But you be hurtin’ soon, I see that. You call this number Ask for Panic, that’s me.”


  A slip of paper in my hand, and the dude was gone. Panic—like where do they get these names? Cranked some Ozone and let the flow sweep me where it would.


  Panic: he knew that name. Part-time dealer in flesh, full-time in drugs. His kind were common as cockroaches and more difficult to exterminate.


  Jangle: he knew that name, too. AKA Doctor and/or J. Streets had been flooded with the drag over the last few months; it had appeared out of nowhere in tiny patches no bigger than a thumbprint, patches emblazoned with crazy patterns, drunken mandalas of violet and green and crimson that just so happened to blend in perfectly with the current rage for face tattoos.


  Gotham seemed to be a test area; other cities had not yet reported substantial quantities of the drag. It was a personal challenge, of course, these punks poisoning his city, out to make their reps over his dead body like gunfighters in the Old West. Sometimes he could hear their laughter echoing even in this dark and peaceful refuge.


  But jangle was no joke. A cocaine derivative, like crack, cut with the usual strychnine but also spliced with a designer drag he hadn’t been able to isolate, a subtle psychedelic that induced hallucinations of a paranoid nature as the dosage increased . . . which it always did. Withdrawal saw to that. Euphoria, fantasies of power and control, mystical delusions capable of reaching an intensity that in extreme cases (and they were all extreme cases, sooner or later) erupted into full-blown psychosis. And to judge by what he’d read so far, the author of this anonymous diary was reaching the breaking point.


  . . . but then it only took a second. Me, dazed and hungry by the dawn’s early gloom, the Doctor O-U-T and a dirty drizzle falling from a dirty sky as I searched for a cozy corner where I could slap on some J in peace and quiet, just enough to bring me down light as a feather. Had the news buzzing in my ears, President declares war on drugs ha-ha, no reports of suburban murders but then Mom worked nights and wouldn’t be home for another hour or so.


  Next thing I knew I was on my butt watching a couple kids dive down the subway with my backpack, my headphones bouncing along behind. I was too wasted to do anything but lay there while the street Samaritans howled helpfully. Fortunately there were no cops around, so I got to my feet and split though the cramps had started and I knew I wouldn’t get far.


  I made it around the corner and halfway down the next block before my guts came boiling up in my throat. I barely had time to drop to my knees in the gutter. I wondered if I was dying and more than half hoped so. I’d always come down nice and slow before, easy does it, softened the crash with a nice fluffy pillow. What an idiot to keep all my stash in one place! I deserved to suffer, man.


  And I did, lying there I don’t know how long, an hour maybe, knowing if I didn’t move it was just a matter of time before the cops found me on their next sweep of the Avenue.


  Then came the miracle. Through my misery I felt a flutter of fingers deftly peeling the useless dose from my neck and replacing it with a fresh one. And oh, man, this was some pure stuff, I mean jangle with a capital J. In seconds I felt the cool and fiery rush enter my blood, saw behind my blinded eyes the intricate dance of light and shadow that forms the substance of this world and glimpsed once more in the dirty clouds, infinite hierarchies of angels, angels orchestrating our destinies with delicate strokes of their glittering wings, each bright feather keen as a razor blade.


  “Don’t freak,” admonished the childish voice of my savior. “We gotta split. Come on.” And pulled me to my feet. “You okay?”


  With an effort I blinked away the angels, saw a face scarcely less beautiful: high cheekbones, smooth skin so pale it seemed a hard look might leave a bruise, eyes wide and piercing blue, short hair colored and shaved in swirls as though tie-dyed except for a sheaf of white-blond bangs flopping over one eye. A tattooed Mandelbrot Set flared across his neck like the badge of some exotic clan, concealing from all but practiced eyes a jolt of J. Torn T-shirt, dirty jeans, purple All-Stars with bright green laces. I guessed he was no more than thirteen; two years my junior in all but the ability to survive on Love Me Avenue ’Way rad tattoo,” I said.


  “Name’s Toddy,” he answered. We fell into step with that weird synchronicity of thought and action that springs up between two users, as though the drug made us brothers.


  “Mine’s Galen,” I replied. I had a feeling we were going to hit it off I was warping out on the J. Without Toddy there I would’ve freaked for sure. “Galen Starling.”


  He giggled as we dodged through the crowded street, straights giving us glances of disgust and annoyance as they hurried to their nine-to-fives.


  “Panic’s gonna love that,” he promised, an hysterical edge to his voice. While Toddy was calming me, I had the opposite effect on him. He absorbed my high like a jangle vampire.


  Panic. That name sounded familiar, but it wasn’t until Toddy had led me down a dizzying maze of streets and alleys to a building of bricked-and boarded-up doors and windows in a neighborhood that looked as if a war had swept through only yesterday that I remembered the slip of paper still in my pocket.


  “What’s this place, Toddy?”


  “Home,” he said, flashing me a grin perfect as an angel’s wing. “It’s cool—come on.”


  And with that, he scurried past the warped boards blocking the front door, leaving me alone on the empty street with no idea where I was or how’d I’d gotten there. My backpack was gone; the cops were probably after me by now. I didn’t have a friend in the city but Toddy, and Toddy had jangle. I followed him in.


  “Toddy?”


  It took me a second to adjust to the gloom. What light there was came from candles and single bulbs dangling from extension cords high overhead. Portions of the walls and ceiling had fallen, giving the place a bombed-out look. A few kids my own age or younger were eyeing me sullenly from the shadows, boys and girls, black, white, brown, yellow.


  “Well if it ain’t Mister Independent,” a voice rasped to my left.


  I turned, saw Panic approaching with one arm draped about Toddy’s shoulders, the other kids following. He was dressed in the same blue jogging suit as the night before, leather medallion jouncing upon his ample chest. Toddy was munching a candy bar, gazing up at Panic with a pure affection that made my skin crawl. I felt as if the ghost of Dear Old Dead Old had crept back to haunt me.


  “Hey, boy, you’re way ahead of schedule! Knew I’d be seeing you, but not so soon.”


  “I got robbed,” I said glumly, shrugging.


  “Now ain’t that a shame!” Panic grinned like he knew all about my misfortunes. “Toddy tell me you need a place to stay.”


  I nodded, wary.


  “Talkative, ain’t you. What’s your name?”


  “Galen Starling.”


  Panic whooped. “Christ Almighty, where do you white folks get them names?”


  I. burned. “It’s Gaelic.”


  “Oooo. Sound like a damn bird to me. Well, my name’s Gaelic, too. It means, ‘Watch your step, wiseass.’ Know what I think? You that kid I heard about on the TV this morning. That right?”


  I shook my head, mouth so dry the words came out whispered. “No way.” I would have run, but the others were crowding me in.


  He eyed me shrewdly. “Yeah, right. Well, you can crash here. I got plenty of room, plenty of everything, right? Only you gotta help out. everyone lends a hand when Uncle Panic’s got work to do Errands, you know? Deliveries, got some important people we can’t keep waiting, need some smart kids, fast kids. You smart, Galen? You fast?”


  I grinned then, J screaming through my brain like a missile. Fast? I’d show him fast.


  So the mysterious author had a name at last. He fed it into the computer. Seconds later, the information flashed onto the screen.


  Galen Starling, 15, wanted in connection with the murder of his stepfather. An unusual name, Starling . . . Cross-references to the child welfare files—a few minor drug offenses, petty theft, then buried in a footnote an allegation of sexual abuse leveled against the stepfather by one of Galen’s neighbors, never followed up.


  Between bureaucratic ineptitude and the tender mercies of the Panics of the world, what chance did kids like Galen have? It made him sick and angry; kids always hit him the hardest. His own childhood had been stolen—he knew better than most what it was like to be young, alone and afraid, with nobody to turn to, nobody to trust. Sometimes he wondered if that was what kept him going after so many failures, so many deaths he’d been powerless to prevent, had in a sense contributed to if not caused outright, part of him dying again each time. God, the blood on his hands! He was sick to death of the whole damn mess, but it was too late now, he’d lost too much to turn back, given up his soul piece by piece and become just another of Gotham’s lurid fever dreams in the process. No, there was nothing to do but finish what he’d started. Or be finished by it. And never let them see the hurt and frightened boy he still, deep down, knew himself to be, whether kneeling on the dirt sidewalk watching his parents’ lives bleed away or cradling in his arms the broken body of the brave boy he’d loved like a son.


  Toddy’s always asking how come I write so much in here. Hell, I don’t know. I thought I might show it to Mom someday, let her know what it was like for me being alone so much of the time with Dear Old Dead Old while she was busy playing Angel of Mercy at the hospital. But I’ve torn all those pages out. Burned them. I mean, what’s the point? That’s all history now that he’s dead. But the funny thing is, I can’t quit writing. It’s in my blood, I guess. Like jangle.


  For sure Mom wouldn’t recognize me these days. I got my hair cut and dyed and a tattoo like Toddy’s; man, we cruise Love Me Avenue like a couple of Siamese twins! Purple All-Stars with green laces to show we’re Panic’s boys. But me and Toddy are gonna save us some money and split. Clear out where Panic’ll never find us. I mean, it’s too late for me; my father messed me up good before jangle came along to finish the job. But it breaks my heart to see the same thing happening to Toddy. He’s still a kid, man. It isn’t right, it just isn’t right.


  This is my favorite place. On the roof at night with a jolt of J leaking its slow magic into my blood and all of Gotham lit up like a Christmas tree. Nothing can touch me up here. I’m free, I can feel the angels so near I can shut my eyes and feel their wings brush my face. They’re out there, man, all around me, calling me. Now and then a gunshot comes like an urgent summons and it’s all I can do to hold myself back: the ledge beckons, my spirit soars as though I could fly! Sometimes I know that if I jumped I wouldn’t fall, they would fold me in their wings and take me up to where the prince of angels lives. He gazes down on us with a secret smile and Gotham City throws back his warped reflection. I would go in search of him but the thought of Toddy keeps me here. Who’d take care of him if I was gone?”


  Then like an answer, a writhing shape appears against the sky—the image of a giant bat cast upon the clouds like some demonic brand. Its immense wings seem to beat tirelessly to hold itself in place. And though I know it’s just an illusion caused by the motion of the clouds, a chill creeps across my bones as if death’s shadow has touched me . . .


  . . . knew it was bad this time cause the street names had changed: Love Me Avenue now Street of Chance, the letters in Chance writhing to spell CHANCRE and then CANCER, scarlet claws curving up from the C and R to reach for me. I yelled, dodging the claws.


  “What the hell you doing, Galen? You want to freak the customers?” Toddy hissed, pulling me after him into an alley.


  “Bad scene, bad scene,” a voice crooned, laughing, from the street.


  I slumped against the crumbling brick wall, let myself slide to rest on my haunches. I pressed my forehead against my knees and shivered.


  “What is it, man?” demanded Toddy, nervous now for real. “C’mon, it’s just the Doc running down, we’ll get you stitched right back up, it ain’t nothing really—”


  I nodded, got myself together.


  “S’alright,” I said. I made a face like I was fighting nausea, but it wasn’t that, really; unless you can figure that something like a scorpion burrowing through your brain could make you feel nauseous. I looked up at him: poor pretty Toddy, thirteen and lying to the cops that he was sixteen, lying to the marks that he was twelve. “Toddy, you ever felt bad on J?”


  He dug the lavender toe of his sneaker into the rubble and twisted it, kicking up gravel and broken glass. “Bad? Yeah, sure, I felt bad. I feel bad right now, man, you’re breaking my heart. C’mon, fer crissakes! Panic’s gonna kill us if we get picked up by the cops—”


  He pirouetted, shading his eyes with one hand as he peered out into the street. Something going on out there, motors running but not moving, that same voice chanting bad scene bad scene like he was making it happen by mouthing the words.


  I stood, pushing Toddy so that he whirled glaring and then grinning to see me up again. “Hey, lookit that, huh?” He whistled, pointing out the alley. “You ever see a car that big?”


  I looked. “Hell, I never saw a plane that big!”


  We stepped out of the alley, Toddy tripping ahead of me in that lightfoot clumsy-pretty way he had, like a puppy dancing on its hind legs. A couple of girls in white lace and rubber went by chirping at the little blond kid staring big-eyed at a limousine that practically covered the whole block, poison green with purple accents, tires with hubcaps so clean the streetlights burned off them, the whole thing not only longer but bigger, more massive, taller than any limo I’d ever seen.


  “Hey mister!” Toddy yelled, tossing his head so that his bangs flopped into his eyes. Little boy lost, oh, boy: I could see it now “Hey mister, can I ride in your big car?”


  A gloved hand stretched from the window, slowly, the glove that same glowing violet as the trim on the limo, brass buttons—hell, buttons—catching the light and winking.


  The arm kept coming, the fingers twitching, beckoning Toddy. Toddy sliding warily now up to the curb, trying to see inside I gumpsed a face, a woman’s I thought, backstreet angel powdered pale like last year’s vampire queens, mouth too heavily lipsticked but grinning so broadly that I looked behind me to see if she meant someone else—


  But no one was there. In fact the street, crowded seconds before, was nearly empty. No, she meant me.


  The hand stopped an inch from Toddy’s face, seeming to stretch an improbable length over the sidewalk. The few passersby hurried on or else slowed to watch, snickering, as Toddy moved closer, until the hand gently cupped the back of his head. I watched, helpless; and yeah, jealous, too. And not just because here was a mark in a fancy car. There was something else, something about that ghastly face that drew me: like seeing someone you recognize from a dream. I took a step, near enough to see that nestled between those gloved fingers something glistened, something small and brightly colored, purple and green and red.


  “Toddy—” I warned, doubtfully; but then the hand grabbed him by the neck. Toddy began to cry out and then stopped. A blissful expression crept across his face. The hand withdrew. Toddy just stood there, smiling a little, a sort of dopey smile. I could see a new little tab like a violet tick feasting amid the swirls of his face tattoo.


  Behind me someone laughed. I stooped and threw a bottle at a guy standing there. I turned back to the limo, ready to lam another one through the window at the bitch inside.


  Only it wasn’t a woman. It was a man, and he was laughing, too.


  “Just keeping tabs on him!” he wheezed between fits of giggles.


  “Hey,” Toddy began again, but doubtfully. He glanced up at me, shoving the hair from his eyes, then, wondering, touched the jolt on his cheek. I shook my head and tugged at his jacket.


  “Come on, Toddy. Bad news—”


  A man so tall he’d had that limo built around him; a man so rich he could afford it. And that face! Not a mask, not a transvestite either, just that ghastly expression, Bette Davis eyes and Dawn of the Dead mouth, hair the color of sour apples swept back from a dead white forehead. The rest of him slung into a jacket and trousers the same unsettling hues as his car. Poison green and violet.


  Poison scene. Violent. Bad scene bad scene . . .


  The mocking angel in the car leaned out the window, streetlamp snaking a yellow line down his arm.


  “Why aren’t you in school, sonny?” he crooned; then cackled, so long and loud that I heard all around us a noise like a bunch of pigeons taking flight. But it wasn’t pigeons, it was that block clearing out so fast it’d make your head spin.


  “Toddy,” I whispered, but Toddy wasn’t listening to me anymore. He was beside the limo, standing on tiptoe to peer inside the open window—the car was that big. The freakish angel inside giggled helplessly, staring down at that small gold head with its rainbow swirls, the smear of dirt on the back of his neck where Toddy never bothered to wash. One gloved hand reached to gently stroke his bangs, then yanked, hard.


  “Damn!” Toddy skipped backward, rubbing his head. But when he saw the freak was laughing he laughed, too, took a step forward, eyes already slitted with that conspiratorial look he got, the look we all got when we’d found a rich mark. But when I saw those emerald eyes gazing down at him I went cold. Because I’d never seen a look like that anywhere before, except in the first seconds when the jangle hit and I saw the angels, ravening angels sparking the Gotham night: and now here was one in front of me.


  I stepped forward. “Hey, man,” I said, trying to sound cool but I knew it came out a whine. “Got room for me, too?” ’Cause suddenly more than anything, more even than I was scared for Toddy, I was terrified the car would pull off and I’d never see that man again, never be able to find him.


  His eyes flicked from Toddy to my face, lingered there thoughtfully as he toyed with an ascot loosely knotted about his neck. Black, red, green, purple: lurid colors fitting his delirious elegance, and where had I seen them before? I tried to look unconcerned, squinted to see what was beside him in the limo, but made out nothing. Only that his other hand, the hand that rested on his violet-draped knee, twitched endlessly, fingers drumming some intricate tattoo upon the seemingly empty air. Without thinking I moved a little closer to the car, until I could see that he flipped repeatedly through a deck of cards, shuffling one-handed the way I’d seen the sharps do it on Fleece Street. But never cards like these. Even in the shadows I could see their designs glowing spectrally, some kind of luminous paper I guess, and the figures on them seemed different from the usual array, Jack, Queen, Joker King


  The emerald angel suddenly stopped shuffling, glanced down at the card facing upward on the deck. He sighed, shaking his head, and glanced out the window.


  “Oh, dear,” he murmured. His gaze met mine, bottle-green eyes only a shade paler than his hair and so full of sorrow I imagined he might weep despite his leering grin. “Not today, young man. I’m afraid you can’t come today. You see, it’s not in the cards: not yet. And I do so like to give people what they want—”


  His gaze darted to my temple, where the tab of spent jangle clung like soiled confetti. “But soon,” he whispered. “I promise, soon—” Beside me Toddy fidgeted, his eyes glazing over as he swayed slightly. Finally he shoved me back against the curb. “Hey, c’mon Galen, you heard him—”


  I bit my lip in disappointment as the limo door shushed open and Toddy disappeared inside, tossing me a final grin so delighted I had to smile back. Poor Toddy! He really was excited to be riding in a big car. Next to that lean tall figure he looked truly childlike, princeling for a day.


  The man stretched his arm to tap once upon the driver’s window. The limo’s purr grew louder, became a throaty growl. A sheet of black glass began to slide up, cutting off Toddy’s rapt face and tossing back my own thwarted reflection. Scant inches from the top it stopped.


  “Here—” Green eyes etched through the window slit as two long white fingers, delicate and faintly trembling, held out a card like a radiant token. “Maybe next time, surely next time . . .”


  The limo slipped away, leaving me gaping as the noisy tide of punks and janglies and chattering whores swept back to claim the street. Someone jogged my elbow; I kicked out defensively at a slack-jawed junkie staring with empty black terrified eyes at what I held.


  “J-j-j-j—” he stammered. I pushed him away and started for the corner. There, safe in the crowd waiting to cross Love Me Avenue, I finally inspected what the angel had given me. Not a regular playing card at all: a fortune card, a tarot card I guess, livid figures rising dead-eyed from narrow coffins scattered crazily about a gray expanse of shattered stone and concrete. Above them all hovered the grisly form of a grinning green-haired angel, beryl wings curving to end in spikes of red and violet, white hands dropping brilliant shards of light. Purple, emerald, argent, scarlet discs like rain, like jewels; like jolts of jangle. And beneath it, tipsy block letters that spelled


  THE LAST JUDGEMENT


  It was only later, teeth chattering as my heart made its first run heavenward in Panic’s gallery and I glimpsed his medallion hanging from a nail, that I remembered where I’d seen those colors before.


  The man reading lifted his head, slowly; stared into the surrounding darkness as though he too glimpsed the colors there, and remembered where he had last seen them.


  His fist opened, then clenched shut as he tried to keep his hand from shaking, tried to contain the rage building inside him. He pried the next page open, swearing as it crumbled at his touch, and continued reading.


  Three days since I’ve seen Toddy. I tried asking back at Panic’s about the guy in the car but everyone just looks at me like I’m crazy, or maybe like they’re crazy and don’t want me to find out.


  Even Panic. “Where’s your fair-haired boy, Starling?” He sat counting plastic bags full of iridescent jolts, a spangled mountain growing in front of him. “I ain’t seen him for a while.”


  “I don’t know.” I’d hesitated to tell him about the man in the limo, but now I did, leaving out the part about the card he’d given me. Panic stopped counting, stopped doing anything. He didn’t even look at me, just stared at the blank crumbling wall in front of him.


  When I finished he said, “You say you don’t know who it was.”


  I nodded. He turned to me then. His eyes were bleak, and I could tell it was an effort for him to smile. “Well, that’s good, that’s a good thing now. Now here—”


  He handed me a Baggie, more J than I’d ever had in my hands at once, not excepting all the times me and Toddy had run it for him to Haggard Square and Nam and Gotham’s other war zones. “Go ahead, take it,” he urged, his eyes desperate. “Now go have some fun, have yourself a big time, forget all this crap. Toddy’ll turn up. You’ll see.”


  “You don’t even care!”


  “If I didn’t, would I be giving you all this J?”


  I eyed the Baggie in his hand. That much jangle would kill. Suddenly I wondered if Panic wanted me dead.


  “No, no,” he said quickly, seeing my fear. “It’s a new batch, understand? Stepped on harder than usual—more money that way The big man wants his profits, you know?”


  I took the bag and split, not sure how much I believed Panic’s story For sure I didn’t trust him, though.


  Hell, I’ll find Toddy myself; tune in with J and sniff him out. I’m not going back without him.


  . . . angels everywhere they are guarding the city they are watching me waiting for me they have my father’s face and my mother’s eyes there are two I can see now they face each other across the canyons they strive endlessly and I am trapped between longing longing to be with them.


  I found Toddy. What’s left of him. Wandering down by the Canal. I saw him from behind and knew it was him, I yelled and shouted but he never turned around, finally I ran up to him and hugged him, nearly tackling him. He still never turned around to look at me so I pulled him up and looked at him.


  When I saw his face I thought I’d be sick, he was just grinning, this awful smile. I said, “Hey, glad to see me or what?” But he never said anything. He just smiled, he never stops smiling now, like the man in the crazy sedan, he just smiles and won’t say anything, not what happened, not what he did to him, he doesn’t say anything at all.


  I brought him back to Panic’s. I didn’t know what else to do, where else to go.


  Panic had a sickly smile when he saw me coming, my arm around Toddy’s shoulders. “You found your friend,” he said. For a minute I thought maybe he was relieved, relieved to see me, relieved to see Toddy and think maybe everything was gonna be okay, it was just another mark in a fancy car.


  Then he saw Toddy’s face. “What’s he smiling at?” Panic hissed.


  Kids scrambled to get out of his way as he stormed across the room, hitting one of those trailing lightbulbs so the whole place was filled with spinning shadows. “What’s he laughing at, WHAT’S SO GODDAMN FUNNY?”


  I started crying then. ’Cause like I walked the whole way across Gotham, from the Canal to here, practically carrying Toddy sometimes, and he never said a word, he never said a goddamn thing. “I don’t know!” I shouted, shoving Toddy so he stumbled and then caught himself and stood between us, me and Panic, grinning that horrible empty grin. “Something happened, he did something to him—”


  “Who did?” Panic yelled. It was like he’d gone crazy too, only crazy-scared. He grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me, saying over and over, “Who did it? Who?” until finally I spat out, “You know who! The guy in the limousine, that crazy guy, the one they say controls the J—”


  He let go of me then and stepped back a little breathlessly, like I’d kicked him. “Who told you that? No one knows that, no one knows for sure, no one’s supposed to say.


  His words trailed off. He stared at Toddy standing there, swaying a little like he was held up by wires. Then, before I knew what happened, Panic lunged at him. There was this flash of something in the air, and I heard one of the other kids cry out. Then Panic moved on, he crossed the room and hunched over a stack of Baggies. For a second Toddy stood there in front of me, still grinning; only now it was like he had two smiles, one on his face, another a brilliant slash of red across his throat. As I watched his head lolled back, until I was left with only that other grin. Without another noise, he toppled to the ground at my feet


  I went crazy then. Going after Panic, who was shaken enough to try and hide from me before he figured out it was him with a knife against one berserk kid with nothing. Then it was me running, kicking over stacks of jangle and yanking the lights out until the place was stone dark and one of the other kids hissed across the floor for me to follow her, she knew a way out.


  I did, and she did. So now I’m here in the rain by Haggard Square, nothing but a pocketful of jolts and my notebook and a stolen pen. Toddy’s dead and I know who’s next, oh, yeah, I do, only no one’s gonna track me down. I’m gonna freak him, that blood-soaked angel, I’m gonna give him something to laugh about, ’cause maybe he thinks he’s gonna find me but it ain’t gonna be like that. I’m gonna find him. He’s somewhere in this sewer city and I’m gonna track him down, I’m gonna make him show me what it is he knows and I don’t, I’m gonna make him tell me what the point is, what he’s laughing at, what the punchline is. I’m gonna find him if it kills me.


  The man lifted his head, stared into the surrounding darkness. His body shook with grief and rage. For a moment he could not go on, remembering. But that was long ago and this was a different boy. Then he turned the page and softly swore, as if hardly surprised to see the elegant script, the ink so thick and green it seemed to writhe across the page like some hothouse growth—toxic, evil and alive. It was a hand he knew well, a poison that never lost its sting but only added to the venom in his veins. Perhaps one day his tolerance for it would disappear like hope or happiness and he would die like all the others. Perhaps he would even welcome that end.


  But not yet. Not while he could still hate, still hurt, still hear the horrid laughter and feel the loss as if it had happened only yesterday.


  It did not take long for the boy to come here, the runaway named Galen Starling. But then I wanted to be found, nearly as much as he wanted to find me


  “A pretty name, Galen. Does a starling sing? Does it have a sweet voice?”


  He stood, dumbstruck, in the middle of the chamber. I could see he was trying not to look impressed but oh! these youngsters, they wear their hearts in their eyes, haven’t you noticed that, Gentle Reader? But I digress—


  “What did you do to him?” he croaked at last, tearing his eyes from the images on the walls. His clothes were soaked from the passage through the tunnel and he shivered. I motioned him nearer to me where I sat alone in the center of the room. I had sent the others away, stupid thugs, this boy would appreciate my artistry more than they did. He was a dreamer.


  “I did what I always do: I gave him what he wanted. I always give the people what they want. Jangle, for instance; and other things.” I gestured at the walls. “Do you like my pictures?”


  He crossed the room slowly, rubbing his arms as he stared at the photographs, averting his eyes from some, his gaze lingering upon others as he read the legend beneath each.


  “Now that’s a particularly good one there, Galen—‘A Stitch in Time Saves Nine.’ I had the devil of a time getting a needle through some of those spots!”


  He gagged, turned to glare at me. “You’re crazy, you’re really crazy—”


  I stood and crossed the room to join him. He shuddered as I casually draped my arm around his shoulder, but didn’t pull away; no, he was a curious young man, eager to learn, a little bird striving to fly with eagles. “Here, Starling, look at this one—”


  “No!” He surprised me then, he turned on me. His eyes were burning, he must have taken more of the drug on his way down. “Why—why do you look like that?”


  “Like what?” I leered. I guided him away from the photos—he was not as astute a critic as I had hoped—and brought him to the center of the room, to the sofa there. “Have a perch, Starling.” Oh, I do so love to play with them first!


  “That smile,” he whispered, sitting. He seemed more in awe of me than afraid, and—dare I say it?—quite entranced with what he saw. Meeting the Prince of Darkness on his own turf, et cetera. I decided to entertain him for a few more minutes. I took out my cards and began to shuffle them. “Why do you smile like that?” he demanded.


  I glanced at the top card, then up at him. “This smile? Why, don’t you recognize this, Starling? It’s the smile on the face of the tiger . . .


  As he stared at me I turned the card over, held it so that he could see the figure of the young violet-clad boy walking blissfully along the edge of a cliff, his eyes cast skyward as one foot strays into the empty air. “Oh, dear,” I said, and let the card fall to rest upon his knee. ’That’s rather a bad one under the circumstances, Galen-. The Fool. Delirium and madness. Thoughtless decisions. A sensitive soul led astray by bad companions.”


  He tried to run then, poor thing, but I clamped my hand around his neck and brought him to me.


  “But why—” he whispered; that was before he began to scream. “Who are you?—”


  “I am your heart’s desire, Galen,” I crooned, flipping one last card from the deck as it fell to the floor. Another bad card, Death grinning from a dark sedan. It was the last thing he saw before I started.


  The young body he found in the vacant subway tunnel was spattered with paint: yellow, green, and red. There was an R carved upon the bright red breast. White makeup caked a tattooed face. The hair was dyed a sloppy green, the lips shone red. The arms were spread as though in flight; his feet had left the floor. The grin was so wide it had split the skin. The eyes would see no more.


  Plucking from between stiff fingers the folded paper left for him to find, the man turned from the broken boy and read the Joker’s note. Soft mocking laughter filled the room like poison flames inside his head.


  “Birds of a feather die together,” was what the Batman read.


  1991


  Snow on Sugar Mountain


  WHEN ANDREW WAS SEVEN, his mother turned into a fox.


  Snow freed the children from school at lunchtime, the bus skating down the hill to release cheering gangs at each sleety corner. Andrew got off last, nearly falling from the curb as he turned to wave good-bye to the driver. He ran to the front door of the house, battering at the screen and yelling, “Mom! Mom!” He tugged the scarf from his face, the better to peer through frost-clouded windows. Inside it looked dark; but he heard the television chattering to itself, heard the chimes of the old ship’s clock counting half past one. She would be downstairs, then, doing the laundry. He dashed around the house, sliding on the iced flagstones.


  “Mom . . . I’m home, it snowed, I’m—”


  He saw the bird first. He thought it was the cardinal that had nested in the box tree last spring: a brilliant slash of crimson in the snow, like his own lost mitten. Andrew held his breath, teetering as he leaned forward to see.


  A bluejay: no longer blue, scattered quills already gray and somber as tarnished silver, its pale crest quivering erect like an accusing finger. The snow beneath it glowed red as paint, and threads of steam rose from its mauled breast. Andrew tugged at his scarf, glancing across the white slope of lawn for the neighbor’s cat.


  That was when he saw the fox, mincing up the steps to the open back door. Its mouth drooped to show wet white teeth, the curved blade of the jay’s wing hanging from its jaw. Andrew gasped. The fox mirrored his surprise, opening its mouth so that the wing fell and broke apart like the spinning seeds of a maple. For a moment they regarded each other, blue eyes and black. Then the fox stretched its forelegs as if yawning, stretched its mouth wide, too wide, until it seemed that its jaw would split like the broken quills. Andrew saw red gums and tongue, teeth like an ivory stair spiraling into black, black that was his mother’s hair, his mother’s eyes: his mother crouched naked, retching on the top step in the snow.


  After that she had to show it to him. Not that day, not even that winter; but later, in the summer, when cardinals nested once more in the box tree and shrieking jays chased goldfinches from the birdbath.


  “Someday you can have it, Andrew,” she said as she drew her jewelry box from the kitchen hidey-hole. “When you’re older. There’s no one else,” she added. His father had died before he was born. “And it’s mine, anyway.”


  Inside the box were loops of pearls, jade turtles, a pendant made of butterfly’s wings that formed a sunset and palm trees. And a small ugly thing, as long as her thumb and the same color: marbled cream, nut-brown in the creases. At first he thought it was a bug. It was the locust year, and everywhere their husks stared at him from trees and cracks in the wall.


  But it wasn’t a locust. His mother placed it in his hand, and he held it right before his face. Some sort of stone, smooth as skin. Cool at first, after a few moments in his palm it grew warm, and he glanced at his mother for reassurance.


  “Don’t worry,” she laughed wryly. “It won’t bite.” And she sipped her drink.


  It was an animal, all slanted eyes and grinning mouth, paws tucked beneath its sharp chin like a dog playing Beg. A tiny hole had been drilled in the stone so that it could be tied onto a string. “How does it work?” Andrew asked. His mother shook her head.


  “Not yet,” she said, swishing the ice in her glass. “It’s mine still; but someday—someday I’ll show you how.” And she took the little carving and replaced it, and locked the jewelry box back in the hidey-hole.


  That had been seven years ago. The bus that stopped at the foot of the hill would soon take Andrew to the public high school. Another locust summer was passing. The seven-year cicadas woke in the August night and crept from their split skins like a phantom army. The night they began to sing, Andrew woke to find his mother dead, bright pills spilling from one hand when he forced it open. In the other was the amulet, her palm blistered where she clenched the stone.


  He refused the sedatives the doctor offered him, refused awkward offers of comfort from relatives and friends suddenly turned to strangers. At the wake he slouched before the casket, tearing petals from carnations. He nodded stiffly at his mother’s sister when she arrived to take him to the funeral.


  “Colin leaves for Brockport in three weeks,” his aunt said later in the car. “When he goes, you can have the room to yourself. It’s either that or the couch—”


  “I don’t care,” Andrew replied. He didn’t mean for his voice to sound so harsh. “I mean, it doesn’t matter. Anywhere’s okay. Really.”


  And it was, really.


  Because the next day he was gone.


  North of the city, in Kamensic Village, the cicadas formed heavy curtains of singing green and copper, covering oaks and beeches, houses and hedges and bicycles left out overnight. On Sugar Mountain they rippled across an ancient Volkswagen Beetle that hadn’t moved in months. Their song was loud enough to wake the old astronaut in the middle of the night, and nearly drown out the sound of the telephone when it rang in the morning.


  “I no longer do interviews,” the old astronaut said wearily. He started to hang up. Then, “How the hell did you get this number, anyway?” he demanded; but the reporter was gone. Howell glared at Festus. The spaniel cringed, tail vibrating over the flagstones, and moaned softly. “You giving out this new number?” Howell croaked, and slapped his thigh. “Come on—”


  The dog waddled over and lay his head upon the man’s knee. Howell stroked the old bony skull, worn as flannel, and noted a hole in the knee of his pajamas.


  Eleven o’clock and still not dressed. Christ, Festus, you should’ve said something.


  He caught himself talking aloud and stood, gripping the mantel and waiting until his heart slowed. Sometimes now he didn’t know if he was talking or thinking; if he had taken his medicine and slipped into the dreamy hold that hid him from the pain or if he was indeed dreaming. Once he had drifted, and thought he was addressing another class of eager children. He woke to find himself mumbling to an afternoon soap opera, Festus staring up at him intently. That day he put the television in a closet.


  But later he dragged it back into the bedroom once more. The news helped remind him of things. Reminded him to call Lancaster, the oncologist; to call his son Peter, and the Kamensic Village Pharmacy.


  “Festus,” he whispered, hugging the dog close to his knee. “Oh, Festus.” And when he finally glanced at the spaniel again was surprised to see the gentle sloping snout matted and dark with tears.


  From the western Palisades, the radio tower blazed across the Hudson as Andrew left the city that dawn. He stood at the top of the road until the sun crept above the New York side, waiting until the beacon flashed and died. The first jet shimmered into sight over bridges linking the island to the foothills of the northern ranges. Andrew sighed. No tears left; but grief feathered his eyes so that the river swam, blurred and finally disappeared in the burst of sunrise. He turned and walked down the hill, faster and faster, past bus stops and parked cars, past the high school and the cemetery. Only when he reached the Parkway did he stop to catch his breath, then slowly crossed the road to the northbound lane.


  Two rides brought him to Valhalla. He walked backwards along the side of the road, shifting his backpack from shoulder to shoulder as he held his thumb out. A businessman in a BMW finally pulled over and unlocked the passenger door. He regarded Andrew with a sour expression.


  “If you were my kid, I’d put your lights out,” he growled as Andrew hopped in, grinning his best late-for-class smile. “But I’d wish a guy like me picked you up instead of some pervert.”


  “Thanks,” Andrew nodded seriously. “I mean, you’re right. I missed the last train out last night. I got to get to school.”


  The man stared straight ahead, then glanced at his watch. “I’m going to Manchester Hills. Where do you go to school?”


  “John Jay.”


  “In Mount Lopac?”


  “Kamensic Village.”


  The man nodded. “Is 684 close enough?”


  Andrew shrugged. “Sure. Thanks a lot.”


  After several miles, they veered onto the highway’s northern hook. Andrew sat forward in the seat, damp hands sticking to his knapsack as he watched for the exit sign. When he saw it he dropped his knapsack in nervous excitement. The businessman scowled.


  “This is it . . . I mean, please, if it’s okay—” The seat belt caught Andrew’s sneaker as he grabbed the door handle. “Thanks—thanks a lot—”


  “Next time don’t miss the train,” the man yelled as Andrew stumbled onto the road. Before he could slam the door shut, the lock clicked back into place. Andrew waved. The man lifted a finger in farewell, and the BMW roared north.


  From the Parkway, Kamensic Village drifted into sight like a dream of distant towns. White steeples, stone walls, granite turrets rising from hills already rusted with the first of autumn. To the north the hills arched like a deer’s long spine, melting golden into the Mohank Mountains. Andrew nodded slowly and shrugged the knapsack to his shoulder. He scuffed down the embankment to where a stream flowed townward. He followed it, stopping to drink and wash his face, slicking his hair back into a dark wave. Sunfish floated in the water above sandy nests, slipping fearlessly through his fingers when he tried to snatch them. His stomach ached from hunger, raw and cold as though he’d swallowed a handful of cinders. He thought of the stone around his neck. That smooth pellet under his tongue, and how easy it would be then to find food . . .


  He swore softly, shaking damp hair from his eyes. Against his chest the amulet bounced, and he steadied it, grimacing, before heading upstream.


  The bug-ridden sign swayed at the railroad station: kamensic village. Beneath it stood a single bench, straddled by the same kid Andrew remembered from childhood: misshapen helmet protecting his head, starry topaz eyes widening when he saw Andrew pass the station.


  “Hey,” the boy yelled, just as if he remembered Andrew from years back. “HEY.”


  “Hey, Buster.” Andrew waved without stopping.


  He passed the Kamensic Village Pharmacy, where Mr. Weinstein still doled out egg creams; Hayden’s Delicatessen with its great vat of iced tea, lemons bobbing like toy turtles in the amber liquid. The library, open four days a week (closed today). That was where he had seen puppet shows, and heard an astronaut talk once, years ago when he and his mother still came up in the summer to rent the cottage. And, next to the library, the seventeenth-century courthouse, now a museum.


  “Fifty cents for students.” The same old lady peered suspiciously at Andrew’s damp hair and red-rimmed eyes. “Shouldn’t you be in school?”


  “Visiting,” Andrew mumbled as she dropped the quarters into a little tin box. “I got relatives here.”


  He shook his head at her offer to walk him through the rooms. “I been here before,” he explained. He tried to smile. “On vacation.”


  The courtroom smelled the same, of lemon polish and the old lady’s Chanel No. 5. The Indian Display waited where it always had, in a whitewashed corner of the courtroom where dead bluebottles drifted like lapis beads. Andrew’s chest tightened when he saw it. His hand closed around the amulet on its string.


  A frayed map of the northern county starred with arrowheads indicated where the tribes had settled. Axe blades and skin scrapers marked their battles. A deer hide frayed with moth holes provided a backdrop for the dusty case. From beneath the doeskin winked a vole’s skull.


  At the bottom of the case rested a small printed board. Andrew leaned his head against the glass and closed his eyes, mouthing the words without reading them as he fingered the stone.


  
    
      
        
          	
            . . . members of the Tankiteke tribe of

            the Wappinger Confederacy of Mohicans:

            Iroquois warriors of the Algonquin Nation . . .

          
        

      
    

  


  When he opened his eyes they fixed upon an object at the bottom of the case: a carved gray stone in the image of a tiny animal with long eyes and smooth sharp teeth.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Shaman’s Talisman [Animistic Figure]


            The Tankiteke believed their shamans could

            change shape at will and worshipped

            animal spirits.

          
        

      
    

  


  From the narrow hallway leading to the front room came the creak of a door opening, the answering hiss of women’s laughter.


  “Some boy,” Andrew heard the curator reply. He bit his lip. “Said he had relatives, but I think he’s just skipping school . . .”


  Andrew glanced around the courtroom, looking for new exhibits, tools, books. There was nothing. No more artifacts; no other talisman. He slipped through a door leading to an anteroom and found there another door leading outside. Unlocked; there would be no locked doors in Kamensic Village. In the orchard behind the courthouse, he scooped up an early apple and ate it, wincing at the bitter flesh. Then he headed for the road that led to The Fallows.


  In the dreams, Howell walked on the moon.


  The air he breathed was the same stale air, redolent of urine and refrigeration, that had always filled the capsules. Yet he was conscious in the dreams that it tasted different on the moon, filtered through the spare silver ducts coiled on his back. Above him the sky loomed sable, so cold that his hands tingled inside heated gloves at the sight of it: as he had always known it would be, algid, black, speared with stars that pulsed and sang as they never did inside the capsule. He lifted his eyes then and saw the orbiter passing overhead. He raised one hand to wave, so slowly it seemed he might start to drift into the stark air in the pattern of that wave. And then the voice crackled in his ears, clipped words echoing phrases from memoranda and newscasts. His own voice, calling to Howell that it was time to return.


  That was when he woke, shivering despite quilts and Festus snoring beside him. A long while he lay in bed, trying to recall the season—winter, surely, because of the fogged windows.


  But no. Beneath the humming cough of air-conditioning, cicadas droned. Howell struggled to his feet.


  Behind the bungalow the woods shimmered, birch and ancient oaks silvered by the moonlight streaming from the sky. Howell opened the casement and leaned out. Light and warmth spilled upon him as though the moonlight were warm milk, and he blinked and stretched his hands to catch it.


  Years before, during the final two moon landings, Howell had been the man who waited inside the orbiter.


  Long ago, before the actors and writers and wealthy children of the exurbs migrated to Kamensic Village, a colony of earnest socialists settled upon the scrubby shores of the gray water named Muscanth. Their utopia had shattered years before. The cozy stage and studios rotted and softly sank back into the fen. But the cottages remained, some of them still rented to summer visitors from the city. Andrew had to ask in Scotts Corners for directions—he hadn’t been here since he was ten—and was surprised by how much longer it took to reach The Fallows on foot. No autos passed. Only a young girl in jeans and flannel shirt, riding a black horse, her braids flying as her mount cantered by him. Andrew laughed. She waved, grinning, before disappearing around a kink in the birchy lane.


  With that sharp laugh, something fell from Andrew: as if grief could be contained in small cold breaths, and he had just exhaled. He noticed for the first time sweat streaking his chest, and unbuttoned his shirt. The shirt smelled stale and oily, as though it had absorbed the city’s foul air, its grimy clouds of exhaust and factory smoke.


  But here the sky gleamed slick and blue as a bunting’s wing. Andrew laughed again, shook his head so that sky and leaves and scattering birds all flickered in a bright blink. And when he focused again upon the road, the path snaked there: just where he had left it four years ago, carefully cleared of curling ferns and moldering birch.


  I’m here, he thought as he stepped shyly off the dirt road, glancing back to make certain no car or rider marked where he broke trail. In the distance glittered the lake. A cloud of red admiral butterflies rose from a crab-apple stump and skimmed beside him along the overgrown path. Andrew ran, laughing. He was home.


  The abandoned cottage had grown larger with decay and disuse. Ladders of nectarine fungi and staghorn lichen covered it from eaves to floor, and between this patchwork straggled owls’ nests and the downy homes of deer mice.


  The door did not give easily. It was unlocked, but swollen from snow and rain. Andrew had to fling himself full force against the timbers before they groaned and relented. Amber light streamed from chinks and cracks in the walls, enough light that ferns and pokeweed grew from clefts in the pine floor. Something scurried beneath the room’s single chair. Andrew turned in time to see a deer mouse, still soft in its gray infant fur, disappear into the wall.


  There had been other visitors as well. In the tiny bedroom, Andrew found fox scat and long rufous hairs clinging to the splintered cedar wall; by the front door, rabbit pellets. Mud daubers had plastered the kitchen with their fulvous cells. The linoleum was scattered with undigested feathers and the crushed spines of voles. He paced the cottage, yanking up pokeweed and tossing it into the corner, dragged the chair into the center of the room and sat there a long time. Finally, he took a deep breath, opened his knapsack and withdrew a bottle of gin pilfered from his mother’s bureau, still nearly full. He took a swig, shut his eyes and waited for it to steam through his throat to his head.


  “Don’t do it drunk,” his mother had warned him once—drunk herself, the two of them sipping Pink Squirrels from a lukewarm bottle in her bedroom. “You ever seen a drunk dog?”


  “No,” Andrew giggled.


  “Well, it’s like that, only worse. You can’t walk straight. You can’t smell anything. It’s worse than plain drunk. I almost got hit by a car once, in Kamensic, when I was drunk.” She lit a cigarette. “Stayed out a whole night that time, trying to find my way back . . .”


  Andrew nodded, rubbing the little talisman to his lips.


  “No,” his mother said softly, and took it from him. She held it up to the gooseneck lamp. “Not yet.”


  She turned and stared at him fiercely, glittering eyes belying her slurred voice. “See, you can’t stay that long. I almost did, that time . . .”


  She took another sip. “Forget, I mean. You forget . . . fox or bear or deer, you forget . . .”


  “Forget what?” Andrew wondered. The smoke made him cough, and he gulped his drink.


  “What you are. That you’re human. Not . . .”


  She took his hand, her nails scratching his palm. “They used to forget. The Indians, the Tankiteke. That’s what my grandfather said. There used to be more of these things—”


  She rolled the stone between her palms. “And now they’re all gone. You know why?”


  Andrew shook his head.


  “Because they forgot.” His mother turned away. “Fox or whatever—they forgot they once were human, and stayed forever, and died up there in the woods.” And she fingered the stone as she did her wedding ring, eyes agleam with whiskey tears.


  But that night Andrew lay long awake, staring at his Mets pennants as he listened to the traffic outside; and wondered why anyone would ever want to come back.


  Howell woke before dawn, calling, “Festus! Morning.” The spaniel snorted and stared at him blearily before sliding off the bed.


  “Look,” said Howell, pointing to where tall ferns at wood’s edge had been crushed to a green mat. “They were here again last night.”


  Festus whined and ran from the room, nails tick-tocking upon the floor. Howell let him out the back door and watched the old dog snuffle at the deer brake, then crash into the brush. Some mornings Howell felt as if he might follow the dog on these noisy hunts once more. But each time, the dawn rush of light and heat trampled his strength as carelessly as deer broke the ferns. For a few minutes he breathed easily, the dank mountain air slipping like water down his throat, cold and tasting of granite. Then the coughing started. Howell gripped the door frame, shuddering until the tears came, chest racked as though something smashed his ribs to escape. He stumbled into the kitchen, fingers scrabbling across the counter until they clutched the inhaler. By the time he breathed easily again, sunlight gilded Sugar Mountain, and at the back door Festus scratched for entry, panting from his run.


  The same morning found Andrew snoring on the cottage floor. The bottle of gin had toppled, soaking the heap of old newspapers where he lay pillowed. He woke slowly but to quick and violent conclusions when he tried to stand.


  “Christ,” he moaned, pausing in the doorway. The reek of gin made him sick. Afterward, he wiped his mouth on a wild grape leaf, then with surprising vigor smashed the bottle against a tree. Then he staggered downhill toward the stream.


  Here the water flowed waist-deep. Andrew peeled off T-shirt and jeans and eased himself into the stream, swearing at the cold. A deep breath. Then he dunked himself, came up sputtering, and floated above the clear pebbled bottom, eyes shut against the shadows of trees and sky trembling overhead.


  He settled on a narrow stone shelf above the stream, water rippling across his lap. His head buzzed between hunger and hangover. Beneath him minnows drifted like willow leaves. He dipped a hand to catch them, but they wriggled easily through his fingers. A feverish hunger came over him. He counted back three days since he’d eaten: the same evening he’d found his mother . . .


  He blinked against the memory, blinked until the hazy air cleared and he could focus on the stream beneath him. Easing himself into the water, he knelt in the shallows and squinted at the rocks. Very slowly, he lifted one flat stone, then another. The third uncovered a crayfish, mottled brown against chocolate-colored gravel. Andrew bit his hand to stop it shaking, then slipped it beneath the surface. The crayfish shot backwards, toward his ankles. Andrew positioned his feet to form a V, squatting to cut off its escape. He yelped triumphantly when he grabbed its tail.


  “Son of a bitch!” Pincers nipped his thumb. He flung the crayfish onto the mossy bank, where it jerked and twitched. For a moment Andrew regarded it remorsefully. Then he took the same flat stone that had sheltered it and neatly cracked its head open.


  Not much meat to suck from the claws. A thumb’s worth (still quivering) within the tail, muddy and sweet as March rain. In the next hour he uncovered dozens more, until the bank was littered with empty carapaces, the mud starred with his handprints like a great raccoon’s. Finally he stopped eating. The mess on the bank sickened him. He crawled to stream’s edge and bit his lip, trying not to throw up. In the shadowy water he saw himself: much too thin, black hair straggling across his forehead, his slanted eyes shadowed by exhaustion. He wiped a thread of mud from his lip and leaned back. Against his chest the amulet bounced like a stray droplet, its filthy cord chafing his neck. He dried his face with his T-shirt, then pulled the string until the amulet dangled in front of him.


  In the late summer light it gleamed eerily, swollen as a monarch’s chrysalis. And like the lines of thorax, head, wings evident upon a pupae, the talisman bore faint markings. Eyes, teeth, paws; wings, fins, antlers, tail. Depending on how it caught the light, it was fox or stoat; flying squirrel or cougar or stag. The boy pinched the amulet between thumb and middle finger, drew it across his cheek. Warm. Within the nugget of stone he felt a dull buzzing like an entrapped hornet.


  Andrew rubbed the talisman against his lips. His teeth vibrated as from a tiny drill. He shut his eyes, tightened his fingers about the stone, and slipped it beneath his tongue. For a second he felt it, a seed ripe to burst. Then nausea exploded inside him, pain so violent he screamed and collapsed onto the moss, clawing wildly at his head. Abruptly his shrieks stopped. He could not breathe. A rush of warm air filled his nostrils, fetid as pond water. He sneezed.


  And opened his eyes to the muddy bank oozing between black and velvet paws.


  Perhaps it was the years spent in cramped spaces—his knees drawn to his chest in capsule mock-ups; sleeping suspended in canvas sacks; eating upside down in metal rooms smaller than a refrigerator—perhaps the bungalow had actually seemed spacious when Howell decided to purchase it over his son’s protests and his accountant’s sighs.


  “Plenty of room for what I need,” he told his son. They were hanging pictures. NASA shots, Life magazine promos. The Avedon portrait of his wife, a former Miss Rio Grande, dead of cancer before the moon landing. “And fifty acres: most of the lakefront.”


  “Fifty acres most of it nowhere,” Peter said snidely. He hated the country; hated the disappointment he felt that his father hadn’t taken the penthouse in Manhattan. “No room here for anyone else, that’s for sure.”


  That was how the old man liked it. The bungalow fit neatly into a tiny clearing between glacier-riven hills. A good snow cut him off from the village for days: the town’s only plow saved Sugar Mountain and the abandoned lake colony for last. “The Astronaut don’t mind,” the driver always said.


  Howell agreed. After early retirement he took his pension and retired, truly retired. No honorary university positions. No airline endorsements. His investments were few and careless. He corresponded with crackpots, authors researching astral landing fields in rain forests, a woman who claimed to receive alien broadcasts through her sunglasses, an institutionalized patient who signed his letters Rubber Man Lord of Jupiter. During a rare radio interview, Howell admitted to experimentation with hallucinogenic drugs and expressed surprising bitterness at the demise of the Apollo program, regret untempered by the intervening years. On spring afternoons he could be seen walking with his English cocker spaniel on the dirt roads through Kamensic. The village schoolchildren pointed him out proudly, although his picture was not in their books. Once a year he spoke to the fifth graders about the importance of the space program, shyly signing autographs on lunch bags afterwards: no, the Astronaut did not mind.


  The old man sighed and walked to his desk. From his frayed shirt rose a skull barren of hair, raised blue veins like rivers on a relief globe. Agate blue eyes, dry as if all the dreams had been sucked from them, focused now on strange things. Battalions of pill bottles. Bright lesions on hands and feet. Machines more dreadful than anything NASA had devised for his training. The road from Sugar Mountain lay so far from his front door that he seldom walked there anymore.


  The medicine quelled his coughing. In its place a heaviness in his chest and the drug’s phantom mettle.


  “I wish the goddamn car keys were here,” he announced to Festus, pacing to the door. He was not supposed to drive alone. Peter had taken the keys, “for safety.”


  “I wish my goddamn dog could drive.”


  Festus yawned and flopped onto the floor. Sighing, the astronaut settled onto the couch, took pen and notebook to write a letter. Within minutes he was asleep.


  Andrew staggered from the sound: the bawl of air through the trees, the cicadas’ song a steady thunder. From beneath the soil thrummed millipedes and hellgrammites, the ceaseless tick of insect legs upon fallen leaves. He shivered and shook a ruff of heavy fur. The sunlight stung his eyes and he blinked. The world was bound now in black and gray.


  He sneezed. Warm currents of scent tickled his muzzle. So many kinds of dirt! Mud like cocoa, rich and bitter; sand fresh as sunlight; loam ripe with hidden worms. He stood on wobbly legs, took a few steps and stumbled on his clothes. Their rank smell assaulted him: detergent, sweat, city gravel and tarmac. He sneezed ferociously, then ambled to the streambed. He nosed a crayfish shell, licking it clean. Afterward he waded into the stream and lapped, long tongue flicking water into his eyes. A bound brought him to the high bank. He shook water from his fur and flung his head back, eyes shut, filled with a formidable wordless joy. From far away he heard low thunder; he tasted the approach of rain upon the breeze.


  Something stirred in the thickets nearby. Without looking he knew it was a rabbit, smelled milk and acrid fear clinging to her. He raised his head, tested the air until he found her crouched at the base of a split birch. He crept forward, his belly grazing the dirt. When he was scarcely a muzzle-length away, she spooked, hind legs spraying leaves in his face as she vaulted into the underbrush. He followed, slipping under grapevines and poison ivy, his dewclaws catching on burdock leaves.


  The rabbit led him through a birch stand to a large clearing, where she bounded and disappeared into a burrow. He dug furiously at the hole, throwing up clouds of soft loam, stopping finally when he upturned a mass of black beetles clicking over a rock. Curious, he nudged the beetles, then licked up a mouthful and crunched them between his long teeth. The remaining insects scurried beneath the earth. Suddenly tired, he yawned, crawled inside a ring of overgrown ferns heavy with spores and lay there panting.


  The air grew heavy with moisture. Thunder snarled in the distance. How could he ever have thought the woods silent? He heard constantly the steady beat, the hum of the turning day beneath his paws. Rain began to fall, and he crept deeper into the ferns until they covered him. He waited there until nightfall, licking rain from the fronds and cleaning the earth from between his footpads.


  At dusk the rain stopped. Through slitted eyes he saw a stag step into the clearing and bend to lick rain from a cupped leaf, its tongue rasping against the grass. Nuthatches arrowed into the rhododendrons, and the bushes shuddered until they settled into sleep. He stretched, the hair on his back rustling as moisture pearled and rolled from his coat. In the damp air scents were acute: he tasted mist rising from the nearby swamp, smelled an eft beneath a rotting stump. Then the breeze shifted, brought a stronger scent to him: hot and milky, the young rabbit, motionless at the entrance of its burrow.


  He cocked his ears to trace the faint wind stirring the rabbit’s fur. He crouched and took a half step toward it, sprang as it bolted in a panic of flying fur and leaves. The rabbit leaped into the clearing, turned and tripped on a fallen branch. In that instant he was upon it, his paws hesitantly brushing its shuddering flank before he tore at its throat. The rabbit screamed. He rent skin and sinew, fur catching between his teeth, shearing strings of muscle as he growled and tugged at its jaw. It stopped kicking. Somewhere inside the fox, Andrew wanted to scream; but the fox tore at the rabbit’s head, blood spurting from a crushed artery and staining his muzzle. The smell maddened him. He dragged the rabbit into the brush and fed, then dug a shallow hole and buried the carcass, nosing leaves over the warm bones.


  He stepped into the clearing and stared through the tangle of trees and sky. The moon was full. Blood burned inside him; its smell stung his nostrils, scorched his tongue so that he craved water. An owl screeched. He started, leaping over the rank midden, and continued running through the birch clearing until he found the stream, dazzling with reflected moonlight. He stepped to the water’s edge and dipped a tentative paw into the shallows, rearing back when the light scattered at his touch. He crossed the stream and wandered snuffling across the other bank. A smell arrested him: overwhelming, alien to this place. He stared at a pile of clothes strewn upon the moss, walked to them stiff-legged and sniffed. Beneath his tongue something small and rough itched like a blister. He shook his head and felt the string around his neck. He coughed, pawed his muzzle; buried his face in the T-shirt. The talisman dropped from between his jaws.


  On the bank the boy knelt, coughing, one hand clutching the bloody talisman. He crawled to the stream and bowed there, cupping water in his hands and gulping frantically. Then he staggered backwards, flopped onto the moss to stare exhausted at the sky. In a little while he slept uneasily, legs twitching as he stalked fleeing hares through a black and twisted forest.


  Rain woke him the next morning, trickling into his nostrils and beneath his eyelids. Andrew snorted and sat up, wiping his eyes. The stream Swelled with muddy whirlpools. He stared as the rain came down harder, slicing through the high canopy and striking him like small cold stones. Shivering, he grabbed his clothes and limped to the cottage. Inside he dried himself with his damp T-shirt, then stepped into the tiny bedroom. It was so narrow that when he extended his arms his fingertips grazed opposing walls. Here sagged an ancient iron-framed camp bed with flattened mattress, hard and lean as an old car seat. Groaning, he collapsed onto it, heedless of dead moths scattered across the cushion. His crumpled jeans made a moist pillow as he propped himself against the wall and stared at the ceiling.


  He could come back here every day. It was dry, and if he pulled up all the pokeweed, swept out the dirt and fallen feathers, it would be home. He had the stream for water; a few warm clothes in his knapsack for winter. At night he could hunt and feed in the woods, changing back at dawn. During the day he’d sleep, maybe go to the library and look up survival books. No one would ever find him. He could hide forever here where the Tankiteke had hunted.


  It didn’t have to drive you crazy. If you didn’t fight it, if you used it in the right places; if you didn’t care about family or friends or school. He pulled fiercely at the string and held the amulet before his eyes.


  They would never know. Ever: no one would ever know.


  Howell’s treatments stopped that winter. One evening Dr. Lancaster simply shook his head, slid the latest test results into the folder and closed it. The next morning he told Howell, “No more.”


  The astronaut went home to die.


  As long as there was no snow, he could walk with Festus, brief forays down the dirt drive to check the mailbox. Some afternoons he’d wait there with the spaniel for the mail car to pull up.


  “Some winter, Major Howell,” the mailman announced as he handed him a stack of letters from the insurance company, vitamin wholesalers, the Yale hospital. “Think we’ll ever get snow?”


  Howell took the mail, shrugging, then looked at the cloudless sky. “Your guess is as good as mine. Better, probably.”


  They laughed, and the car crept down the hillside. Howell turned and called Festus from the woods. For a moment he paused, staring at the brilliant winter sky, the moon like a pale eye staring down upon the afternoon.


  That night he dreamed of the sky, ice melting into clouds that scudded across a ghostly moon so close that when he raised his hands his fingers left marks upon its face, tiny craters blooming where he touched. When he awoke the next morning it was snowing.


  The blizzard pounced on Kamensic Village, caught the hamlet as it drowsed after the long Christmas holidays. A brief and bitter autumn had given way to a snowless winter. Deer grew fat grazing upon frosty pastures. With no snow to challenge them, school-bus drivers grew complacent, then cranky, while children dreamed of brightly varnished toboggans and new skis still beribboned in frigid garages. In The Fallows a fox could find good hunting, warm holes to hide in; the door blew off an abandoned bungalow and leaves drifted in its corners, burying a vinyl knapsack.


  Beneath a tumbledown stone wall, he’d found an abandoned burrow, just large enough to curl up in and sleep through the bitter days. He avoided the cottages now. The fetid scent of men still clinging to the forsaken structures frightened him, ripe as it was with some perplexing memory. He yawned and drew his paws under him, tail curving to cover his muzzle and warm the freezing air he breathed. Above him the wall hid the remains of the grouse he’d killed last night. The faint rotting smell comforted him, and he slept deeply.


  He woke to silence: so utterly still that his hackles rose and he growled softly with unease. Even in the burrow he could always hear the soft stirrings of the world—wind in dead leaves, chickadees fighting in the pines, the crack of branches breaking from the cold. Now he heard only a dull scratching. Stiff-legged he crept through the tunnel and emerged into the storm.


  Stones had prevented snow from blocking the entrance to his den. He slunk through the narrow burrow and shook himself. Snow fell so fast that within moments his fur was thick with it. Everywhere branches had collapsed. Entire pines bowed toward the ground until they snapped, dark trunks quickly and silently buried. He buried his muzzle in the drift, then reared back, snarling. Abruptly he turned and leaped atop the stone wall. As he did so, he dislodged a heavy ledge of snow that fell behind him without a sound.


  From the wall he tested the wind. Nothing. It blew his ruff back until he shivered beneath snow so thick that he could not shake himself dry. He slunk down, stumbling into a drift, and sniffed for the burrow entrance.


  Gone. Displaced snow blocked the hole. He could smell nothing. Frantically he dug at the wall. More snow slid from the stones, and he jumped back, growling. From stone to stone he ran, pawing frenziedly, burying his muzzle as he tried to find a warm smell, the scent of frozen blood or spoor. Snow congealed between his pads, matting his legs so that he swam gracelessly through the shifting mass. Exhausted, he huddled at the base of the wall until cold gnawed at his chest. Then he staggered upward until he once again stood clear at the top. Bitter wind clamped his muzzle. His eyelids froze. Blindly he began to run along the wall’s crest, slipping between rocks and panting.


  The wall ended. A wind-riven hill sloped away from him, and he leaped, tumbled by the storm until the snow met him and he flailed whimpering through the endless drifts.


  Howell sat before the window, watching the storm. The telephone lines linking him to the village sagged drearily in hoary crescents. He knew they would break as they did during every blizzard. He had already spoken to Peter, to Dr. Lancaster, to Mr. Schelling, the grocer, who wondered if he needed anything before the store closed. He could snap the lines himself now if he wanted. There was no one else to talk to.


  He no longer cared. The heaviness in his lungs had spread these last few weeks until his entire chest felt ribbed in stone, his legs and arms so light in comparison they might be wings. He knew that one by one the elements of his body were leaving him. Only the pills gave him strength, and he refilled the plastic bottles often.


  A little while ago he had taken a capsule, washing it down with a scant tumbler of scotch. He took a childish pleasure in violating his body now.


  “Festus,” he croaked, his hand ruffling the air at his side. Festus shambled over, tail vibrating. “Hey Festus, my good dog. My good bright dog.”


  Festus licked Howell’s hand, licked his chops and whined hopefully.


  “Dinner?” Howell said, surprised. “So early.” Then wondered in alarm if he had fed the dog yesterday; if he had forgotten that as he had sometimes forgotten the mail, his clothes, his own meals. He stood uneasily, head thrumming, and went to the kitchen.


  A moist crust still rimmed the dog’s dish. There was water in his bowl. But when Howell opened the cabinet beneath the sink there were no cans there. The tall red Purina bag was empty.


  “Oh no,” he murmured, then looked in the refrigerator. A few eggs; some frozen vegetables. There would be soup in the cupboard. “Festus, Christ, I’m sorry.” Festus danced expectantly across the planked floor to wait at his dish.


  Howell leaned against the sink and stared outside. Schelling’s might still be open; if not, Isaac lived behind the store. There was gas in the car. Peter had returned the keys, reluctantly, but Howell hadn’t driven in months. If he waited it might be two days before anyone called or checked Sugar Mountain. He rummaged through closets until he found boots and heavy parka, then shoved his inhaler into a pocket. He paused in the kitchen, wondering if he should bring the dog with him.


  “I’ll be back soon,” he said at last, rumpling the spaniel’s ears. Then he swallowed another pill.


  Outside, flakes the size of his thumb swirled down and burst into hundreds of crystals upon his parka. The sky hung so low and dark that it seemed like nightfall. Howell had no idea what time it really was. He staggered to the car, kicking the door until snow fell from it and he could find the handle. He checked the back seat for shovel, sand, blankets. Then he started the engine. The car lurched forward.


  He had heard the snowplow earlier, but the road was already buried once more. As the car drifted toward a high bank, Howell wondered why it was he had decided to go out, finally recalled Festus waiting hungrily at home.


  In a few minutes he realized it was futile to steer toward one side of the road or the other. Instead he tried to keep a few feet between car and trees, and so avoid driving into the woods. Soon even this was difficult. Pines leaned where he had never seen trees. The stone walls that bounded the road had buckled into labyrinthine waves. Down the gentle slope inched the car, bluish spume flying behind it. The heater did not work. The windshield wipers stuck again. He reached out and cleared a tiny patch to see through the frigid black glass starred with soft explosions.


  Through the clear spot, Howell saw only white and gray streaks. Smears left by his fingers on the glass froze and reflected the steady green and red lights of the dashboard. His hands dropped from the wheel, and he rubbed them together. The car glided onward.


  Dreaming, he saw for an instant a calm frozen sea swelling beneath tiny windows, interior darkness broken by blinking panel lights while, outside, shone the azure bow of Earth. Then his forehead grazed the edge of the steering wheel, and he started, gently pressing the brake.


  An animal plunged in front of the car, a golden blur like a summer stain upon the snow. It thudded against the bumper.


  “Son of a bitch,” murmured Howell.


  The car stopped. As he stepped out he glanced behind him, shielding his eyes. Snow already filled the tracks snaking a scant hundred feet to the end of his drive. He pulled the hood tight about his face and turned.


  In front of the car sprawled a naked boy, eyes closed as if asleep, skin steaming at the kiss of melting snow. Long black hair tangled with twigs; one fist raised to his lips. A drowsing child. The astronaut stooped and very gently touched his cheek. It was feverishly hot.


  The boy moaned. Howell staggered against the bumper. The freezing pain jolted him. He stumbled to the door, reaching for the old Hudson’s Bay blanket. Then he knelt beside the boy, head pounding, and wrapped him in the blanket. He tried to carry him: too heavy. Howell groaned, then dragged boy and blanket to the side of the car. For a moment he rested, wheezing, before heaving the boy into the passenger seat.


  Afterward he couldn’t remember driving back to the house. Festus met him at the door, barking joyfully. Staggering beneath the boy’s weight, Howell kicked the door shut behind him, then kneeling placed the bundle on the floor.


  “Festus, shh,” he commanded.


  The dog approached the boy, tail wagging. Then he stiffened and reared back snarling.


  “Festus, shut up.” Exhausted, Howell threw down his parka. He paused to stare at the blizzard still raging about the mountainside. “Festus, I’m throwing you out there if you don’t shut up.” He clapped and pointed toward the kitchen. “Go lie down.”


  Festus barked, but retreated to the kitchen.


  Now what the hell is this? Howell ran his hands over his wet scalp and stared down at the boy. Melting snow dripped from the blanket to stain the wooden floor. Tentatively he stooped and pulled back a woolen corner.


  In the room’s ruddy light the boy looked even paler, his skin ashen. Grime streaked his chest. The hair on his legs and groin was stiff with dirt. Howell grimaced: the boy smelled like rotting meat.


  He brushed matted hair from the thin face. “Jesus Christ, what have you been doing?” he murmured. Drugs? What drugs would make someone run naked through the snow? Wincing, Howell let the tangled locks slip from his hand.


  The boy moaned and twisted his head. He bared his teeth, eyes still tightly shut, and cried softly. His hand drooped upon his chest, fingers falling open. In his palm lay a stone attached to a filthy string around his neck.


  Howell crossed the room to a bay window. Here a window seat served as spare bed, fitted neatly into the embrasure. He opened a drawer beneath the seat and pulled out blankets, quickly smoothed the cushion and arranged pillows. Then he got towels and tried his best to dry the boy before wrapping him in a clean blanket and dragging him to the window. Grunting, he eased him onto the bed. He covered him first with a cotton comforter, then heaped on coarse woolen blankets until the boy snorted and turned onto his stomach. After a few minutes his breathing slowed. Howell sank into an armchair to watch him sleep.


  From a white dream, Andrew moaned and thrashed, floundering through unyielding pastures that resolved into blankets tangled about his legs. He opened his eyes and lay very still, holding his breath in terror. The darkness held an awful secret. He whimpered as he tried to place it. Turning his head, he saw a shining patch above him, a pale moon in a cobalt sky. His eyes burned. Shrugging free of the comforter, he sat up. Through the window he glimpsed the forest, snowy fields blued by moonlight. Colors. He glanced down and, for the first time since autumn, saw his hands. Slowly he drew them to his throat until they touched the stone there. His fingers ached, and he flexed them until the soreness abated. New blood tingled in his palms. He sniffed tentatively: dust and stale wood smoke, his own sweat—and another’s.


  In an armchair slept an old man, mouth slightly ajar, his breathing so soft it scarcely stirred the air. At his feet lay a dog. It stared at Andrew and growled, a low ceaseless sound like humming bees.


  “Hey,” whispered the boy, his voice cracking. “Good dog.”


  The dog drew closer to the old man’s feet. Andrew swung his legs over the bedside, gasping at the strain on forgotten muscles. As blankets slid to the floor, he noted, surprised, how the hair on his legs had grown thick and black.


  Even without covers the room’s warmth blanketed him, and he sighed with pleasure. Unsteadily, he crossed to a window, balancing himself with one hand against the wall. The snow had stopped. Through clouded glass he saw an untracked slope, a metal birdfeeder listing beneath its white dome. He reached for the talisman, remembering. Autumn days when he tugged wild grapes from brittle vines had given way to the long fat weeks of a winter without snow. Suddenly he wondered how long it had been—months? years?—and recalled his mother’s words.


  . . . they forgot . . . and stayed forever, and died up there in the woods . . .


  Closing his eyes, he drew the amulet to his mouth and rubbed it against his lip, thinking, fust for a little while, I could go again just for a little while . . .


  He had almost not come back. He shook his head, squeezing tears from shut eyes. Shuddering, he leaned forward until his forehead rested against the windowpane.


  A house.


  The talisman slipped from his hand to dangle around his neck once more. Andrew held his breath, listening. His heartbeat quickened from desire to fear.


  Whose house?


  Someone had brought him back. He faced the center of the room.


  In the armchair slumped the old man, regarding Andrew with mild pale eyes. “Aren’t you cold?” he croaked, and sat up. “I can get you a robe.”


  Embarrassed, Andrew sidled to the window seat and wrapped himself in the comforter, then hunched onto the mattress. “That’s okay,” he muttered, drawing his knees together. The words came out funny, and he repeated them, slowly.


  Howell blinked, trying to clear his vision. “It’s still night,” he stated, and coughed. Festus whined, bumping against Howell’s leg. The astronaut suddenly stared at Andrew more closely. “What the hell were you doing out there?”


  Andrew shrugged. “Lost, I guess.”


  Howell snorted. “I guess so.”


  The boy waited for him to bring up parents, police; but the man only gazed at him thoughtfully. The man looked sick. Even in the dimness, Andrew made out lesions on his face and hands, the long skull taut with yellow skin.


  “You here alone?” Andrew finally asked.


  “The dog.” Howell nudged the spaniel with his foot. “My dog, Festus. I’m Eugene Howell. Major Howell.”


  “Andrew,” the boy said. A long silence before the man spoke again.


  “You live here?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Your parents live here?”


  “No. They’re dead. I mean, my mother just died. My father died a long time ago.”


  Howell rubbed his nose, squinting. “Well, you got someone you live with?”


  “No. I live alone.” He hesitated, then inclined his head toward the window. “In The Fallows.”


  “Huh.” Howell peered at him more closely. “Were you—some kind of drugs? I found you out there—” He gestured at the window. “Butt naked. In a blizzard.” He laughed hoarsely, then gazed pointedly at the boy. “I’m just curious, that’s all. Stark naked in a snowstorm. Jesus Christ.”


  Andrew picked at a scab on his knee. “I’m not on drugs,” he said at last. “I just got lost.” Suddenly he looked up, beseeching. “I’ll get out of your way. You don’t have to do anything. Okay? Like you don’t have to call anyone. I can just go back to my place.”


  Howell yawned and stood slowly. “Well, not tonight. When they clear the roads.” He looked down at his feet, chagrined to see he still had his boots on. “I’m going to lie down for a little while. Still a few hours before morning.”


  He smiled wanly and shuffled toward the bedroom, Festus following him. In the kitchen he paused to get his inhaler, then stared with mild disbelief at the counter where an unopened sack of dog food and six cans of Alpo stood next to a half-filled grocery bag.


  “Festus,” he muttered, tearing open the sack. “I’ll be damned. I forgot Pete brought this.” He dumped food into the dog’s bowl and glanced back at the boy staring puzzled into the kitchen.


  “You can take a shower if you want,” suggested Howell. “In there. Towels, a robe. Help yourself.” Then he went to bed.


  In the bathroom Andrew found bedpans, an empty oxygen tank, clean towels. He kicked his comforter outside the door, hesitated before retrieving it and folding it upon the sofa. Then he returned to the bathroom. Grimacing, he examined his reflection in the mirror. Dirt caked his pores. What might be scant stubble roughened his chin, but when he rubbed it, most came off onto his fingers in tiny black beads.


  In the tub stood a white metal stool. Andrew settled on this and turned on the water. He squeezed handfuls of shampoo through his long hair until the water ran clear. Most of a bar of soap dissolved before he stepped out, the last of the hot water gurgling down the drain. On the door hung a thin green hospital robe, E. HOWELL printed on the collar in Magic Marker. Andrew flung this over his shoulders and stepped back into the living room.


  Gray light flecked the windowpanes, enough light that finally he could explore the place. It was a small house, not much bigger than his abandoned cottage. Worn Navaho rugs covered flagstone floors in front of a stone fireplace, still heaped with dead ashes and the remains of a Christmas tree studded with blackened tinsel. Brass gaslight fixtures supported light bulbs and green glass shades. And everywhere about the room, pictures.


  He could scarcely make out the cedar paneling beneath so many photographs. He crossed to the far wall stacked chest-high with tottering bookshelves. Above the shelves hung dozens of framed photos.


  “Jeez.” Andrew shivered a little as he tied the robe.


  Photos of Earthrise, moonrise. The Crab Nebula. The moon. He edged along the wall, reading the captions beside the NASA logo on each print.


  Mare Smythii. Crater Gambart. Crater Copernicus. Crater Descartes. Sea of Tranquility.


  At wall’s end, beside the window, two heavy gold frames. The first held artwork from a Time magazine cover showing three helmeted men against a Peter Max galaxy: men of the year: the crew of apollo 18, printed in luminous letters. He blew dust from the glass and regarded the picture thoughtfully. Behind one of the men’s faceplates, he recognized Howell’s face.


  The other frame held an oversized cover of Look, a matte photograph in stark black. In the upper corner floated the moon, pale and dreaming like an infant’s face.


  APOLLO 19: FAREWELL TO TRANQUILITY.


  Outside, the sun began to rise above Sugar Mountain. In the west glowed a three-quarter moon, fading as sunlight spilled down the mountainside. Andrew stood staring at it until his eyes ached, holding the moon there as long as he could. When it disappeared, he clambered back into bed.


  When he woke later that morning, Andrew found Howell sitting in the same chair again, dozing with the dog Festus at his feet. Andrew straightened his robe and tried to slide quietly from bed. The dog barked. Howell blinked awake.


  “Good morning,” he yawned, and coughed. “The phone lines are down.”


  Andrew grinned with relief, then tried to look concerned. “How long before they’re up again?”


  Howell scratched his jaw, his nails rasping against white stubble. “Day or two, probably. You said you live alone?”


  Andrew nodded, reaching gingerly to let Festus sniff his hand.


  “So you don’t need to call anyone.” Howell rubbed the dog’s back with a slippered foot. “He’s usually pretty good with people,” he said as Festus sniffed and then tentatively licked Andrew’s hand. “That’s good, Festus. You hungry—?”


  He stumbled, forgetting the boy’s name.


  “Andrew,” the boy said, scratching the dog’s muzzle. “Good dog. Yeah, I guess I am.”


  Howell waved toward the kitchen. “Help yourself. My son brought over stuff the other day, on the counter in there. I don’t eat much now.” He coughed again and clutched the chair’s arms until the coughing stopped. Andrew stood awkwardly in the center of the room.


  “I have cancer,” Howell said, fumbling in his robe’s pockets until he found a pill bottle. Andrew stared a moment longer before going into the kitchen.


  Inside the grocery bag he found wilted lettuce, several boxes of frozen dinners, now soft and damp, eggs and bread and a packet of spoiled hamburger meat. He sniffed this and his mouth watered, but when he opened the package the smell sickened him and he hastily tossed it into the trash. He settled on eggs, banging around until he found skillet and margarine. He ate them right out of the pan. After a hasty cleanup he returned to the living room.


  “Help yourself to anything you want,” said Howell. “I have clothes, too, if you want to get changed.”


  Andrew glanced down at his robe and shrugged. “Okay. Thanks.” He wandered to the far wall and stared a moment at the photos again. “You’re an astronaut,” he said.


  Howell nodded. “That’s right.”


  “That must’ve been pretty cool.” He pointed to the Men of the Year portrait. “Did you fly the shuttle?”


  “Christ, no. That was after my time. We were Apollo. The moon missions.”


  Andrew remained by the wall, nodding absently. He wanted to leave; but how? He couldn’t take off right away, leave this man wondering where he lived, how he’d get there in three feet of snow. He’d wait until tonight. Leave a note, the robe folded on a chair. He turned back to face Howell.


  “That must’ve been interesting.”


  Howell stared at him blankly, then laughed. “Probably the most interesting thing I ever did,” he gasped, choking as he grabbed his inhaler. Andrew watched alarmed as the astronaut sucked the mouthpiece. A faint acrid smell infused the room when Howell exhaled.


  “Can’t breathe,” he whispered. Andrew stared at him and coughed nervously himself.


  Howell sighed, the hissing of a broken bellows. “I wanted to go back. I was queued next time as commander.” He tugged at the sleeves of his robe, pulling the cuffs over bony wrists. “They canceled it. The rest of the program. Like that.” He tried to snap his fingers. They made a dry small sound. “Money. Then the rest. The explosion. You know.”


  Andrew nodded, rolling up his sleeves until they hung evenly. “I remember that.”


  Howell nodded. “Everybody does. But the moon. Do you remember that?”


  Andrew shook his head.


  “You forget it?” said Howell, incredulous.


  “I wasn’t born,” said Andrew. He leaned against the wall, bumping a frame. “I’m only fourteen.”


  “Fourteen,” repeated Howell. “And you never saw? In school, they never showed you?”


  The boy shrugged. “The shuttle, I saw tapes of that. At school, maybe. I don’t remember.”


  Howell stood, bumping the spaniel so that Festus grumbled noisily before settling back onto the floor. “Well here then,” he said, and shuffled to the bookcase. “I have it, here—”


  He fingered impatiently through several small plastic cases until he found one with NASA’s imprimatur. Fastidiously he wiped the plastic cover, blowing dust from the cracks before opening it and pawing the tape carefully.


  In the corner a television perched on a shelf. Beneath it was a VCR, meticulously draped with a pillowcase. Howell removed the cloth, coughing with excitement. He switched the set on.


  “Okay,” he announced as the flickering test pattern resolved into the NASA logo. “Now sit back. You’re going to see something. History.”


  “Right,” said Andrew loudly, and rubbed his eyes.


  Static. A black expanse: dead black, unbroken by stars. Then a curve intruding upon the lower edge of the screen, dirty gray and pocked with shadow.


  The image shifted. Static snarled into a voice, crisply repeating numbers. A beep. Silence. Another beep. The left side of the screen now showed a dark mass, angular limbs scratching the sky.


  “What’s that?” asked Andrew. It was all out of focus, black and white, wavering like cheap animation.


  “The lander,” said Howell. “Lunar lander.”


  “Oh,” said Andrew: the moon. “They’re there already?”


  Howell nodded impatiently. “Watch this.”


  The mass shuddered. The entire horizon dipped and righted itself.


  From a bright square within the lander something emerged clumsily like a tethered balloon, and descended the blurred pattern that must be steps. Andrew yawned, turning his head so the old man couldn’t see. A voice answered commands. Garbled feedback abruptly silenced so that a single voice could be heard.


  The figure bounced down, once, twice. The landscape bobbed with him. Andrew fidgeted, glancing at Howell. The old man’s hands twisted in his lap as though strangling something, pulling at the hem of his robe. His eyes were riveted to the television. He was crying.


  The boy quickly looked back at the screen. After another minute the tape ended. Angry hissing from the television. Andrew stood and turned down the volume, avoiding Howell’s face.


  “That’s it, huh?” he remarked with hollow cheerfulness, hitting the rewind button.


  Howell stared at him. “Did you see?”


  Andrew sat back on his heels. “Yeah, sure. That’s real interesting. The moon. Them landing on the moon.”


  “You never saw it before?”


  He shook his head. “No. I like that stuff, though. Science fiction. You know.”


  “But this really happened.”


  Andrew nodded defensively. “I know. I mean, I don’t remember, but I know it happened.”


  Howell coughed into a handkerchief, glaring at the boy. “Pretty boring to you, I guess.” He stepped to the machine and removed the tape, shoving it back into its case. “No lights. Nothing exciting. Man lands on moon.”


  Embarrassed, Andrew stared at him. Howell returned his gaze fiercely, then sighed and rubbed the back of his neck.


  “Who cares,” he coughed; then looked suddenly, helplessly at the boy.


  “That’s all I ever wanted to do, you know. Fly. And walk on the moon.”


  “But you did. You went. You just told me.” Andrew gestured at the walls, the photographs. “All this—” He hesitated. “Stuff, all this stuff you got here—”


  Howell stroked the videotape, gnawed fingertips catching on its plastic lip, and shook his head, shameless of tears that fell now like a disappointed child’s. Andrew stared, horrified, waiting for the old man to stop, to apologize. But he went on crying. Finally the boy stood and crossed the room, turned to shut the bathroom door behind him, ran the water so as not to hear or think of him out there: an old man with a dog at his ankles, rocking back and forth with an old videotape in his hand, heedless of the flickering empty screen before him.


  Andrew made dinner that night, a couple of meals on plastic trays slid into the microwave. He ended up eating both of them.


  “I’ll bring in some wood tomorrow,” he said, pausing in the kitchen doorway to hitch up his pants. Howell had insisted on him wearing something other than the old hospital robe. Andrew had rummaged around in a bureau until he found faded corduroy trousers and a flannel shirt, both too big for him. Even with the pants cuffed they flopped around his ankles, and he had to keep pushing back his sleeves as he ran the dinner plates under the tap. When he finished the dishes he poured Howell a glass of scotch and joined him in the other room. The old man sipped noisily as the two of them sat in front of the cold fireplace, Andrew pulling at his frayed shirt cuffs. In the kitchen he’d swallowed a mouthful of scotch when Howell wasn’t looking. Now he wished he’d taken more.


  “I could bring in some wood tonight, I guess,” he said at last.


  Howell shook his head. “Tomorrow’ll be fine. I’ll be going to bed soon anyway. I haven’t had a fire here since Christmas. Peter built it.” He gestured at the half-burned spruce. “As you can see. My son can’t build a fire worth a tinker’s damn.”


  Andrew pushed a long lock of hair from his eyes. “I don’t know if I can either.”


  “That’s okay. I’ll teach you.” Howell took another sip of scotch, placed the glass on the floor. Festus stood and flopped beside Andrew, mumbling contentedly. The boy scratched the dog’s head. He wondered how soon Howell would go to sleep, and glanced at the back door before turning to the old man. In the dim light, Howell’s cheeks glowed rosily, and he looked more like the man on the magazine cover. Andrew tugged at the dog’s ears and leaned back in his chair.


  “You got Man of the Year,” he said at last.


  “We all got Man of the Year. Peter was just a kid. Not impressed.” Howell grimaced. “I guess it comes with the territory.”


  Andrew looked away. “I was impressed,” he said after a moment. “I just didn’t remember. They don’t have any of that stuff now.”


  Howell nodded. For a few minutes they sat, the silence broken only by the battering of wind at the roof.


  Then, “You’re a runaway,” said Howell.


  Andrew stared fixedly at the dog at his feet. “Yeah.”


  Howell rubbed his chin. “Well, I guess that’s not so bad. At least in Kamensic it’s safe enough. You found one of the abandoned cabins down there.”


  Andrew sighed and locked his hands behind his head. “Yeah. We used to go there when I was a kid. My mother and I. Up until a few years ago.” He tousled Festus’s ears with elaborate casualness. “You gonna call the police?”


  Howell peered at him. “Do you want me to?”


  “No.” The boy drew back his hand, and Festus yawned loudly. “There’s no one to go to. My mom died last summer. She killed herself. My father died before I was born. Nobody cares.”


  “Nobody looked for you?”


  Andrew shrugged. “Who’s to look? My aunt, I guess. They have their own kids. I did okay.”


  Howell nodded. “Until the first snow.” He coughed. “Well, you must be a damned resourceful kid, that’s all I can say. I won’t call the police. But I can’t let you go back out there alone. It’ll snow again, and I won’t be around to find you.”


  Andrew shook his head. “Just leave me alone.” He rubbed his stinging eyes. “No one ever cared except her, and she—”


  “That’s okay,” Howell said softly. He coughed again, then asked, “What happened to your father?”


  “Dead. He disappeared one day. They never found him.”


  “The war?”


  Andrew shook his head. “Up here—he was up here. Visiting. We had family. He—my mother said he died here in the woods.” He stared at the floor, silent.


  He wants to leave, thought Howell. In the dimness the boy looked very young. Howell recalled other nights, another boy. His heart ached so suddenly that he shuddered, gasping for breath. Andrew stood in alarm.


  “Nothing—nothing—” Howell whispered, motioning him away. His head sank back onto his chest. After a few minutes he looked up. “Guess I’ll go to bed now.”


  Andrew helped him into the bedroom. Not much bigger than the room in Andrew’s abandoned cottage, but scrupulously neat, and almost all windows except for the wall above the double bed. Howell slipped from his robe, leaving Andrew holding it awkwardly while the old man eased himself into bed, grunting from the effort.


  “Just put it there—” Howell pointed to the door. Andrew hung the robe on a hook. He tried to avoid looking directly at Howell, but there was little else: the black windows, a bureau, a closet door. Above the bed a framed NASA photo of the moon. Andrew pretended interest in this and leaned over Howell to stare at it. In the white margin beneath the moon’s gray curve someone had written in a calligraphic hand:


  
    
      
        
          	
            Come on all you

            Let’s get busy

            for the speedy trips

            to all Planets and

            back to earth again.

          
        

      
    

  


  “Huh,” said Andrew. Behind him, Festus shambled into the room and, grumbling, settled himself on a braided rug.


  The old man winced, twisting to stare up at the photograph. “You like that?” he said.


  “Sure,” said Andrew, shrugging. “What’s it mean? That poem or whatever. You write that?”


  Howell smiled. He was so thin that it was hard to believe there was a body there beneath all the smooth quilts and blankets. “No, I didn’t write that. I’ll show you where it came from, though; tomorrow maybe. If you want. Remind me.”


  “Okay.” Andrew waited: to see if Howell needed anything; to see if he would be dismissed. But the old man just lay there, eyes fluttering shut and then open again. Finally the boy said, “Good night,” and left the room.


  It took Andrew a long time to fall asleep that night. He sat on the window seat, staring out at the snow-covered fields as he fingered the amulet around his neck. He didn’t know why he’d stayed this long. He should have left as soon as he could that morning, waited for the old man to fall asleep (he slept all day: he must be really sick, to sleep so much) and then crept out the back door and disappeared into the woods.


  Even now . . . He pulled at the amulet, holding it so tightly it bit into the ball of his thumb. He should leave now.


  But he didn’t. The wrinkled white face staring up from the double bed reminded him of his mother in the coffin. He had never noticed how many lines were in her face; she really hadn’t been that old. He wondered how long Howell had been sick. He remembered the astronaut he’d seen at the library that summer, a disappointment, really. Andrew had been expecting a spacesuit and something else: not ray guns, that would be dumb, but some kind of instruments, or moon rocks maybe. Instead there’d been an old man in Izod shirt and chinos talking about how the country had failed the space program. Andrew had fidgeted until his mother let him go outside.


  It must have been the same man, he thought now. Major Howell, not really any more interesting now than he’d been then. He hadn’t even walked on the moon. Andrew dropped the amulet onto his chest and pulled a blanket about his knees, stared out the window. Clouds drifted in front of the rising moon. At the edge of the woods there would be rabbit tracks, fox scat. A prickle of excitement ran through him at the thought, and he lay back upon the narrow bed. He would leave tomorrow, early, before Howell got up to let the dog out.


  He didn’t leave. He woke to Howell calling hoarsely from the bedroom. Andrew found him half-sitting on the side of the bed, his hand reaching pathetically for the nightstand where a glass of water had been knocked over, spilling pill bottles and inhalers and soggy tissues onto the floor.


  “Could you—please—”


  Andrew found Howell’s inhaler and gave it to him. Then he straightened out the mess, put more water in the glass and watched as Howell took his pills, seven of them. He waited to see if Howell wanted anything else, then let Festus outside. When the boy returned to the bedroom, Howell was still sitting there, eyes shut as he breathed heavily through his nose. His eyes flickered open to stare at Andrew: a terrified expression that made the boy’s heart tumble. But then he closed them again and just sat there.


  Finally Andrew said, “I’ll help you get dressed.” Howell nodded without opening his eyes.


  It didn’t take Andrew long to help him into a flannel robe and slippers, and into the bathroom. Andrew swore silently and waited outside the door, listening to the groan of water in the taps, the old man’s wheezing and shambling footsteps. Outside, Festus scratched at the back door and whined to be let in. Sighing, Andrew took care of the dog, went back to the bathroom and waited until Howell came out again.


  “Thank you,” the old man said. His voice was faint, and he trembled as he supported himself with one hand on the sink, the other against the door frame.


  “It’s okay, Major Howell,” said Andrew. He took Howell’s elbow and guided him into the living room. The old man was heavy, no matter that he was so thin; Andrew was terrified that he’d fall on the flagstone floor. “Here, sit here and I’ll get you something. Breakfast?”


  He made instant coffee and English muffins with scrambled eggs. The eggs were burned, but it didn’t really matter: Howell took only a bite of the muffin and sipped at his tepid coffee. Andrew gave the rest to Festus. He would eat later, outside.


  Afterward, as Howell sat dozing in the armchair by the fireplace, Andrew made a fire. The room filled with smoke before he figured out how to open the damper, but after that it burned okay, and he brought in more wood. Then he took Festus outside for a walk. He wore Howell’s parka and heavy black mittens with NASA stenciled on the cuffs. The sunlight on the snow made his eyes ache as he tried to see where Festus ran up the first slope of Sugar Mountain. He took off one glove, unzipped the neck of the parka and stuck his hand inside. The amulet was still there, safe against his chest. He stopped, hearing Festus crashing through the underbrush. Would the dog follow him? Probably not: he was an old dog, and Andrew knew how fast a fox could run, knew that even though he had never hunted this spot it would be easy to find his way to a safe haven.


  Then the wind shifted, bringing with it the tang of wood smoke. Festus ambled out of the woods, shaking snow from his ears, and ran up to Andrew. The boy let the amulet drop back inside his flannel shirt and zipped up the parka. He turned and walked back to the house.


  “Have a nice walk?” Howell’s voice was still weak but his eyes shone brightly, and he smiled at the boy stomping the snow from boots too big for him.


  “Oh yeah, it was great.” Andrew hung up the parka and snorted, then turning back to Howell tried to smile. “No, it was nice. Is all that your property back there?” He strode to the fireplace and crouched in front of it, feeding it twigs and another damp log.


  “Just about all of it.” Howell pulled a lap blanket up closer to his chin. “This side of Sugar Mountain and most of the lakefront.”


  “Wow.” Andrew settled back, already sweating from the heat. “It’s really nice back there by the lake. We used to go there in the summer, my mom and me. I love it up here.”


  Howell nodded. “I do too. Did you live in the city?”


  Andrew shook his head. “Yonkers. It sucks there now; like living in the Bronx.” He opened the top button of his shirt and traced the string against his chest. “Once, when I was a kid, we heard an astronaut talk here. At the library. Was that you?”


  Howell smiled. “Yup. I wondered if you might have been one of those kids, one of those times. So many kids, I must have talked to a thousand kids at the school here. You want to be an astronaut when you were little?”


  “Nah.” Andrew poked at the log, reached to pet Festus. “I never wanted to be anything, really. School’s really boring, and like where I lived sucks, and . . .” He gestured at the fire, the room and the door leading outside. “The only thing I ever really liked was being up here, in the woods. Living in The Fallows this year, that was great.”


  “It’s the only thing I liked, too. After I stopped working.” Howell sighed and glanced over at the pictures covering the wall, the sagging bookcases. He had never really been good with kids. The times he had spoken at the school he’d had films to back him up, and later, videotapes and videodiscs. He had never been able to entertain his son here, or his friends, or the occasional visiting niece or nephew. The pictures were just pictures to them, not even colorful. The tapes were boring. When Peter and his friends were older, high school or college, sometimes Howell would show them the Nut File, a manila envelope crammed with letters from Rubber Man Lord of Jupiter and articles clipped from tabloids, a lifetime of NASA correspondence with cranks and earnest kooks who had developed faster-than-light drives in their garages. Peter and his friends had laughed at the letters, and Howell had laughed too, reading them again. But none of his visitors had ever been touched, the way Howell had. None of them had ever wondered why a retired NASA astronaut would have a drawer full of letters from nuts.


  “Andrew,” he said softly; then, “Andrew,” as loud as he could. The boy drew back guiltily from the fire. Festus started awake and stared up, alarmed.


  “Sorry—”


  Howell drew a clawed hand from beneath the blanket and waved it weakly. “No, no—that’s all right—just . . .”


  He coughed; it took him a minute to catch his breath. Andrew stood and waited next to him, staring back at the fire. “Okay, I’m okay now,” Howell wheezed at last. “Just: remember last night? That picture with the poem?”


  Andrew looked at him blankly.


  “In my room—the moon, you wanted to know if I wrote it—”


  The boy nodded. “Oh yeah. The moon poem, right. Sure.”


  Howell smiled and pointed to the bookcase. “Well here, go look over there—”


  Andrew watched him for a moment before turning to the bookcase and looking purposefully at the titles. Sighing, Festus moved closer to the old astronaut’s feet. Howell stroked his back, regarding Andrew thoughtfully. He coughed, inclining his head toward the wall.


  “Andrew.” Howell took a long breath, then leaned forward, pointing. “That’s it, there.”


  Beneath some magazines, Andrew found a narrow pamphlet bound with tape. “This?” he wondered. He removed it gingerly and blew dust from its cover.


  Howell settled back in his chair. “Right. Bring it here. I want to show you something.”


  Andrew settled into the chair beside Howell. A paperbound notebook, gray with age. On the cover swirled meticulous writing in Greek characters, and beneath them the same hand, in English.


  Return address:


  Mr. Nicholas Margalis


  116 Argau Dimitrou


  Apt No. 3


  Salonika, Greece


  “Read it,” said Howell. “I found that in the NASA library. He sent it to Colonel Somebody right after the war. It floated around for forty years, sat in NASA’s Nut File before I finally took it.”


  He paused. “I used to collect stuff like that. Letters from crackpots. People who thought they could fly. UFOs, moonmen. Outer space. I try to keep an open mind.” He gestured at the little book in Andrew’s hand. “I don’t think anyone else has ever read that one. Go ahead.”


  Carefully Andrew opened the booklet. On lined paper tipsy block letters spelled planes, planets, plans. Following this were pages of numerical equations, sketches, a crude drawing labeled the air digger rocket shape.


  “They’re plans for a rocket ship,” said Howell. He craned his neck so he could see.


  “You’re kidding.” Andrew turned the brittle pages. “Did they build it?”


  “Christ, no! I worked it out once. If you were to build the Margalis Planets Plane it would be seven miles long.” He laughed silently. Andrew turned to a page covered with zeros.


  “Math,” said Howell.


  More calculations. Near the end Andrew read,


  
    Forty years of continuous flying will cover the following space below,


    40 years, 14,610 days, 216,000,000,000,000 x 14610—equals


    3,155,750,000,000,000,000 miles. That is about the mean distance to


    the farthest of the Planets, Uranus.


    Trillions, Quatrillions, Billions and Millions of miles all can be


    reached with this Plan.

  


  Andrew shook his head. “This is so sad! He really thought it would fly?”


  “They all thought they could fly,” said Howell. “Read me the end.”


  “ ‘Experimenting of thirty-five years with levers, and compounds of,’ ” read Andrew. “ ‘I have had made a patent model of wooden material and proved a very successful work.


  “ ‘My Invention had been approved by every body in the last year 1944, 1946 in my native village Panorma, Crevens, Greece. Every body stated it will be a future great success in Mechanics.


  “ ‘Yours truly.’ ”


  Andrew stopped abruptly.


  “Go on,” prodded Howell. “The end. The best part.”


  On the inside back cover, Andrew saw the same hand, somewhat shakier and in black ink.


  
    I have written in these copy book about 1/1000 of what actually will take in building a real Rocket Shape Airo-Plane to make trips to the Planets.


    There in the planets we will find Paradise, and the undiying water to drink so we never will die, and never be in distress.

  


  
    
      
        
          	
            Come on all you

            Let’s get busy

            for the speedy trips

            to all Planets and

            back to earth again.


            Nicholas S. Margalis

            Aug 19 1946

          
        

      
    

  


  Howell sat in silence. For a long moment Andrew stared at the manuscript, then glanced at the old man beside him. Howell was smiling now as he stared into the fire. As Andrew watched, his eyelids flickered, and then the old astronaut dozed, snoring softly along with the dog at his feet.


  Andrew waited. Howell did not wake. Finally the boy stood and poked at the glowing logs. When he turned back, the blanket had fallen from the old man’s lap and onto the dog’s back. Andrew picked it up and carefully draped it across Howell’s knees.


  For a moment he stood beside him. The old man smelled like carnations. Against his yellow skin broken capillaries bloomed blue and crimson. Andrew hesitated. Then he bowed his head until his lips grazed Howell’s scalp. He turned away to replace the booklet on its shelf and went to bed.


  That night the wind woke Howell. Cold gripped him as he sat up in bed, and his hand automatically reached for Festus. The dog was not beside him.


  “Festus?” he called softly, then slid from bed, pulling on his robe and catching his breath before walking across the bedroom to the window.


  A nearly full moon hung above the pine forest, dousing the snow so that it glowed silvery blue. Deer and rabbits had made tracks steeped in shadow at wood’s edge. He stood gazing at the sky when a movement at the edge of the field caught him.


  In the snow an animal jumped and rolled, its fur a fiery gleam against the whiteness. Howell gasped in delight: a fox, tossing the snow and crunching it between its black jaws. Then something else moved. The old man shook his head in disbelief.


  “Festus.”


  Clumsily, sinking over his head in the drifts, the spaniel tumbled and rose beside the fox, the two of them playing in the moonlight. Clouds of white sparkled about them as the fox leaped gracefully to land beside the dog, rolling until it was only an auburn blur.


  Howell held his breath, moving away from the window so that his shadow could not disturb them. Then he recalled the boy sleeping in the next room.


  “Andrew,” he whispered loudly, his hand against the wall to steady himself as he walked into the room. “Andrew, you have to see something.”


  The window seat was empty. The door leading outside swung open, banging against the wall in the frigid wind. Howell turned and walked toward the door, finally stopping and clinging to the frame as he stared outside.


  In the snow lay a green hospital gown, blown several feet from the door. Bare footprints extended a few yards into the field. Howell followed them. Where the shadows of the house fell behind him, the footprints ended. Small pawprints marked the drifts, leading across the field to where the fox and dog played.


  He lifted his head and stared at them. He saw where Festus’ tracks ran off to the side of the house and then back to join the other’s. As he watched, the animals abruptly stopped. Festus craned his head to look back at his master and then floundered joyfully through the drifts to meet him. Howell stepped forward. He stared from the tracks to the two animals, yelled in amazement and stood stark upright. Then stumbling he tried to run toward them. When Festus bounded against his knees the man staggered and fell. The world tilted from white to swirling darkness.


  It was light when he came to. Beside him hunched the boy, his face red and tear streaked.


  “Major Howell,” he said. “Please—”


  The old man sat up slowly, pulling the blankets around him. He stared for a moment at Andrew, then at the far door where the flagstones shone from melted snow.


  “I saw it,” he whispered. “What you did, I saw it.”


  Andrew shook his head. “Don’t—You can’t—”


  Howell reached for his shoulder and squeezed it. “How does it work?” Andrew stared at him, silent.


  “How does it work?” Howell repeated excitedly. “How can you do it?” The boy bit his lip. Howell’s face was scarlet, his eyes feverishly bright. “I—it’s this,” Andrew said at last, pulling the amulet from his chest. “It was my mother’s. I took it when she died.”


  His hands shaking, Howell gently took the stone between his fingers, rubbing the frayed string. “Magic,” he said.


  Andrew shivered despite the fire at his back. “It’s from here. The Indians. The Tankiteke. There were lots, my mother said. Her grandfather found it when he was little. My father—” He ended brokenly. Howell nodded in wonder. “It works,” he said. “I saw it work.” Andrew swallowed and drew back a little, so that the amulet slipped from Howell’s hand. “Like this,” he explained, opening his mouth and slipping one finger beneath his tongue. “But you don’t swallow it.”


  “I saw you,” the old man repeated. “I saw you playing with my dog.” He nodded at Festus, dozing in front of the fire. “Can you be anything?” Andrew bit his lip before answering. “I think so. My mother said you just concentrate on it—on what you want. See—”


  And he took it into his hand, held it out so that the firelight illuminated it. “It’s like all these things in one. Look: it’s got wings and horns and hooves.”


  “And that’s how you hid from them.” Howell slapped his knees. “No wonder they never found you.”


  Andrew nodded glumly.


  “Well,” Howell coughed. He sank back into the chair, eyes closed. He reached for Andrew, and the boy felt the old man’s hand tighten about his own, cold and surprisingly strong. After a minute Howell opened his eyes. He looked from the flames to Andrew and held the boy’s gaze for a long time, silent. Then,


  “You could fly with something like that,” he said. “You could fly again.”


  Andrew let his breath out in a long shudder. “That’s right,” he said finally beneath his breath. He turned away. “You could fly again, Major Howell.”


  Howell reached for the boy’s hand again, his fingers clamping there like a metal hinge. “Thank you,” he whispered. “I think I’ll go to sleep now.”


  The following afternoon the plow came. Andrew heard it long before it reached Sugar Mountain, an eager roar like a great wave overtaking the snowbound bungalow. The phone was working, too; he heard Howell in the next room, talking between fits of coughing. A short time later a pickup bounced up the drive. Andrew stared in disbelief, then fled into the bathroom, locking the door behind him.


  He heard several voices greeting Howell at the door, the thump of boots upon the flagstones.


  “Thank you, Isaac,” wheezed the astronaut. Andrew heard the others stomp into the kitchen. “I was out of everything.” Andrew opened the door a crack and peered out, glaring at Festus when the dog scratched at it.


  Howell motioned the visitors into the bedroom, shutting the door behind him. Andrew listened to their murmuring voices before storming back into the living room. He huddled out of sight on the window seat, staring outside until they left. After the pickup rattled back down the mountainside, he stalked into the kitchen to make dinner.


  “I didn’t tell them,” Howell said mildly that evening as they sat before the fire.


  Andrew glared at him but said nothing.


  “They wouldn’t be interested,” Howell said. Every breath now shook him like a cold wind. “Andrew . . .”


  The boy sat in silence, his hand tight around the amulet. Finally Howell stood, knocking over his glass of scotch. He started to bend to retrieve it when Andrew stopped him.


  “No,” he said hoarsely. “Not like that.” He hesitated, then said, “You ever see a drunk dog?”


  Howell stared at him, then nodded. “Yes.”


  “It’s like that,” said Andrew. “Only worse.”


  Festus followed them as they walked to the door, Andrew holding the old man’s elbow. For a moment they hesitated. Then Andrew shoved the door open, wincing at the icy wind that stirred funnels of snow in the field.


  “It’s so cold,” Howell whispered, shivering inside his flannel robe.


  “It won’t be so bad,” said Andrew, helping him outside.


  They stood in the field. Overhead the full moon bloomed as Festus nosed after old footprints. Andrew stepped away from Howell, then took the talisman from around his own neck.


  “Like I told you,” he said as he handed it to the old man.


  Howell hesitated. “It’ll work for me?”


  Andrew clutched his arms, shivering. “I think so,” he said, gazing at the amulet in the man’s hand. “I think you can be whatever you want.”


  Howell nodded and turned away. “Don’t look,” he whispered.


  Andrew stared at his feet. A moment later the flannel robe blew against his ankles. He heard a gasp and shut his eyes, willing away the tears before opening them again.


  In front of Andrew the air sparkled for an instant with eddies of snow. Beside him, Festus whined, staring above his head. Andrew looked up and saw a fluttering scrap like a leaf: a bat squeaking as its wings beat feebly, then more powerfully, as if drawing strength from the freezing wind. It circled the boy’s head—once, twice—then began to climb, higher and higher, until Andrew squinted to see it in the moonlight.


  “Major Howell!” he shouted. “Major Howell!”


  To Howell the voice sounded like the clamor of vast and thundering bells. All the sky now sang to him as he flailed through the air, rising above trees and roof and mountain. He heard the faint buzzing of the stars, the sigh of snow in the trees fading as he flew above the pines into the open sky.


  And then he saw it: more vast than ever it had been from the orbiter, so bright his eyes could not bear it. And the sound! like the ocean, waves of air dashing against him, buffeting him as he climbed, the roar and crash and peal of it as it pulled him upward. His wings beat faster, the air sharp in his throat, thinning as the darkness fell behind him and the noise swelled with the brightness, light now everywhere, and sound, not silent or dead as they had told him but thundering and burgeoning with heat, light, the vast eye opening like a volcano’s core. His wings ceased beating and he drifted upward, all about him the glittering stars, the glorious clamor, the great and shining face of the moon, his moon at last: the moon.


  Andrew spent the night pacing the little house, sitting for a few minutes on sofa or kitchen counter, avoiding the back door, avoiding the windows, avoiding Howell’s bedroom. Festus followed him, whining. Finally, when the snow glimmered with first light, Andrew went outside to look for Howell.


  It was Festus who found him after just a few minutes, in a shallow dell where ferns would grow in the spring and deer sleep on the bracken. Now snow had drifted where the old man lay. He was naked, and even from the lawn Andrew could tell he was dead. The boy turned and walked back to the house, got Howell’s flannel robe and a blanket. He was shaking uncontrollably when he went back out.


  Festus lay quietly beside the body, muzzle resting on his paws. Andrew couldn’t move Howell to dress him: the body was rigid from the cold. So he gently placed the robe over the emaciated frame, tucked the blanket around him. Howell’s eyes were closed now, and he had a quiet expression on his face. Not like Andrew’s mother at all, really: except that one hand clutched something, a grimy bit of string trailing from it to twitch across the snow. Andrew knelt, shivering, and took one end of the string, tugged it. The amulet slid from Howell’s hand.


  Andrew stumbled to his feet and held it at arm’s length, the little stone talisman twisting slowly. He looked up at the sky. In the west, above the cottage, the moon hung just above the horizon. Andrew turned to face the dark bulk of Sugar Mountain, its edges brightening where the sun was rising above Lake Muscanth. He pulled his arm back and threw the amulet as hard as he could into the woods. Festus raised his head to watch the boy. They both waited, listening; but there was no sound, nothing to show where it fell. Andrew wiped his hands on his pants and looked down at the astronaut again. He stooped and let the tip of one finger brush the old man’s forehead. Then he went inside to call the police.


  There were questions, and people from newspapers and TV, and Andrew’s own family, overjoyed (he couldn’t believe it, they all cried) to see him again. And eventually it was all straightened out.


  There was a service at the old Congregational church in Kamensic Village near the museum. After the first thaw they buried Howell in the small local cemetery, beside the farmers and Revolutionary War dead. A codicil to his will left the dog Festus to the fourteen-year-old runaway discovered to have been living with the dying astronaut in his last days. The codicil forbade sale of the bungalow and Sugar Mountain, the property to revert to the boy upon his twentieth birthday. Howell’s son protested this: Sugar Mountain was worth a fortune now, the land approved for subdivisions with two-acre zoning. But the court found the will to be valid, witnessed as it was by Isaac and Seymour Schelling, village grocers and public notaries.


  When he finished school, Andrew moved into the cottage at Sugar Mountain. Festus was gone by then, buried where the deer still come to sleep in the bracken. There is another dog now, a youngish English cocker spaniel named Apollo. The ancient Volkswagen continues to rust in the driveway, next to a Volvo with plates that read NASA NYC. The plows and phone company attend to the cottage somewhat more reliably, and there is a second phone line as well, since Andrew needs to transmit things to the city and Washington nearly every day now, snow or not.


  In summer he walks with the dog along the sleepy dirt road, marking where an owl has killed a vole, where vulpine tracks have been left in the soft mud by Lake Muscanth. And every June he visits the elementary school and shows the fifth graders a videotape from his private collection: views of the moon’s surface filmed by Command Module Pilot Eugene Howell.


  AUTHOR’S NOTE : Nicholas Margalis’ manuscript is in the archives of the National Air & Space Museum, Smithsonian Institution.


  In memory of Nancy Malawista and Brian Hart


  The Bacchae


  She got into the elevator with him, the young woman from down the hall, the one he’d last seen at the annual Coop Meeting a week before. Around her shoulders hung something soft that brushed his cheek as Gordon moved aside to let her in: a fur cape, or pelt, or no, something else. The flayed skin of an animal, an animal that when she shouldered past him to the corner of the elevator proved to be her Rottweiler, Leopold. He could smell it now: the honeyed stench of uncured flesh, a pink and scarlet veil still clinging to the pelt’s ragged fringe of coarse black hair. It had left a crimson streak down the back of her skirt, and stippled her legs with pink rosettes.


  Gordon got off at the next floor and ran all the way down the hall. When he got into his own apartment he locked and chained the door behind him. For several minutes he stood there panting, squinting out the peephole until he saw her turn the corner and head for her door. It still clung to her shoulders, stiff front legs jouncing against the breast of her boiled-wool suit jacket. After the door closed behind her Gordon walked into the kitchen, poured himself a shot of Jameson’s, and stood there until the trembling stopped.


  Later, after he had changed and poured himself several more glasses of whisky, he saw on the news that the notorious Debbie DeLucia had been found not guilty of the murder of the young man she claimed had assaulted her in a parking garage one evening that summer. The young man had been beaten severely about the face and chest with one of Ms. DeLucia’s high-heeled shoes. When he was found by the parking lot attendant most of his hair was missing. Gordon switched off the television when it displayed photographs of these unpleasantries followed by shots of a throng of cheering women outside the courthouse. That evening he had difficulty falling asleep.


  He woke in the middle of the night.


  Moonlight flooded the room, so brilliant it showed up the tiny pointed feathers poking through his down comforter. Rubbing his eyes Gordon sat up, tugged the comforter around his shoulders against the room’s chill. He peered out at a full moon, not silver nor even the sallow gold he had seen on summer nights but a colour he had never glimpsed in the sky before, a fiery bronze tinged with red.


  “Jeez,” Gordon said to himself, awed. He wondered if this had something to do with the solar shields tearing, the immense satellite-borne sails of mylar and solex that had been set adrift in the atmosphere to protect the cities and farmlands from ultraviolet radiation. But you weren’t supposed to be able to see the shields. Certainly Gordon had never noticed any difference in the sky, although his friend Olivia claimed she could tell they were there. Women were more sensitive to these things than men, she had told him with an accusing look. There was a luminous quality to city light that had formerly been sooty and grey at best, and the air now had a russet tinge. Wonderful for outdoor setups—Olivia was a noted food photographer—or would be save for the odd bleeding of colours that appeared during developing, winesap apples touched with violet, a glass of Semilion shot with sparks of emerald, the parchment crust of an aged camembert taking on an unappetizing salmon glow.


  It would be the same change in the light that made the moon bleed, Gordon decided. And now he had noticed it, even though he wasn’t supposed to be sensitive to these things. What did that he mean, he wondered? Maybe it was better not to notice, or to pretend he had seen nothing, no sanguine moon, no spectral colours in a photograph of a basket of eggs. Strange and sometimes awful things happened to men these days. Gordon had heard of some of these on television, but other tales came from friends, male friends. Near escapes recounted in low voices at the gym or club, random acts of violence spurred by innocent offers of help in carrying groceries, the act of holding a door open suddenly seen as threatening. Women friends, even relatives, sisters and daughters refusing to accompany family on trips to the city. An exodus of wives and children to the suburbs, from the suburbs to the shrinking belts of countryside ringing the megalopolis. And then, husbands and fathers disappearing during weekend visits with the family in exile. Impassive accounts by the next of kin of mislaid directions, trees where there had never been trees before. Evidence of wild animals, wildcats or coyotes perhaps, where nothing larger than a squirrel had been sighted in fifty years.


  Gordon laughed at these tales at first. Until now. He pulled a feather from the bed-ticking and stroked his chin thoughtfully before tossing it away. It floated down, a breath of tawny mist. Gordon determinedly pulled the covers over his head and went back to sleep.


  He was reading the paper in the kitchen next morning, a detailed account of Ms. DeLucia’s trial and a new atrocity. Three women returning late from a nightclub had been harassed by a group of teenage boys, some of them very young. It was one of the young ones the women had killed, turning on the boys with a ferocity the newspaper described as “demonic.” Gordon turned to the section that promised full photographic coverage and shuddered. Hastily he put aside the paper and crossed the room to get a second cup of coffee. How could a woman, even three women, be strong enough to do that? He recalled his neighbour down the hall. Christ. He’d take the fire stairs from now on, rather than risk seeing her again. He let his breath out in a low whistle and stirred another spoonful of white powder into his cup.


  As he turned to go back to the table he noticed the MESSAGE light blinking on his answering machine. Odd. He hadn’t heard the phone ring during the night. He sipped his coffee and played back the tape.


  At first he thought there was nothing there. Dead silence, a wrong number. Then he heard faint sounds, a shrill creaking that he recognized as crickets, a katydid’s resolute twang, and then the piercing, distant wail of a whippoorwill. It went on for several minutes, all the way to the end of the message tape. Nothing but night sounds, insects and a whippoorwill, once a sharp yapping that, faint as it was, Gordon knew was not a dog but a fox. Then abrupt silence as the tape ended. Gordon started, spilling coffee on his cuff, and swearing rewound the tape while he went to change shirts.


  Afterward he played it back. He could hear wind in the trees, leaves pattering as though struck by a soft rain. Had Olivia spent the night in the country? No: they had plans for tonight, and there was no country within a day’s drive in any direction from here. She wouldn’t have left town on a major shoot without letting him know. He puzzled over it for a long while, playing back the gentle pavane of wind and tiny chiming voices, trying to discern something else there, breathing or muted laughter or a screen door banging shut, anything that might hint at a caller. But there was nothing, nothing but crickets and whippoorwills and a solitary vixen barking at the moon. Finally he left for work.


  It was the sort of radiant autumn day when even financial analysts wax rapturous over the colour of the sky—in this case a startling electric blue, so deep and glowing Gordon fancied it might leave his fingers damp if he reached to touch it, like wet canvas. He skipped his lunchtime heave at the gym. Instead he walked down to Lafayette Park, filling his pockets with the polished fruit of horsechestnuts and wondering why it was the leaves no longer turned colours in the fall, only darkened to sear crisps and then clogged the sewers when they fell, a dirty brown porridge.


  In the park he sat on a bench. There he ate a stale ersatz croissant and shied chestnuts at the fearless squirrels. A young woman with two small children stood in the middle of a circle of dun-coloured grass, sowing crusts of bread among a throng of bobbing pigeons. One of the children pensively chewed a white crescent. She squealed when a dappled white bird flew up at her face, dropped the bread as her mother laughed and took the children’s hands, leading them back to the bench across from Gordon’s. He smiled, conspiratorially tossed the remains of his lunch onto the grass and watched it disappear beneath a mass of iridescent feathers.


  A shadow sped across the ground. For an instant it blotted out the sun and Gordon looked up, startled. He had an impression of something immense, immense and dark and moving very quickly through the bright clear air. He recalled his night-time thoughts, had a delirious flash of insight: it was one of the shields torn loose, a ragged gonfalon of Science’s floundering army. The little girl shrieked, not in fear but pure excitement. Gordon stood, ready to run for help; saw the woman, the children’s mother, standing opposite him pointing at the grass and shouting something. Beside her the two children watched motionless, the little girl clutching a heel of bread.


  In the midst of the feeding pigeons a great bird had landed, mahogany wings beating the air as its brazen feathers flashed and it stabbed, snakelike, at the smaller fowl. Its head was perfectly white, the beak curved and as long as Gordon’s hand. Again and again that beak gleamed as it struck ferociously, sending up a cloud of feathers grey and pink and brown as the other birds scattered, wings beating feebly as they tried to escape. As Gordon watched blood pied the snowy feathers of the eagle’s neck and breast until it was dappled white and red, then a deeper russet. Finally it glowed deep crimson. Still it would not stop its killing. And it seemed the pigeons could not flee, only fill the air with more urgent twittering and, gradually, silence. No matter how their wings flailed it was as though they were stuck in bird-lime, or one of those fine nets used to protect winter shrubs.


  Suddenly the eagle halted, raised its wings protectively over the limp and thrashing forms about its feet. Gordon felt his throat constrict. He had jammed his hands in his pockets and now closed them about the chestnuts there, as though to use them as weapons. Across the grass the woman stood very still. The wind lifted her hair across her face like a banner. She did not brush it away, only stared through it to where the eagle waited, not eating, not moving, its baleful golden eye gazing down at the fluttering ruin of feather and bone.


  As her mother stared the little girl broke away, ran to the edge of the ruddy circle where the eagle stood. It had lifted one clawed foot, thick with feathers, and shook it. The girl stopped and gazed at the sanguine bird. Carelessly she tossed away her heel of bread, wiped her hand and bent to pluck a bloodied feather from the ground. She stared at it, marvelling, then pensively touched it to her face and hand. It left a rosy smear across one cheek and wrist and she laughed in delight. She glanced around, first at her mother and brother, then at Gordon.


  The eyes she turned to him were ice-blue, wondering but fearless; and absolutely, ruthlessly indifferent.


  He told Olivia about it that evening.


  “I don’t see what’s so weird,” she said, annoyed. It was intermission of the play they had come to see: Euripides’ “The Bacchae” in a new translation. Gordon was unpleasantly conscious of how few men there were at the performance, the audience mostly composed of women in couples or small groups, even a few mothers with children, boys and girls who surely were much too young for this sort of thing. He and Olivia stood outside on the theatre balcony overlooking the river. “Eagles kill things, that’s what they’re made for.”


  “But here? In the middle of the city? I mean, where did it come from? I thought they were extinct.”


  All about them people strolled beneath the sulfurous crimelights, smoking cigarettes, pulling coats tight against the wind, exclaiming at the full moon. Olivia leaned against the railing and stared up at the sky, smiling slightly. She wore ostrich cowboy boots with steel toes and tapped them rhythmically against the cement balcony. “I think you just don’t like it when things don’t go as you expect them to. Even if it’s the way things really are supposed to be. Like an eagle killing pigeons.”


  He snorted but said nothing. Beside him Olivia tossed her hair back. Thick and lustrous darkbrown hair, like a caracal’s pelt, hair that for years had been unfashionably long. Though lately it seemed that more women wore it the way she did, loose and long and artlessly tangled. As she pulled a lock away from her throat he saw something there, a mark upon her shoulder like a bruise or scrape.


  “What’s that?” he wondered, moving the collar of her jacket so he could see better.


  She smiled, arching her neck. “Do you like it?”


  He touched her shoulder, wincing. “Jesus, what the hell did you do? Doesn’t it hurt?”


  “A little.” She shrugged, turned so that the jaundiced spotlight struck her shoulder and he could see better. A pattern of small incisions made been sliced into her skin, forming the shape of a crescent, or perhaps a grin. Blood still oozed from a few of the cuts. In the others ink or coloured powder had been rubbed so that the little moon, if that’s what it was, took on the livid shading of a bruise or orchid: violet, verdigris, citron yellow. From each crescent tip hung a gold ring smaller than a teardrop.


  “But why?” He suddenly wanted to tear off her jacket and blouse, search the rest of her to see what other scarifications might be hiding there. “Why?”


  Olivia smiled, stared out at the river moving in slow streaks of black and orange beneath the sullen moon. “A melted tiger,” she said softly.


  “What?” The electronic ping of bells signalled the end of intermission. Gordon grasped her elbow, overwhelmed by an abrupt and unfathomable fear. He recalled the moon last night, not crescent but swollen and blood-tinged as the scar on her shoulder. “What did you say?”


  A woman passing them turned to stare in disapproval at his shrill voice. Olivia slipped from him as though he were a stranger crowding a subway door. “Come on, “she said gently, brushing her hair from her face. She flashed him a smile as she adjusted her blouse to hide the scar. “We’ll miss the second act.” He followed her without another word.


  After the show they walked down by the river. Gordon couldn’t shake a burgeoning uneasiness, a feeling he might have called terror were it not that the word seemed one he couldn’t apply to his own life, this measured round of clocks and stocks and evenings on the town. But he didn’t want to say anything to Olivia, didn’t want to upset her; more than anything he didn’t want to upset her.


  She was flushed with excitement, smoking cigarette after cigarette and tossing each little brand into the moonlit water snaking sluggishly beside them.


  “Wonderful, just wonderful! The Post really did it justice, for a change.” She stooped to pluck something from the mucky shadows and grimaced in distaste. “Christ. Their fucking beer cans—”


  She glared at Gordon as though he had tossed it there. Smiling wanly he took it from her hand and carried it in apology. “I don’t know,” he began, and stopped. They had almost reached the Memorial Bridge. A path curved up through the tangled grasses toward the roadway, a path choked with dying goldenrod and stunted asters and Queen Anne’s Lace that he suspected should not be such a luminous white, almost greenish in the moonlight. Shreds of something silver clung to the stunted limbs of lowgrowing shrubs. The way they fluttered in the cold wind made him think again of the atmospheric shields giving way, leaving the embarrened earth beneath them vulnerable and soft as the inner skin of some smooth green fruit. He squinted, trying to see exactly what it was that trembled from the branches. His companion sighed loudly and pointedly where she waited on the path ahead of him. Gordon turned from the shrubs and walked more quickly to join her.


  “We should probably get up on the street,” he said a little defensively.


  Olivia made a small sound showing annoyance. “I’m tired of goddam streets. It’s so peaceful here . . .”


  He nodded and walked on beside her. A little ways ahead of them the bridge reared overhead, the ancient iron fretwork shedding green and russet flakes like old bark. Its crumbling concrete piers were lost in the blackness beneath the great struts and supports. The river disappeared and then materialized on the other side, black and gold and crimson, the moon’s reflection a shimmering arrow across its surface. Gordon shivered a little. It reminded him of the stage set they had just left, all stark blacks and browns and greens. Following a new fashion for realism in the theatre there had been a great deal of stage blood that had fairly swallowed the monolithic pillars and bound the proscenium with bright ribbons.


  “I thought it was sort of gruesome,” he said at last. He walked slowly now, reluctant to reach the bridge. In his hand the beer can felt gritty and cold, and he thought of tossing it away. “I mean the way the king’s own mother killed him. Ugh.” The scene had been very explicit. Even though warned by the Post critic Gordon had been taken aback. He had to close his eyes once. And then he couldn’t block out their voices, the sound of knife ripping flesh (and how had they done that so convincingly?), the women chanting Evohe! Evohe!, which afterwards Olivia explained as roughly meaning “O ecstacy” or words to that effect. When he asked her how she knew that she gave him a cross look and lit another cigarette.


  No wonder the play was so seldom revived. “Don’t you think we should go back? I mean, it’s not very safe here at night.”


  “Huh.” Olivia had stopped a few feet back. He turned and saw that she didn’t seem to have heard him. She squatted at the river’s edge, staring intently at something in the water.


  “What is it?” He stood behind her, trying to see. The water smelled rank, not the brackish reek of rotting weeds and rich mud but a chemical smell that made his nostrils burn. The ruddy light glinted off Olivia’s hair, touched her steel boot-tips with bronze. In the water in front of her a fish swam lethargically on its side, sides striped with scales of brown and yellow. Its mouth gaped open and closed and its gills showed an alarming colour, bright pink like the inside of a wound.


  “Ah,” Olivia was murmuring. She put her hand into the water and lifted the fish upon it. It curled delicately within her palm, its fins stretching open like a butterfly warming to the sun as the water dripped heavily from her fingers. It took him a moment to realize it had no eyes.


  “Poor thing,” he said; then added, “I don’t think you should touch it, Olivia. I mean, there’s something wrong with it—”


  “Of course there’s something wrong with it!” Olivia spat, so vehemently that he stepped backward. The mud smelled of ammonia where his heels slipped through it. “It’s dying, poisoned, everything’s been poisoned—”


  “Well then for Christ’s sake drop it, Olivia, what’s the sense in playing with it—”


  Hissing angrily she slid her hand back through the water. The fish vanished beneath the surface and floated up again a foot away, fins fluttering pathetically. Olivia wiped her hand on her trousers, heedless of the dark stain left upon the silk.


  “I wasn’t playing with it,” she announced coldly, shaking her head so that her jacket slipped to one side and he glimpsed the gold rings glinting from her shoulder. “You don’t care, do you, you don’t even notice anymore what’s happened. There’d be nothing left at all if it was up to people like you—”


  He swore in aggravation as she stormed off in the direction of the bridge, then hurried after her. Muck covered his shoes and he stumbled upon another cache of beer cans. When he looked up again he saw Olivia standing at the edge of the bridge’s shadow, hands clenched at her sides as she confronted two tall figures.


  “Oh fuck,” Gordon breathed. He felt sick with apprehension but hurried on, finally ran to stand beside her. “Hey!” he said loudly, pulling at Olivia’s arm.


  She stood motionless. One of the men held something small and dark at his side, a gun, the other wore a tan trenchcoat and looked calmly back and forth, as though preparing to cross a busy street. Before Gordon could take another breath the second man was shoving at his chest. Gordon shouted and struck at him, his hand flailing harmlessly against the man’s coat. His other hand tightened around the beer can and he felt a sudden warm rush of pain as the metal sliced through his palm. He glanced down at his hand, saw blood streaming down his wrist and staining the white cuffs of his shirt. He stared in disbelief, heard a thudding sound and then a moan. Then running, stones rattling down the grassy slope.


  The man in the trenchcoat was gone. The other, the man with the gun, lay on the ground at river’s edge. Olivia was kicking him in the head, over and over, her boots scraping through the mud and gravel when they missed him and sending up a spume of gritty water. The gun was nowhere to be seen. Olivia paused for an instant. Gordon could hear her breathing heavily, saw her wipe her hands upon her trousers as she had when she freed the dying perch. “Olivia,” he whispered. She grunted to herself, not hearing him, not looking; and suddenly he was terrified that she would look and see him there watching her. He stepped backwards, and as he did so she glanced up. For an instant she was silhouetted against the glimmering water, her white face spattered with mud, hair a coppery nimbus about her shoulders. Behind her the moon shone brilliantly, and on the opposite shore he could see the glittering lights of the distant airfield. It did not seem that she saw him at all. After a moment she looked down and began to kick again, more powerfully, and this time she would bring her heel back down across the man’s back until Gordon could hear a crackling sound. He looked on paralyzed, his good hand squeezing tighter and tighter about the wrist of his bleeding hand as she went on and on and on. One of her steel boot-tips tore through his shoulder and the man screamed. Gordon could see one side of his face caved in like a broken gourd, dark and shining as though water pooled in its ragged hollows. Olivia bent and lifted something dark and heavy from the shallow water. Gordon made a whining noise in his throat and ran away, up the hill to where the crimelights cast wavering shadows through the weeds. Behind him he heard a dull crash and then silence.


  A crowd had gathered in front of his apartment building when he finally got there. He shoved a bill at the cab driver and stumbled from the car. “Oh no,” he said out loud as the cab drove off, certain the crowd had something to do with Olivia and the man by the river: policemen, reporters, ambulances.


  But it didn’t have anything to do with that after all. There was music, cheerful music pouring from a player set inside one of the ground floor windows. Suddenly Gordon remembered talk of this at the Coop meeting last week: a party, an opportunity for the tenants to get to know one another. It had been his neighbour’s idea, the one with the dog. Someone had strung Christmas lights from another window, and several people had set up barbecues on the gray front lawn. Flames leaped from the grills, making the shadows dance so it was impossible to determine how many people were actually milling about. Quite a few, Gordon thought. He smelled roasting meat, bitter woodsmoke with the unpleasant reek of paint in it—were they burning furniture?—and a strange sweetish scent, herbs or perhaps marijuana. The pain in his hand had dulled to a steady throbbing. When he looked down he closed his eyes for a few seconds and grit his teeth. There was so much blood.


  “Hi!” a voice cried. He opened his eyes to see the woman from down the hall. She was no longer wearing her Rottweiler, nor the expensively tailored suits she usually favoured. Instead she wore faded jeans and the kind of extravagantly beaded and embroidered tunic Gordon associated with his parents’ youth. These and the many jingling chains and jewels that hung from her ears and about her wrists and ankles (she was barefoot, in spite of the cool evening) gave her a gypsy air. In the firelight he could see that her face sans makeup was childishly freckled. She looked very young and very happy.


  “Mm, hi,” Gordon mumbled, moving his blood-soaked arm from her sight. “A block party.” He tried to keep his tone polite but uninterested as he pushed through the crowd of laughing people, but the young woman followed him, grinning.


  “Isn’t it great? You should come down, bring something to throw on the grill or something to drink, we’re running out of hooch—”


  She laughed, raising a heavy crystal wineglass and gulping from it something that was a deep purplish colour and slightly viscous, certainly not wine. When she lowered the goblet he saw there was a small crack along its rim. This had cut the girl’s upper lip which spun a slender filament of blood down across her chin. She didn’t notice and threw her arm around his shoulders. “Promise you’ll come back, mmm? We need more guys so we can dance and stuff, there’s just never enough guys anymore—”


  She whirled away drunkenly, swinging her arms out like a giddy spinning child. Whether purposely or not the goblet flew from her hand and shattered on the broken concrete sidewalk. A cheer went up from the crowd. Someone turned the music up louder. A number of people by the glowing braziers seemed to be dancing as the girl was, drunkenly, merrily, arms outstretched and hair flying. Gordon heard the tinkling report of another glass breaking, then another; then the sharper crash of what might have been a window. He put his face down and fairly ran through the swarm to the front door, which had been propped open with an old stump overgrown with curling ivy. The neatly lettered sign warning against strangers and open doors had been yanked from the doorframe and lay in a twisted mass on the steps inside. Gordon kicked it aside and fled down the hall to the firestairs.


  There were people in the stairwell, sitting or lying on the steps in drunken twos and threes. One couple had shed their clothes and stood grunting and heaving in the darkened corner near the fire extinguisher. Gordon averted his eyes, stepping carefully among the others. A small pile of twigs had been ignited on the floor and sweet-smelling smoke trailed upward through the dimness. And other things were scattered upon the steps: branches of fir-trees scenting the air with balsam, sheaves of goldenrod, empty wine bottles. One of these clattered underfoot, nearly tripping him. Gordon looked over his shoulder to see it roll downstairs, bumping the head of a woman passed out near the bottom and then spinning across the floor, finally coming to rest beside the couple in the corner. No one noticed it; no one noticed Gordon as he flung open the door to the fifth floor and ran to his apartment.


  He walked numbly through the kitchen. The answering machine blinked. Mechanically he reset it as he passed, paused between the kitchen and living room as the tape began. A sound of wind filled the room, wind and the rustle of many feet in dead leaves. Gordon swallowed, pressed his shaking hands together as the tape played on behind him. The wind grew louder, then softer, swelled and whispered. And all the while he heard beneath the faint staticky recording the ceaseless passage of many feet, and sometimes voices, murmurous and laughing, eerie and wild as the wind itself. The tape ended. The apartment was silent save for the dull insistent clicking of the answering machine begging to be switched off, that and the muffled sound of laughter from outside.


  Gordon stepped warily into the next room. He had forgotten to leave a light on. But it was not dark: moonlight flooded the space, glimmering across the dark wooden floor, making the shadowed bulk of armchairs and sofa and electronic equipment seem black and strange and ominous. On the sill of the picture window that covered an entire wall the moonlight gleamed upon one of his treasures, a fish of handblown Venetian glass, hundreds of years old. Its mauve and violet swirls glowed in the milky light, its gaping mouth and crystalline eyes reminding him of the perch he had seen earlier, eyeless, dying. He stepped across the living room and stood there at the window staring down at the glass fish. And suddenly his head hurt, his chest felt heavy and cold. Looking at the glass fish he was filled with a dull puzzling ache, as though he were trying to remember a dream. He pondered how he had come to have such a thing, why it was that this marvel of spun glass and pastel colouring had ever meant more to him than a blind perch struggling through the poisonous river. His hand traced the delicate filigree of its spines. They felt cold, burning cold in the cloudy light spilling through the window.


  There was a knock at the door. Gordon started, as though he had been asleep, then crossed the darkened room. Through the peephole he saw Olivia, her hair atangle, a streak of black across one cheek. Her expression was oddly calm and untroubled in the carmine glare of the EXIT light. He tightened his hand about the doorknob, biting his lip against the pain that shot up through his arm as he did so. He wondered dully how she had gotten into the building, then remembered the chaos outside. Anyone could come in; even a woman who had seemingly just kicked a man to death by the polluted river. Perhaps it was like this all across the city, perhaps doors that had been locked since the riots had this evening suddenly sprung open.


  “Gordon,” Olivia commanded, her voice muffled by the heavy door that separated them. He was not surprised to feel the knob twist beneath his throbbing palm, or see the door swing inward to bump against his toe. Olivia slipped in, and with her a breath of incense-smelling smoke, the muted clamour of voices and laughter and pulsing music.


  “Where’d you go?” she asked, smiling. He noticed that behind her the door had not quite closed. He reached to pull it shut but before he could grasp it she took him by the hand, the one that hurt. Grunting softly with pain he turned from the door to follow her into the living room.


  “What’s happening?” he whispered. “Olivia, what is it?” Without speaking she pulled him to the floor beside her, still smiling. She pulled his jacket from him, then his shoes and trousers and finally his bloodstained shirt. He reached to remove her blouse but Olivia pushed him away ungently, so that he cried out. As she moved above him his hand began to bleed again, leaving dark petals across her blouse and arms. The pain was so intense that he moaned, tried in vain to slow her but she only tightened her grip about his upper arm, tossing her hair back so that it formed a dark haze against the window’s milky light. The blouse slipped from her shoulder and he could see the scars there, the little golden rings against her skin, drops of blood like rain flashing across her throat. Behind her the moon shone, bloated and sanguine. He could hear voices chanting counterpoint to the blood thudding in his temples. It took him a long time to catch his breath afterward. Olivia had bitten him on the shoulder, hard enough to bruise him. The pain coupled with that from his cut hand had suddenly made everything very intense, made him cry out loudly and then fall back hard against the cold floor as Olivia slipped from him. Now only the pain was left. He rubbed his shoulder ruefully. “Olivia? Are you angry?” he asked. She stood impassively in front of the window. The torn blouse had slipped from her shoulder. She had kicked her silk trousers beneath the sofa but pulled her boots back on, and moonlight glinted off the two wicked metal points. She seemed not to have heard him, so he repeated her name softly.


  “Mmmm?” she said, distracted. She stared up at the sky, then leaned forward and opened the casement. Cold air flooded the room, and a brighter, colder light as well, as though the glass had ceased to filter out the lunar brilliance. Gordon shivered and groped for his shirt.


  “Look at them,” whispered Olivia. He got unsteadily to his feet and stood beside her, staring down at the sidewalk. Small figures capered across the broken tarmac, forms made threatening by the lurid glow of myriad bonfires that had sprung up across the dead grey lawn. He heard music too, not music from the radio or stereo but a crude raw sound, thrumming and beating as of metal drums, voices howling and forming words he could not quite make out, an unknown name or phrase—


  “Evohe,” whispered Olivia. The face she turned to him was white and merciless, her eyes inflamed. “Evohe.”


  “What?” said Gordon. He stepped backwards and stumbled on one of his shoes. When he righted himself and looked up he saw that there were other people in the room, other women, three four six of them, even more it seemed, slipping silently through the door that Olivia had left open behind her. They filled the small apartment with a cloying smell of smoke and burning hair, some of them carrying smoking sticks, others leather pocketbooks or scorched briefcases. He recognized many of them: though their hair was matted and wild, their clothes torn: dresses or suits ripped so that their breasts were exposed and he could see where the flesh had been raked by their own fingernails, leaving long wavering scars like signatures scratched in blood. Two of them were quite young and naked and caressed each other laughing, turning to watch him with sly feral eyes. Several of the older women had golden rings piercing their breasts or the frail web of flesh between their fingers. One traced a cut that ran down her thigh, then lifted her bloodied finger to her lips as though imploring Gordon to keep a secret. He saw another grey-haired woman whom he had greeted often at the newstand where they both purchased the Wall Street Journal. She seemingly wore only a furtrimmed camel’s-hair coat. Beneath its soft folds Gordon glimpsed an undulating pattern of green and gray and gold. As she approached him she let the coat fall away and he saw a snake encircling her throat, writhing free to slide down between her breasts and then to the floor at Gordon’s feet. He shouted and turned to flee.


  Olivia was there, Olivia caught him and held him so tightly that for a moment he imagined she was embracing him, imagined the word she repeated was his name, spoken more and more loudly as she held him until he felt the breath being crushed from within his chest. But it was not his name, it was another name, a word like a sigh, like the whisper of a thought coming louder and louder as the others took it up and they were chanting now:


  “Evohe, evohe . . . “


  As he struggled with Olivia they fell upon him, the woman from the newstand, the girl from down the hall now naked and laughing in a sort of grunting chuckle, the two young girls encircling him with their slender cool arms and giggling as they kissed his cheeks and nipped his ears. Fighting wildly he thrashed until his head was free and he could see beyond them, see the open window behind the writhing web of hair and arms and breasts, the moon blazing now like a mad watchful eye above the burning canyons. He could see shreds of darkness falling from the sky, clouds or rain or wings, and he heard faintly beneath the shrieks and moans and panting voices the wail of sirens all across the city. Then he fell back once more beneath them.


  There was a tinkling crash. He had a fleeting glimpse of something mauve and lavender skidding across the floor, then cried out as he rolled to one side and felt the glass shatter beneath him, the slivers of breath-spun fins and gills and tail slicing through his side. He saw Olivia, her face serene, her liquid eyes full of ardour as she turned to the girl beside her and took from her something that gleamed like silver in the moonlight, like pure and icy water, like a spar of broken glass. Gordon started to scream when she knelt between his thighs. Before he fainted he saw against the sky the bloodied fingers of eagle’s wings, blotting out the face of a vast triumphant moon.
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  Now you know Eddie Rule came and took that baby girl three days after she was born.


  Actually, his mother took her, Nora Margaret. That was his mother’s name, not the girl’s. Marched right into that hospital room, Loretta said the nurse was checking her stitches Down There and Nora Margaret marched right in anyway, didn’t give a tinker’s dam.


  I’m taking that baby, she said.


  Pardon me? said the nurse. She didn’t know Nora Margaret Rule from a hole in the ground.


  Excuse us, she told the nurse, I think you better go now.


  The hell you will, said Loretta; at least now that’s what she says she said, but I knew Loretta since fourth grade and she never said a swear in her life ’til she met Eddie Rule, and let me tell you, he was such a goddamn son of a bitch, pardon my French, I would of swore too.


  Now, Alice Jean honey, let me explain something. That shade is just all wrong for you. You’re a Summer Rose, remember, you got that blonde hair and blue eyes, you just have to go with the Love That Pink. That’s the wonder of Mary Rose Cosmetics, everyone gets their own special coordinated color. I think the Salmon Joy is for Erika here, now see the difference?


  I thought you would.


  Now I’m sorry, I got distracted. But Loretta says now she should of told Nora Margaret off like that, anyhow, swears or not, and I wish she had.


  We’re married, Loretta said. Ask that nurse, she saw it, Mr. Proctor came down and did it before the baby came. The nurse was gone by then but Loretta showed me the license, it was real all right, she’s still got it at home. They wanted to see it for the movie.


  Well you ain’t married no more, says Nora Margaret. Loretta told me later, she was surprised a rich lady’d talk like that, but I told her Nora Margaret Rule had no more schooling than my dog King, she just married a rich man is all. Anyway she flaps some paper in front of Loretta’s face, Loretta practically went into hysterics then and they called the doctor in. She got them to annex the marriage—


  Pardon?


  Oh. Well, whatever. Annul it, then, she went to court and had them fix it somehow, said cause her son is a Catholic and there was no priest it wasn’t a real marriage. Loretta said if you’re a Christian how come you’re taking my baby and I’m gonna call the police.


  Catholic, not Christian, Nora Margaret says, and don’t waste your breath, Miss Missy.


  Loretta says, it’s Missus, and Nora Margaret says, Not anymore it ain’t. And you know she really did, she took that little baby practically out of her mama’s arms and took it away. Paid somebody to adopt it in Richmond and that was the last Loretta saw of it.


  Erika, honey, I swear that color takes ten years off your life. Not that you need it. I swear. Alice Jean, don’t you think so? I love it that we can compare like this, friends at home. That’s why I love Mary Rose Cosmetics, I can come right here to your house with everything and then later, in the middle of the night, you change your mind, why next day I can come right back and you can exchange that Salmon Joy for anything you like.


  That Touch of Teal is very popular this year, Erika, you just go right ahead and try it. Kind of smudge it around your eyelid like that. There. I sold one to Suzanne Masters last week, she had that dinner dance at the club to go to and it just matched her dress. I told her if I keep going like this, I’m gonna have that Mary Rose Cadillac by the end of summer and drive my kids to school in it.


  I haven’t forgotten I’m telling about Loretta’s Cadillac, Alice Jean. You get too impatient. Let me give you a facial massage and masque, you got that hot water there Erika? All right. Now this only takes a few minutes but I swear you will feel like a new woman. You need to relax more, Alice Jean.


  There. Isn’t that nice? I think it smells like that shampoo they use at Fashion Flair.


  So that was, what, Nineteen-fifty-six? Nineteen-fifty-six. Loretta got out of the hospital and I got her a job at the Blue Moon. Now I swear to god every small town and every city I ever lived in had a diner called the Blue Moon. But it wasn’t a bad place to work, just not what you’d want to do after you were married for three days to a Catholic whose rude mama came into the hospital and stole your baby and then gave it to a chiropractor and his wife in Richmond. Plus Nora Margaret said she was gonna change the baby’s name—


  Her name is Eloise, Loretta shouted. Eloise LeMay Rule.


  Not anymore it ain’t, Nora Margaret yelled back.


  So she’s gone forever, Eloise or whatever her name was. Eddie Rule is gone too, his father sent him off to college, some place where they take people even if you got kicked out of high school without graduating and your mother’s the kind of person says ain’t. But let me tell you, it’s an ill wind blows no one any good, cause Loretta hasn’t seen him since then and that’s the best thing ever happened to her. Good riddance to bad rubbish and I mean that. But of course she didn’t feel like that then—


  I love him, Terry! she’d tell me, and I’d say Sure, honey, you love him, but he’s gone now and don’t do you any good to moon over him. We all thought it best not to bring up the baby at all. Nowadays they wouldn’t do that, they’d have her going to some kind of Group, like now Loretta’s been going to AA, some place where’d they all talk about having their babies taken away. Like when Noreen was on Oprah, they had all these people claimed to have seen him since he died—


  Well all right, Alice Jean, I am getting to it. Let me put some more warm water there—


  Well I’m sorry, was that too hot? I’m sorry, honey, I surely am. Erika, see if there’s any ice there, will you?


  All right. So we’re at work one day, this is still at the Blue Moon, and he comes in. The Colonel was with him, we recognized The Colonel first cause of he’s wearing this big hat, but let me tell you, it didn’t take us more than a New York second to recognize Him. He was famous then but it wasn’t like later, he could still walk around like a regular person.


  My god he’s a handsome man, said Loretta. Sweet Jesus he sure is.


  Yup, I said. I was Manageress-in-Training so I had to be more professional, though that was a dead-end job too. Doing this Mary Rose thing is the best thing ever happened to me, God strike me if that isn’t the truth. Erika, if you’re still interested you let me know, cause I get extra points for signing up new people and it all goes towards the You-Know-What.


  The one they had you wouldn’t believe. One of the other girls saw it and told us, Look outside, and we did and there it was. Looked like it took up the whole parking lot, and that was before they opened the Piggly Wiggly next door.


  Holy cow, said Loretta. That’s the biggest goddamn Cadillac I ever saw. Pardon my French, I told you she started talking like that after Eddie. But she was right, it was a big car—but you all’ve seen it, least you saw it the way Loretta had it. Sure you have, oh Erika honey, thank you—


  Alice Jean, I am telling it! Here, put this ice there and see if that helps. If it swells up Mary Rose makes this Aloe Vera Nutrifying Lotion, Kenny Junior sunburned himself caddying after school last week and I gave him some and he said it really helped.


  So they come in and sit down, I started to give them the booth in the back corner cause I thought, well they’re famous, maybe they’d like some privacy, but The Colonel said No ma’am, we’re on vacation, and then he said, Put us right here in the front window, it’ll be good for business!


  Which was just like him, because he meant it to be nice. He always was a nice man and good to his mother, I tell Kenny Junior he should pay attention to that. So anyway I sat them there and since I was in charge I had Loretta serve them. We were all feeling sorry for her, she just had that dinky little Half-Moon trailer to live in and some people in town thought she was just Bad Luck back in those days, she hadn’t had a real date since Eddie left. Though she was really nice looking, she hadn’t started drinking yet, not much at least, we used to have rum and cokes sometimes after work but nobody thought anything of it back then.


  The Colonel ordered a Ribeye steak sandwich and he got fried chicken. Loretta says she doesn’t remember, she was so nervous, but I remember. I told the director for the TV movie exactly what they had and even showed her how to set the platter. Just pay me my consulting fee, I told her.


  I was only joking, Alice Jean. They’re not really going to pay me for it.


  Here’s that Nutrifying Lotion. It doesn’t smell as nice as the other but it sure feels good, doesn’t it?


  You’re welcome, honey. I’m sure sorry about burning you like that.


  Well he said it was the best fried chicken he ever had, and as you know if you read that book his wife wrote about him after he was dead, that man loved fried chicken better than Saint John loved the Lord, even after he got to be so famous he had to have it sent up to him in disguise from Popeye’s. And really Loretta did a real nice job, she brought The Colonel extra ketchup without him asking and extra napkins for the fried chicken, because it was a little greasy, but good, and she was so cute in that pink uniform and all, that when they left he gave her his car. Just like that.


  Brand new Cadillac. They just walked downtown to Don Thomas’s dealership and bought another one. Drove by and waved to us on their way out of town.


  Well, Loretta just about fainted. He kissed her cheek and The Colonel shook her hand and took a picture. Later Hal Morehead from the Reporter Dispatch came and took another picture of her and the car, and WINY made the next day Loretta Dooley Day and played Hound Dog and Love Me Tender about sixty three million times, I thought I was going to throw up if I heard that song one more time but it did get the point across. And of course Loretta had to learn to drive, but by then people were starting to show more interest and think maybe she wasn’t bad luck after all, the absolute reverse in fact. Don Thomas came over, to see what model Cadillac it was this waitress got tipped with, and after awhile he and Loretta started seeing each other. And I got promoted to Manager Full Time. It was all good for business at the Blue Moon, I can tell you that.


  But eventually it all settled down. She was still working at the Blue Moon, cause of course it was just a car, it wasn’t like he gave her a million dollars or something. But she’d drive to work every day and park it out front, and people’d stop by just to see it, and then of course they’d come in to see her, and most of the time they’d have something to eat. I always recommended the fried chicken.


  After awhile Loretta stopped seeing Don Thomas. She found out he wasn’t actually divorced from his wife after all, just separated, and his wife told him she was pregnant and Loretta put two and two together and told him he better find somewhere else to eat fried chicken, if he knew what was good for him. It was around then she got this weird idea for finding her daughter again.


  Erika, I really do like the way he did your hair this time. Those red streaks really show off your eyes. With that color eye shadow you look like that actress in Working Girl. Doesn’t she, Alice Jean? You know, what’s-her-name’s daughter. Kim Novak. The one married to what’s-his-name.


  Whoever.


  So look at this, Loretta tells me one day at work. She’d been off for two days and drove in but I was in the back checking on the freezer cause the freon tube seized up, so I didn’t see her drive up. Come on out, I want to show you something.


  Well okay, I said. Just a minute; and then I went outside.


  And you know, she had just ruined that car.


  It was sky-blue and black, that car, I swear it was the prettiest thing on earth. The TV movie director, she wanted to make it pink but I told her, Come on, you think a man like that would drive a pink car? Back then you wouldn’t be caught dead in a pink car, less you were a fairy.


  Pardon me, can’t say that anymore. I mean a gay. But you know what I mean, right Alice Jean? Back then regular people did not drive pink cars around. This one was sky blue.


  Look at this, Erika—Mojave Turquoise! Since you’re a Spring Rose you can wear that. Try this tester here. Alice Jean, that blusher takes ten years off your life, I am serious.


  Did I tell you what she did?


  All right. What she did was this: she spent that whole weekend off putting stuff on her car. I mean, stuff—old headlights painted green and blue and orange, rocking horses she took off their rockers and painted like carousel animals, Barbie dolls, you name it. All these old antennas she got at the dump and covered in foil and colored paper and stuck all over the car like—well, like these antennas stuck all over the car. There was even this Virgin Mary thing she put where a hood ornament would go, I think that was because of Eddie being a Catholic and having the marriage cancelled. I mean, it looked awful. And I said, Loretta honey, what in god’s name have you done to your car?


  She got kind of defensive. What do you mean? she said.


  What do I mean? I said, I mean why have you made the car that beautiful man gave you look like it belongs in Ripley’s Believe It or Not?


  It’s my car, she said. She was mad but she also looked like she might cry. And I already was one girl short because Jocelyn Reny’s son Peter, the older one who’s at Fort Bragg now, had unexpectedly fallen off the roof of their house and broken his arm and she had to take him to the hospital. So I couldn’t afford for Loretta to go home because she was crying because I insulted her car, which looked like a blind person had decorated it.


  So I said, Well, it’s very interesting Loretta, that’s all. It’s very unusual.


  She smiled then and walked over to it. She’d put a bicycle wheel over the front grill, and stuck these little troll dolls all around the edge of the wheel so it looked like a wheel with all these troll things sticking on it. I mean, how she drove that car to work without getting arrested I don’t know.


  Thank you, she said. She started braiding one of the Trolls’ hair. She was always good at things like that. Probably she should of gone to the Academy of Beauty and studied Cosmetology. That’s another reason it was so sad about her little girl.


  Really, I said. It’s very interesting.


  I had to think about the customers.


  Thank you, she said again, and she adjusted another part of the front, where she had stuck these Rat Fink key chains and a flamingo like we have in our front yard. Thank you, Terry. I put a lot of work into it.


  I didn’t know what else to say, but I had to say something so we could end this conversation and get back to work. So I said, Well, they’re sure gonna see you coming, Loretta, that’s for sure.


  I know, she said. That’s what I want. That’s the whole point. And she patted it like it was something she had just won on “Let’s Make a Deal,” instead of a car you wouldn’t want to see clowns climbing out of at the Fork Union Fair.


  She said, people’ll see me coming and they’ll talk about me, and everyone’ll know who is in this car. Even if they’ve never been to this town, even if they’re a complete and total stranger, they’ll hear about me and know how to find me.


  Then without another word she turned around and went inside, like nothing unusual had happened at all.


  Well, I’ll tell you, everyone in the Tri-state area pretty well did know who owned that car already, because even though it had been a couple years now since she got it Loretta was sort of the town drunk and people knew her cause of that. And let’s face it, a sky-blue Cadillac that the most famous man in the world gave you as a tip, who could forget about that? I mean, some people had forgotten, but then they recognized her for the other reason, so one way or the other Loretta Dooley was not exactly sneaking around Black Spot, Virginia without somebody knowing about it. So I didn’t get why she wanted people to see it was her driving this car that looked like a King Kone on wheels, unless she wanted to give them the chance to see her coming from about three miles away and stay home if they wanted to.


  Later I understood better, how she had this kind of daydream that someday her daughter would figure out who her real mother was and start looking for her. And I guess in Loretta’s mind somehow her daughter would hear about the story of what happened and come to Black Spot to find her. And then of course once she was here she’d hear about the lady with this famous car, which on top of everything else now it looks like Woolworth’s blew up on it. And so that way she’d be able to find her mama. It was kind of a sad thing, to think Loretta had this crazy old idea and thought junking up her nice car would help things along. But I didn’t have time to discuss Loretta’s problems right then.


  Although to tell you the truth, it did seem to cheer her up some. She was lonely a lot, and sort of quiet. Some people thought she was stuck up, because of the Cadillac, but it wasn’t that. It was that Nora Margaret Rule took her baby girl and gave her to perfect strangers when she was only three days old. Up until then Loretta was fine as frog hair. And afterward, well, she wasn’t mean or anything. I mean, she was always nice to the customers and me and everybody, it’s not like she was ever mean. But you could just sort of tell that maybe she felt like the only good thing that was ever going to happen to her already had, and let’s face it, living in a rented Half-Moon trailer down on Delbarton and slinging hash at the Blue Moon is not what anyone wants to spend the rest of their life doing, even if you do own a famous Cadillac.


  Which, incidentally, by this time was worth about zero money. All that junk she stuck on it weighed it down, and of course kids started trying to pull off the Rat Fink key chains and the baby dolls, and the antennas got snagged on branches and broke off. And to tell you the absolute truth, Loretta’s driving wasn’t all that great to begin with, so you can just imagine how that poor car looked after a few years.


  He would roll over in his grave if he could see what you’ve done to this nice car, I told her once.


  I’d be surprised there was room in his grave for him to turn in, Loretta said. She never forgave him for getting fat and running around on his wife and those other nasty things. Truth was, I think she never forgave him for not coming back and getting her and taking her the hell out of Black Spot.


  Besides, why should he care, she sniffled. He never really gave a shit about me. It was just a publicity stunt, like Don said.


  She really started crying then. He did tell her that once, Don Thomas did. I thought it was a real mean thing for him to say to her. Loretta is a very sensitive person.


  Oh honey, that’s not true, I told her. I was trying to fix that damn freezer again and she’d stayed late, to keep me company and also cause her license had been suspended and she didn’t want Sergeant Merdeck to see her driving. She thought in the dark he wouldn’t be able to tell it was her but there wasn’t any way you could sneak that thing around, no way. Plus she’d had a few. I didn’t say anything, but I could tell.


  What?


  Well, Alice Jean, all I can say is, if anyone ever had a good reason to drink, it was Loretta Dooley. I know some people do it just for fun. I cut back except for cookouts and parties sometimes. It just ruins your skin.


  Why, thank you, Erika. I got it last quarter, for being Mary Rose’s Most Improved Salesperson in the Southern Mid-Atlantic Area. Ken Senior gave me the gold chain for our anniversary, so it’s sort of double special. The Mary Rose Cadillac is the same color, only kind of darker, sort of more purple. It’s got whitewalls, too. I could have the first one in the Southern Mid-Atlantic, if I get it.


  Doesn’t that Aloe Vera feel nice, Alice Jean? I keep it in the fridge—makes it sort of a treat to get burned!


  Anyway, as I was saying, Loretta was pretty upset that night. I guess it had just all sort of gotten her depressed. It was right after they shut down the Merriam Brick Plant in Petrol, and at the Blue Moon everybody’s hours were cut back, not that we were making any money to begin with. That was when I first started thinking about working for myself. Plus her landlord had given her notice, they were developing that part of Delbarton and he just figured he’d cash in, I guess. But I was only trying to be nice to her, cheer her up.


  It’s not true, Loretta, I told her. I think he really meant it to be a nice thing. I think he truly appreciated the service you gave him.


  Well, you are wrong, Terry Westerburgh, she said. You are wrong, cause he just did not give a shit, about me or anyone else. Her eyes got this kind of look sometimes when she was drinking, like if you were made of paper they would just burn you up. She crumpled her dixie cup and threw it on the floor and said, There are two kinds of people in this world, the Haves and the Have-Nots. And I am a Have-Not, and you know what he was.


  Well, I got sort of P. O’d. then. I mean, here I was on my hands and knees, trying to fix that damn refrigerator, and it wasn’t like Ken didn’t have to work nights at Big Jim’s Barbeque just so we’d get by, and here she was throwing dixie cups on the floor like she was the Queen of Sheba.


  Now you listen to me, Miss Dooley, I said. I was pretty aggravated. He worked for everything he ever got, that man did, he was poor as dirt when he started and until the day he died he never forgot where he came from. That’s why he gave you that car. But you just go ahead and listen to Don Thomas if you want and see where it gets you.


  I see where it got me, she said, too mad herself by now to even care who it was she was talking to, Number One, her oldest friend Terry Westerburgh, Number Two, her boss. It got me a shitty job I can’t even work enough hours to make my rent, if I had a place to rent, which I don’t.


  Well then you just see if you can find another place where you’ll be happier, Miss Potty-mouth, I said, and I slammed the refrigerator shut and stomped out.


  I was so mad. I shouldn’t have to put up with that kind of talk. That was when I decided I was going to really have my own business someday, not work for some person who owns a diner. Sort of the first step toward working for Mary Rose Cosmetics, only of course I didn’t know that then.


  Erika honey, I know you would love it. You can set your own hours, sleep as late as you want, plus you get all your makeup free! And You-Know-Who would like that!


  But you know I felt terrible about five minutes after yelling at her. I went into the back room, but she was gone. I heard her leaving, that poor old car scraping along the ground like some dog that got run over. It’s funny but I even had started to like that car in a way. I mean it really did get your attention. The kids loved it. We got so we’d save old toys, dolls, and things, and parts from Ken’s Buick and the lawnmower, and I’d bring them over and give them to Loretta and they’d all end up on her car. She had this giant Mister Potato Head she put on the roof and these colored tennis balls she stuck on all the antennas and really, it was a hoot. Plus her nephew had rigged up some kind of lights that blinked all around the rearview window and Jocelyn’s son Peter gave her this funny moose horn she could honk. It was really from the football team but none of us was supposed to know that.


  I went outside but it was too late. I really felt terrible. Like Ann Landers says, you should always make your words sweet, cause you never know when you’ll have to eat them. If I had to eat my words right then I would have thrown up. And so right then I decided to quit the Blue Moon. If it was making me into this mean unkind person, well then it wasn’t the job for me.


  Alice Jean, you should kind of dab that Aloe Vera stuff off now, I think, honey, otherwise your pores turn a funny color. Here, use this—these are specially formulated for removing deep-down dirt and grime. Doesn’t it smell refreshing!


  Okay, this is the good part now. So Loretta is gone, and I felt real bad. I felt guilty, too, because I knew she’d had a few and all I could think of was her and her famous car going off the bridge into the reservoir. I thought of calling Bud Merdeck but then I thought, well Loretta’s not going to feel any better spending the night in the drunk tank, so I decided I’d go after her. She was supposed to get all moved out the next day, she was supposed to have started packing stuff that night. Her sister was going to let her stay with her until she found another place. And you know, she really was in a tight spot, because where are you going to find a decent place to live on what you make working fifteen hours a week at the Blue Moon?


  So I got in my car and drove to her house. It was dark by then, and a bad night. It had been raining off and on and now it had finally stopped but it was so foggy, I drove with my lowbeams on the whole way. Once I even slowed down and opened the window and stuck my head out, cause I couldn’t see otherwise.


  You know where she used to live. Where those Hunters Glen condos are now. That used to be all fields, just these three mobile homes that Gus Brinzer used to rent out. Loretta had the nicest one but that’s not saying much. After they sold them they found out the Hells Angels used one of the others to make LSD in.


  Well, I finally got there, but there was nobody home. I would’ve let myself in but when I peeked in the windows I saw all these boxes, and stuff thrown around everywhere, and—well, to tell you the truth, it was a terrible mess. I mean, it looked like the Hells Angels had been living there. And I knew then, things were worse with Loretta than I’d known. I mean, here she was, my oldest friend plus I was her supervisor, but I just had no idea. If I’d known I would’ve done something, she had a lot of friends, really, but I just had no idea at all.


  So I waited outside. There was a kind of metal stairs in front of the trailer but that was broken so I sat on my car. I was there for a long time. It was cold, the fog was real damp and just sank into you after a while. I was starting to worry, too; I mean I was starting to get so worried I was afraid I’d start to scream, thinking of all the horrible things that might’ve happened to Loretta and I was nasty to her. I was just getting ready to let myself in and call Ken, when I heard somebody walking down the road.


  I turned around and it was her. She looked awful, like when you see movies and there’s people been in a car wreck. There was no blood or anything but she was wet and her hair was wet and she had mud on her face and oh, I just screamed and ran over and started hugging her.


  Loretta, thank god you’re all right! What happened?


  She made a noise like she was embarrassed and then she started to cry.


  I wrecked it, she said. I put my arms around her, I didn’t even care I had already changed out of my uniform. She said, I went down Lee Highway and rolled it into the reservoir.


  Oh my god! I said. You could have killed yourself, Loretta!


  I know, she said. I had to swim out. It’s in there so deep they’ll never get it out. She really started crying then.


  Why’d you do that? I said and started crying too, but I stopped. I only had one clean tissue left, and I gave it to her.


  Because it doesn’t matter, she said. My whole life and nothing matters. I live here—she bent and picked up a rock and threw it and broke a window, I heard it—in this dump, and now I don’t even live here anymore. I had a husband and a baby for three days, and twenty-seven years ago someone famous gave me a goddam Cadillac as a tip, and that’s it. That’s my whole life. That’s it, Terry. My whole life is right there.


  Well you know I wished I could of said something to her, but she was right. That was her whole life, right there.


  I just wish I could’ve kept my baby, she said. She was crying so I could hardly hear what she said. If they’d of left me my baby girl I would’ve felt like I had something. Like you have Ken and Little Kenny. I would have had Eloise.


  I started crying again then too. I mean, god! It was just so sad. So then we sat for a little while but we didn’t say anything. It was all just too depressing.


  But after awhile I started to think, Well we have got to do something, we can’t sit here all night in the mud, and I thought maybe I’d call Ken and see was it okay if Loretta came back with me and could stay at our house. I was just thinking of standing up and asking Loretta was it okay if I went inside to use the phone, when we heard it. It had started raining again, a little, and we had sat on that broken step in front of the trailer, cause there’s an awning there.


  Loretta stood up first. Oh my god, she said. Shit.


  I listened and stood too. Shit, I said.


  It was her car. That was obvious, I mean you couldn’t mistake that car for anything else in the world. It sounded like it was having trouble getting over the last hill, where it was always overgrown and muddy anyway. And you figure a car that was in the bottom of the reservoir, it probably wouldn’t run too well.


  Shit, Loretta said again. That’s it.


  I knew just what she meant. I was thinking that Bud Merdeck had found it somehow and gotten Lynnwood Gentry to tow it out, and now how was Loretta going to pay for it, not to mention they could have arrested her, probably, for rolling a car into the reservoir on purpose. Especially that car.


  And then it made this grinding nose, and suddenly it popped over the rise. The headlights were on, at least one of them was. The wheel that used to have the trolls on it and now had this Big Bird sort of tied to it was all bent up and the antennas were all mashed together. Whoever was driving it tried to honk the moose horn but it hardly made a noise at all. It was just about the saddest car you ever saw.


  Loretta and I looked at each other and she rubbed at her face, trying to get some of the mud off.


  We better go see who it is, I whispered. If it’s Lynnwood I’ll call Ken and he’ll talk to him.


  Thank you, Terry, she said. She knew that was my way of making up with her.


  We started walking to the car, slowly because of the rain and it was sloppy going. The car had stopped at the edge of the drive and waited with the motor running. It didn’t sound too good either. Maybe better than you’d expect, but it was pretty sad, to think that car had come to this. As we walked up to it the door on the passenger side popped open.


  Hello? It was this woman’s voice, nobody we knew.


  Hi, I said. I stopped, wondering if maybe Lynnwood brought along his girlfriend Donna. He stays at the shop all night sometimes and on weekends she usually keeps him company.


  But it wasn’t Donna. It wasn’t anybody that I recognized at all. This short woman, with dyed blonde hair. She stepped out of the car, jumping over the water. She had on nice clothes, not expensive or designer clothes but like a secretary’s clothes, like she hadn’t changed from work yet. She had a nice smile, and nice eyes—I know you wouldn’t think you’d notice something like that in the dark but I did, I have a good eye for things like that. Mary Rose says that a great saleswoman needs an eye for detail.


  Are you—? The woman started to say something, then she turned around and leaned back into the car, like she was asking the driver something. Then she turned around again and said, Is one of you Loretta Dooley?


  That’s me, said Loretta. She had this squinched-up tone. I knew she was nervous they were going to ask, Have you been drinking?


  Instead the girl says, My name is Noreen Marcus.


  Marcus? Loretta says.


  That’s right, says the girl. She glances back at the car, sort of nervously, but then it was like whoever was inside told her it was okay, so she goes on.


  Noreen Marcus. My parents are Lowell and Angeline Marcus, in Richmond. I hitchhiked here. This man gave me a ride out by the reservoir. I’m your daughter.


  My daughter? Loretta says, and Pm saying, Your who?


  Ye-es—


  And the girl stepped forward, holding up her skirt so it wouldn’t get wet, and then she looked up, and it was like for the first time she got a good look at Loretta in the headlight. Cause she suddenly gave this scream and started laughing, and dropped her purse in the water and ran across and I started running too, next to Loretta, only then at the last minute I stopped because I thought, Now wait a minute, this is something very special going on here between Loretta and this young woman who is her daughter, and so I stayed and waited a little while until they calmed down.


  Well, Alice Jean, I knew it was her because she had Eddie Rule’s eyes and his smile. He may have been a poor father but he did have a nice smile.


  And so for a little while there was some crying and laughing and you can just imagine how we all felt. And all the while that old car just sat there, and whoever was inside turned the motor off after a while and just sat there too. There was no radio in it but you could hear him sort of humming to himself.


  And finally Loretta said, Well for god’s sakes let’s go inside, we’re getting soaked.


  Well, wait a minute while I get my bag, said Noreen.


  She went back to the car and stuck her head in and said something to whoever was in there.


  Okay, now this is when I get goosebumps.


  Because I couldn’t hear what he was saying—it was too far away, and it wasn’t like I wanted to eavesdrop or anything. I guess I sort of expected it must be old Eddie Rule inside. But now I could definitely hear his voice, and it wasn’t Eddie Rule’s voice at all. It was—


  Well, you know whose voice it was.


  Loretta knew, too. She stood by me with her arms crossed, shivering, and when she heard him she turned to me and opened her mouth and for a minute I thought she was going to faint.


  Oh my god, she said, oh my god—


  Thank you for the ride, I heard Noreen yelling at him, and I could just barely make out his voice saying something back to her, goodbye I guess, something like that. Then she pulled this suitcase out of the car and stood back while it backed up.


  Loretta! I said, elbowing her and then pulling her to me. Loretta, hurry up! Tell him thank you—


  And she yelled Thank you, thank you! and then she started running after the car, yelling and waving like she was crazy. Which we all were by then, all of us yelling and waving like we were crazy. Which we all were by then, all of us yelling and waving at him and laughing like we’d known each other all this time, when it’d really only been like, five minutes. And the car just kept backing up ’til it got over the top of the hill, and then I guess he turned it around and drove off. And that was the last time anybody ever saw Loretta’s famous Cadillac.


  Afterward we went inside and kind of dried off and then on the way to my house we stopped at Big Jim’s and got a half-dozen Specials and went home. The Specials were so Ken Senior wouldn’t be too mad about me being out so late.


  And so that’s how it happened. Next day of course the story got out, because there is no way, just no way, you can keep something like that a secret. Noreen says she thinks it was just a coincidence, she says everybody out here in Black Spot looks like Him and who could tell the difference? Plus she said if it was really him wouldn’t he have been in a fancy limousine, not some crazy fixed-up car her real mother drove into the reservoir.


  But I said, Well that’s how you know it was really Him. Cause it’s like Loretta said, there’s the Haves and there’s the Have-Nots, and if you’re a Have-Not you never forget what it’s like to be poor and on your own. I mean how could he have sung Heartbreak Hotel otherwise? Noreen said Well I still have my doubts, but when she and her mama went on Oprah they played it up for all they could, I can tell you that. And like the TV movie director says, it doesn’t really matter, does it? Because it’s such a good story.


  And I mean there’s Noreen reunited with Loretta to prove it, not to mention how would you ever get a car like that out of the reservoir, plus where is that car now, I ask you? Because I saw it too, and I hadn’t had a thing to drink.


  What do I think? Well, Erika honey, I guess it’s just one of those things. Strange things happen sometimes and you just got to take the good with the bad, is all. But you won’t hear me complaining about how it all turned out, not as long as business stays this good and I get that new Mary Rose Cadillac in the fall, no ma’am.


  In the Month of Athyr
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  “In the Month of Athyr” is another gender-bending story, and according to the author it was inspired by Connie Willis’s classic story on male/female relationships “All My Darling Daughters.” This is the first publication of this provocative novelette.


  In the month of Athyr Leucis fell asleep.


  —C.P. Cavafy, “In the Month of Athyr”


  The argala came to live with them on the last day of Mestris, when Paul was fifteen. High summer, it would have been by the old Solar calendar; but in the HORUS station it was dusk, as it always was. The older boys were poring over an illustrated manual of sexual positions by the sputtering light of a lumiere filched from Father Dorothy’s cache behind the galley refrigerator. Since Paul was the youngest he had been appointed to act as guard. He crouched beside the refrigerator, shivering in his pajamas, and cursed under his breath. He had always been the youngest, always would be the youngest. There had been no children born on the station since Father Dorothy arrived to be the new tutor. In a few months, Father Dorothy had converted Teichman Station’s few remaining women to the Mysteries of Lysis. Father Dorothy was a galli, a eunuch who had made the ultimate sacrifice to the Great Mother during one of the high holy days Below. The Mysteries of Lysis was a relatively new cult. Its adherents believed that only by reversing traditional gender roles could the sexes make peace after their long centuries of open hostility. These reversals were enacted literally, often to the consternation of non-believing children and parents.


  On the stations, it was easier for such unusual sects and controversial ideas to gain a toehold, and the Mysteries had made quite an impact. This was not surprising. The current ruling Ascendancy embraced a particularly repellent form of religious fundamentalism, a cunning synthesis of the more extreme elements of several popular and ancient faiths. For instance, the Ascendants encouraged female infanticide among certain populations, including the easily-monitored network of facilities that comprised the Human Orbital Research Units in Space, or HORUS. Because of recent advances in bioengineering, the Ascendants believed that women, long known to be psychologically mutable and physically unstable, might also soon be unnecessary. Thus were the heavily reviled feminist visionaries of earlier centuries unhappily vindicated. Thus the absence of girl children on Teichman, as well as the rift between the few remaining women and their husbands.


  To the five young boys who were his students, Father Dorothy’s devotion to the Mysteries was inspiring, if not downright terrifying. Their parents were also impressed. Since his arrival, relations between men and women had grown even more strained. Paul’s mother was now a man, and his father had taken to spending most of his days in the station’s neural sauna, letting its wash of endorphins slowly erode his once-fine intellect to a soft soppy blur. The argala was to change all that.


  “Pathori,” hissed Claude Illo, tossing an empty salt-pod at Paul’s head. “Pathori, come here!”


  Paul rubbed his nose and squinted. A few feet away Claude and the others, the twins Reuben and Romulus and the beautiful Ira Claire, crouched over the box of exotic poses.


  “Pathori, come here!”


  Claude’s voice cracked. Ira giggled; a moment later Paul winced as he heard Claude smack him.


  “I mean it,” Claude warned. Paul sighed, flicked the saltpod in Ira’s direction and scuttled after it.


  “Look at this,” Claude whispered. He grabbed Paul by the neck and forced his head down until his nose was a scant inch away from the hologravures. The top image was of a woman, strictly forbidden. She was naked, which made it doubly forbidden, and with a man, and smiling. It was that smile that made the picture particularly damning; according to Father Dorothy, a woman in such a position would never enjoy being there. The woman in the gravure turned her face, tossing back hair that was long and impossibly blonde. For an instant Paul glimpsed the man sitting next to her. He was smiling too. Like the woman he had the ruddy cheeks and even teeth Paul associated with antique photographs or tapes. The figures began to move suggestively. Paul’s head really should explode, now. He started to look away, embarrassed and aroused, when behind him Claude swore—


  “—move, damn it, it’s Dorothy!—”


  But it was too late.


  “Boys. . . .”


  Father Dorothy’s voice rang out, a hoarse tenor. Paul looked up and saw him, clad as always in salt-and-pepper tweeds, his long grey hair pulled back through a copper loop. “It’s late; you shouldn’t be here.”


  They were safe: Their tutor was distracted. He looked behind him, past the long sweep of the galley’s gleaming equipment to where a tall figure stood in the shadows. Claude swept the box of hologravures beneath a stove and stood, kicking Paul and Ira and gesturing for the twins to follow him.


  “Sorry, Father,” he grunted, gazing at his feet. Beside him Paul tried not to stare at whoever it was that stood at the end of the narrow corridor.


  “Go along, then,” said Father Dorothy, waving his hands in the direction of the boys’ dormitory. As they hurried past him, Paul could smell the sandalwood soap Father Dorothy had specially imported from his home Below, the only luxury he allowed himself. And Paul smelled something else, something strange. The scent made him stop. He looked back and saw the figure still standing at the end of the galley, as though afraid to enter while the boys were there. Now that they seemed to be gone the figure began to walk towards Father Dorothy, picking its feet up with exaggerated delicacy. Paul stared, entranced.


  “Move it, Pathori,” Claude called back to him, but Paul shook his head and stayed where he was. Father Dorothy had his back to them. One hand was outstretched to the figure. Despite its size—it was taller than Paul, taller than Father Dorothy—there was something fragile and childlike about it. Thin and slightly stooped, with wispy yellow hair like feathers falling onto curved thin shoulders, frail arms crossed across its chest and legs that were so long and frail that he could see why it walked in that awkward tippy-toe manner: If it fell its legs would snap like chopsticks. It smelled like nothing else on Teichman Station, sweet and powdery and warm. Once, Paul thought, his mother had smelled like that, before she went to stay in the women’s quarters. But this thing looked nothing like his mother. As he stared, it slowly lifted its face, until he could see its enormous eyes fixed on him: caramel-colored eyes threaded with gold and black, staring at him with a gaze that was utterly adoring and absolutely witless.


  “Paul, come on!”


  Ira tugged at him until he turned away and stumbled after the others to the dormitory. For a long time afterwards he lay awake, trying to ignore the laughter and muffled sounds coming from the other beds, recalling the creature’s golden eyes, its walk, its smell.


  At tutorial the next day Father Dorothy said nothing of finding the boys in the galley, nor did he mention his strange companion. Paul yawned behind the time-softened covers of an ancient linguistics text, waiting for Romulus to finish with the monitor so he could begin his lesson. In the front of the room, beneath flickering lamps that cast grey shadows on the dusty floor, Father Dorothy patiently went over a hermeneutics lesson with Ira, who was too stupid to follow his father into the bioengineering corps, but whose beauty and placid nature guaranteed him a place in the Izakowa priesthood on Miyako Station. Paul stared over his textbook at Ira with his corkscrew curls and dusky skin. He thought of the creature in the galley—its awkwardness, its pallor, the way it had stared at him. But mostly he tried to remember how it smelled. Because on Teichman Station—where they had been breathing the same air for seventeen years and where even the most common herbs and spices, cinnamon, garlic, pepper, were no longer imported because of the expense to the the station’s dwindling group of researchers—on Teichman Station everything smelled the same. Everything smelled of despair.


  “Father Dorothy.”


  Paul looked up. A server, one of the few that remained in working order, lurched into the little room, its wheels scraping against the door. Claude snickered and glanced sideways at Paul: The server belonged to Paul’s mother, although after her conversion she had declared it shared property amongst all the station women. “Father Dorothy, KlausMaria Dalven asks that her son be sent to her quarters. She wishes to speak with him.”


  Father Dorothy looked up from the monitor cradled in his hand. He smiled wryly at the ancient server and looked back at Paul.


  “Go ahead,” he said. Ira gazed enviously as Paul shut his book and slid it into his desk, then followed the server to the women’s quarters.


  His mother and the other women lived at the far end of the Solar Walk, the only part of Teichman where one could see outside into space and realize that they were, indeed, orbiting the moon and not stuck in some cramped Airbus outside of New Delhi or one of the other quarantined areas Below. The server rolled along a few feet ahead of him, murmuring to itself in an earnest monotone. Paul followed, staring at his feet as a woman passed him. When he heard her leave the Walk he lifted his head and looked outside. A pale glowing smear above one end of the Walk was possibly the moon, more likely one of the station’s malfunctioning satellite beacons. The windows were so streaked with dirt that for all Paul knew he might be looking at Earth, or some dingy canister of waste deployed from the galley. He paused to step over to one of the windows. A year before Claude had drawn an obscene figure in the dust along the edge, facing the men’s side of the Walk. Paul grinned to himself: It was still there.


  “Paul, KlausMaria Dalven asks that you come to her quarters. She wishes to speak with you,” the server repeated in its droning voice. Paul sighed and turned from the window. A minute later he crossed the invisible line that separated the rest of Teichman from the women’s quarters.


  The air was much fresher here—his mother said that came from thinking peaceful thoughts—and the walls were painted a very deep green, which seemed an odd choice of colors but had a soothing effect nonetheless. Someone had painted stars and a crescent moon upon the arched ceiling. Paul had never seen the moon look like that, or stars. His mother explained they were images of power and not meant to resemble the dull shapes one saw on the navgrids.


  “Hello, Paul,” a woman called softly. Marija Kerenyi, who had briefly consorted with his father after Paul’s mother had left him. Then, she had been small and pretty, soft-spoken but laughing easily. Just the sort of pliant woman Fritz Pathori liked. But in the space of a few years she had had two children, both girls. This was during an earlier phase of his father’s work on the parthogenetic breeders, when human reproductive tissue was too costly to import from Below. Marija never forgave Paul’s father for what happened to her daughters. She was still small and pretty, but her expression had sharpened almost to the point of cunning; her hair had grown very long and was pulled back in the same manner as Father Dorothy’s. “Your mother is in the Attis Arcade.”


  “Um, thanks,” Paul mumbled. He had half turned to leave when his mother’s throaty voice echoed down the hallway. “Marija, is that him? Send him back—”


  “Go ahead, Paul,” Marija urged. She laughed as he hurried past her. For an instant her hand touched the top of his thigh, and he nearly stumbled as she stroked him. Her fingers flicked at his trousers, and she turned away disdainfully.


  His mother stood in a doorway. “Paul, darling. Are you thirsty? Would you like some tea?”


  Her voice was deeper than it had been before, when she was really my mother, he thought; before the hormonal injections and implants, before Father Dorothy. He still could not help but think of her as she, despite her masculine appearance, her throaty voice. “Or—you don’t like tea, how about betel?”


  “No, thanks.”


  She looked down at him. Her face was sharper than it had been. Her chin seemed too strong, with its blue shadows fading into her unshaven jaw. She still looked like a woman, but a distinctly mannish one. Seeing her, Paul wanted to cry.


  “Nothing?” she said, then shrugged and walked inside. He followed her into the arcade.


  She didn’t look out of place here, as she so often had back in the family chambers. The arcade was a circular room, with a very high ceiling; his mother was very tall. Below, her family had been descended from aristocratic North Africans whose women prided themselves on their exaggerated height and the purity of their yellow eyes and ebony skin. Paul took after his father, small and fair-skinned, but with his mother’s long-fingered hands and a shyness that in KlausMaria was often mistaken for hauteur. In their family chambers she had had to stoop, so as not to seem taller than her husband. Here she flopped back comfortably on the sand-covered floor, motioning for Paul to join her.


  “Well, I’m having some tea. Mawu—”


  That was the name she’d given the server after they’d moved to the women’s quarters. While he was growing up, Paul had called it Bunny. The robot rolled into the arcade, grinding against the wall and sending up a little puff of rust. “Tea for me and my boy. Sweetened, please.”


  Paul stood awkwardly, looking around in vain for a chair. Finally he sat down on the floor near his mother, stretching out his legs and brushing sand from his trousers.


  “So,” he said, clearing his throat. “Hi.”


  KlausMaria smiled. “Hi.”


  They said nothing else for several minutes. Paul squirmed, trying to keep sand from seeping into his clothes. His mother sat calmly, smiling, until the server returned with tea in small soggy cups already starting to disintegrate. It hadn’t been properly mixed. Sipping his, bits of powder got stuck between Paul’s teeth.


  “Your father has brought an argala here,” KlausMaria announced. Her voice was so loud that Paul started, choking on a mouthful of tea and coughing until his eyes watered. His mother only stared at him coolly. “Yesterday. There wasn’t supposed to be a drop until Athyr; god knows how he arranged it. Father Dorothy told me. They had him escort it on board, afraid of what would happen if one of the men got hold of it. A sex slave. Absolutely disgusting.”


  She leaned forward, her long beautiful fingers drumming on the floor. Specks of sand flew in all directions, stinging Paul’s cheeks. “Oh,” he said, trying to give the sound a rounded adult tone, regretful or disapproving. So that’s what it was, he thought, and his heart beat faster.


  “I wish to god I’d never come here,” KlausMaria whispered. “I wish—”


  She stopped, her voice rasping into the breathy drone of the air filters. Paul nodded, staring at the floor, letting sand run between his fingers. They sat again in silence. Finally he mumbled, “I didn’t know.”


  His mother let her breath out in a long wheeze; it smelled of betel and bergamot-scented tea powder. “I know.” She leaned close to him, her hand on his knee. For a moment it was like when he was younger, before his father had begun working on the Breeders, before Father Dorothy came. “That’s why I wanted to tell you, before you heard from—well, from anyone else. Because—well, shit.”


  She gave a sharp laugh—a real laugh—and Paul smiled, relieved. “It’s pathetic, really,” she said. Her hand dropped from his knee to the floor and scooped up fistfuls of fine powder. “Here he was, this brilliant beautiful man. It’s destroyed him, the work he’s done. I wish you could have known him before, Below—”


  She sighed again and reached for her tea, sipped it silently. “But that was before the last Ascension. Those bastards. Too late now. For your father, at least. But Paul,” and she leaned forward again and took his hand. “I’ve made arrangements for you to go to school Below. In Tangier. My mother will pay for it; it’s all taken care of. In a few months. It’ll be fall then, in Tangier; it will be exciting for you. . . .”


  Her voice drifted off, as though she spoke to herself or a server. “An argala. I will go mad.”


  She sighed and seemed to lose interest in her son, instead staring fixedly at the sand running between her fingers. Paul waited for several more minutes, to see if anything else was forthcoming, but his mother said nothing more. Finally the boy stood, inclined his head to kiss her cheek, and turned to go.


  “Paul,” his mother called as he hesitated in the doorway.


  He turned back: She made the gesture of blessing that the followers of Lysis affected, drawing an exaggerated Sin the air and blinking rapidly. “Promise me you won’t go near it. If he wants you to. Promise.”


  Paul shrugged. “Sure.”


  She stared at him, tightlipped. Then, “Goodbye,” she said, and returned to her meditations in the arcade.


  That night in the dormitory he crept to Claude’s bunk while the older boy was asleep and carefully felt beneath his mattress, until he found the stack of pamphlets hidden there. The second one he pulled out was the one he wanted. He shoved the others back and fled to his bunk.


  He had a nearly-new lumiere hidden under his pillow. He withdrew it and shook it until watery yellow light spilled across the pages in front of him. Poor-quality color images, but definitely taken from life. They showed creatures much like the one he had seen the night before. Some were no bigger than children, with tiny pointed breasts and enormous eyes and brilliant red mouths. Others were tall and slender as the one he had glimpsed. In one of the pictures an argala actually coupled with a naked man, but the rest showed them posing provocatively. They all had the same feathery yellow hair, the same wide mindless eyes and air of utter passivity. In some of the pictures Paul could see their wings, bedraggled and straw-colored. There was nothing even remotely sexually exciting about them.


  Paul could only assume this was something he might feel differently about, someday. After all, his father had been happy with his mother once, although that of course was before Paul was born, before his father began his work on the Breeders Project. The first generations of geneslaves had been developed a century earlier on Earth. Originally they had been designed to toil in the lunar colonies and on Earth’s vast hydrofarms. But the reactionary gender policies of the current Ascendant administration suggested that there were other uses to which the geneslaves might be put.


  Fritz Pathori had been a brilliant geneticist, with impressive ties to the present administration. Below, he had developed the prototype for the argala, a gormless creature that the Ascendants hoped would make human prostitution obsolete—though it was not the act itself the Ascendants objected to, so much as the active involvement of women. And at first the women had welcomed the argala. But that was before the femicides, before the success of the argala led Fritz Pathori to develop the first Breeders.


  He had been an ethical man, once. Even now, Paul knew that it was the pressures of conscience that drove his father to the neural sauna. Because now, of course, his father could not stop the course of his research. He had tried, years before. That was how they had ended up, exiled to Teichman Station, where Pathori and his staff had for many years lived in a state of house arrest, part of the dismal constellation of space stations drifting through the heavens and falling wearily and irretrievably into madness and decay.


  A shaft of light flicked through the dormitory and settled upon Paul’s head. The boy dove beneath the covers, shoving the pamphlet into the crack between bedstand and mattress.


  “Paul.” Father Dorothy’s whispered voice was surprised, shaming without being angry. The boy let his breath out and peered up at his tutor, clad in an elegant grey kimono, his long iron-colored hair unbound and falling to his shoulders. “What are you doing? What do you have there—”


  His hand went unerringly to where Paul had hidden the pamphlet. The shaft of light danced across the yellowed pages, and the pamphlet disappeared into a kimono pocket.


  “Mmm.” His tutor sounded upset. “Tomorrow I want to see you before class. Don’t forget.”


  His face burning, Paul listened as the man’s footsteps padded away again. A minute later he gave a muffled cry as someone jumped on top of him.


  “You idiot! Now he knows—”


  And much of the rest of the night was given over to the plebeian torments of Claude.


  He knew he looked terrible the next morning, when still rubbing his eyes he shuffled into Father Dorothy’s chamber.


  “Oh dear.” The tutor shook his head and smiled ruefully. “Not much sleep, I would imagine. Claude?”


  Paul nodded.


  “Would you like some coffee?”


  Paul started to refuse politely, then saw that Father Dorothy had what looked like real coffee, in a small metal tin stamped with Arabic letters in gold and brown. “Yes, please,” he nodded, and watched entranced as the tutor scooped the coffee into a silver salver and poured boiling water over it.


  “Now then,” Father Dorothy said a few minutes later. He indicated a chair, its cushions ballooning over its metal arms, and Paul sank gratefully into it, cupping his bowl of coffee. “This is all about the argala, isn’t it?”


  Paul sighed. “Yes.”


  “I thought so.” Father Dorothy sipped his coffee and glanced at the gravure of Father Sofia, founder of the Mysteries, staring myopically from the curved wall. “I imagine your mother is rather distressed—?”


  “I guess so. I mean, she seems angry, but she always seems angry.”


  Father Dorothy sighed. “This exile is particularly difficult for a person as brilliant as your mother. And this—” he pointed delicately at the pamphlet, sitting like an uninvited guest on a chair of its own. “This argala must be very hard for KlausMaria to take. I find it disturbing and rather sad, but considering your father’s part in developing these—things—my guess would be that your mother finds it, um, repellent—?”


  Paul was still staring at the pamphlet; it lay open at one of the pages he hadn’t yet gotten to the night before. “Uh—um, oh yes, yes, she’s pretty mad,” he mumbled hastily, when he saw Father Dorothy staring at him.


  The tutor swallowed the rest of his coffee. Then he stood and paced to the chair where the pamphlet lay, picked it up and thumbed through it dismissively, though not without a certain curiosity.


  “You know it’s not a real woman, right? That’s part of what’s wrong with it, Paul—not what’s wrong with the thing itself, but with the act, with—well, everything. It’s a geneslave; it can’t enter into any sort of—relations—with anyone of its own free will. It’s a—well, it’s like a machine, except of course it’s alive. But it has no thoughts of its own. They’re like children, you see, only incapable of thought, or language. Although of course we have no idea what other things they can do—strangle us in our sleep or drive us mad. They’re incapable of ever learning, or loving. They can’t suffer or feel pain or, well, anything—”


  Father Dorothy’s face had grown red, not from embarrassment, as Paul first thought, but from anger—real fury, the boy saw, and he sank back into his chair, a little afraid himself now.


  “—institutionalized rape, it’s exactly what Sofia said would happen, why she said we should start to protect ourselves—”


  Paul shook his head. “But—wouldn’t it, I mean wouldn’t it be easier? For women: If they used the geneslaves, then they’d leave the women alone. . . .”


  Father Dorothy held the pamphlet open, to a picture showing an argala with its head thrown back. His face as he turned to Paul was still angry, but disappointed now as well. And Paul realized there was something he had missed, some lesson he had failed to learn during all these years of Father Dorothy’s tutelage.


  “That’s right,” his tutor said softly. He looked down at the pamphlet between his fingers, the slightly soiled image with its gasping mouth and huge, empty eyes. Suddenly he looked sad, and Paul’s eyes flickered down from Father Dorothy’s face to that of the argala in the picture. It looked very little like the one he had seen, really; but suddenly he was flooded with yearning, an overwhelming desire to see it again, to touch it and breathe again that warm scent, that smell of blue water and real sand and warm flesh pressed against cool cotton. The thought of seeing it excited him, and even though he knew Father Dorothy couldn’t see anything (Paul was wearing one of his father’s old robes, much too too big for him), Father Dorothy must have understood, because in the next instant the pamphlet was out of sight, squirreled into a cubbyhole of his ancient steel desk.


  “That’s enough, then,” he said roughly. And gazing at his tormented face Paul thought of what the man had done to become an initiate into the Mysteries, and he knew then that he would never be able to understand anything his tutor wanted him to learn.


  “It’s in there now, with your father! I saw it go in—”


  Ira’s face was flushed, his hair tangled from running. Claude and Paul sat together on Claude’s bunk poring over another pamphlet, a temporary truce having been effected by this new shared interest.


  “My father?” Paul said stupidly. He felt flushed and cross at Ira for interrupting his reverie.


  “The argala! It’s in there with him now. If we go we can listen at the door—everyone else is still at dinner.”


  Claude closed the pamphlet and slipped it beneath his pillow. He nodded, slowly, then reached out and touched Ira’s curls. “Let’s go, then,” he said.


  Fritz Pathori’s quarters were on the research deck. The boys reached them by climbing the spiral stairs leading up to the second level, speaking in whispers even though there was little chance of anyone seeing them there, or caring if they did. Midway up the steps Paul could see his father’s chambers, across the open area that had once held several anaglyphic sculptures. The sculptures had long since been destroyed, in one of the nearly ritualized bouts of violence that periodically swept through the station. Now his father’s balcony commanded a view of a narrow concrete space, swept clean of rubble but nonetheless hung about with a vague odor of neglect and disrepair.


  When they reached the hallway leading to the chief geneticist’s room, the boys grew quiet.


  “You never come up here?” Claude asked. For once there was no mockery in his voice.


  Paul shrugged. “Sometimes. Not in a while, though.”


  “I’d be here all the time,” Ira whispered. He looked the most impressed, stooping to rub the worn but still lush carpeting and then tilting his head to flash a quick smile at himself in the polished metal walls.


  “My father is always busy,” said Paul. He stopped in front of the door to his father’s chambers, smooth and polished as the walls, marked only by the small onyx inlay with his father’s name engraved upon it. He tried to remember the last time he’d been here—early autime, or perhaps it had been as long ago as last Mestris.


  “Can you hear anything?” Claude pushed Ira aside and pressed close to the door. Paul felt a dart of alarm.


  “I do,” whispered Ira excitedly. “I hear them—listen—” They crouched at the door, Paul in the middle. He could hear something, very faintly. Voices: his father’s, and something like an echo of it, soft and soothing. His father was groaning—Paul’s heart clenched in his chest but he felt no embarrassment, nothing but a kind of icy disdain—and the other voice was cooing, an almost perfect echo of the deeper tone, but two octaves higher. Paul pressed closer to the wall, feeling the cool metal against his cheek.


  For several more minutes they listened, Paul silent and impassive, Claude snickering and making jerking motions with his hands, Ira with pale blue eyes growing wide. Then suddenly it was quiet behind the door. Paul looked up, startled: There had been no terminal cries, none of the effusive sounds he had heard were associated with this sort of thing. Only a silence that was oddly furtive and sad, falling as it did upon three pairs of disappointed ears.


  “What happened?” Ira looked distressed. “Are they all right?”


  “Of course they’re all right,” Claude hissed. He started to his feet, tugging Ira after him. “They’re finished, is all—come on, let’s get out of here—”


  Claude ran down the hall with Ira behind him. Paul remained crouched beside the door, ignoring the other boys as they waved for him to follow.


  And then before he could move, the door opened. He looked up and through it and saw his father at the far end of the room, standing with his back to the door. From the spiral stairs Claude’s voice echoed furiously.


  Paul staggered to his feet. He was just turning to flee when something moved from the room into the hall, cutting off his view of his father, something that stood teetering on absurdly long legs, a confused expression on its face. The door slid closed behind it, and he was alone with the argala.


  “Oh,” he whispered, and shrank against the wall.


  “O,” the argala murmured.


  Its voice was like its scent, warm yet somehow diffuse. If the hallway had been dark, it would be difficult to tell where the sound came from. But it was not dark, and Paul couldn’t take his eyes from it.


  “It’s all right,” he whispered. Tentatively he reached for it. The argala stepped toward him, its frail arms raised in an embrace. He started, then slowly let it enfold him. Its voice echoed his own, childlike and trusting.


  It was irresistible, the smell and shape of it, the touch of its wispy hair upon his cheeks. He opened his eyes and for the first time got a good look at its face, so close to his that he drew back a little to see it better. A face that was somehow, indefinably, female. Like a child’s drawing of a woman: enormous eyes surrounded by lashes that were spare but thick and straight. A round mouth, tangerine colored, like something one would want to eat. Hair that was more like feathers curled about its face. Paul took a tendril between his fingers, pulled it to his cheek and stroked his chin with agonizing slowness.


  His mother had told him once that the argalae were engineered from human women and birds, storks or cranes he thought, or maybe some kind of white duck. Paul had thought this absurd, but now it seemed it could be true—the creature’s hair looked and felt more like long downy filaments than human hair or fur. And there was something birdlike about the way it felt in his arms: fragile but at the same time tensile, and strong, as though its bones were lighter than human bones, filled with air or even some other element. Paul had never seen a real bird. He knew they were supposed to be lovely, avatars of physical beauty of a certain type and that their power of flight imbued them with a kind of miraculous appeal, at least to people Below. His mother said people thought that way about women once. Perhaps some of them still did.


  He could not imagine any bird, anything at all, more beautiful or miraculous than this geneslave.


  Even as he held it to his breast, its presence woke in him a terrible longing, a yearning for something he could scarcely fathom—open skies, the feel of running water beneath his bare feet. Images flooded his mind, things he had only ever seen in ’files of old movies. Small houses made of wood, clouds skidding across a sky the color of Ira Claire’s eyes, cream-colored flowers climbing a trellis beside a green field. As the pictures fled across his mind’s eye, his heart pounded: Where did they come from? Sensations spilled into him, as though they had been contained in too shallow a vessel and had nowhere else to pour but into whomever the thing touched. And then suddenly the first images slid away, the white porch and cracked concrete and saline taste—bitter yet comforting—of tears running into his mouth. Instead he felt dizzy. He reached out and his hands struck at the air feebly. Something seemed to move at his feet. He looked down and saw ripples like water and something tiny and bright moving there. A feeling stabbed at him, a hunger so sharp it was like love; and suddenly he saw clearly what the thing was—a tiny creature like a scarlet salamander, creeping across a mossy bank. But before he could stoop to savage it with his beak (his beak?), with a sickening rush the floor beneath him dropped, and there was only sky, white and grey, and wind raking at his face; and above all else that smell, filling his nostrils like pollen: the smell of water, of freedom.


  Then it was gone. He fell back against the wall, gasping. When he opened his eyes he felt nauseous, but that passed almost immediately. He focused on the argala staring at him, its eyes wide and golden and with the same adoring gaze it had fixed on him before. Behind it his father stood in the open doorway to his room.


  “Paul,” he exclaimed brightly. He skinned a hand across his forehead and smiled, showing where he’d lost a tooth since the last time they’d met. “You found it—I wondered where it went. Come on, you!—”


  He reached for the argala, and it went to him, easily. “Turned around and it was gone!” His father shook his head, still grinning, and hugged the argala to his side. He was naked, not even a towel draped around him. Paul looked away hurriedly. From his father’s even, somewhat muffled, tone he could tell that he’d recently come from the neural sauna. “They told me not to let it out of my sight, said it would go sniffing after anyone, and they were right. . . .”


  As suddenly as he’d appeared he was gone, the metal door flowing shut behind him. For one last instant Paul could see the argala, turning its glowing eyes from his father to himself and back again, lovely and gormless as one of those simulacrums that directed travellers in the HORUS by-ports. Then it was only his own reflection that he stared at and Claude’s voice that he heard calling softly but insistently from the foot of the spiral stairs.


  He had planned to wait after class the following morning to ask Father Dorothy what he knew about it, how a mindless creature could project such a powerful and seemingly effortless torrent of images and sensations; but he could tell from his tutor’s cool smile that somehow he had gotten word of their spying. Ira, probably. He was well-meaning but tactless, and Father Dorothy’s favorite. Some whispered conference during their private session and now Father Dorothy’s usual expression, of perpetual disappointment tempered with ennui, was shaded with a sharper anger.


  So that was pointless. Paul could scarcely keep still during class, fidgeting behind his desiccated textbooks, hardly glancing at the monitor’s ruby scroll of words and numerals when his turn came to use it. He did take a few minutes to sneak to the back of the room. There a huge and indescribably ancient wooden bookcase held a very few, mostly useless volumes—Reader’s Digest Complete Do-It-Yourself Manual, Robert’s Rules of Order, The Ascent of Woman. He pulled out a natural history text so old that its contents had long since acquired the status of myth.


  Argala, Paul read, after flipping past Apteryx, Aquilegia, Archer, Areca, each page releasing its whiff of Earth, mildew and silverfish and trees turned to dust. Adjutant bird: Giant Indian Stork, living primarily in wetlands and feeding upon crustaceans and small amphibians. Status, endangered; perhaps extinct. There was no illustration.


  “Hey, Pathori.” Claude bent over his shoulder, pretending to ask a question. Paul ignored him and turned the pages, skipping Boreal Squid and (Bruijn’s) Echidna, pausing to glance at the garishly colored Nebalia Shrimp and the shining damp skin of the Newt, Amphibian: A kind of eft (Juvenile salamander). Finally he found the Stork, a simple illustration beside it.


  Tall stately wading bird of family Ciconiidae, the best-known species pure white except for black wing-tips, long reddish bill, and red feet, and in the nursery the pretended bringer of babies and good fortune.


  “. . . you hear me?” Claude whispered hoarsely, pinching his ear. Paul closed the book and pushed it away. Without a word he returned to his desk, Claude following him. Father Dorothy raised his head, then went back to explaining the subtleties of written poetry to Ira Claire. Paul settled into his seat. Behind him Claude stood and waited for their tutor to resume his recitation. In a moment Father Dorothy’s boyish voice echoed back to them


  
    
      
      
    

    
      	
        “. . . I make out a few words—

      

      	
        . . . ‘SORROW,’

      
    


    
      	
        then again ‘TEARS,’

      

      	
        and ‘WE HIS FRIENDS MOURN’

      
    


    
      	
        It seems to me that Leucis

      

      	
        must have been dearly beloved . . .

      
    

  


  Paul started as Claude shook him, and the older boy repeated, “I have an idea—I bet he just leaves it alone, when he’s not in the room. We could get in there, maybe, and sneak it out . . .


  Paul shrugged. He had been thinking the same thing himself, thinking how he would never have the nerve to do it alone. He glanced up at Father Dorothy.


  If he looks at me now, he thought, I won’t do it; I’ll talk to him later and figure out something else. . . .


  Behind him Claude hissed and elbowed him sharply. Paul waited, willing their tutor to look up; but the man’s head pressed closer to his lovely student as he recited yet another elegiac fragment, wasted on the hopeless Ira—


  “A poet said, ‘That music is beloved


  that cannot be sounded.’


  And I think that the choicest life


  is the life that cannot be lived.”


  “Paul!”


  Paul turned and looked at Claude. “We could go when the rest are at dinner again,” the older boy said. He too gazed at Ira and Father Dorothy, but with loathing. “All right?”


  “All right,” Paul agreed miserably, and lowered his head when Father Dorothy cast him a disapproving stare.


  Trudging up the steps behind Claude, Paul looked back at the narrow plaza where the sculptures had been. They had passed three people on their way here, a man and two women, the women striding in that defiant way they had, almost swaggering, Paul thought. It was not until they turned the corner that he realized the man had been his mother, and she had not acknowledged him, had not seen him at all.


  He sighed and looked down into the abandoned courtyard. Something glittered there, like a fleck of bright dust swimming across his vision. He paused, his hand sliding along the cool brass banister.


  On the concrete floor he thought he saw something red, like a discarded blossom. But there were no flowers on Teichman. He felt again that rush of emotion that had come when he embraced the argala, a desire somehow tangled with the smell of brackish water and the sight of a tiny salamander squirming on a mossy bank. But when he leaned over the banister there was nothing there. It must have been a trick of the light or perhaps a scrap of paper or other debris blown by the air filters. He straightened and started back up the stairs.


  That was when he saw the argala. Framed on the open balcony in his father’s room, looking down upon the little courtyard. It looked strange from this distance and this angle: less like a woman and more like the sombre figure that had illustrated the Stork in the natural history book. Its foot rested on the edge of the balcony, so it seemed that it had only one leg, and the way its head was tilted he saw only the narrow raised crown, nearly bald because its wispy hair had been pulled back. From here it looked too bony, hardly female at all. A small flood of nausea raced through him. For the first time it struck him that this really was an alien creature. Another of the Ascendants’ monstrous toys, like the mouthless hydrapithecenes that tended the Pacific hydrofarms or the pallid bloated forms floating in vats on the research deck of Teichman Station, countless fetuses tethered to them by transparent umbilical cords. And now he had seen and touched one of those monsters. He shuddered and turned away, hurrying after Claude.


  But once he stood in the hallway his nausea and anger faded. There was that scent again, lulling him into seeing calm blue water and myriad shapes, garnet salamanders and frogs like candied fruit drifting across the floor. He stumbled into Claude, the older boy swearing and drawing a hand across his face.


  “Shit! What’s that smell?—” But the older boy’s tone was not unpleasant, only befuddled and slightly dreamy.


  “The thing,” said Paul. They stood before the door to his father’s room. “The argala. . . .”


  Claude nodded, swaying a little, his dark hair hiding his face. Paul had an awful flash of his father opening the door and Claude seeing him as Paul had, naked and doped, with that idiot smile and a tooth missing. But then surely the argala would not have been out on the balcony by itself? He reached for the door and very gently pushed it.


  “Here we go,” Claude announced as the door slid open. In a moment they stood safely inside.


  “God, this is a mess.” Claude looked around admiringly. He flicked at a stack of ’files teetering on the edge of a table, grimaced at the puff of dust that rose around his finger. “Ugh. Doesn’t he have a server?”


  “I guess not.” Paul stepped gingerly around heaps of clothes, clean and filthy piled separately, and eyed with distaste a clutter of empty morpha tubes and wine jellies in a corner. A monitor flickered on a table, rows of numerals and gravid shapes tracing the progress of the Breeders Project.


  “Not,” a voice trilled. On the balcony the argala did not turn, but its bright tone, the way its vestigial wings shivered, seemed to indicate some kind of greeting.


  “All right. Let’s see it.”


  Claude shoved past him, grinning. Paul looked over, and for a second the argala’s expression was not so much idiotic as tranquil, as though instead of a gritty balcony overlooking shattered concrete, it saw what he had imagined before, water and wriggling live things.


  “Unh.”


  Claude’s tone abruptly changed. Paul couldn’t help but look: The tenor of the other boy’s lust was so intense it sounded like pain. He had his arms around the argala and was thrusting at it, his trousers askew. In his embrace the creature stood with its head thrown back, its cries so rhapsodic that Paul groaned himself and turned away.


  In a minute it was over. Claude staggered back, pulling at his clothes and looking around almost frantically for Paul.


  “God, that was incredible; that was the best—”


  Like what could you compare it to, you idiot? Paul leaned against the table with the monitor and tapped a few keys angrily, hoping he’d screw up something; but the scroll continued uninterrupted. Claude walked, dazed, to a chair and slouched into it, scooped up a half-full wine jelly from the floor and sucked at it hungrily.


  “Go on, Pathori, you don’t want to miss that!” Claude laughed delightedly and looked at the argala. “God, it’s amazing, isn’t it? What a beauty.” His eyes were dewy as he shook his head. “What a fucking thing.”


  Without answering Paul crossed the room to the balcony. The argala seemed to have forgotten all about them. It stood with one leg drawn up, staring down at the empty courtyard, its topaz eyes glittering. As he drew near to it, its smell overwhelmed him, a muskier scent now, almost fetid, like water that had stood too long in an open storage vessel. He felt infuriated by its utter passivity, but somehow excited, too. Before he knew what he was doing he had grabbed it, just as Claude had, and pulled it to him so that its bland child’s face looked up at him rapturously.


  Afterwards he wept, and beside him the argala crooned, mimicking his sobs. He could dimly hear Claude saying something about leaving and then his friend’s voice rising and finally the snick of the door sliding open and shut. He gritted his teeth and willed his tears to stop. The argala nestled against him, silent now. His fingers drifted through its thin hair, ran down its back to feel its wings, the bones like metal struts beneath the breath of down. What could a bird possibly know about what he was feeling? he thought fiercely. Let alone a monster like this. A real woman would talk to you, afterwards.


  To complain, he imagined his father saying.


  . . . never enjoyed it, ever, his mother’s voice echoed back, and Father Dorothy’s intoned, That’s what’s wrong with it; it’s like a machine.


  He pulled the argala closer to him and shut his eyes, inhaling deeply. A wash of yellow that he knew must be sunlight: Then he saw that ghostly image of a house again, heard faint cries of laughter. Because it was a woman, too, of course; otherwise how could it recall a house, and children? But then the house broke up into motes of light without color, and he felt the touch of that other, alien mind, delicate and keen as a bird’s long bill, probing at his own.


  “Well! Good afternoon, good afternoon. . . .”


  He jumped. His father swayed in the doorway, grinning. “Found my little friend again. Well, come in, come in.”


  Paul let go of the argala and took a few unsteady steps. “Dad—I’m sorry, I—”


  “God, no. Stop.” His father waved, knocking a bottle to the floor. “Stay, why don’t you. A minute.”


  But Paul had a horrible flash, saw the argala taken again, the third time in what, half an hour? He shook his head and hurried to the door, face down.


  “I can’t, Dad. I’m sorry—I was just going by, that’s all—”


  “Sure, sure.” His father beamed. Without looking he pulled a wine jelly from a shelf and squeezed it into his mouth. “Come by when you have more time, Paul. Glad to see you.”


  He started to cross to where the argala gazed at him, its huge eyes glowing. Paul ran from the room, the door closing behind him with a muted sigh.


  At breakfast the next morning he was surprised to find his mother and Father Dorothy sitting in the twins’ usual seats.


  “We were talking about your going to school in Tangier,” his mother announced, her deep voice a little too loud for the cramped dining hall as she turned back to Father Dorothy. “We could never meet the quotas, of course, but Mother pulled some strings, and—”


  Paul sat next to her. Across the table, Claude and Ira and the twins were gulping down the rest of their breakfast. Claude mumbled a goodbye and stood to leave, Ira behind him.


  “See you later, Father,” Ira said, smiling. Father Dorothy waved.


  “When?” said Paul.


  “In a few weeks. It’s nearly Athyr now—”that was what they called this cycle—“. . . which means it’s July down there. The next drop is on the Fortieth.”


  He didn’t pay much attention to the rest of it. There was no point: His mother and Father Dorothy had already decided everything, as they always did. He wondered how his father had ever been able to get the argala here at all.


  A hand clamped his shoulder, and Paul looked up.


  “—must go now,” Father Dorothy was saying as he motioned for a server to clean up. “Class starts in a few minutes. Walk with me, Paul?”


  He shook his mother’s hand and left her nodding politely as the next shift of diners filed into the little room.


  “You’ve been with it,” the tutor said after a few minutes. They took the long way to the classroom, past the cylinders where vats of nutriment were stored and wastewater recycled, past the spiral stairs that led to his father’s chamber. Where the hallway forked Father Dorothy hesitated, then went to the left, toward the women’s quarters. “I could tell, you know—it has a—”


  He inhaled, then made a delicate grimace. “It has a smell.”


  They turned and entered the Solar Walk. Paul remained at his side, biting his lip and feeling an unexpected anger churning inside him.


  “I like the way it smells,” he said, and waited for Father Dorothy to look grim. Instead his tutor paused in front of the window. “I love it.”


  He thought Father Dorothy would retort sharply, but instead he only raised his hands and pressed them against the window. Outside two of the HORU S repair units floated past, on their interminable and futile rounds. When it seemed the silence would go on forever, his tutor said, “It can’t love you. You know that. It’s an abomination—an animal—”


  “Not really,” Paul replied, but weakly.


  Father Dorothy flexed his hands dismissively. “It can’t love you. It’s a geneslave. How could it love anything?”


  His tone was not angry but questioning, as though he really thought Paul might have an answer. And for a moment Paul thought of explaining to him: about how it felt, how it seemed like it was showing him things—the sky, the house, the little creatures crawling in the moss—things that perhaps it did feel something for. But before he could say anything, Father Dorothy turned and began striding back in the direction they’d come. Paul hurried after him in silence.


  As they turned down the last hallway, Father Dorothy said, “It’s an ethical matter, really. Like having intercourse with a child, or someone who’s mentally deficient. It can’t respond; it’s incapable of anything—”


  “But I love it,” Paul repeated stubbornly.


  “Aren’t you listening to me?” Father Dorothy did sound angry, now. “It can’t love you.” His voice rose shrilly. “How could something like that tell you that it loved you!? And you can’t love it—god, how could you love anything, you’re only a boy!” He stopped in the doorway and looked down at him, then shook his head, in pity or disgust Paul couldn’t tell. “Get in there,” Father Dorothy said at last and gently pushed him through the door.


  He waited until the others were asleep before slipping from his bunk and heading back to his father’s quarters. The lights had dimmed to simulate night; other than that there was no difference in the way anything looked or smelled or sounded. He walked through the violet corridors with one hand on the cool metal wall, as though he was afraid of falling.


  They were leaving just as he reached the top of the spiral stairs. He saw his father first, then two others, other researchers from the Breeders Project. They were laughing softly, and his father threw his arms around one man’s shoulders and murmured something that made the other man shake his head and grin. They wore loose robes open in the front and headed in the opposite direction, towards the neural sauna. They didn’t see the boy pressed against the wall, watching as they turned the corner and disappeared.


  He waited for a long time. He wanted to cry, tried to make himself cry; but he couldn’t. Beneath his anger and shame and sadness there was still too much of that other feeling, the anticipation and arousal and inchoate tenderness that he only knew one word for and Father Dorothy thought that was absurd. So he waited until he couldn’t stand it anymore and went inside.


  His father had made some feeble attempt to clean the place up. The clothing had been put away and table tops and chairs cleared of papers. Fine white ash sifted across the floor, and there was a musty smell of tobacco beneath the stronger odors of semen and wine jelly. The argala’s scent ran through all of it like a fresh wind.


  He left the door open behind him, no longer caring if someone found him there or not. He ran his hands across his eyes and looked around for the argala.


  It was standing where it usually did, poised on the balcony with its back to him. He took a step, stopped. He thought he could hear something, a very faint sound like humming; but then it was gone. He craned his neck to see what it was the creature looked at but saw nothing, only that phantom flicker of red in the corner of his eye, like a mote of ruby dust. He began walking again, softly, when the argala turned to look at him.


  Its eyes were wide and fervent as ever, its tangerine mouth spun into that same adoring smile; but even as he started for it, his arms reaching to embrace it, it turned from him and jumped.


  For an instant it hung in the air, and he could imagine it flying, could almost imagine that perhaps it thought its wings would carry it across the courtyard or safely to the ground. But in that instant he caught sight of its eyes, and they were not a bird’s eyes but a woman’s, and she was not flying but falling.


  He must have cried out, screamed for help. Then he just hung over the balcony, staring down at where it lay motionless. He kept hoping that maybe it would move again, but it did not, only lay there twisted and still.


  But as he stared at it, it changed. It had been a pale creature to begin with. Now what little color it had was leached away, as though it were bleeding into the concrete; but really there was hardly any blood. Its feathers grew limp, like fronds plucked from the water, their gold fading to a grey that was all but colorless. Its head was turned sideways, its great wide eye open and staring up. As he watched, the golden orb slowly dulled to yellow and then a dirty white. When someone finally came to drag it away, its feathers trailed behind it in the dust. Then nothing remained of it at all except for the faintest breath of ancient summers hanging in the stale air.


  For several days he wouldn’t speak to anyone, not even responding to Claude’s cruelties or his father’s ineffectual attempts at kindness. His mother made a few calls to Tangier and, somehow, the drop was changed to an earlier date in Athyr. On the afternoon he was to leave they all gathered, awkwardly, in the dormitory. Father Dorothy seemed sad that he was going but also relieved. The twins tried to get him to promise to write, and Ira cried. But, still without speaking, Paul left the room and walked down to the courtyard.


  No one had even bothered to clean it. A tiny curl of blood stained the concrete a rusty color, and he found a feather, more like a furry yellowish thread than anything else, stuck to the wall. He took the feather and stared at it, brought it to his face and inhaled. There was nothing.


  He turned to leave, then halted. At the corner of his eye something moved. He looked back and saw a spot on the ground directly beneath his father’s balcony. Shoving the feather into his pocket he walked slowly to investigate.


  In the dust something tiny wriggled, a fluid arabesque as long as his finger. Crouching on his heels, he bent over and cupped it in his palm. A shape like an elongated tear of blood, only with two bright black dots that were its eyes and, beside each of those, two perfect flecks of gold.


  An eft, he thought, recognizing it from the natural history book and from the argala’s vision. A juvenile salamander.


  Giant Indian stork, feeding upon crustaceans and small amphibians.


  He raised it to his face, feeling it like a drop of water slithering through his fingers. When he sniffed it, it smelled, very faintly, of mud.


  There was no way it could have gotten here. Animals never got through by-port customs, and besides, were there even things like this still alive, Below? He didn’t know.


  But then how did it get here?


  A miracle, he thought, and heard Father’s Dorothy’s derisive voice—How could something like that tell you that it loved you? For the first time since the argala’s death, the rage and despair that had clenched inside him uncoiled. He moved his hand, to see it better, and with one finger stroked its back. Beneath its skin, scarlet and translucent, its ribs moved rapidly in and out, in and out, so fine and frail they might have been drawn with a hair.


  An eft.


  He knew it would not live for very long—what could he feed it, how could he keep it?—but somehow the argala had survived, for a little while at least, and even then the manner of its dying had been a miracle of sorts. Paul stood, his hands folding over the tiny creature, and with his head bowed—though none of them would really see, or understand, what it was he carried—he walked up the stairs and through the hallway and back into the dormitory where his bags waited, past the other boys, past his mother and father and Father Dorothy, not saying anything, not even looking at them, holding close against his chest a secret, a miracle, a salamander.


  Engels Unaware


  “It’s a pretty ritzy office,” the agent at Kahn I Temps warned Rebecca, staring pointedly at Rebecca’s uneven hem where the faint glint of a staple hinted at what was holding the worn skirt together at the knees. “I don’t know why they don’t just hire a permanent receptionist. Don’t want to pay for benefits, I guess. But it’s your assignment if you want it.”


  “Thanks,” squeaked Rebecca, promising herself that she’d pay off her credit-card bills and start from scratch, really save some money this time and clear her credit rating.


  “Fine. You start Monday.” The agent’s glance slipped from the frayed skirt to a run that began just below Rebecca’s knee and arrowed to the curled edge of her old loafer. Rebecca knew the look. She cleared her throat and smiled, tugging furtively at the loose pocket of nylon behind her knee as she fidgeted in her seat. The agent wrote the name and address of Lorimer Brothers on a little pink business card, then handed it to Rebecca.


  “Thanks,” said Rebecca, coughing as she stood and lined her left foot behind the right, so the agent wouldn’t notice the broken heel curled like a blackened sliver of dried beef. “I have to run now. Shopping.” She smiled brightly. When the agent turned to answer the phone she fled.


  On Monday she didn’t feel so good about the new skirt. It didn’t actually go with last season’s gaucho jacket, and her old pumps were the wrong colour: ecru when they really should have been toast. The skirt had cost her one hundred and seventeen dollars, even on sale at Glumball’s; but sale items couldn’t be returned, and besides she’d had to charge something or they were going to close out her account. Now she stood too long in the lobby of the vast corporate office building, squinting at her reflection in the black marble walls and wondering why she hadn’t bought the moleskin cardigan. By the time she got to the 87th floor she was late.


  “This is your station,” barked a woman in a fire-engine red Italian suit. She pointed to a slab of polished grey marble surrounded by a low smoked glass wall, the whole thing facing the hallway; Rebecca’s head suddenly felt very light. She rested her hand on the edge of the dark glass wall to steady herself. It was so cold, its edge so sharp that she gasped and snatched her hand away, checking her fingers for blood. The office manager pursed her lips and took a tissue from her wallet, then wiped the offending glimmer of Rebecca’s fingerprint from the glass.


  “I assume you’ve worked the Magister telephone system before?” The office manager coughed discreetly, dropping the tissue into a steel cylinder. Rebecca followed her into the workstation and nodded, lying.


  “But maybe you’d better go over it with me to make sure,” she said, settling into an ergonomic chair shaped like a tiny velvet S. The office manager regarded her with wide surprised eyes, then shook her head.


  “I’ve never actually used it. I’ll see if I can send Victor out after he’s got my coffee.” She smoothed the narrow band of scarlet leather across the top of her thighs, shrugged and returned to her office.


  It took Rebecca a week to learn the phone system.


  For the most part, her duties began and ended with answering the phone and screening visitors. Occasionally a secretary would hand her something to type. Then she’d get to use the time word processor, with its printer that hummed as it spat the neat pages onto her marble desktop. She could see through the smoked glass wall to the banks of elevator doors in the corridor, and straight across the wall to the glass elevator that slid up and down the outside of the building like a silvery water spider on emerald cables.


  Only one other office occupied this level, its door catty-corner to Rebecca’s station. If she positioned herself just right she could see everyone who came and went there, too. Not that the other office had many clients; certainly not as many as the young and stylish firm of Lorimer Brothers.


  “What do they do?” Rebecca finally got up the courage to ask one of the secretaries, after she’d stayed late the previous evening copying out a complex tiramisu recipe for her.


  “Who’s that?” The secretary scanned the recipe, tapping her fingernail against her lower lip so that it left a faint half-moon in her lipstick.


  “That other office. The World Business Forum.”


  “Hmmm? Oh—them?” She tilted her chin towards the door and slid the recipe into her portfolio. “Nothing, actually. Just a bunch of retired businessmen. Dinosaurs who couldn’t keep up with the times. They rent the office space and play ‘corporation.’ Kind of sad, really. Like all these old guys who used to be important and now they can’t quit, even though they’re retired. No one ever really talks to any of them.”


  Rebecca talked to one of them. Every evening when she left the office she took the glass elevator downstairs, floating along the outside of the great steel and marble tower and watching the flickering spans of lights in the financial district, like an earthbound aurora. It was a languorous descent, and for this reason the brokers and analysts and accountants used the interior express elevators, whose doors barely hushed shut on the 87th floor before they gaped open upon the glossy lobby. So each night Rebecca rode down alone, imagining herself sole witness to the city’s silent shimmering display.


  Until the evening she met Mr Lancaster. Office talk had been of rain, although Rebecca never saw a window to check for herself. She dashed from her console into the corridor, wrapping a vinyl scarf around her head and wishing she’d bought an umbrella last week instead of charging those gila-lizard print gaiters at Frothingale’s. At the end of the hallway the glass elevator glistened and shuddered in the rain. Rebecca tugged her scarf tight, shivering at the thought of seven blocks of storm before she reached the subway. And so, her head bowed and swathed in cerise vinyl, she didn’t even see the old man rushing into the glass elevator until she smacked into him.


  “Oh god, I’m sorry!” squealed Rebecca, unravelling her scarf to peer crestfallen at an elderly gentleman catching his breath beside her. “I didn’t even see—no one ever rides this one—Gee, I’m sorry.” She stood awkwardly, the vinyl scarf falling in crackling ribbons as the elevator door sighed shut.


  “That’s quite all right,” the old man coughed, smoothing an immaculate fawn-coloured trenchcoat and drawing a large white handkerchief from a pocket to dab at his cheeks. He replaced the handkerchief and slid a pair of glasses from another pocket, placed them on his nose and regarded Rebecca thoughtfully. “Are you lost, my dear?”


  Rebecca fumbled to stuff her scarf into her purse. “No – I, uh, I work here.”


  The man tilted his head to stare at her above the rims of his spectacles. “Here?” His tone was somewhat doubtful.


  Rebecca flushed, fingering a hole where she’d lost a button on her coat. “A temp – I’m a temporary. A receptionist.”


  “Ah.” He removed the glasses, nodding slightly, as though relieved. “Forgive my curiosity. We don’t socialize much with our neighbours here. I didn’t recognize you.” And he smiled. “I am Hugh Lancaster, of the World Business Forum.”


  “Rebecca Strunk.” Rebecca pumped his hand earnestly. “Of Kahn Temps Inc.”


  “Ah,” Mr Lancaster repeated, absently this time, and he leaned forward to touch the elevator controls. “Lobby, Miss Strunk?”


  “Yes, thanks.” She let her breath out in a wheeze and tried to stand up straight. Rain battered the heavy glass walls as the elevator began to slip down the side of the building. Rebecca cleared her throat. “No one ever takes this one, you know. You’re the only person I’ve ever seen in it besides me.”


  Mr Lancaster adjusted the fleece-lined collar of his trenchcoat and smiled. “I prefer my own company at the end of a busy day. As I imagine you must as well, Miss Strunk.”


  Rebecca nodded eagerly, delighted at being addressed as Miss Strunk. “Oh, yes, Mr Lancaster! It’s such a nice view—” And she turned to press her cheek against the cold glass and stare out at the steel canyons awash with reflected light.


  Mr Lancaster looked at her more closely for this unguarded moment, noting the broken heel and missing button, as well as the dangling slip that Rebecca herself had yet to discover. Then he took a step closer to the glass wall, nodding as he surveyed the shining frieze of scarlet and amber lights that wove through the sombre canyons below. “It is a lovely view,” he agreed. “I often wonder why no one else travels this way to see it.”


  Rebecca shook her head. “They all say it’s too slow,” she murmured, rubbing her cheek to dispel the chill.


  “A shame,” remarked Mr Lancaster. “When I work into the evenings, I always ride down alone. But now I hope to occasionally have company.” And he smiled gently as the elevator finally settled into the lobby, and waited for Rebecca to step out of the elevator before following her.


  “Shall I hail you a cab?” he asked as they poised at the main entrance, among the gleaming crowds shaking raincoats and umbrellas onto the slick marble floor.


  Rebecca shook her head hastily, wrapping the scarf around her neck. “Uh – no thanks, a – um – a friend is picking me up.” She smiled brightly, then impulsively stuck out her hand. “Very nice to meet you, Mr Lancaster.”


  “Likewise, Miss Strunk,” replied the old man, and his warm gloved hand shook her bare cold one. “Have a pleasant evening.”


  “Oh, I will,” Rebecca assured him. “See you soon, Mr Lancaster.” And she shoved her way through the crowds into the stormswept night.


  She did not see him soon, although she watched for him through the glass walls of the Lorimer Brothers office and even worked late in hopes of meeting him in the elevator again. Sometimes she saw other elderly men entering or leaving the World Business Forum office, all of them impeccably attired in expensive but unfashionable suits. None of them ever rode the glass elevator with her, and none of them greeted her as Miss Strunk.


  One afternoon the copier in her office broke. A vast machine that took up most of a large room, it exhaled manuscripts and charts and reports along with the fumes of dry ink and expensive rag paper. When it died, gasping out a final stream of crumpled papers with a vindictive wheeze, panicky secretaries raced to pile papers atop Rebecca’s desk.


  “You can type, right?” the office manager demanded, reshuffling the stack in front of Rebecca so that her own work was on top.


  Rebecca nodded, dazed. “But not all this – I can’t possibly do fifteen copies of all this—”


  “Then see if they’ve got a copier!” snapped the office manager, raking her nails across the sheaf of papers so that they left faint razor lines pointing in the direction of the office next door. “I’ve got a Frenchwrap manicure scheduled for three and I need that report ASAP.”


  After the office manager stormed off Rebecca pulled a comb through her hair, wincing at the curls that snarled the plastic teeth. She shouldn’t have tried the home perm. Now her hair was falling out, and the home cello-colour kit she’d charged at The Body Electric had stained her dry curls a jaundiced yellow. Hastily she ran a tube of Oh! de Bris lip emulsifier over her mouth, then gathered the stack of papers into her arms.


  A very small brass plate identified the World Business Forum office. There was no doorbell; no internal security system intercom. Rebecca hesitated before rapping at the polished oaken door. After a moment she knocked again, and this time heard the creak of a chair being pushed across the floor, then the muted thud of footsteps.


  “Yes?” An unfamiliar man’s voice, quivering with age and suspicion.


  “It’s Rebecca, from next door,” said Rebecca, coughing in embarrassment. “I – um, our copier broke – do you think I could use yours for just a minute please?”


  “Hold on.” Scrabbling and clinking; the whirr of bolts being drawn. Then a wizened face popped out. “May I help you?”


  Rebecca stepped back, startled, and dropped several reports. “The copier,” she repeated breathlessly, stooping to retrieve the papers and spilling more in the process. “Please—is Mr Lancaster in?”


  The man swung the door inwards, shaking his head. “No, he’s not here today. I really don’t see how I can help you—”


  “It’s just that they gave me all this—” Rebecca exclaimed helplessly, stumbling into the office after him. “Oh.” She straightened and fell silent.


  Dark oaken panelling covered high walls, glistening with lemon oil that scented the room faintly. Burgundy wing chairs, their leather veined and cracked with age, circled a long and intricately carven table. There was a small but ornate desk adorned with marble pen-holders and an ancient Royal Upright typewriter, black and gleaming and segmented like a scorpion. An elephant’s-foot wastebasket filled with papers stood beside the desk.


  “I think there might be some carbon paper,” the man was saying brusquely as he marched to the desk. He began to pull open tiny drawers and rummage through pigeonholes adrift with pencils and pen-nibs. “We haven’t hired a girl yet and I really don’t know what’s here –”


  “Oh,” Rebecca repeated as she clutched her papers to her chest, staring at the gilded arabesques of an Art Nouveau floor lamp, the bronze bookends shaped like inscrutable sphinxes. With some relief she noted a Magister phone deck in its case on the floor.


  “Have you – are you very busy here?”


  “Hmm. I know we ordered some,” muttered the old man, glancing up as he clinked together several bottles of Indian ink. “Well, I guess not. No – er, not quite busy. This is a slow time of year for us.” With a muffled groan he straightened and Rebecca grimaced sympathetically.


  “I’m sorry – I didn’t mean for you – thank you anyway.”


  The man nodded, rubbing his bald head and then adjusting his cufflinks – which were, Rebecca noted with some amazement, of exquisitely wrought gold, and shaped like the heads of the sphinxes atop the bevelled-glass bookcase.


  “I’m sorry I can’t help you,” he said gruffly, and with a slight not motioned her towards the door. “But I must get back to my work now. Goodbye.”


  “ ’Bye,” chimed Rebecca, turning to wave. But the door had already clicked shut behind her, leaving only the musky fragrance of old leather and lemon oil in the chilly hallway.


  Autumn shuddered into winter and still she remained at the firm. Meanwhile, Lorimer Brothers got involved in the successful buyouts of a large avionics manufacturer and the Paddy O’Furniture chain of deluxe wicker ware. Senior staff members were rewarded with a sky trip to Vail. The office manager’s secretary hired his own secretary. And more and more often Rebecca worked late, handaddressing Christmas cards and typing up invitation lists for holiday gatherings that never included her.


  One such evening found her there past nine o’clock. All day the Nuzak endlessly intoned market returns, futures information, industrial averages. Now it finally fell silent. From back offices wafted the faint ticking of sleepless analysts’ fingers upon keyboards. She heard the fax keening to itself; the dry chatter of the telex machine chewing through reels of newsprint. After several hours Banzai Sushi-Togo delivered a plastic laminate tray of sashimi for the analysts and VPs. Rebecca smiled wanly as the leather-clad courier left, trailing the scent of wasabi and shaved bonito, and wished she’d brought an extra can of tuna fish. Once or twice the telephone rang and she took messages. She addressed more Christmas cards and read the latest issue of SEXFAX! She dozed.


  And jerked awake, the edge of the console raking her wrist as she shook her head. Shouting. Certain she’d been caught sleeping again, she whirled and snagged her ankle in the stirrup of the ergonomic chair as she stumbled to her feet.


  There was no one in the front office. Rebecca blinked and rubbed her eyes, wincing as the charcoal mascara left smears across her hand. Muffled thuds and moans from the back offices signalled that the analysts and VPs were taking a break from research and performing their plastimetrix exercises. That was all. Rebecca turned back to her console, relieved.


  And heard it again. Deep chanting tones, masculine, wordless, throbbing with obscene portent. They echoed dully from the hallway, and with a start Rebecca realized the ominous voices came from the World Business Forum.


  Football? she wondered, but it was Tuesday night. Warily she crept from her console.


  That was when she saw the smoke curling from beneath the door of the World Business Forum office. For a long moment she just stared, watching the greygreen plumes rising from the aubergine carpet to form a heavy viscous curtain that severed her view of the corridor. Not until she actually smelled the smoke did she stir. An acrid yet cloying scent, redolent of funerals and the wrong sort of poster shops. With a muted shriek Rebecca dashed into the hallway.


  “Mr Lancaster! Mr Lancaster! Are you okay?” she choked, pounding on the door. Smoke slid down her throat like pungent oil. “Mr Lancaster!”


  Abruptly the door swung open. Coughing, Rebecca wiped tears from her eyes to focus on the pinched shape of the frail old man she had seen last time.


  “Yes?” he hissed, waving the smoke from his cheeks with an irritated flourish. “What is it now?”


  Rebecca stared dumbfounded. Then came a small sound, like the turning of a key in a lock, and Mr Lancaster stepped from the haze, smiling gently.


  “My dear Miss Strunk!” he murmured, and clapped his hand upon the other man’s shoulder. “I beg your pardon, Edmund . . .”


  Glowering, the first man stalked back into the murky office. Mr Lancaster produced a huge linen handkerchief and waved it, dispersing most of the smoke. “You must forgive us, Miss Strunk,” he said. From a hidden pocket in his sombre grey suit he withdrew a tiny scissors and a cigar bound with silver filigree. “The proverbial gathering of the Old Boy Network in a smoke-filled room.” With a wry smile he sheared the end from the cigar.


  “Ohhh,” Rebecca breathed in relief. “I was so afraid – I thought the smoke – I thought there was a fire.”


  Mr Lancaster replaced the scissors, pursing his lips. “How thoughtful of you to think of us,” he said gently, placing one hand upon Rebecca’s shoulder to steer her towards her own office. “Although – heaven forbid! – should there ever be a real fire, certainly you should think of your own safety, and call the fire department.”


  Crestfallen, Rebecca nodded and bit her lip. “I panicked,” she admitted.


  “Don’t fret, Miss Strunk,” continued Mr Lancaster, pausing in his office’s doorway. “People panic over less important things all the time. Perhaps you are over-tired.” He peered thoughtfully at her wide pale face and reddened eyes, pinched to slits by fatigue. “It’s late. Why don’t you go home now?”


  “Oh, I will. Soon,” sighed Rebecca, then smiled. “Good night, Mr Lancaster.”


  Next morning she overslept. She arrived thirty minutes late to discover a new mound of invitations to be addressed, printed on mock papyrus with the Lorimer Brothers hologram. There was also a memo revoking extra holiday leave for all non-essential personnel. Sighing, Rebecca settled at her console and began sifting through her morning’s work.


  She didn’t even hear the Engels enter the office. A slight cough made her jump, dropping her alphabetized stack of cards. When she looked up they stood before her desk, stark and stunning as twin pillars of gold.


  “Ah – can I help you?” Rebecca stammered, stumbling to her feet and ripping her stockings on the console.


  The woman regarded her coldly. “We are here to see the Vice Presidents.” Her crimson lips parted to reveal teeth so glitteringly white that Rebecca didn’t even notice they were bared in a snarl rather than a smile. “Will you tell them we are here?”


  “Uh – n-no one without an appointment,” stuttered Rebecca. In the halogen lights the woman’s hair flamed in a brilliant golden nimbus around her face. Blinking, Rebecca turned to stare at the man beside her. He did not smile, but his azure eyes gazed at Rebecca caressingly. When he licked his lips she slid limply back into her chair.


  “Tell them the Engels are here,” he purred, glancing down at a scrawled note on her desk. “Rebecca.”


  “The Engels,” she repeated, looking at them with a glazed expression.


  “Myself and my sister,” the man explained, flicking an atom of dust from the lapel of his caracal overcoat. “Our card.” He whisked a tiny placard from an onyx case and placed it before her. Then he smiled and, taking his sister’s arm, glanced conspiratorially at Rebecca.


  “This way?” He raised an eyebrow rakishly, pointing to the back offices with a kid-gloved hand. “Rebecca?”


  Rebecca nodded rapidly, still too dazed to speak, and watched the pair stride past. Their briefcases bumped together with a kiss of exotic leathers: distressed ostrich and moray eelskin. Rebecca wondered if the metal clasps and hinges glowing so lustrously could possibly be real gold and platinum.


  “Gee,” she whispered when they had disappeared, and only then realized her intercom was buzzing.


  “This is Rebecca,” she answered breathlessly, but the caller was already gone. When she looked up the office manager was marching down the hall towards her.


  “Who the hell was that?” she demanded, snatching the business card but holding it so that Rebecca could read as well.


  Graedig & Arbaratia Engel


  Futures Speculation


  “Oh,” the office manager said knowingly. “Europeans.” Then she glared at Rebecca. “But no one comes in without an appointment. I see I’ll just have to do your job for you.” She spun about, her chrome heel grinding into the carpet, and called back warningly, “Your six-month review is coming soon, Rebecca.” Then she stalked into the back office.


  Rebecca waited anxiously for the office manager to return, Engels in tow. An hour passed; nothing. When she tried to patch phone calls to the VPs their secretaries flashed DO NOT DISTURB signals back to Rebecca’s console. Several times admiring laughter echoed from the offices, and once a brittle burst of applause startled Rebecca as she hunched over her mound of invitations.


  At lunchtime she finally heard doors opening in the back, and after a few minutes the Engels entered the reception area once more – this time surrounded by excited VPs and analysts. The office manager trailed several feet behind them, her yearning gaze fixed upon Graedig Engel’s caracal topcoat.


  “Will you please make a luncheon reservation for thirteen at Priazzi Inferno?” a VP commanded Rebecca, then turned to pump Avaratia Engel’s hand.


  “This is an extraordinary piece of work,” the VP beamed, waving a portfolio bound in glossy black sharkskin. “And I just can’t tell you how fortuitous it is that you approached us first, Ms Engel –”


  “I believe you mean fortunate,” Graedig Engel corrected him, deflecting a yawn with his long pale fingers. “And I regret that my sister and I will be unable to join you for lunch –”


  “But you must!” cried another Vice President, covetously eyeing Graedig Engel’s attaché case. “They serve the most superb blowfish rillettes!”


  Avaratia wrinkled her nose in distaste, stooping to whisk a chamois glove across the instep of one gavial boot. “I’m afraid we have another appointment this afternoon,” she said, tossing her mane of golden hair. “Perhaps another time.”


  The Vice President looked crushed. Smiling, Avaratia took her brother’s arm. Rebecca stared entranced at the curve of her neck, the warm reflection cast upon her throat by the heavy gold chain nestling there. For a moment the two stood poised there, Avaratia gazing out into the corridor, Graedig beside her a lupine shadow hidden within the folds of his caracal coat, cashmere scarf coiled about his neck. Then, with slight bows to the staff crowding the reception area, the Engels turned and strode down the hall.


  A breathless instant, so still that Rebecca could hear the creak of Avaratia’s boots, the rustle of her brother’s coat. Then –


  “Did you see his ring?”


  “– guarantees return at 300% if we strike this week!” dyed, has to be calling Chicago right now before this gets loose would die for that suit, just die for it!”


  The office manager swept from the group and leaned over the console, her face flushed. “Not a word!” she hissed to Rebecca. “I’ll be back by three –”


  Everyone took a long lunch that afternoon, except for Rebecca. They began straggling back into the office after four, the VPs rosy-cheeked from their lunch at Priazzi Inferno, the brokers and analysts laden with shopping bags and hatboxes, hand-marbled Venetian pencil-cases and gilt panniers of chocolate-glazed nasturtium blossoms.


  It was too much for her. Rebecca nearly tripped as she ran out of the office at five and raced into the first express elevator that stopped on her floor.


  She arrived home hours later, after charging a nutria-rimmed faux Chanel suit and a three-hundred-dollar silk moire evening burnoose from Bedouin Outfitters. Among the stack of bills at the door of her efficiency was a disconnect notice from the telephone company. Rebecca burst into tears.


  In the weeks following, the office telephone wailed nonstop. Rebecca’s ears rang with its shrieks long after she left. Every evening the entire staff worked until midnight, feverishly following recommendations the Engels phoned almost hourly. The Wall Street Journal did a front-page piece on the firm. Lorimer Brothers had a second phone system installed to handle all the new client calls.


  After the Engels’ next visit the VPs flew to Val d’Isere and the Pyrenees for a weekend of skiing. Three of the female analysts threw political correctness to the winds and bought full-length lynx-belly coats and sashayed into work on Monday morning, giggling like parochial schoolgirls skipping Mass. The office manager began scheduling crushed-pearl defoliating body scrubs during her lunch hours. Even Rebecca found herself visiting The Body Electric for placenta hair-wraps and an electrolytic platinum rinse that left her with chemical burns over most of her scalp.


  Lorimer Brothers’ clients began to do business with the Engels as well. Rebecca screened referrals every day, and once spoke to a television reporter regarding the siblings’ cyclonic influence upon the street. She even saw the Engels leaving the World Business Forum early one morning, Avaratia and Graedig shaking hands with Mr Lancaster in the doorway.


  As Christmas grew nearer Rebecca guiltily surveyed the heaps of unworn new clothes beside her futon, the designer bath linens and vicuna napkins still in their original packing. She swore not to charge another thing before she started her Christmas shopping, and wondered if her grandmother would enjoy the Valencia oranges poached in Armagnac she’d ordered for herself from Rabelaisian Delights. Each evening she spent in darkness now, since they had cut off her electricity. But the efficiency looked nice lit by hand-dipped beeswax candles. And she didn’t feel so bad when she saw the collection notices that had begun to arrive at Lorimer Brothers for various staff members.


  A week before Christmas it snowed. Rebecca slogged to work, ruining her new silk spring-weight trenchcoat and wondering again why she hadn’t bought an umbrella, or maybe a down parka. Or warm boots, or gloves. In the glittering lobby she threaded her way through the crowd to the glass elevator. It had been weeks since she’d taken it; but she wanted to see the snow from above. When the door opened she laughed, delighted.


  “Mr Lancaster!”


  The old man stepped gingerly into the lobby, staring at her puzzled.


  “Miss Strunk!” he exclaimed, drawing back a little. “I didn’t recognize you.”


  “It’s my hair,” Rebecca said ruefully. “It fell out after the last conditioning treatment.”


  Mr Lancaster nodded sympathetically, then peered at her more closely. “Something else though, too,” he murmured, and shook his head knowingly. “Ah, well, it’s a busy season, and we all have lots to do before the big day.” He smiled, tipping his hat. “I hope to see you before the holidays, Miss Strunk. Goodbye.”


  “Goodbye, Mr Lancaster.” Waving, she stepped backwards into the elevator, catching a heel in the door and tearing it from her new mock-ocelot pumps.


  The office manager sat rigidly at Rebecca’s console when she arrived. “Chicago’s just notified us of a major loss on the Skarn account,” she said curtly. “I’ve been ordered to start making staff cutbacks. Tomorrow will be your last day.”


  “But –” stammered Rebecca, clutching her broken heel as she dripped on the aubergine carpet.


  “Sorry. I called your agency. They said contact them after New Year’s for possible new assignments.”


  “Possible!” exclaimed Rebecca.


  “I haven’t got time for this now,” the office manager shrilled. “Things are crazy enough this morning –” And she stormed into the back offices.


  Rebecca stared after her in shock, then through tearing eyes glanced at her empty desk. No messages. No assignments. Someone had switched off the Nuzak. Even the phones were oddly silent. And then –


  “Get me Sheared Young & Lamb!” a voice boomed from her intercom. “Now!”


  Rebecca jumped, then placed the call. Afterwards she leaned back, curious. From the back offices drifted strained whispers. An analyst fled through the reception area in tears. Suddenly the Nuzak barked back on –


  “London Exchange plummeting to oh point nine seven four –”


  And then the intercom started buzzing.


  “I want Avaratia Engel –”


  “Get me Graedig!”


  “The Engels!”


  At the Engels’ number an answering machine played the opening notes of Pachelbel’s Canon b in D before requesting a message. After Rebecca had called several times she could no longer get through. Their line remained busy for the rest of the morning.


  She stopped taking messages for the Vice Presidents and analysts and brokers. “They’re unavailable,” Rebecca told anxious callers until she was hoarse. Two more analysts fled the office, one of them carrying a large box from which dangled computer cables. A hysterical VP ordered Rebecca to phone his ex-wife, burst into tears and hung up before she could place the call.


  “New York plummeting to a record oh oh three seven oh six oh points –” the Nuzak droned.


  “Cancel my one-thirty at L’Ordure,” the Office Manager ordered Rebecca over the intercom.


  Rebecca started getting nervous.


  She hung up on a man from the Tokyo Times and cancelled seventeen lunches and one American Express Titanium Account. She was thinking about leaving early when through the door staggered a young woman in a dishevelled sueded-silk suit.


  “I want to see my broker,” she commanded Rebecca, gripping the console’s edge so tightly that blood seamed the cracks between her fingers.


  “I’m sorry, he’s unavailable right now,” Rebecca gulped.


  “He recommended the Engels to me. I want to see him now,” the woman repeated, her palms streaking the glass with crimson.


  “I’m sorry, no one can see you right now. You can leave a business card with me and I’ll be happy to –” Rebecca started, when the woman yanked a Blush Micron Uzi from her pocket and pointed it at the ceiling.


  “Here’s my business card!” she shrieked. Glass shattered as she emptied a cartridge and ran towards the back offices. Rebecca fainted.


  But came to a moment later when the office manager stumbled past, blood staining her mango lambs-wool coatdress a sullen purple.


  “No one without an appointment,” she gasped, and staggered into the hallway.


  Rebecca raised herself to her knees, then quickly ducked beneath the console as a tattoo of bullets shuddered through the walls. Muffled screams from the back offices; an answering volley of gunfire. She heard a soft spurt of sound, like a bulb blowing. Then a louder explosion shook the suite. Glancing up she saw smoke trailing from beneath the keys of her tiny word processor. A moment later it burst into flames.


  Rebecca lurched to her feet, heedless of the shrieks and thuds raging behind her. Smoke seeped into the reception area. Gagging she fumbled for the telephone, punched in the emergency code and listened: a recording. Several figures reeled past her, coughing and weeping. Silently a VP settled on the sofa in the reception area, staring bemused at a small perfect hole in her thigh before stretching out as though to nap. Rebecca watched, frozen. Not until a fleeing analyst knocked against her as he raced for the door did she stir.


  Behind her flames tore through the office, their roar nearly drowning the wail of smoke detectors and the clack of circuit breakers. The halogen lights guttered and went out. Screams rent the fire-lit rooms, and Rebecca fled blindly towards the door, choking as she stepped over bodies and burning heaps of paper.


  In the corridor emergency lights flickered hellishly through the haze. A recorded message urged workers to be calm and use the fire stairs. Rebecca huddled against the wall, wiping her streaming eyes as she vainly tried to locate the stairwell. Knots of people clawed past her, moaning as they stumbled in front of the express elevators. Pale fingers stabbed at the elevator buttons. A door opened; inside she glimpsed a twisted mass of bodies gasping and screaming as they fled the upper stories. Then the doors slid shut and the elevator plunged down once more. Sobbing, Rebecca wrenched her eyes away.


  At the end of the hallway glowed the glass elevator, its empty crystal booth spangled with reflected flames. Rebecca floundered towards it, inching past the crowd still futilely pounding at the express elevator doors. Someone kicked her to the floor. Rebecca crept the rest of the way, breathing through her sleeve. The carpet scorched her knees; her stockings melted in fiery tatters about her legs. Chemical fumes mingled with the smells of charred wood and hot steel. With a gasp she stood, flung herself against the glass door and pounded the button with her fist. With a soft chime the door slid open and Rebecca staggered into the tiny chamber. As the door shut behind her she glimpsed livid faces pressed against the steaming glass, mouths twisted and gasping soundlessly. Crying, Rebecca stabbed buttons over and over and over, until slowly the elevator began to descend. Then she leaned exhausted against the wall and stared spellbound at the scene outside.


  Flames engulfed the financial district. From steel towers erupted sheets of gold as entire stories blazed like immense glass furnaces. Rebecca covered her ears against their gleeful roar, but she could not look away. She cowered against the wall, watching in horror as she passed flaming windows where black figures seethed behind molten glass, fighting to break through. Until the glass elevator itself trembled as one window exploded, and shrieking Rebecca covered her eyes to blot out the brilliant parhelion that sent scattered sparks and burning shadows plummeting to the street below.


  When she looked up again the elevator had stalled. Trembling she reached for the control panel, but with a cry snatched her hand back: the metal buttons were too hot to touch. Whimpering she turned back to the glass wall. And saw them.


  Silhouetted in a great arched window, side by side they stood and watched the inferno all around them. As she stared transfixed, Rebecca could see their clothes burning away in glittering ribbons of gold and black, but still they waited, unmoving, wreathed in flames until it seemed that vast burning wings sprang from their shoulders and fanned the glowing air.


  Then one of them stirred. Very slowly she turned her head, as if seeking a small sound, her unblinking gaze sweeping across broken windows and shattered stone until it struck the small glass cell. And pinned Rebecca there, so that she dropped to her knees, whining softly in her throat as she read the names written across their brows in streaming letters –


  Avaratia and Graedig.


  Greed and Avarice.


  Crying out, Rebecca had started to her feet when with a groan of emerald cables the elevator shuddered and dropped once more. She fell back against the wall. When she turned and desperately sought them again, the shining figures were gone.


  With a grating clang the elevator stopped. The inner doors remained shut, but the outer set chimed and opened smoothly onto the building’s courtyard. Freezing wind slashed through Rebecca’s thin blouse as she stumbled onto the sidewalk.


  Everywhere the knell of sirens rent the air. Black-helmeted figures raced through the street from hydrant to hydrant, and spumes of water froze as they dragged huge coils behind them. Ambulances and police cars choked the alleys. In a daze Rebecca wandered along the kerb, heedless of slush soaking her burned legs.


  At the corner she stopped, leaned against a broken traffic light that blinked madly from green to red. Cold numbed her fingers, and she drew her shaking hands to her face to warm them. A dark and narrow side street stretched beside her. As she stood trying to catch her breath, she saw twin headlights piercing the gloom. They grew nearer, and Rebecca stared dully as a long dove-grey limousine pulled up to her corner. Its smoky black window reflected her face, scorched raw and blackened with soot. Very slowly the window slid down.


  “Miss Strunk!” a gentle voice exclaimed, soft with concern. Trembling, Rebecca stepped towards the car. Through the open window she glimpsed two figures, tall and golden-haired, clad in thick furs. They were smiling and toasting each other with long-stemmed crystal flutes. But next to the window sat another figure, smaller, white-haired, and his warm hands enveloped hers as he drew her to the opening door.


  “My dear Miss Strunk,” he murmured as he drew her in and the door hissed shut behind her. “Would you like a new job?”


  


  Elizabeth Hand, who lives in rural Maine, has written three novels – Winterlong (1990), Æstival Tide (1991; reviewed by John Clute in Interzone 64) and The Eve of Saint Nynax (forthcoming). Her stylish short fiction has been published in most of the leading science-fiction markets, including Interzone: “The Bacchae” appeared in our issue 49 and succeeded in outraging several readers.


  


  1993


  The Erl-King


  THE KINKAJOU HAD BEEN MISSING FOR TWO DAYS NOW. HALEY feared it was dead, killed by one of the neighborhood dogs or by a fox or wildcat in the woods. Linette was certain it was alive; she even knew where it was.


  “Kingdom Come,” she announced, pointing a long lazy hand in the direction of the neighboring estate. She dropped her hand and sipped at a mug of tepid tea, twisting so she wouldn’t spill it as she rocked back and forth. It was Linette’s turn to lie in the hammock. She did so with feckless grace, legs tangled in her long peasant skirt, dark hair spilled across the faded canvas. She had more practice at it than Haley, this being Linette’s house and Linette’s overgrown yard bordering the woods of spindly young pines and birches that separated them from Kingdom Come. Haley frowned, leaned against the oak tree, and pushed her friend desultorily with one foot.


  “Then why doesn’t your mother call them or something?” Haley loved the kinkajou and justifiably feared the worst. With her friend exotic pets came and went, just as did odd visitors to the tumbledown cottage where Linette lived with her mother, Aurora. Most of the animals were presents from Linette’s father, an elderly Broadway producer whose successes paid for the rented cottage and Linette’s occasional artistic endeavors (flute lessons, sitar lessons, an incomplete course in airbrushing) as well as the bottles of Tanqueray that lined Aurora’s bedroom. And, of course, the animals. An iguana whose skin peeled like mildewed wallpaper, finally lost (and never found) in the drafty dark basement where the girls held annual Hallowe’en séances. An intimidatingly large Moluccan cockatoo that escaped into the trees, terrorizing Kingdom Come’s previous owner and his garden-party guests by shrieking at them in Gaelic from the wisteria. Finches and fire weavers small enough to hold in your fist. A quartet of tiny goats, Haley’s favorites until the kinkajou.


  The cockatoo started to smell worse and worse, until one day it flopped to the bottom of its wrought-iron cage and died. The finches escaped when Linette left the door to their bamboo cage open. The goats ran off into the woods surrounding Lake Muscanth. They were rumored to be living there still. But this summer Haley had come over every day to make certain the kinkajou had enough to eat, that Linette’s cats weren’t terrorizing it; that Aurora didn’t try to feed it crème de menthe as she had the capuchin monkey that had fleetingly resided in her room.


  “I don’t know,” Linette said. She shut her eyes, balancing her mug on her stomach. A drop of tea spilled onto her cotton blouse, another faint petal among faded ink stains and the ghostly impression of eyes left by an abortive attempt at batik. “I think Mom knows the guy who lives there now, she doesn’t like him or something. I’ll ask my father next time.” Haley prodded the hammock with the toe of her sneaker. “It’s almost my turn. Then we should go over there. It’ll die if it gets cold at night.” Linette smiled without opening her eyes. “Nah. It’s still summer,” she said, and yawned.


  Haley frowned. She moved her back up and down against the bole of the oak tree, scratching where a scab had formed after their outing to Mandrake Island to look for the goats. It was early August, nearing the end of their last summer before starting high school, the time Aurora had named “the summer before the dark.”


  “My poor little girls,” Aurora had mourned a few months earlier. It had been only June then, the days still cool enough that the City’s wealthy fled each weekend to Kamensic Village to hide among the woods and wetlands in their Victorian follies. Aurora was perched with Haley and Linette on an ivied slope above the road, watching the southbound Sunday exodus of limousines and Porsches and Mercedes. “Soon you’ll be gone.”


  “Jeez, Mom,” laughed Linette. A plume of ivy tethered her long hair back from her face. Aurora reached to tug it with one unsteady hand. The other clasped a plastic cup full of gin. “No one’s going anywhere, I’m going to Fox Lane,”—that was the public high school—”you heard what Dad said. Right, Haley?”


  Haley had nodded and stroked the kinkajou sleeping in her lap. It never did anything but sleep, or open its golden eyes to half-wakefulness oh so briefly before finding another lap or cushion to curl into. It reminded her of Linette in that, her friend’s heavy lazy eyes always ready to shut, her legs quick to curl around pillows or hammock cushions or Haley’s own battle-scarred knees. “Right,” said Haley, and she had cupped her palm around the soft warm globe of the kinkajou’s head.


  Now the hammock creaked noisily as Linette turned onto her stomach, dropping her mug into the long grass. Haley started, looked down to see her hands hollowed as though holding something. If the kinkajou died she’d never speak to Linette again. Her heart beat faster at the thought.


  “I think we should go over. If you think it’s there. And—” Haley grabbed the ropes restraining the hammock, yanked them back and forth so that Linette shrieked, her hair caught between hempen braids—“it’s—my—turn—now.”


  They snuck out that night. The sky had turned pale green, the same shade as the crystal globe wherein three ivory-bellied frogs floated, atop a crippled table. To keep the table from falling Haley had propped a broom handle beneath it for a fourth leg—although she hated the frogs, bloated things with prescient yellow eyes. Some nights when she slept over they broke her sleep with their song, high-pitched trilling that disturbed neither Linette snoring in the other bed nor Aurora drinking broodingly in her tiny shed-roofed wing of the cottage. It was uncanny, almost frightening sometimes, how nothing ever disturbed them: not dying pets nor utilities cut off for lack of payment nor unexpected visits from Aurora’s small circle of friends, People from the Factory Days she called them. Rejuvenated junkies or pop stars with new careers, or wasted beauties like Aurora Dawn herself. All of them seemingly forever banned from the real world, the adult world Haley’s parents and family inhabited, magically free as Linette herself was to sample odd-tasting liqueurs and curious religious notions and lost arts in their dank corners of the City or the shelter of some wealthier friend’s up-county retreat. Sleepy-eyed from dope or taut from amphetamines, they lay around the cottage with Haley and Linette, offering sips of their drinks, advice about popular musicians and contraceptives. Their hair was streaked with gray now, or dyed garish mauve or blue or green. They wore high leather boots and clothes inlaid with feathers or mirrors, and had names that sounded like the names of expensive perfumes: Liatris, Coppelia, Electric Velvet. Sometimes Haley felt that she had wandered into a fairy tale, or a movie. Beauty and the Beast perhaps, or The Dark Crystal. Of course it would be one of Linette’s favorites; Linette had more imagination and sensitivity than Haley. The kind of movie Haley would choose to wander into would have fast cars and gunshots in the distance, not aging refugees from another decade passed out next to the fireplace.


  She thought of that now, passing the globe of frogs. They went from the eerie interior dusk of the cottage into the strangely aqueous air outside. Despite the warmth of the late summer evening Haley shivered as she gazed back at the cottage. The tiny bungalow might have stood there unchanged for five hundred years, for a thousand. No warm yellow light spilled from the windows as it did at her own house. There was no smell of dinner cooking, no television chattering. Aurora seldom cooked, Linette never. There was no TV. Only the frogs hovering in their silver world, and the faintest cusp of a new moon like a leaf cast upon the surface of the sky.


  The main house of the neighboring estate stood upon a broad slope of lawn overlooking the woods. Massive oaks and sycamores studded the grounds, and formal gardens that had been more carefully tended by the mansion’s previous owner, a New York fashion designer recently dead. At the foot of the long drive a post bore the placard on which was writ in spidery silver letters kingdom come.


  In an upstairs room Lie Vagal perched upon a windowsill. He stared out at the same young moon that watched Haley and Linette as they made their way through the woods. Had Lie known where to look he might have seen them as well; but he was watching the kinkajou sleeping in his lap.


  It had appeared at breakfast two days earlier. Lie sat with his grandmother on the south terrace, eating Froot Loops and reading the morning mail, The Wall Street Journal and a quarterly royalty statement from BMI. His grandmother stared balefully into a bowl of bran flakes, as though discerning there unpleasant intimations of the future.


  “Did you take your medicine, Gram?” asked Lie. A leaf fell from an overhanging branch into his coffee cup. He fished it out before Gram could see it as another dire portent.


  “Did you take yours, Elijah?” snapped Gram. She finished the bran flakes and reached for her own coffee, black and laced with chicory. She was eighty-four years old and had outlived all of her other relatives and many of Lie’s friends. “I know you didn’t yesterday.”


  Lie shrugged. Another leaf dropped to the table, followed by a hail of bark and twigs. He peered up into the greenery, then pointed.


  “Look,” he said. “A squirrel or cat or something.”


  His grandmother squinted, shaking her head peevishly. “I can’t see a thing.”


  The shaking branches parted to show something brown attached to a slender limb. Honey-colored, too big for a squirrel, it clung to a branch that dipped lower and lower, spattering them with more debris. Lie moved his coffee cup and had started to his feet when it fell, landing on top of the latest issue of New Musical Express.


  For a moment he thought the fall had killed it. It just lay there, legs and long tail curled as though it had been a doodlebug playing dead. Then slowly it opened its eyes, regarded him with a muzzy golden gaze, and yawned, unfurling a tongue so brightly pink it might have been lipsticked. Lie laughed.


  “It fell asleep in the tree! It’s a—a what-you-call-it, a sloth.”


  His grandmother shook her head, pushing her glasses onto her nose. “That’s not a sloth. They have grass growing on them.”


  Lie stretched a finger and tentatively stroked its tail. The animal ignored him, closing its eyes once more and folding its paws upon its glossy breast. Around its neck someone had placed a collar, the sort of leather-and-rhinestone ornament old ladies deployed on poodles. Gingerly Lie turned it, until he found a small heart-shaped tab of metal.


  KINKAJOU


  My name is Valentine


  764-0007


  “Huh,” he said. “I’ll be damned. I bet it belongs to those girls next door.” Gram sniffed and collected the plates. Next to Lie’s coffee mug, the compartmented container holding a week’s worth of his medication was still full.


  The animal did nothing but sleep and eat. Lie called a pet store in the City and learned that kinkajous ate insects and honey and bananas. He fed it Froot Loops, yogurt and granola, a moth he caught one evening in the bedroom. Tonight it slept once more, and he stroked it, murmuring to himself. He still hadn’t called the number on the collar.


  From here he could just make out the cottage, a white blur through dark leaves and tangled brush. It was his cottage, really; a long time ago the estate gardener had lived there. The fashion designer had been friends with the present tenant in the City long ago. For the last fourteen years the place had been leased to Aurora Dawn. When he’d learned that, Lie Vagal had given a short laugh, one that the realtor had mistaken for displeasure.


  “We could evict her,” she’d said anxiously. “Really, she’s no trouble, just the town drunk, but once you’d taken possession—”


  “I wouldn’t dream of it.” Lie laughed again, shaking his head but not explaining. “Imagine, having Aurora Dawn for a neighbor again . . .”


  His accountant had suggested selling the cottage, it would be worth a small fortune now, or else turning it into a studio or guest house. But Lie knew that the truth was, his accountant didn’t want Lie to start hanging around with Aurora again. Trouble; all the survivors from those days were trouble.


  That might have been why Lie didn’t call the number on the collar. He hadn’t seen Aurora in fifteen years, although he had often glimpsed the girls playing in the woods. More than once he’d started to go meet them, introduce himself, bring them back to the house. He was lonely here. The visitors who still showed up at Aurora’s door at four A.M. used to bang around Lie’s place in the City. But that was long ago, before what Lie thought of as The Crash and what Rolling Stone had termed “the long tragic slide into madness of the one-time force majeur of underground rock and roll.” And his agent and his lawyer wouldn’t think much of him luring children to his woodland lair.


  He sighed. Sensing some shift in the summer air, his melancholy perhaps, the sleeping kinkajou sighed as well, and trembled where it lay curled between his thighs. Lie lifted his head to gaze out the open window.


  Outside the night lay still and deep over woods and lawns and the little dreaming cottage. A Maxfield Parrish scene, stars spangled across an ultramarine sky, twinkling bit of moon, there at the edge of the grass a trio of cottontails feeding peacefully amidst the dandelions. He had first been drawn to the place because it looked like this, like one of the paintings he collected. “Kiddie stuff,” his agent sniffed; “fairy tale pom.” Parrish and Rackham and Nielsen and Clarke. Tenniel prints of Alice’s trial. The DuFevre painting of the Erl-King that had been the cover of Lie Vagal’s second, phenomenally successful album. For the first two weeks after moving he had done nothing but pace the labyrinthine hallways, planning where they all would hang, this picture by this window, that one near another. All day, all night he paced; and always alone.


  Because he was afraid his agent or Gram or one of the doctors would find out the truth about Kingdom Come, the reason he had really bought the place. He had noticed it the first time the realtor had shown the house. She’d commented on the number of windows there were—


  “South-facing, too, the place is a hundred years old but it really functions as passive solar with all these windows. That flagstone floor in the green room acts as a heat sink—”


  She nattered on, but Lie said nothing. He couldn’t believe that she didn’t notice. No one did, not Gram or his agent or the small legion of people brought in from Stamford who cleaned the place before he moved in.


  It was the windows, of course. They always came to the windows first.


  The first time he’d seen them had been in Marrakech, nearly sixteen years ago. A window shaped like a downtumed heart, looking out onto a sky so blue it seemed to drip; and outside, framed within the window’s heavy white curves, Lie saw the crouching figure of a young man, bent over some object that caught the sun and flared so that he’d had to look away. When he’d turned back the young man was staring up in amazement as reddish smoke like dust roiled from the shining object. As Lie watched the smoke began to take the shape of an immense man. At that point the joint he held burned Lie’s fingers and he shouted, as much from panic as pain. When he looked out again the figures were gone.


  Since then he’d seen them many times. Different figures, but always familiar, always fleeting, and brightly colored as the tiny people inside a marzipan egg. Sinbad and the Roc; the little mermaid and her sisters; a brave little figure carrying a belt engraved with the words seven at a blow. The steadfast tin soldier and a Christmas tree soon gone to cinders; dogs with eyes as big as teacups, as big as soup plates, as big as millstones. On tour in Paris, London, Munich, L. A., they were always there, as likely (or unlikely) to appear in a hotel room overlooking a dingy alley as within the crystal mullions of some heiress’s bedroom. He had never questioned their presence, not after that first shout of surprise. They were the people, his people; the only ones he could trust in what was fast becoming a harsh and bewildering world.


  It was just a few weeks after the first vision in Marrakech that he went to that fateful party; and a few months after that came the staggering success of The Erl-King. And then The Crash, and all the rest of it. He had a confused memory of those years. Even now, when he recalled that time it was as a movie with too much crosscutting and no dialogue. An endless series of women (and men) rolling from his bed; dark glimpses of himself in the studio cutting Baba Yaga and The Singing Bone; a few overlit sequences with surging crowds screaming soundlessly beneath a narrow stage. During those years his visions of the people changed. At first his psychiatrist was very interested in hearing about them. And so for a few months that was all he’d talk about, until he could see her growing impatient. That was the last time he brought them up to anyone.


  But he wished he’d been able to talk to someone about them; about how different they were since The Crash. In the beginning he’d always noticed only how beautiful they were, how like his memories of all those stories from his childhood. The little mermaid gazing adoringly up at her prince; the two children in the cottage made of gingerbread and gumdrops; the girl in her glass coffin awakened by a kiss. It was only after The Crash that he remembered the other parts of the tales, the parts that in childhood had made it impossible for him to sleep some nights and which now, perversely, returned to haunt his dreams. The witch shrieking inside the stove as she was burned to death. The wicked queen forced to dance in the red-hot iron shoes until she died. The little mermaid’s prince turning from her to marry another, and the mermaid changed to sea foam as punishment for his indifference.


  But since he’d been at Kingdom Come these unnerving glimpses of the people had diminished. They were still there, but all was as it had been at the very first, the myriad lovely creatures flitting through the garden like moths at twilight. He thought that maybe it was going off his medication that did it; and so the full prescription bottles were hoarded in a box in his room, hidden from Gram’s eyes.


  That was how he made sure the people remained at Kingdom Come. Just like in Marrakech: they were in the windows. Each one opened onto a different spectral scene, visual echoes of the fantastic paintings that graced the walls. The bathroom overlooked a twilit ballroom; the kitchen a black dwarf’s cave. The dining room’s high casements opened onto the Glass Hill. From a tiny window in the third-floor linen closet he could see a juniper tree, and once a flute of pale bone sent its eerie song pulsing through the library.


  “You hear that, Gram?” he had gasped. But of course she heard nothing; she was practically deaf.


  Lately it seemed that they came more easily, more often. He would feel an itching at the corner of his eyes, Tinkerbell’s pixie dust, the Sandman’s seed. Then he would turn, and the placid expanse of new-mown lawn would suddenly be transformed into gnarled spooky trees beneath a grinning moon, rabbits holding hands, the grass frosted with dew that held the impressions of many dancing feet. He knew there were others he didn’t see, wolves and witches and bones that danced. And the most terrible one of all—the Erl-King, the one he’d met at the party; the one who somehow had set all this in motion and then disappeared. It was Lie’s worst fear that someday he would come back.


  Now suddenly the view in front of him changed. Lie started forward. The kinkajou slid from his lap like a bolt of silk to lie at his feet, still drowsing. From the trees waltzed a girl, pale in the misty light. She wore a skirt that fetched just above her bare feet, a white blouse that set off a tangle of long dark hair. Stepping onto the lawn she paused, turned back and called into the woods. He could hear her voice but not her words. A child’s voice, although the skirt billowed about long legs and he could see where her breasts swelled within the white blouse.


  Ah, he thought, and tried to name her. Jorinda, Gretel, Ashputtel?


  But then someone else crashed through the brake of saplings. Another girl, taller and wearing jeans and a halter top, swatting at her bare arms. He could hear what she was saying; she was swearing loudly while the first girl tried to hush her. He laughed, nudged the kinkajou on the floor. When it didn’t respond he bent to pick it up and went downstairs.


  “I don’t think anyone’s home,” Haley said. She stood a few feet from the haven of the birch grove, feeling very conspicuous surrounded by all this open lawn. She killed another mosquito and scratched her arm. “Maybe we should just call, or ask your mother. If she knows this guy.”


  “She doesn’t like him,” Linette replied dreamily. A faint mist rose in little eddies about them. She lifted her skirts and did a pirouette, her bare feet leaving darker impressions on the gray lawn. “And it would be even cooler if no one was there, we could go in and find Valentine and look around. Like a haunted house.”


  “Like breaking and entering,” Haley said darkly, but she followed her friend tiptoeing up the slope. The dewy grass was cool, the air warm and smelling of something sweet, oranges or maybe some kind of incense wafting down from the immense stone house.


  They walked up the lawn, Linette leading the way. Dew soaked the hem of her skirt and the cuffs of Haley’s jeans. At the top of the slope stood the great main house, a mock-Tudor fantasy of stone and stucco and oak beams. Waves of ivy and cream-colored roses spilled from the upper eaves; toppling ramparts of hollyhocks grew against the lower story. From here Haley could see only a single light downstairs, a dim green glow from behind curtains of ivy. Upstairs, diamond-paned windows had been pushed open, forcing the vegetation to give way and hang in limp streamers, some of them almost to the ground. The scent of turned earth mingled with that of smoke and oranges.


  “Should we go to the front door?” Haley asked. Seeing the back of the house close up like this unnerved her, the smell of things decaying and the darkened mansion’s dishabille. Like seeing her grandmother once without her false teeth: she wanted to turn away and give the house a chance to pull itself together.


  Linette stopped to scratch her foot. “Nah. It’ll be easier to just walk in if we go this way. If nobody’s home.” She straightened and peered back in the direction they’d come. Haley turned with her. The breeze felt good in her face. She could smell the distant dampness of Lake Muscanth, hear the croak of frogs and the rustling of leaves where deer stepped to water’s edge to drink. When the girls turned back to the big house each took a step forward. Then they gasped, Linette pawing at the air for Haley’s hand.


  “Someone’s there!”


  Haley nodded. She squeezed Linette’s fingers and then drew forward.


  They had only looked away for an instant. But it had been long enough for lights to go on inside and out, so that now the girls blinked in the glare of spotlights. Someone had thrown open a set of French doors opening onto a sort of patio decorated with tubs of geraniums and very old wicker porch furniture, the wicker sprung in threatening and dangerous patterns. Against the brilliance the hollyhocks loomed black and crimson. A trailing length of white curtain blew from the French doors onto the patio. Haley giggled nervously, and heard Linette breathing hard behind her.


  Someone stepped outside, a small figure not much taller than Haley. He held something in his arms, and cocked his head in a way that was, if not exactly welcoming, at least neutral enough to indicate that they should come closer.


  Haley swallowed and looked away. She wondered if it would be too stupid just to run back to the cottage. But behind her Linette had frozen. On her face was the same look she had when caught passing notes in class, a look that meant it would be up to Haley, as usual, to get them out of this.


  “Hum,” Haley said, clearing her throat. The man didn’t move. She shrugged, trying to think of something to say.


  “Come on up,” a voice rang out; a rather high voice with the twangy undercurrent of a Texas accent. It was such a cheerful voice, as though they were expected guests, that for a moment she didn’t associate it with the stranger on the patio. “It’s okay, you’re looking for your pet, right?”


  Behind her Linette gasped again, in relief. Then Haley was left behind as her friend raced up the hill, holding up her skirts and glancing back, laughing.


  “Come on! He’s got Valentine—”


  Haley followed her, walking deliberately slowly. Of a sudden she felt odd. The too-bright lights on a patio smelling of earth and mandarin oranges; the white curtain blowing in and out; the welcoming stranger holding Valentine. It all made her dizzy, fairly breathless with anticipation; but frightened, too. For a long moment she stood there, trying to catch her breath. Then she hurried after her friend.


  When she got to the top Linette was holding the kinkajou, crooning over it the way Haley usually did. Linette herself hadn’t given it this much attention since its arrival last spring. Haley stopped, panting, next to a wicker chair, and bent to scratch her ankle. When she looked up again the stranger was staring at her.


  “Hello,” he said. Haley smiled shyly and shrugged, then glanced at Linette.


  “Hey! You got him back! I told you he was here—”


  Linette smiled, settled onto a wicker loveseat with Valentine curled among the folds of her skirt. “Thanks,” she said softly, glancing up at the man. “He found him two days ago, he said. This is Haley—”


  The man said hello again, still smiling. He was short, and wore a black T-shirt and loose white trousers, like hospital pants only cut from some fancy cloth. He had long black hair, thinning back from his forehead but still thick enough to pull into a ponytail. He reminded her of someone; she couldn’t think who. His hands were crossed on his chest and he nodded at Haley, as though he knew what she was thinking.


  “You’re sisters,” he said; then when Linette giggled shook his head, laughing. “No, of course, that’s dumb: you’re just friends, right? Best friends, I see you all the time together.”


  Haley couldn’t think of anything to say, so she stepped closer to Linette and stroked the kinkajou’s head. She wondered what happened now: if they stayed here on the porch with the stranger, or took Valentine and went home, or—


  But what happened next was that a very old lady appeared in the French doors that led inside. She moved quickly, as though if she slowed down even for an instant she would be overtaken by one of the things that overtake old people, arthritis maybe, or sleep; and she swatted impatiently at the white curtains blowing in and out.


  “Elijah,” she said accusingly. She wore a green polyester blouse and pants patterned with enormous orange poppies, and fashionable eyeglasses with very large green frames. Her white hair was carefully styled. As she stood in the doorway her gaze flicked from Linette and the kinkajou to the stranger, then back to Linette. And Haley saw something cross the old woman’s face as she looked at her friend, and then at the man again: an expression of pure alarm, terror almost. Then the woman turned and looked at Haley for the first time. She shook her head earnestly and continued to stare at Haley with very bright eyes, as though they knew each other from somewhere, or as though she had quickly sized up the situation and decided Haley was the only other person here with any common sense, which seemed precisely the kind of thing this old lady might think. “I’m Elijah’s grandmother,” she said at last, and very quickly crossed the patio to stand beside the stranger.


  “Hi,” said Linette, looking up from beneath waves of dark hair. The man smiled, glancing at the old lady. His hand moved very slightly toward Linette’s head, as though he might stroke her hair. Haley desperately wanted to scratch her ankle again, but was suddenly embarrassed lest anyone see her. The old lady continued to stare at her, and Haley finally coughed.


  “I’m Haley,” she said, then added, “Linette’s friend.” As though the lady knew who Linette was.


  But maybe she did, because she nodded very slightly, glancing again at Linette and then at the man she had said was her grandson. “Well,” she said. Her voice was strong and a little shrill, and she too had a Texas accent. “Come on in, girls. Elijah. I put some water on for tea.”


  Now this is too weird, thought Haley. The old lady strode back across the patio and held aside the white curtains, waiting for them to follow her indoors. Linette stood, cradling the kinkajou and murmuring to it. She caught Haley’s eye and smiled triumphantly. Then she followed the old lady, her skirt rustling about her legs. That left Haley and the man still standing by the wicker furniture.


  “Come on in, Haley,” he said to her softly. He extended one hand toward the door, a very long slender hand for such a short man. Around his wrist he wore a number of thin silver-and gold-colored bracelets. There came again that overpowering scent of oranges and fresh earth, and something else too, a smoky musk like incense. Haley blinked and steadied herself by touching the edge of one wicker chair. “It’s okay, Haley—”


  Is it? she wondered. She looked behind her, down the hill to where the cottage lay sleeping. If she yelled would Aurora hear her? Would anyone? Because she was certain now that something was happening, maybe had already happened and it was just taking a while (as usual) to catch up with Haley. From the woods edging Lake Muscanth came the yapping of the fox again, and the wind brought her the smell of water. For a moment she shut her eyes and pretended she was there, safe with the frogs and foxes.


  But even with her eyes closed she could feel the man staring at her with that intent dark gaze. It occurred to Haley then that the only reason he wanted her to come was that he was afraid Linette would go if Haley left. A wave of desolation swept over her, to think she was unwanted, that even here and now it was as it always was: Linette chosen first for teams, for dances, for secrets, and Haley waiting, waiting.


  “Haley.”


  The man touched her hand, a gesture so tentative that for a moment she wasn’t even sure it was him: it might have been the breeze, or a leaf falling against her wrist. She looked up and his eyes were pleading, but also apologetic; as though he really believed it wouldn’t be the same without her. And she knew that expression—now who stared at her just like that, who was it he looked like?


  It was only after she had followed him across the patio, stooping to brush the grass from her bare feet as she stepped over the threshold into Kingdom Come, that she realized he reminded her of Linette.


  The tea was Earl Grey, the same kind they drank in Linette’s kitchen. But this kitchen was huge: the whole cottage could practically have fit inside it. For all that it was a reassuring place, with all the normal kitchen things where they should be—microwave, refrigerator, ticking cat clock with its tail slicing back and forth, back and forth.


  “Cream and sugar?”


  The old lady’s hands shook as she put the little bowl on the table. Behind her Lie Vagal grinned, opened a cabinet and took out a golden jar.


  “I bet she likes honeyhe pronounced, setting the jar in front of Linette.


  She giggled delightedly. “How did you know?”


  “Yeah, how did you know?” echoed Haley, frowning a little. In Linette’s lap the kinkajou uncurled and yawned, and Linette dropped a spoonful of honey into its mouth. The old lady watched tight-lipped.


  Behind her glasses her eyes sought Haley’s, but the girl looked away, shy and uneasy.


  “Just a feeling I had, just a lucky guess,” Lie Vagal sang. He took a steaming mug from the table, ignored his grandmother when she pointed meaningfully at the pill bottle beside it. “Now, would you girls like to tour the rest of the house?”


  It was an amazing place. There were chairs of brass and ebony, chairs of antlers, chairs of neon tubes. Incense burners shaped like snakes and elephants sent up wisps of sweet smoke. From the living room wall gaped demonic masks, and a hideous stick figure that looked like something that Haley, shuddering, recalled from Uncle Wiggly. There was a glass ball that sent out runners of light when you touched it, and a jukebox that played a song about the Sandman.


  And everywhere were the paintings. Not exactly what you would expect to find in a place like this: paintings that illustrated fairy tales. Puss in Boots and the Three Billy Goats Gruff. Aladdin and the Monkey King and the Moon saying goodnight. Famous paintings, some of them—Haley recognized scenes from books she’d loved as a child, and framed animation cells from Pinocchio and Snow White and Cinderella.


  These were parceled out among the other wonders. A man-high tank seething with piranhas. A room filled with nothing but old record albums, thousands of them. A wall of gold and platinum records and framed clippings from Rolling Stone and NME and New York Rocker. And in the library a series of Andy Warhol silk-screens of a young man with very long hair, alternately colored green and blue, dated 1972.


  Linette was entranced by the fairy-tale paintings. She walked right past the Warhol prints to peruse a watercolor of a tiny child and a sparrow, and dreamily traced the edge of its frame. Lie Vagal stared after her, curling a lock of his hair around one finger. Haley lingered in front of the Warhol prints and chewed her thumb thoughtfully.


  After a long moment she turned to him and said, “I know who you are. You’re, like, this old rock star. Lie Vagal. You had some album that my babysitter liked when I was little.”


  He smiled and turned from watching Linette. “Yeah, that’s me.”


  Haley rubbed her lower lip, staring at the Warhol prints. “You must’ve been really famous, to get him to do those paintings. What was that album called? The Mountain King?”


  “The Erl-King.” He stepped to an ornate ormulu desk adrift with papers. He shuffled through them, finally withdrew a glossy pamphlet. “Let’s see—”


  He turned back to Haley and handed it to her. A CD catalog, opened to a page headed rock and roll archives and filled with reproductions of album cover art. He pointed to one, reduced like the others to the size of a postage stamp. The illustration was of a midnight landscape speared by lightning. In the foreground loomed a hooded figure, in the background tiny specks that might have been other figures or trees or merely errors in the printing process. The Erl-King, read the legend that ran beneath the picture.


  “Huh,” said Haley. She glanced up to call Linette, but her friend had wandered into the adjoining room. She could glimpse her standing at the shadowed foot of a set of stairs winding up to the next story. “Awesome,” Haley murmured, turning toward Lie Vagal. When he said nothing she awkwardly dropped the catalog onto a chair.


  “Let’s go upstairs,” he said, already heading after Linette. Haley shrugged and followed him, glancing back once at the faces staring from the library wall.


  Up here it was more like someone had just moved in. Their footsteps sounded louder, and the air smelled of fresh paint. There were boxes and bags piled against the walls. Amplifiers and speakers and other sound equipment loomed from corners, trailing cables and coils of wire. Only the paintings had been attended to, neatly hung in the corridors and beside windows. Haley thought it was weird, the way they were beside all the windows: not where you usually hung pictures. There were mirrors like that too, beside or between windows, so that sometimes the darkness threw back the night, sometimes her own pale and surprised face.


  They found Linette at the end of the long hallway. There was a door there, closed, an ornate antique door that had obviously come from somewhere else. It was of dark wood, carved with hundreds of tiny figures, animals and people and trees, and inlaid with tiny mirrors and bits of glass. Linette stood staring at it, her back to them. From her tangled hair peeked the kinkajou, blinking sleepily as Haley came up behind her.


  “Hey,” she began. Beside her Lie Vagal smiled and rubbed his forehead.


  Without turning Linette asked, “Where does it go?”


  “My bedroom,” said Lie as he slipped between them. “Would you like, to come in?”


  No, thought Haley.


  “Sure,” said Linette. Lie Vagal nodded and opened the door. They followed him inside, blinking as they strove to see in the dimness.


  “This is my inner sanctum.” He stood there grinning, his long hair falling into his face. “You’re the only people who’ve ever been in it, really, except for me. My grandmother won’t come inside.”


  At first she thought the room was merely dark, and waited for him to switch a light on. But after a moment Haley realized there were lights on. And she understood why the grandmother didn’t like it. The entire room was painted black, a glossy black like marble. It wasn’t a very big room, surely not the one originally intended to be the master bedroom. There were no windows. An oriental carpet covered the floor with purple and blue and scarlet blooms. Against one wall a narrow bed was pushed—such a small bed, a child’s bed almost—and on the floor stood something like a tall brass lamp, with snaky tubes running from it.


  “Wow,” breathed Linette. “A hookah.”


  “A what?” demanded Haley; but no one paid any attention. Linette walked around, examining the hookah, the paintings on the walls, a bookshelf filled with volumes in old leather bindings. In a corner Lie Vagal rustled with something. After a moment the ceiling became spangled with lights, tiny white Christmas-tree lights strung from corner to corner like stars.


  “There!” he said proudly. “Isn’t that nice?”


  Linette looked up and laughed, then returned to poring over a very old book with a red cover. Haley sidled up beside her. She had to squint to see what Linette was looking at—a garishly tinted illustration in faded red and blue and yellow. The colors oozed from between the lines, and there was a crushed silverfish at the bottom of the page. The picture showed a little boy screaming while a long-legged man armed with a pair of enormous scissors snipped off his thumbs.


  “Yuck!” Haley stared open-mouthed, then abruptly walked away. She drew up in front of a carved wooden statue of a troll, child-sized. Its wooden eyes were painted white, with neither pupil nor iris. “Man, this is kind of a creepy bedroom.”


  From across the room Lie Vagal regarded her, amused. “That’s what Gram says.” He pointed at the volume in Linette’s hands. “I collect old children’s books. That’s Struwwelpeter. German. It means Slovenly Peter.”


  Linette turned the page. “I love all these pictures and stuff. But isn’t it kind of dark in here?” She closed the book and wandered to the far end of the room where Haley stared at a large painting. “I mean, there’s no windows or anything.”


  He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. I like it like this.”


  Linette crossed the room to stand beside Haley in front of the painting.


  It was a huge canvas, very old, in an elaborate gilt frame. Thousands of fine cracks ran through it. Haley was amazed it hadn’t fallen to pieces years ago. A lamp on top of the frame illuminated it, a little too well for Haley’s taste. It took her a moment to realize that she had seen it before.


  “That’s the cover of your album—”


  He had come up behind them and stood there, reaching to chuck the kinkajou under the chin. “That’s right,” he said softly. “The Erl-King.”


  It scared her. The hooded figure in the foreground hunched towards a tiny form in the distance, its outstretched arms ending in hands like claws. There was a smear of white to indicate its face, and two dark smudges for eyes, as though someone had gouged the paint with his thumbs. In the background the smaller figure seemed to be fleeing on horseback. A bolt of lightning shot the whole scene with splinters of blue light, so that she could just barely make out that the rider held a smaller figure in his lap. Black clouds scudded across the sky, and on the horizon reared a great house with windows glowing yellow and red. Somehow Haley knew the rider would not reach the house in time.


  Linette grimaced. On her shoulder the kinkajou had fallen asleep again. She untangled its paws from her hair and asked, “The Erl-King? What’s that?”


  Lie Vagal took a step closer to her.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “—‘Oh father! My father! And dost thou not see?

            The Erl-King and his daughter are waiting for me?’

            —‘Now shame thee, my dearest! Tis fear makes thee blind

            Thou seest the dark willows which wave in the wind.’ ”

          
        

      
    

  


  He stopped. Linette shivered, glanced aside at Haley. “Wow. That’s creepy—you really like all this creepy stuff . . .”


  Haley swallowed and tried to look unimpressed. “That was a song?”


  He shook his head. “It’s a poem, actually. I just ripped off the words, that’s all.” He hummed softly. Haley vaguely recognized the tune and guessed it must be from his album.


  “ ‘Oh father, my father,’ ” he sang, and reached to take Linette’s hand. She joined him shyly, and the kinkajou drooped from her shoulder across her back.


  “Lie!”


  The voice made the girls jump. Linette clutched at Lie. The kinkajou squealed unhappily.


  “Gram.” Lie’s voice sounded somewhere between reproach and disappointment as he turned to face her. She stood in the doorway, weaving a little and with one hand on the doorframe to steady herself.


  “It’s late. I think those girls should go home now.”


  Linette giggled, embarrassed, and said, “Oh, we don’t have—”


  “Yeah, I guess so,” Haley broke in, and sidled toward the door. Lie Vagal stared after her, then turned to Linette.


  “Why don’t you come back tomorrow, if you want to see more of the house? Then it won’t get too late.” He winked at Haley. “And Gram is here, so your parents shouldn’t have to worry.”


  Haley reddened. “They don’t care,” she lied. “It’s just, it’s kind of late and all.”


  “Right, that’s right,” said the old lady. She waited for them all to pass out of the room, Lie pausing to unplug the Christmas-tree lights, and then followed them downstairs.


  On the outside patio the girls halted, unsure how to say goodbye.


  “Thank you,” Haley said at last. She looked at the old lady. “For the tea.”


  “Yeah, thanks,” echoed Linette. She looked over at Lie Vagal standing in the doorway. The backlight made of him a black shadow, the edges of his hair touched with gold. He nodded to her, said nothing. But as they made their way back down the moonlit hill his voice called after them with soft urgency.


  “Come back,” he said.


  It was two more days before Haley returned to Linette’s. After dinner she rode her bike up the long rutted dirt drive, dodging cabbage butterflies and locusts and looking sideways at Kingdom Come perched upon its emerald hill. Even before she reached the cottage she knew Linette wasn’t there.


  “Haley. Come on in.”


  Aurora stood in the doorway, her cigarette leaving a long blue arabesque in the still air as she beckoned Haley. The girl leaned her bike against the broken stalks of sunflowers and delphiniums pushing against the house and followed Aurora.


  Inside was cool and dark, the flagstones’ chill biting through the soles of Haley’s sneakers. She wondered how Aurora could stand to walk barefoot, but she did: her feet small and dirty, toenails buffed bright pink. She wore a short black cotton tunic that hitched up around her narrow hips. Some days it doubled as nightgown and day wear; Haley guessed this was one of those days.


  “Tea?”


  Haley nodded, perching on an old ladderback chair in the kitchen and pretending interest in an ancient issue of Dairy Goat magazine. Aurora walked a little unsteadily from counter to sink to stove, finally handing Haley her cup and then sinking into an overstuffed armchair near the window. From Aurora’s mug the smell of juniper cut through the bergamot-scented kitchen. She sipped her gin and regarded Haley with slitted eyes.


  “So. You met Lie Vagal.”


  Haley shrugged and stared out the window. “He had Valentine,” she said at last.


  “He still does—the damn thing ran back over yesterday. Linette went after it last night and didn’t come back.”


  Haley felt a stab of betrayal. She hid her face behind her steaming mug. “Oh,” was all she said.


  “You’ll have to go get her, Haley. She won’t come back for me, so it’s up to you.” Aurora tried to make her voice light, but Haley recognized the strained desperate note in it. She looked at Aurora and frowned.


  You’re her mother, you bring her back, she thought, but said, “She’ll be back. I’ll go over there.”


  Aurora shook her head. She still wore her hair past her shoulders and straight as a needle; no longer blonde, it fell in streaked gray and black lines across her face. “She won’t,” she said, and took a long sip at her mug. “He’s got her now and he won’t want to give her back.” Her voice trembled and tears blurred the kohl around her eyelids.


  Haley bit her lip. She was used to this. Sometimes when Aurora was drunk, she and Linette carried her to bed, covering her with the worn flannel comforter and making sure her cigarettes and matches were out of sight. Linette acted embarrassed, but Haley didn’t mind, just as she didn’t mind doing the dishes sometimes or making grilled cheese sandwiches or French toast for them all, or riding her bike down to Schelling’s Market to get more ice when they ran out. She reached across to the counter and dipped another golden thread of honey into her tea.


  “Haley. I want to show you something.”


  The girl waited as Aurora weaved down the narrow passage into her bedroom. She could hear drawers being thrown open and shut, and finally the heavy thud of the trunk by the bed being opened. In a few minutes Aurora returned, carrying an oversized book.


  “Did I ever show you this?”


  She padded into the umber darkness of the living room, with its frayed kilims and cracked sitar like some huge shattered gourd leaning against the stuccoed wall. Haley followed, settling beside her. By the door the frogs hung with splayed feet in their sullen globe, their pale bellies turned to amber by the setting sun. On the floor in front of Haley glowed a rhomboid of yellow light. Aurora set the book within that space and turned to Haley. “Have I shown you this?” she asked again, a little anxiously.


  “No,” Haley lied. She had in fact seen the scrapbook about a dozen times over the years—the pink plastic cover with its peeling Day-Glo flowers hiding newspaper clippings and magazine pages soft as fur beneath her fingers as Aurora pushed it towards her.


  “He’s in there,” Aurora said thickly. Haley glanced up and saw that the woman’s eyes were bright red behind their smeared rings of kohl. Tangled in her thin fine hair were hoop earrings that reached nearly to her shoulder, and on one side of her neck, where a love bite might be, a tattoo no bigger than a thumbprint showed an Egyptian Eye of Horns. “Lie Vagal—him and all the rest of them—”


  Aurora started flipping through the stiff plastic pages, too fast for Haley to catch more than a glimpse of the photos and articles spilling out. Once she paused, fumbling in the pocket of her tunic until she found her cigarettes.


  YOUTHQUAKER! the caption read. Beside it was a black-and-white picture of a girl with long white-blonde hair and enormous, heavily kohled eyes. She was standing with her back arched, wearing a sort of bikini made of playing cards, MODEL AURORA DAWN, BRIGHTEST NEW LIGHT IN POP ARTIST’S SUPERSTAR HEAVEN.


  “Wow,” Haley breathed. She never got tired of the scrapbooks: it was like watching a silent movie, with Aurora’s husky voice intoning the perils that befell the feckless heroine.


  “That’s not it,” Aurora said, almost to herself, and began skipping pages again. More photos of herself, and then others—men with hair long and lush as Aurora’s; heavy women smoking cigars; twin girls no older than Haley and Linette, leaning on a naked man’s back while another man in a doctor’s white coat jabbed them with an absurdly long hypodermic needle. Aurora at an art gallery. Aurora on the cover of Interview magazine. Aurora and a radiant woman with shuttered eyes and long, long fishnet-clad legs—the woman was really a man, a transvestite Aurora said; but there was no way you could tell by looking at him. As she flashed through the pictures Aurora began to name them, bursts of cigarette smoke hovering above the pages.


  “Fairy Pagan. She’s dead.


  “Joey Face. He’s dead.


  “Marietta. She’s dead.


  “Precious Bane. She’s dead.


  “The Wanton Hussy. She’s dead.”


  And so on, for pages and pages, dozens of fading images, boys in leather and ostrich plumes, girls in miniskirts prancing across the backs of stuffed elephants at F.A.O. Schwartz or screaming deliriously as fountains of champagne spewed from tables in the back rooms of bars.


  “Miss Clancy deWolff. She’s dead.


  “Dianthus Queen. She’s dead.


  “Markey French. He’s dead.”


  Until finally the clippings grew smaller and narrower, the pictures smudged and hard to make out beneath curls of disintegrating newsprint—banks of flowers, mostly, and stiff faces with eyes closed beneath poised coffin lids, and one photo Haley wished she’d never seen (but yet again she didn’t close her eyes in time) of a woman jackknifed across the top of a convertible in front of the Chelsea Hotel, her head thrown back so that you could see where it had been sheared from her neck neatly as with a razor blade.


  “Dead. Dead. Dead,” Aurora sang, her finger stabbing at them until flecks of paper flew up into the smoke like ashes; and then suddenly the book ended and Aurora closed it with a soft heavy sound.


  “They’re all dead,” she said thickly; just in case Haley hadn’t gotten the point.


  The girl leaned back, coughing into the sleeve of her T-shirt. “What happened?” she asked, her voice hoarse. She knew the answers, of course: drugs, mostly, or suicide. One had been recent enough that she could recall reading about it in the Daily News.


  “What happened?” Aurora’s eyes glittered. Her hands rested on the scrapbook as on a Ouija board, fingers writhing as though tracing someone’s name. “They sold their souls. Every one of them. And they’re all dead now. Edie, Candy, Nico, Jackie, Andrea, even Andy. Every single one. They thought it was a joke, but look at it—”


  A tiny cloud of dust as she pounded the scrapbook. Haley stared at it and then at Aurora. She wondered unhappily if Linette would be back soon; wondered, somewhat shamefully because for the first time, exactly what had happened last night at Kingdom Come.


  “Do you see what I mean, Haley? Do you understand now?” Aurora brushed the girl’s face with her finger. Her touch was ice cold and stank of nicotine.


  Haley swallowed. “N-no,” she said, trying not to flinch. “I mean, I thought they all, like, OD’d or something.”


  Aurora nodded excitedly. “They did! Of course they did—but that was afterward—that was how they paid—”


  Paid. Selling souls. Aurora and her weird friends talked like that sometimes. Haley bit her lip and tried to look thoughtful. “So they, like, sold their souls to the devil?”


  “Of course!” Aurora croaked triumphantly. “How else would they have ever got where they did? Superstars! Rich and famous! And for what reason? None of them had any talent—none of them—but they ended up on TV, and in Vogue, and in the movies—how else could they have done it?”


  She leaned forward until Haley could smell her sickly berry-scented lipstick mingled with the gin. “They all thought they were getting such a great deal, but look how it ended—famous for fifteen minutes, then-pffftttt!”


  “Wow,” Haley said again. She had no idea, really, what Aurora was talking about. Some of these people she’d heard of, in magazines or from Aurora and her friends, but mostly their names were meaningless. A bunch of nobodies that nobody but Aurora had ever even cared about.


  She glanced down at the scrapbook and felt a small sharp chill beneath her breast. Quickly she glanced up again at Aurora: her ruined face, her eyes; that tattoo like a faded brand upon her neck. A sudden insight made her go hmm beneath her breath—


  Because maybe that was the point; maybe Aurora wasn’t so crazy, and these people really had been famous once. But now for some strange reason no one remembered any of them at all; and now they were all dead. Maybe they really were all under some sort of curse. When she looked up Aurora nodded, slowly, as though she could read her thoughts.


  “It was at a party. At the Factory,” she began in her scorched voice. “We were celebrating the opening of Scag—that was the first movie to get real national distribution, it won the Silver Palm at Cannes that year. It was a fabulous party, I remember there was this huge Lalique bowl filled with cocaine and in the bathroom Doctor Bob was giving everyone a pop—


  “About three A.M. most of the press hounds had left, and a lot of the neophytes were just too wasted and had passed out or gone on to Max’s. But Candy was still there, and Liatris, and Jackie and Lie Vagal—all the core people—and I was sitting by the door, I really was in better shape than most of them, or I thought I was, but then I looked up and there is this guy there I’ve never seen before. And, like, people wandered in and out of there all the time, that was no big deal, but I was sitting right by the door with Jackie, I mean it was sort of a joke, we’d been asking to see people’s invitations, turning away the offal, but I swear I never saw this guy come in. Later Jackie said she’d seen him come in through the fire escape; but I think she was lying. Anyway, it was weird.


  “And so I must have nodded out for a while, because all of a sudden I jerk up and look around and here’s this guy with everyone huddled around him, bending over and laughing like he’s telling fortunes or something. He kind of looked like that, too, like a gypsy—not that everyone didn’t look like that in those days, but with him it wasn’t so much like an act. I mean, he had this long curly black hair and these gold earrings, and high suede boots and velvet pants, all black and red and purple, but with him it was like maybe he had always dressed like that. He was handsome, but in a creepy sort of way. His eyes were set very close together and his eyebrows grew together over his nose—that’s the mark of a warlock, eyebrows like that—and he had this very neat British accent. They always went crazy over anyone with a British accent.


  “So obviously I had been missing something, passed out by the door, and so I got up and staggered over to see what was going on. At first I thought he was collecting autographs. He had this very nice leather-bound book, like an autograph book, and everyone was writing in it. And I thought, God, how tacky. But then it struck me as being weird, because a lot of those people—not Candy, she’d sign anything—but a lot of the others, they wouldn’t be caught dead doing anything so bourgeois as signing autographs. But here just about everybody was passing this pen around—a nice gold Cross pen, I remember that—even Andy, and I thought, Well this I got to see.


  “So I edged my way in, and that’s when I saw they were signing their names. But it wasn’t an autograph book at all. It wasn’t like anything I’d ever seen before. There was something printed on every page, in this fabulous gold and green lettering, but very official-looking, like when you see an old-fashioned decree of some sort. And they were all signing their names on every page. Just like in a cartoon, you know, ‘Sign here!’ And, I mean, everyone had done it—Lie Vagal had just finished and when the man saw me coming over he held the book up and flipped through it real fast, so I could see their signatures . . .”


  Haley leaned forward on her knees, heedless now of the smoke and Aurora’s huge eyes staring fixedly at the empty air.


  “What was it?” the girl breathed. “Was it—?”


  “It was their souls.” Aurora hissed the last word, stubbing out her cigarette in her empty mug. “Most of them, anyway—because, get it, who would ever want their souls? It was a standard contract—souls, sanity, first-born children. They all thought it was a joke—but look what happened.” She pointed at the scrapbook as though the irrefutable proof lay there.


  Haley swallowed. “Did you—did you sign?”


  Aurora shook her head and laughed bitterly. “Are you crazy? Would I be here now if I had? No, I didn’t, and a few others didn’t—Viva, Liatris and Coppelia, David Watts. We’re about all that’s left, now—except for one or two who haven’t paid up . . .”


  And she turned and gazed out the window, to where the overgrown apple trees leaned heavily and spilled their burden of green fruit onto the stone wall that separated them from Kingdom Come.


  “Lie Vagal,” Haley said at last. Her voice sounded hoarse as Aurora’s own. “So he signed it, too.”


  Aurora said nothing, only sat there staring, her yellow hands clutching the thin fabric of her tunic. Haley was about to repeat herself, when the woman began to hum, softly and out of key. Haley had heard that song before—just days ago, where was it? and then the words spilled out in Aurora’s throaty contralto:


  
    
      
        
          	
            “— ‘Why trembles my darling? Why shrinks she with fear?’

            —‘Oh father! My father! The Erl-King is near!

            ‘The Erl-King, with his crown and his hands long and white!’

            —‘Thine eyes are deceived by the vapors of night.’

          
        

      
    

  


  “That song!” exclaimed Haley. “He was singing it—”


  Aurora nodded without looking at her. “The Erl-King,” she said. “He recorded it just a few months later . . .”


  Her gaze dropped abruptly to the book at her knees. She ran her fingers along its edge, then as though with long practice opened it to a page towards the back. “There he is,” she murmured, and traced the outlines of a black-and-white photo, neatly pressed beneath its sheath of yellowing plastic.


  It was Lie Vagal. His hair was longer, and black as a cat’s. He wore high leather boots, and the picture had been posed in a way to make him look taller than he really was. But what made Haley feel sick and frightened was that he was wearing makeup—his face powdered dead white, his eyes livid behind pools of mascara and kohl, his mouth a scarlet blossom. And it wasn’t that it made him look like a woman (though it did).


  It was that he looked exactly like Linette.


  Shaking her head, she turned towards Aurora, talking so fast her teeth chattered. “You—does she—does he—does he know?”


  Aurora stared down at the photograph and shook her head. “I don’t think so. No one does. I mean, people might have suspected, I’m sure they talked, but—it was so long ago, they all forgot. Except for him, of course—”


  In the air between them loomed suddenly the image of the man in black and red and purple, heavy gold rings winking from his ears. Haley’s head pounded and she felt as though the floor reeled beneath her. In the hazy air the shining figure bowed its head, light gleaming from the unbroken ebony line that ran above its eyes. She seemed to hear a voice hissing to her, and feel cold sharp nails pressing tiny half-moons into the flesh of her arm. But before she could cry out the image was gone. There was only the still dank room, and Aurora saying,


  “. . . for a long time thought he would die, for sure—all those drugs—and then of course he went crazy; but then I realized he wouldn’t have made that kind of deal. Lie was sharp, you see; he did have some talent, he didn’t need this sort of—of thing to make him happen. And Lie sure wasn’t a fool. Even if he thought it was a joke, he was terrified of dying, terrified of losing his mind—he’d already had that incident in Marrakech—and so that left the other option; and since he never knew, I never told him; well it must have seemed a safe deal to make . . .”


  A deal. Haley’s stomach tumbled as Aurora’s words came back to her—A standard contract—souls, sanity, first-born children. “But how—” she stammered.


  “It’s time.” Aurora’s hollow voice echoed through the chilly room. “It’s time, is all. Whatever it was that Lie wanted, he got; and now it’s time to pay up.”


  Suddenly she stood, her foot knocking the photo album so that it skidded across the flagstones, and tottered back into the kitchen. Haley could hear the clatter of glassware as she poured herself more gin. Silently the girl crept across the floor and stared for another moment at the photo of Lie Vagal. Then she went outside.


  She thought of riding her bike to Kingdom Come, but absurd fears—she had visions of bony hands snaking out of the earth and snatching the wheels as she passed—made her walk instead. She clambered over the stone wall, grimacing at the smell of rotting apples. The unnatural chill of Linette’s house had made her forget the relentless late-August heat and breathless air out here, no cooler for all that the sun had set and left a sky colored like the inside of a mussel shell. From the distant lake came the desultory thump of bullfrogs. When she jumped from the wall to the ground a windfall popped beneath her foot, spattering her with vinegary muck. Haley swore to herself and hurried up the hill.


  Beneath the ultramarine sky the trees stood absolutely still, each moored to its small circle of shadow. Walking between them made Haley’s eyes hurt, going from that eerie dusk to sudden darkness and then back into the twilight. She felt sick, from the heat and from what she had heard. It was crazy, of course, Aurora was always crazy; but Linette hadn’t come back, and it had been such a creepy place, all those pictures, and the old lady, and Lie Vagal himself skittering through the halls and laughing . . .


  Haley took a deep breath, balled up her T-shirt to wipe the sweat from between her breasts. It was crazy, that’s all; but still she’d find Linette and bring her home.


  On one side of the narrow bed Linette lay fast asleep, snoring quietly, her hair spun across her cheeks in a shadowy lace. She still wore the pale blue peasant’s dress she’d had on the night before, its hem now spattered with candle wax and wine. Lie leaned over her until he could smell it, the faint unwashed musk of sweat and cotton and some cheap drugstore perfume, and over all of it the scent of marijuana. The sticky end of a joint was on the edge of the bedside table, beside an empty bottle of wine. Lie grinned, remembering the girl’s awkwardness in smoking the joint. She’d had little enough trouble managing the wine. Aurora’s daughter, no doubt about that.


  They’d spent most of the day in bed, stoned and asleep; most of the last evening as well, though there were patches of time he couldn’t recall. He remembered his grandmother’s fury when midnight rolled around and she’d come into the bedroom to discover the girl still with him, and all around them smoke and empty bottles. There’d been some kind of argument then with Gram, Linette shrinking into a corner with her kinkajou; and after that more of their laughing and creeping down hallways. Lie showed her all his paintings. He tried to show her the people, but for some reason they weren’t there, not even the three bears drowsing in the little eyebrow window in the attic half-bath. Finally, long after midnight, they’d fallen asleep, Lie’s fingers tangled in Linette’s long hair, chaste as kittens. His medication had long since leached away most sexual desire. Even before The Crash, he’d always been uncomfortable with the young girls who waited backstage for him after a show, or somehow found their way into the recording studio. That was why Gram’s accusations had infuriated him—


  “She’s a friend, she’s just a friend—can’t I have any friends at all? Can’t I?” he’d raged, but of course Gram hadn’t understood, she never had. Afterwards had come that long silent night, with the lovely flushed girl asleep in his arms, and outside the hot hollow wind beating at the walls.


  Now the girl beside him stirred. Gently Lie ran a finger along her cheekbone and smiled as she frowned in her sleep. She had her mother’s huge eyes, her mother’s fine bones and milky skin, but none of that hardness he associated with Aurora Dawn. It was so strange, to think that a few days ago he had never met this child; might never have raised the courage to meet her, and now he didn’t want to let her go home. Probably it was just his loneliness; that and her beauty, her resemblance to all those shining creatures who had peopled his dreams and visions for so long. He leaned down until his lips grazed hers, then slipped from the bed.


  He crossed the room slowly, reluctant to let himself come fully awake. But in the doorway he started.


  “Shit!”


  Across the walls and ceiling of the hall huge shadows flapped and dove. A buzzing filled the air, the sound of tiny feet pounding against the floor. Something grazed his cheek and he cried out, slapping his face and drawing his hand away sticky and damp. When he gazed at his palm he saw a smear of yellow and the powdery shards of wings.


  The hall was full of insects. June bugs and katydids, beetles and lacewings and a Prometheus moth as big as his two hands, all of them flying crazily around the lights blooming on the ceiling and along the walls. Someone had opened all the windows; he had never bothered to put the screens in. He swatted furiously at the air, wiped his hand against the wall and frowned, trying to remember if he’d opened them; then thought of Gram. The heat bothered her more than it did him—odd, considering her seventy-odd years in Port Arthur—but she’d refused his offers to have air conditioning installed. He walked down the corridor, batting at clouds of tiny white moths like flies. He wondered idly where Gram had been all day. It was strange that she wouldn’t have looked in on him; but then he couldn’t remember much of their argument. Maybe she’d been so mad she took to her own room out of spite. It wouldn’t be the first time.


  He paused in front of a Kay Nielsen etching from Snow White. Inside its simple white frame the picture showed the wicked queen, her face a crimson O as she staggered across a ballroom floor, her feet encased in red-hot iron slippers. He averted his eyes and stared out the window. The sun had set in a wash of green and deep blue; in the east the sky glowed pale gold where the moon was rising. It was ungodly hot, so hot that on the lawn the crickets and katydids cried out only every minute or so, as though in pain. Sighing, he raised his arms, pulling his long hair back from his bare shoulders so that the breath of breeze from the window might cool his neck.


  It was too hot to do anything; too hot even to lie in bed, unless sleep had claimed you. For the first time he wished the estate had a pool; then remembered the Jacuzzi. He’d never used it, but there was a skylight in there where he’d once glimpsed a horse like a meteor skimming across the midnight sky. They could take a cool bath, fill the tub with ice cubes. Maybe Gram could be prevailed upon to make some lemonade, or he thought there was still a bottle of champagne in the fridge, a housewarming gift from the realtor. Grinning, he turned and paced back down the hall, lace wings forming an iridescent halo about his head. He didn’t turn to see the small figure framed within one of the windows, a fair-haired girl in jeans and T-shirt scuffing determinedly up the hill towards his home; nor did he notice the shadow that darkened another casement, as though someone had hung a heavy curtain there to blot out the sight of the moon.


  Outside the evening had deepened. The first stars appeared, not shining so much as glowing through the hazy air, tiny buds of silver showing between the unmoving branches above Haley’s head. Where the trees ended Haley hesitated, her hand upon the smooth trunk of a young birch. She felt suddenly and strangely reluctant to go further. Before her, atop its sweep of deep green, Kingdom Come glittered like some spectral toy: spotlights streaming onto the patio, orange and yellow and white gleaming from the window casements, spangled nets of silver and gold spilling from some of the upstairs windows, where presumably Lie Vagal had strung more of his Christmas lights. On the patio the French doors had been flung open. The white curtains hung like loose rope to the ground. In spite of her fears Haley’s neck prickled at the sight: it needed only people there moving in the golden light, people and music . . .


  As though in answer to her thought a sudden shriek echoed down the hill, so loud and sudden in the twilight that she started and turned to bolt. But almost immediately the shriek grew softer, resolved itself into music—someone had turned on a stereo too loudly and then adjusted the volume. Haley slapped the birch tree, embarrassed at her reaction, and started across the lawn.


  As she walked slowly up the hill she recognized the music. Of course, that song again, the one Aurora had been singing a little earlier. She couldn’t make out any words, only the wail of synthesizers and a man’s voice, surprisingly deep. Beneath her feet the lawn felt brittle, the grass breaking at her steps and releasing an acrid dusty smell. For some reason it felt cooler here away from the trees. Her T-shirt hung heavy and damp against her skin, her jeans chafed against her bare ankles. Once she stopped and looked back, to see if she could make out Linette’s cottage behind its scrim of greenery; but it was gone. There were only the trees, still and ominous beneath a sky blurred with stars.


  She turned and went on up the hill. She was close enough now that she could smell that odd odor that pervaded Kingdom Come, oranges and freshly turned earth. The music pealed clear and sweet, an insidious melody that ran counterpoint to the singer’s ominous phrasing. She could hear the words now, although the singer’s voice had dropped to a childish whisper—


  
    
      
        
          	
            —“ ‘Oh Father! My father! And dost thou not hear

            ‘What words the Erl-King whispers low in mine ear?

            —‘Now hush thee, my darling, thy terrors appease.

            ‘Thou hearest the branches where murmurs the breeze.’ ”

          
        

      
    

  


  A few yards in front of her the patio began. She was hurrying across this last stretch of lawn when something made her stop. She waited, trying to figure out if she’d heard some warning sound—a cry from Linette, Aurora shrieking for more ice. Then very slowly she raised her head and gazed up at the house.


  There was someone there. In one of the upstairs windows, gazing down upon the lawn and watching her. He was absolutely unmoving, like a cardboard dummy propped against the sill. It looked like he had been watching her forever. With a dull sense of dread she wondered why she hadn’t noticed him before. It wasn’t Lie Vagal, she knew that; nor could it have been Linette or Gram. So tall it seemed that he must stoop to gaze out at her, his face enormous, perhaps twice the size of a normal man’s and a deathly yellow color. Two huge pale eyes stared fixedly at her. His mouth was slightly ajar. That face hung as though in a fog of black, and drawn up against his breast were his hands, knotted together like an old man’s—huge hands like a clutch of parsnips, waxy and swollen. Even from here she could see the soft glint of the spangled lights upon his fingernails, and the triangular point of his tongue like an adder’s head darting between his lips.


  For an instant she fell into a crouch, thinking to flee to the cottage. But the thought of turning her back upon that figure was too much for her. Instead Haley began to run towards the patio. Once she glanced up: and yes, it was still there, it had not moved, its eyes had not wavered from watching her; only it seemed its mouth might have opened a little more, as though it was panting.


  Gasping, she nearly fell onto the flagstone patio. On the glass tables the remains of this morning’s breakfast sat in congealed pools on bright blue plates. A skein of insects rose and trailed her as she ran through the doors.


  “Linette!”


  She clapped her hand to her mouth. Of course it would have seen where she entered; but this place was enormous, surely she could find Linette and they could run, or hide—


  But the room was so full of the echo of that insistent music that no one could have heard her call out. She waited for several heartbeats, then went on.


  She passed all the rooms they had toured just days before. In the corridors the incense burners were dead and cold. The piranhas roiled frantically in their tank, and the neon sculptures hissed like something burning. In one room hung dozens of framed covers of Interview magazine, empty-eyed faces staring down at her. It seemed now that she recognized them, could almost have named them if Aurora had been there to prompt her—


  Fairy Pagan, Dianthus Queen, Markey French . . .


  As her feet whispered across the heavy carpet she could hear them breathing behind her, dead, dead, dead.


  She ended up in the kitchen. On the wall the cat-clock ticked loudly. There was a smell of scorched coffee. Without thinking she crossed the room and switched off the automatic coffee maker, its glass carafe burned black and empty. A loaf of bread lay open on a counter, and a half-empty bottle of wine. Haley swallowed: her mouth tasted foul. She grabbed the wine bottle and gulped a mouthful, warm and sour; then coughing, found the way upstairs.


  Lie pranced back to the bedroom, singing to himself. He felt giddy, the way he did sometimes after a long while without his medication. By the door he turned and flicked at several buttons on the stereo, grimacing when the music howled and quickly turning the levels down. No way she could have slept through that. He pulled his hair back and did a few little dance steps, the rush of pure feeling coming over him like speed.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “ ‘If you will, oh my darling, then with me go away,

            My daughter shall tend you so fair and so gay . . .’ ”

          
        

      
    

  


  He twirled so that the cuffs of his loose trousers ballooned about his ankles. “Come, darling, rise and shine, time for little kinkajous to have their milk and honey—” he sang. And stopped.


  The bed was empty. On the side table a cigarette—she had taken to cadging cigarettes from him—burned in a little brass tray, a scant halfinch of ash at its head.


  “Linette?”


  He whirled and went to the door, looked up and down the hall. He would have seen her if she’d gone out, but where could she have gone? Quickly he paced to the bathroom, pushing the door open as he called her name. She would have had to pass him to get there; but the room was empty.


  “Linette!”


  He hurried back to the room, this time flinging the door wide as he entered. Nothing. The room was too small to hide anyone. There wasn’t even a closet. He walked inside, kicking at empty cigarette packs and clothes, one of Linette’s sandals, a dangling silver earring. “Linette! Come on, let’s go downstairs—”


  At the far wall he stopped, staring at the huge canvas that hung there. From the speakers behind him the music swelled, his own voice echoing his shouts.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “ ‘My father! My father! Oh hold me now fast!

            He pulls me, he hurts, and will have me at last—’ ”

          
        

      
    

  


  Lie’s hands began to shake. He swayed a little to one side, swiping at the air as though something had brushed his cheek.


  The Erl-King was gone. The painting still hung in its accustomed place in its heavy gilt frame. But instead of the menacing figure in the foreground and the tiny fleeing horse behind it, there was nothing. The yellow lights within the darkly silhouetted house had been extinguished. And where the hooded figure had reared with its extended claws, the canvas was blackened and charred. A hawkmoth was trapped there, its furled antennae broken, its wings shivered to fragments of mica and dust.


  “Linette.”


  From the hallway came a dull crash, as though something had fallen down the stairs. He fled the room while the fairy music ground on behind him.


  In the hall he stopped, panting. The insects moved slowly through the air, brushing against his face with their cool wings. He could still hear the music, although now it seemed another voice had joined his own, chanting words he couldn’t understand. As he listened he realized this voice did not come from the speakers behind him but from somewhere else—from down the corridor, where he could now see a dark shape moving within one of the windows overlooking the lawn.


  “Linette,” he whispered.


  He began to walk, heedless of the tiny things that writhed beneath his bare feet. For some reason he still couldn’t make out the figure waiting at the end of the hallway: the closer he came to it the more insubstantial it seemed, the more difficult it was to see through the cloud of winged creatures that surrounded his face. Then his foot brushed against something heavy and soft. Dazed, he shook his head and glanced down. After a moment he stooped to see what lay there.


  It was the kinkajou. Curled to form a perfect circle, its paws drawn protectively about its elfin face. When he stroked it he could feel the tightness beneath the soft fur, the small legs and long tail already stiff.


  “Linette,” he said again; but this time the name was cut off as Lie staggered to his feet. The kinkajou slid with a gentle thump to the floor.


  At the end of the hallway he could see it, quite clearly now, its huge head weaving back and forth as it chanted a wordless monotone. Behind it a slender figure crouched in a pool of pale blue cloth and moaned softly.


  “Leave her,” Lie choked; but he knew it couldn’t hear him. He started to turn, to run the other way back to his bedroom. He tripped once and with a cry kicked aside the kinkajou. Behind him the low moaning had stopped, although he could still hear that glottal voice humming to itself. He stumbled on for another few feet; and then he made the mistake of looking back.


  The curved staircase was darker than Haley remembered. Halfway up she nearly fell when she stepped on a glass. It shattered beneath her foot; she felt a soft prick where a shard cut her ankle. Kicking it aside, she went more carefully, holding her breath as she tried to hear anything above that music. Surely the grandmother at least would be about? She paused where the staircase turned, reaching to wipe the blood from her ankle, then with one hand on the paneled wall crept up the next few steps.


  That was where she found Gram. At the curve in the stairwell light spilled from the top of the hallway. Something was sprawled across the steps, a filigree of white etched across her face. Beneath Haley’s foot something cracked. When she put her hand down she felt the rounded corner of a pair of eyeglasses, the jagged spar where she had broken them.


  “Gram,” the girl whispered.


  She had never seen anyone dead before. One arm flung up and backwards, as though it had stuck to the wall as she fell; her dress raked above her knees so that Haley could see where the blood had pooled onto the next riser, like a shadowy footstep. Her eyes were closed but her mouth was half-open, so that the girl could see how her false teeth had come loose and hung above her lower lip. In the breathless air of the passageway she had a heavy sickly odor, like dead carnations. Haley gagged and leaned back against the wall, closing her eyes and moaning softly.


  But she couldn’t stay like that. And she couldn’t leave, not with Linette up there somewhere; even if that horrible figure was waiting for her. It was crazy: through her mind raced all the movies she had ever seen that were just like this, some idiot kid going up a dark stairway or into the basement where the killer waited, and the audience shrieking No!; but still she couldn’t go back.


  The hardest part was stepping over the corpse, trying not to actually touch it. She had to stretch across three steps, and then she almost fell but scrabbled frantically at the wall until she caught her balance. After that she ran the rest of the way until she reached the top.


  Before her stretched the hallway. It seemed to be lit by some kind of moving light, like a strobe or mirror ball; but then she realized that was because of all the moths bashing against the myriad lamps strung across the ceiling. She took a step, her heart thudding so hard she thought she might faint. There was the doorway to Lie Vagal’s bedroom; there all the open windows, and beside them the paintings.


  She walked on tiptoe, her sneakers melting into the thick carpeting. At the open doorway she stopped, her breath catching in her throat. But when she looked inside there was no one there. A cigarette burned in an ashtray next to the bed. By the door Lie Vagal’s stereo blinked with tiny red and green lights. The music went on, a ringing music like a calliope or glass harp. She continued down the hall.


  She passed the first window, then a painting; then another window and another painting. She didn’t know what made her stop to look at this one; but when she did her hands grew icy despite the cloying heat.


  The picture was empty. A little brass plate at the bottom of the frame read The Snow Queen; but the soft wash of watercolors showed only pale blue ice, a sickle moon like a tear on the heavy paper. Stumbling, she turned to look at the frame behind her. La Belle et La Bete, it read: an old photograph, a film still, but where two figures had stood beneath an ornate candelabra there was only a whitish blur, as though the negative had been damaged.


  She went to the next picture, and the next. They were all the same. Each landscape was empty, as though waiting for the artist to carefully place the principals between glass mountain and glass coffin, silver slippers and seven-league boots. From one to the other Haley paced, never stopping except to pause momentarily before those skeletal frames.


  And now she saw that she was coming to the end of the corridor. There on the right was the window where she had seen that ghastly figure; and there beneath it, crouched on the floor like some immense animal or fallen beam, was a hulking shadow. Its head and shoulders were bent as though it fed upon something. She could hear it, a sound like a kitten lapping, so loud that it drowned out even the muted wail of Lie Vagal’s music.


  She stopped, one hand touching the windowsill beside her. A few yards ahead of her the creature grunted and hissed; and now she could see that there was something pinned beneath it. At first she thought it was the kinkajou. She was stepping backwards, starting to turn to run, when very slowly the great creature lifted its head to gaze at her.


  It was the same tallowy face she had glimpsed in the window. Its mouth was open so that she could see its teeth, pointed and dulled like a dog’s, and the damp smear across its chin. It seemed to have no eyes, only huge ruined holes where they once had been; and above them stretched an unbroken ridge of black where its eyebrows grew straight and thick as quills. As she stared it moved its hands, huge clumsy hands like a clutch of rotting fruit. Beneath it she could glimpse a white face, and dark hair like a scarf fluttering above where her throat had been tom out.


  “Linette!”


  Haley heard her own voice screaming. Even much later after the ambulances came she could still hear her friend’s name; and another sound that drowned out the sirens: a man singing, wailing almost, crying for his daughter.


  Haley started school several weeks late. Her parents decided not to send her to Fox Lane after all, but to a parochial school in Goldens Bridge. She didn’t know anyone there and at first didn’t care to, but her status as a sort-of celebrity was hard to. shake. Her parents had refused to allow Haley to appear on television, but Aurora Dawn had shown up nightly for a good three weeks, pathetically eager to talk about her daughter’s murder and Lie Vagal’s apparent suicide. She mentioned Haley’s name every time.


  The nuns and lay people who taught at the high school were gentle and understanding. Counselors had coached the other students in how to behave with someone who had undergone a trauma like that, seeing her best friend murdered and horribly mutilated by the man who turned out to be her father. There was the usual talk about Satanic influences in rock music, and Lie Vagal’s posthumous career actually was quite promising. Haley herself gradually grew to like her new place in the adolescent scheme of things, half-martyr and half-witch. She even tried out for the school play, and got a small part in it; but that wasn’t until the spring.


  With apologies to Johann Wolfgang von Goethe


  Dionysus Dendrites


  I see him only in bright dreams:


  white face laughing, crouching in the crook


  of an oak with thrashing leaves. It seems


  he waits patiently, the years to him a blink, a look


  (glancing; no haste for those hands that reach


  for mine) to see if I have wakened since last we met.


  Breathlessly I beg him, “Speak to me, teach


  me the words that act as passkeys, the quiet


  song that soothes the Dog; name the place where I


  can cross the narrow river, enter the forest, climb


  that tree to join you.”


  He laughs at the lie they taught me:


  Of course I will cross that black water, in time.


  And then I wake. The leaves fade. The vivid eyes grow dim.


  I pull the curtains fast against the dawn,


  and turn to wait for him.


  Justice


  Elizabeth Hand’s story, “Justice,” provides the inspiration for this month’s cover. She is the author of the science fantasy novels, Winterlong, Æstival Tide, and The Eve of Saint Nynax, all published by Bantam Books. She lives on the coast of Maine with novelist Richard Grant and their children, and is working on a contemporary supernatural novel called Waking the Moon.


  
    
      
        
          	
            The gods always come. They will come down

            from their machines, and some they will save,

            others they will lift forcibly, abruptly

            by the middle; and when they bring some order

            they will retire. And then this one will do one thing,

            that one another; and in time the others

            will do their things. And we will start over again.


            —C.P. Cavafy, “Intervention of the Gods”

          
        

      
    

  


  I WAS IN A HOLIDAYINN HALF-way between Joy and Sulphur, Oklahoma, when the call came about the mutilations.


  “Janet? It’s Pete.” Peter Green, head of features at OUT? magazine back in New York.


  “What’s the matter?” I said wearily. I’d just left Lyman, my photographer, back in the motel bar with a tableful of empty beer bottles and my share of the bill. I was already in bed and had almost not answered the phone. Now it was too late.


  “Moira killed the Bradford story.” I snorted. “The hell she did.”


  Clink of ice in a glass: it was an hour later back in New York and two days before the weekly went to press. Pete would be at home, trying desperately to tie up all the loose ends before Moira McCain (OUR magazine was her magazine) started phoning him with the last-minute changes that had given Pete a heart attack last year, at the age of thirty-eight. “Too much fallout from the White’s piece.”


  A month earlier I’d done a story on the mass murderer who’d rampaged through a White’s Cafeteria in Dime Box, singling out women and children as targets for his AK-47. Turned out his estranged wife had tried to get a restraining order against him; she was meeting her mother at the cafeteria for lunch that day. A few weeks afterward there’d been another shooting spree. Same town, different restaurant chain, chillingly similar M.O.—girlfriend dumps guy, guy goes berserk, nine people end up dead. Now all the tabloids and networks were catching flack for over-publicizing the killings. Seven families had filed suit against a tabloid program that had presented the first killer—Jimmie Mac Lasswell, an overweight teenage boy—as a sensitive loner. Unbelievably, eight weeks later both killers were still at large. Not even sighted anywhere, which seemed impossible, given the scope of the publicity the killings had received. “Legal says put any kind of killer feature on hold till we find out how many of those suits are going to trial. That means Bradford. Moira’s already called and canceled your interview.”


  “Son of a bitch.”


  I’d been working on this story for six months, contacting all the principals, writing to Billy Bradford in prison. This was my third visit to Oklahoma: I was finally going to interview him face-to-face. The story was slated to run next week.


  “I know, Janet. I’m sorry.” And he was, too. Pete hated Moira more than any of us, and he’d helped arrange any number of my meetings with Bradford’s family and attorneys. Billy Bradford was a forty-two-year-old truckdriver who had sexually abused his fourteen-year-old stepdaughter. When she’d threatened to go to her school guidance counselor with the story, he’d killed her. What made the story gruesomely irresistible, though, was the fact that Bradford was an amateur taxidermist who had then stuffed his stepdaughter and hidden her body at his Lake Murray hunting camp. PSYCHODADDY! the New York Post had called him, and everyone got a lot of mileage out of the Norman Bates connection.


  But now the story was dead, and I was furious. “So what the hell am I supposed to do here in Bumfuck?”


  A long pause. More ice rattled on Pete’s end of the line. I knew something bad was coming.


  “Actually, there’s another story out there Moira wants you to cover.”


  “Oh yeah? What?” I spat. “It’s too early for the high school football championships.”


  “It’s, uh—well, it’s sort of a ritual thing. A—well, shit, Janet. It’s a cattle mutilation.”


  “A cattle mutilation! Are you crazy?”


  “Janet, look, we’ve got to have something—”


  “What is this, I’m being punished? I won six fucking awards last year, you tell her that! I’m not dicking around with some UFO bullshit—”


  “Janet, listen to me. It’s not like that, it’s—” He sighed. “Look, I don’t know what it is. Apparently Lyman was talking to her earlier today—this is after she killed the Bradford piece—and he mentioned hearing something on the radio down there about some cattle mutilations, and since you’re both already out there Moira figured maybe you could get a story out of it. Lyman’s got the details.”


  “Lyman’s gonna have more than details,” I snarled; but that was it. The Bradford story was dead. If Legal was worked up about it, Moira would never override their counsel. I could be in a room with Elvis Presley and the Pope and John Hinckley, and Moira would be whining with her lawyers over lunch at La Bernadine and refuse to run the story.


  “Call me tomorrow. Lyman knows where this ranch is—” Lyman was from Oklahoma City, by way of a degree in Classics at Yale and a Hollywood apprenticeship—“hell, he’s probably related to them—”


  “Right. Later.”


  I clicked off and flopped back into bed.


  Cattle mutilations. I should have switched from beer to tequila.


  Lyman did know where the ranch was—a few hours outside of Gene Autry, an hour or so from the Texas border and about sixty miles from where we’d been staying.


  “I’ll meet you there,” he said after giving me directions. Already his accent had kicked back in, and he’d resurrected a pair of ancient Tony Lama cowboy boots that he wore beneath his ninety-dollar jeans. “No later than noon, I swear.”


  He’d made plans to meet some distant cousin for a late breakfast somewhere on the way—


  “Great barbecue, Janet, wish you’d join us—”


  But I was too pissed to make small talk with Lyman and Don Ray. Instead I told Lyman I’d drop him off, and Don Ray would drive him down to find me in Gene Autry.


  But Lyman was still determined that I salvage something from the trip. “Listen here, Janet, if you go about four miles past Sulphur you can get off the Interstate onto old Route 77. It’ll take you right where we’re going, and it’s a real pretty road. I know you never got off the Interstate when you were here before. Route 77 goes through the Arbuckle Mountains and Turner Falls. And right before you hit the Interstate again there’s a place called Val’s Barbecue. Check it out for lunch.”


  He squeezed my arm and piled out of the rental car, weighted with cameras—he’d prove to the hick cousin that he was a real New York photographer now. And so I drove off, heading south for Gene Autry.


  It took a while for Route 77 to get pretty. There was none of that Dustbowl ambiance I’d been expecting when I’d first come out here to meet with Bradford’s wife. A lot of Oklahoma looked just like everywhere else now: McDonald’s, franchised bars with stupid names, endless lots selling RVs and fancy pickup trucks. But after half an hour or so the landscape changed. The franchises dried up; the tacky ranch houses with over-watered lawns gave way to tiny dogtrot bungalows silvered with age, surrounded by rusting cars and oil wells long since run dry. Behind these stretched what remained of the great prairie—most of it given over to grazing lands now, but oddly empty of cattle or any other signs of cultivation. The sky was pale blue and dizzyingly immense above those endless green-gold plains, though on the southern horizon black clouds stretched as far as I could see, and spikes of lightning played in the distance. I fiddled with the radio till I found George Jones singing “He Stopped Loving Her Today.”


  “Well shit,” I said out loud. Maybe cattle mutilations weren’t such a bad thing after all.


  After about an hour I saw my first sign for the Arbuckle Mountains. A few miles further and I passed a grimy motel, with a hand-lettered cardboard sign dangling from its neon pilasters. NOW! AMERICAN OWNED, it read. Another mile and I saw another sign, this one for the local football team. A crude caricature of an Indian in full headdress, his face scarlet and mouth wide open to show white pointed teeth. In one hand he held a tomahawk, in the other a scalp. The sign proclaimed HOME OF THE SAVAGES. I began to wish I’d waited to come with Lyman.


  A few miles out of town, the road started to climb. It narrowed until it was barely wide enough to let two pickups pass, but then I’d only seen three or four cars all morning. To either side white outcroppings of stone appeared, tufted with long brittle grass. Above me the blue sky had been overtaken by the storm front moving up from the south, and spates of rain slashed across the windshield now and again. I glanced down at the map on the seat beside me and decided to get off at the next exit for the Interstate, Tumer Falls or not.


  Suddenly, without warning the road ahead of me twisted, one hairpin turn after another. The map fell to the floor while I cursed and slowed to a crawl. To either side sheer walls of stone rose, only six or seven feet high but enough to block out any view and much of the yellowish light. Then the last turn ended, seeming to leave me hanging in the air. The radio reception crackled and inexplicably died. I glanced in the rearview mirror to make sure there was no one behind me and eased the car to the side of the road.


  I was atop a jagged hill overlooking a vista out of ancient Britain. An expanse of hills that looked as though they had been formed by huge hands crumpling the land together and then gently pulling it apart again. Some of the valleys between these hills formed nearly perfect Vs, their clefts so sharp and steep that no sun seemed to penetrate them. It was like a child’s drawing of mountains, although compared to real mountains back east, these were barely tall enough to pass for hills. What made it so creepy were the stones.


  There were thousands of them; thousands upon thousands. Pale gray and bleached white, like the tips of shark’s teeth protruding from the earth, and arranged in perfect lines, row after row, that dipped and rose as the hills did, until they disappeared upon the horizon. Between them the long prairie grasses grew sparsely, as though sown upon grave mounds. There were no trees, no shrubs, nothing except for the grass and stones. It was impossible to imagine who could have put them there—a task so immense and mindless it seemed beyond human comprehension—but so orderly was the progression it seemed unimaginable that it could be some natural formation.


  I pulled my hair back with my bandanna and got out. The wind beat against me, hot and damp, and I could hear the grasses whispering as they bent across the rocks. On another morning, with clear sky overhead and wildflowers nodding between the rows of limestone, it might have been an exhilarating sight. That day I found it nearly unbearable. I hurried back into the car and cranked up the a/c. Ten minutes later I was on the Interstate.


  Having circumvented Lyman’s directions, it took me a little longer to find the Lauren ranch. The Arbuckle Mountains disappeared as quickly as they had appeared, and soon I was back on the unbroken flatlands, with cottonwood and mesquite along the roadside beneath signs for Stuckey’s and Burger King. Finally I saw signs for Gene Autry, and a few miles later turned down a rutted gravel fire road that ran past tumbledown barns and a single rusting oil well. I was relieved when I saw three pickups pulled over to the side of the road. I checked my face in the mirror, rubbing my damp palms on my jeans and combing my hair back neatly. Too late I wondered if I should have worn a skirt—out here women still dressed like women. Not like they did in Texas, where housewives shopping at the H.E.B. all looked like Dallas extras; but I’d learned to be careful about how I looked, even for a cattle mutilation.


  A hundred yards from the road four men were standing around a dark form sprawled on the ground. I crawled over the barbed wire fence, glad I’d worn my own (new) cowboy boots. Overhead buzzards circled. The heavy wind carried an oppressively sweet smell. The men knotted together, talking with heads downturned beneath their Stetsons and glancing at me sideways. The fourth walked toward me.


  “I’m Janet Margolis from OUR magazine,” I said, holding out my hand. He took it gingerly, nodding. “Thank you for seeing us. My photographer should be here soon.”


  “Well. I’m Hank Lauren.” He cleared his throat uneasily. “This’s my land here, some of my men.”


  I followed him to where the others stood upwind of the first carcass. A few feet behind it was another, and next to that a third. As I approached the men grew silent. One lit a cigarette and tossed the match so that it dropped onto one of the dead animals. Beside me Hank Laurens’ feet fell heavily on the stony ground.


  I stopped to gaze at the first body, then looked up at him in surprise.


  “They’re not cows.”


  He shook his head. “No ma’am. They’re wild boars. Least I think they are. Agricultural Extension Office is checking, make sure nobody had some hogs escape the last few days.”


  “Javelinas,” one of the other men explained. When I looked up at him he glanced away, but went on as though talking to the air. “That’s a sort of wild pig we got around here. Sometimes they breed with the other kind. These’re the biggest ones I ever seen.” A shuffle and a murmur of agreement from the others. Hank coughed and waited while I stooped to look more closely.


  It was a horrible sight, whatever it had been. An ugly thing to begin with, larger than any pig I’d ever seen, not that I’d seen many. Big enough for a man to ride on, if he could straddle its wide back. It was covered with coarse black hair, rising in a high bristly peak up its spine. Around its neck paler fur, nearly white, formed a collar. I took out my tape recorder and clicked it on.


  “What’d you say this animal was called?”


  “Javelina,” the man answered loudly.


  “Peccary,” another said, stepping forward to nudge one of its stiff forelegs with his boot. “Collared peccary, that’s what the Extension Office calls ’em. Down along the Mexican border they call ’em javelinas.”


  “Peccary,” I repeated into the recorder, adding, “This is one big pig.”


  From the road echoed the sound of a car rattling along, and I looked back to see a big white Cadillac pull over. After a minute Lyman stumbled out, freighted with gear. He turned to shout thanks as the Cadillac roared away, then picked his way over the fence.


  “Take a look at this, Lyman.” I waved him over, trying not to grimace as a hot rank wave rose from the carcass at my feet. The men started talking among themselves again as Hank Lauren and Lyman shook hands. “I’ve never seen an animal this ugly in my life.”


  “Looks like someone didn’t think it was ugly enough.” Lyman swung out one of his cameras and started shooting. He squinted up at the sun, pewter-colored through the clouds, then back at the animal’s face. “Damn, you all had one sick puppy out here, do that to a damn pig. I’m sorry, Janet,” he added in a lower voice. “I shouldn’t have made you come out here by yourself.”


  I frowned, but Lyman only turned back to his shoot. It wasn’t until I crouched beside him to examine the thing’s head that I saw what he meant. What I had thought to be the peccary’s natural, if ugly, visage, was actually the result of some ghoulishly skillful work. The skin had been sliced into roseate petals around the eyes and folded back. Its ears were gone, and flies and gnats crawled in and out of the exposed white tubes that fed into its skull. Its lips were gone, too, so that the tusks and worn yellowed teeth looked enormous and raw, stained with blood and dirt-pocked.


  “Jesus,” I muttered. I stood, wiping the sweat from my palms, and glanced over at Lauren and his men. They said nothing, fastidiously ignoring me. I walked to the next carcass.


  The other bodies were the same. “Mutilation of a ritual, probably sexual nature,” I spoke into the recorder. “Damn, this is really sick—“I coughed and detailed some of the more obvious atrocities.


  Hank Lauren was near enough to hear what I was saying: out of the corner of my eye I could see him nodding. I looked away, unaccustomedly embarrassed. How often did one use words like castration, sodomy, coprophagy when referring to a pig? Over the last few years I’d learned how to deal with such horrors when associated with women or children—you turned it into righteous outrage, and that turned into money in the pages of OUR magazine—but still, I’d never been there to see the bodies uncovered. The sight of those grotesque, pathetic corpses, coupled with the stench of excrement and putrefication made me feel faint. I switched off my recorder, surreptitiously covered my mouth and took a few deep breaths. I didn’t want Lyman to see how this was affecting me. Then I stepped away to join Hank Laurens.


  “So this happened last night?”


  He shook his head. “Night before. Found them yesterday morning. Vet came out to do an autopsy said it happened that night.”


  “What do they think it was? Dogs?”


  He snorted. “No dog could do that. No coyote either. Somebody with a razor—you ever see a dog do that?” He pointed at one of the carcasses, its violation grotesquely evident from where we stood.


  “So what do they suspect?”


  He shrugged but said nothing. One of the other men, the one who’d been smoking, coughed and said, “Something like this happened few weeks ago down in Ladonia. That’s Texas, though.”


  Murmurs. “Last year there was something about it, some place in Colorado,” another man put in. “These mutilations. Saw it on Current Affair,” he added, turning tohis boss. “You remember I told you ’bout that?”


  I nodded and looked at Hank expectantly, my thumb on the recorder button. He was staring at the buzzards wheeling patiently in the sky. “What do you think, Hank? I mean, anything strange going on around here—cults, stuff like that? Kids listening to weird music?” I didn’t usually ask leading questions, but sometimes—with men especially—you had to keep probing before you finally hit a vein.


  “Around here we don’t go in for that kinder thing.” It was one of the other men who answered. He’d been frowning, watching Lyman race through two rolls of film. Now the ground crackled beneath his heavy boots as he walked to join Hank and me with that slightly bowlegged gait. “Church is a big deal out here. Kids don’t go in for that satanic music. Ones who do move on out.”


  The other men nodded. Lyman glanced over at me and winked.


  “So nothing that might explain this?” My voice sounded a little desperate. I had visions of the rest of the day blown at the Agricultural Extension Office, trying vainly to come up with some kind of hook for this damn story. “No kind of revenge angle, cattle rustling, anything like that?”


  “Don’t nobody rustle wild hogs,” Hank remarked. The others laughed.


  “Well, shit,” I muttered, switching off the recorder. The stench from the corpses was starting to overwhelm me. The afternoon air was warm and humid, and clouds of blowflies were erupting from swellings in the pigs’ bellies and their raw faces. “Lyman—?”


  Lyman had moved out to focus on the four cattlemen, the bloated carcasses in the foreground. The smoker lit another cigarette, cupping cracked hands around a match. He looked up and said, “Hank, what about that business with your sister and Brownen?”


  Hank Lauren didn’t say anything, but after a moment he nodded. I tried not to look too eager, but fixed him with a quizzical look.


  “Your sister?”


  Hank Lauren breathed in noisily, raising his head to stare up at the sun raising a gray blister in the clouds. “Don’t have a damn thing to do with this,” he said.


  “I just meant it’s been in all the papers, Hank,” the first man countered, and Hank sighed. I armed myself with the recorder again.


  “Just some problems with her and her ex,” he said wearily. “Locked him up on account he beat up on her and my nephew. But they let him out, some kind of restraining order. I testified, I heard that s.o.b. threaten t’kill her and the boy. He’s a sorry bastard. Got arrested for dealing drugs, too. Well, they let him out anyway. He started calling her and now he’s disappeared. Sue’s about ready to leave town, she’s so scared he’ll come some night’n cut her throat.”


  “So you think this might be some kind of sick vengeance he’s taking on your sister?”


  He shrugged, glanced at his watch. His eyes when he raised them again were dull. “Well I sure hope not.” He dug his heel into the dirt and tilted his chin toward the pickups leaning at the roadside. “You got to excuse us, but we’ve got a few things to take care of this afternoon.”


  We shook hands and Lyman took some more pictures of Lauren and his crew. I got addresses and a few telephone numbers, and promised them the article would be out within the next week or two. Lyman and I watched the trucks leave, firing one after another and spurting off in a haze of dust and gravel.


  “Well,” I said as we headed to the car. “That was certainly a disgusting waste of time.”


  Lyman shrugged his equipment from one shoulder to the other. “What was that about his brother-in-law? Sounds like your kind of thing.”


  I kicked up a cloud of gritty dust, grimacing as we met the barbed-wire fence again. “It’s only my kind of thing if he kills his ex-wife and shows up on national news. God, this is a depressing place.”


  “Well, we’re done now. I booked us out tomorrow at eleven. So we can head to Oklahoma City tonight and get a hotel, or wait till morning.”


  He threw his stuff into the car and leaned against the trunk.


  “For god’s sake, let’s get out of here.” I glanced back at the carcasses. A buzzard had landed beside one, hopping about it like an excited kid, finally pouncing on a long ribbon of flesh and tugging at it. “Ugh.”


  “We-ell—” Lyman eased around to the driver’s seat, shading his eyes and looking wistfully into the distance.


  “Oh, come on, Lyman!” I yanked my door open, exasperated. “What is it? See Rock City? Best Little Whorehouse in Gene Autry?”


  “Nooo. . . .” He started the car and we jounced down the road. “Just there’s this great place for barbecue up by the Arbuckle Reservoir. Indian territory but not too far from here. Only thing is, it’s only open for dinner. But there used to be a pretty good motel—”


  I was too dispirited to argue. “Sure, sure. Whatever. You drive, you feed me, whatever you want. Just make sure this time tomorrow I’m home. Okay?”


  We found a dusty little motel and checked in. I made a few phone calls about Lauren’s brother-in-law. I found his ex in the phone book. She hadn’t bothered to change the number, but I’d long since ceased to be surprised by what women wouldn’t do to avoid an abusive s.o.b. She was polite enough but didn’t want to talk to me; I left the number of the motel in case she changed her mind. Then I called the local constable. According to him, yes, George Brownen had been released; no, there wasn’t anything special they could do to protect his ex-wife, and the whole thing was probably being blown way out of proportion.


  “Right,” I said, dropping the phone in disgust and kicking back onto the bed. These things were always blown out of proportion, the proportions usually made up of some poor woman’s face slammed against the wall, or blown to pieces inside a mobile home out by the Piggly Wiggly. But the hell with it. I tried to tell myself it was just a job.


  I slept for a while. When I woke I showered, played back my tape and made a few notes, then buzzed Lyman’s room. Out: no doubt soaking up more local color, or tracking down another cousin. I changed into jeans and a T-shirt and headed for the motel bar.


  The motel sat on a sand-colored hillside, a few miles off Route 77 and with an impressive view of the Arbuckle Mountains rolled out like sepia corduroy to the east. A rusted sign advertising some defunct waterslide clapped loudly in the parking lot. Beneath the westering sun gleamed a tiny swimming pool half-full of overchlorinated water, the chemical smell so strong it made my eyes tear. I glanced vainly around for Lyman, crossed the parking lot, and stopped.


  A single other car was parked in the lot, around the corner from our room. Not a car, actually. An RV, a mid-sized late-model leviathan with fake wood trim and darkened windows, identical to a million other RVs holding up traffic from Bar Harbor to Yosemite.


  Only I recognized this one. I couldn’t figure out how, or from where; but I’d seen it before. I stood staring at it, wiping the sweat from my upper lip and wishing I’d worn my sunglasses. All I had was a vague remembrance of unease, the name and the sight of that van making me distinctly uncomfortable. I walked past it slowly, and as I approached fierce barking broke out from inside. The vehicle shimmied slightly, as a dog—make that dogs—threw themselves against the side; and that was familiar, too. A flicker of shadow against one of the windows, then a thump and furious snarling as they leaped against the windows again.


  “Huh.” I paused, listening as the dogs grew more and more frantic. From the sound of it they were big: no retirees with fluffy cockapoos here. The RV was big enough to house half-a-dozen Dobermans. And whoever owned the van wasn’t putting hygiene at a premium—it smelled like the worst kind of puppy mill, with a lingering fecal odor of rotting meat and straw. Still I stood there, until finally I decided this was stupid. I probably had seen it before, parked at the motel in Oklahoma City, or even at the Holiday Inn. According to Lyman, the Arbuckle Mountains were supposed to be some big vacation spot. No real mystery.


  But I couldn’t shake the feeling that the RV was out of context, here; that wherever I’d seen it before, and heard those dogs, it hadn’t been on this trip. At last I turned and went inside. The barking didn’t cease until the bar door closed behind me.


  THE BAR was one of those places where frigid air conditioning and near-darkness pass for atmosphere. The same Muzak piped into the motel’s tiny coffeeshop echoed here, and the paltry clientele seemed to consist of motel employees getting off the three p.m. shift. I found a corner as far from the speakers as possible and sat there nursing a Pearl beer and squinting at the local paper. It was a weekly, nothing there about the animal mutilations yet, but the police blotter said that Susan Brownen, of Pauls Valley, had filed a complaint against her former husband. Seemed he’d tried to set her trailer on fire and, when that didn’t work, totalled her car. George Brownen I assumed was still at large. There was also a long feature on someone celebrating her one-hundredth birthday in the Sulphur Rest Home, and a recipe for Frito Pie that used pickled okra. I finished my beer and decided to call Lyman again. Then I saw her.


  She was at the bar, that’s how I’d missed her before; but now she was turned toward me and smiling as the bartender shoved a mixed drink and a Pearl longneck in front of her. She slipped some money on the counter, took the drinks, and headed for my table.


  “Janet Margolis, right?”


  I nodded, frowning. “I knew I recognized that RV from somewhere. I’m sorry, I don’t remember your name—”


  She sat down, waving her hand self-deprecatingly as she slid the longneck to me. “Please! How could you? Irene Kirk—”


  We shook hands and I thanked her for the beer. She pulled one leg up under her, smoothing the folds of an expensive pleated silk skirt. “We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” she said, her eyes narrowing as she laughed and squeezed a lime into her glass. I nodded, leaning back in my chair as I sipped my beer.


  Irene Kirk. I had been covering the trial of Douglas “Buddy” Grogan a year before, the story that had gotten me a Pulitzer nomination—the first ever for OUR magazine. It was a horrible experience, because the details of the case were horrible. Another estranged husband, this one granted visitation rights to his three-year-old son. After a year of threatening his ex-wife, then begging her to reconcile with him, one weekend when the little boy was visiting, Buddy Grogan had called her on the telephone and, as she listened and pleaded with him on the other end, shot the child. What made the whole thing almost unbearable, though, was that she had the whole thing on tape—she’d been recording her phone calls since he’d begun threatening her. And it wasn’t the sort of thing you got used to hearing, even if you wrote for a tabloid that was trying to tart up its image for a more politically correct decade.


  Irene Kirk had been there. She was a lawyer, the kind of feminist the newspapers always described as “ardent” rather than “militant.” She lived in Chicago, but traveled all over the country doing pro bono work for rape crisis centers and abortion clinics and the like. She was a sort of camp follower of cases of this sort. Since the Grogan trial I’d heard of others running into her, at Congressional hearings, celebrity rape trials, shelters for the abused and homeless. But she wasn’t exactly an ambulance chaser. For one thing, she obviously didn’t need to work for a living. Small and delicate, with skin like white silk and inky hair pulled into a chignon, even here in the middle of nowhere she wore the kind of clothes you usually only saw on models in the European editions of tony women’s magazines. And at the Grogan trial she spent a lot of time talking to women outside the courtroom—friends of Grogan’s wife, women from local shelters; women who seemed to have stories not too different from the one I was covering, except they hadn’t ended tragically—yet. Every morning she cruised around the courthouse until she found a parking space for her leviathan RV, and I’d wondered what a woman like that—with her sueded silk suits, smelling of Opium and ylang-ylang shampoo—was doing with a van full of snarling dogs. Protection, I finally decided; I sure wouldn’t want to mess with them.


  During the course of the trial we’d spoken several times, mostly to shake our heads over the shameful state of affairs between men and women these days. Eight months later we would have had more to talk about: during a routine transfer to a federal penitentiary, Buddy Grogan somehow had escaped, aided by an unknown woman. He hadn’t been heard from since. But that was still a ways off. When the trial ended Irene Kirk gave me her business card, but that was right before I got mugged by a couple of innocent-looking vegan types near Tompkins Square Park and lost my Filofax.


  “I was very impressed by the way you handled the White’s story,” she said. She took a sip of her drink and glanced up at me through slitted black eyes. “It’s amazing, isn’t it, the way we just keep on going? One thing after another, and still we just can’t quit.”


  I winced, tried to hide my expression behind my beer bottle. I remembered now why I’d been unhappy to see that van outside—Kirk’s outspoken but somehow coy insistence that “we” were in this together; that together we formed some heroic bulwark for the victims we exploited, I with my articles, she in some subtler way I couldn’t quite get a handle on. “It’s my job,” I said dryly. “I can’t quit. Baby needs shoes, you know.” I have my reasons for what I do—everybody does—but I’d be damned if I’d share them with Irene Kirk.


  “Oh, I didn’t mean you and me individually.” Kirk’s cultivated voice was soft, but her eyes glittered in the dimness. “I mean all of us. Women. These terrible things happen but we just keep going on. We just keep fighting.”


  That last mouthful of beer turned sour in my mouth. I grimaced and looked around the room, as though seeking someone in the empty corners. “Yeah, well.”


  I thought of the photos I’d seen from the White’s massacre: a mother hunched over the crumpled body of her daughter, a grandmother hugging a tiny limp figure, her face so raw with grief it no longer looked human. Those women sure hadn’t been fighting. And then unbidden the images from that afternoon rose up in front of me: the bloated blackened carcasses slung out on the gravel, their eyes swollen with larvae and dust. When I looked up again Irene Kirk was still staring at me with those intent black eyes, her expression somewhere between concern and disdain. I suddenly wanted to leave.


  “Well, it’s all in the capable hands of the State of Oklahoma now.” I tried to keep my voice light. “So I guess we just have to keep believing that justice will be done.”


  “Justice.” She laughed, a small hard sound like pebbles clattering in a bowl, and leaned forward to stare into her half-empty glass. “The famous feminist reporter for OUR magazine still believes in justice.”


  The disdain in her voice was my cue to leave. I slid my chair back from the table and rose, giving her a blank smile. “I’ve got to go meet my photographer. Thanks again for the beer.”


  “I’ll go with you.” A slithering sound as the long folds of her skirt slipped down her legs. I shrugged, the smile frozen on my face, and headed for the door.


  Outside the sun was dipping below the flattened edge of the prairie. The saw-toothed ridge of the Arbuckle Mountains cut a violet line against the bright sky. When I looked across the lot at Lyman’s room I was relieved to see that the curtains had been drawn against the sunset.


  “Well,” I said again with forced cheerfulness—feeling ungrateful, somehow, and guilty for feeling so. “Nice seeing you again.”


  “Why are you here?”


  The way she said it put an accusatory spin on the question, but when I looked at her she only smiled, her steps slowing as we approached her RV. For some reason I felt like lying. Instead I shrugged and said, “I was covering the Bradford case. But they pulled the story, so we’re going back tomorrow.”


  “Mmm.”


  I turned to squint at the sun, then glanced back at her. She had an absent, almost dreamy look on her face, as though the name Bradford made her think of distant places—white beaches veined with blue water, an empty shoal beneath a midsummer sky. My earlier disgust returned. I whirled around, walking backwards across the empty lot, and called, “Have a good trip—thanks again for the drink—”


  She raised a hand to me, her slight figure unnaturally black against the molten sunset. After a moment she turned and headed toward her van. As she approached it I heard again the frantic barking of the dogs inside. Then I was rapping on Lyman’s door, falling inside with absurd relief as it swung open and the cool air flowed over my face.


  LYMAN’S BARBECUE joint turned out to be small and crowded, run by a small woman named Vera who didn’t crack a smile at Lyman’s praise and left a handful of mint-scented toothpicks beside our plates when she dropped the check. But the barbecue was good, lean and dry and smoky, with a vinegary sauce on the side—Texas-style barbecue, not the sweet soppy mess you get in New York. I asked him about the strange stones I’d seen along the old road.


  “Dragon’s teeth,” he said. He lifted another piece of barbecue on his fork and eyed it dreamily. “That’s what they call ’em out here. They’re famous, geologically speaking. Arbuckle Mountains are one of the oldest places in the world, after the Black Hills and Olduvai Gorge.”


  I took a pull of my beer. “Dragon’s teeth?”


  “Sure. You know—Cadmus sowing dragon’s teeth and an army springing up. It’s in Aeschylus.”


  I snorted. “Lyman, you’re the only person in this whole damn state ever even heard of Aeschylus.”


  After we ate he tried to talk me into going to some dive for a beer, but I was exhausted and too aware that the next day I’d be struggling to come up with some kind of story out of a few dead pigs.


  “I’ll put in for an eight o’clock wakeup call,” he said as we stretched and yawned in the darkened parking lot. Overhead the day’s clouds had blown on. There was a thin brittle moon and a few brilliant stars that made it seem like the air should be cool and brisk, instead of heavy and smelling of dust.


  “Make it seven-thirty. I want to get out of here.”


  I saluted him and headed for my room, stopped after a few steps to look across the lot. Two other cars were parked beneath the yellow streetlights. I could hear a television shrieking from inside one of the rooms near mine. And Irene Kirk’s RV was gone. I walked slowly past where it had been parked earlier and went inside.


  It was a while before I could fall asleep. I felt like the whole day had been wasted; like months had been wasted, chasing another grim story and then having to bail out at the last minute. I knew it was absurd, that my coverage of the Bradford case was nothing more than another cheap tabloid hustling to cash in on misery in the Dust Belt. All my pieces were like that, but the process of writing them up and then seeing them in print somehow defused the stories of some of their honor, for me at least. It was like sticking around till the end of some particularly gruesome movie to read every line of the credits, reassuring myself that it was all nothing more than a string of sophisticated special effects and calculated screenwriting. Only with Bradford, of course, there were no credits; at least not until the TV movie appeared.


  I finally dozed off, the distant grumble of trucks on the Interstate a comforting background roar. I was dreaming about pigs, pork barbecue and beer, when the phone rang for my wakeup call.


  “Mrs. Margolis?” A woman’s twangy voice, like something you’d hear on a Bible call-in show. I groaned, feeling like I’d only been asleep for a few minutes, and rolled over, fumbling on the night table for my alarm clock. “Mrs. Margolis, is that you?”


  I started to snap that I was Mrs. Nobody when the woman went on, “This is Sue Brownen. You called me today, n’I, I—”


  I sat bolt upright, the clock in my hand. I had only been asleep for a few minutes. “Yes!” I said, a little breathlessly. I knocked aside a water glass, looking for my tape recorder, a notebook, anything. “Sue, of course, right. What’s going on?”


  “George—my husband, George—well, he called me tonight.” In the background I could hear a child crying, another woman’s comforting voice. “He says I don’t meet him at Jo jo’s he’s coming after me.”


  She stopped, her voice thick. I found a pen, scribbled Jojo’s on the back of my hand. “You’ve called the police, right?” I was on my feet now, grabbing my jeans and crumpled T-shirt from the chair where I’d slung them. “And you’re not alone, you’re not at home, are you? You’re not someplace he can find you?”


  “No’m, I’m at—” The voice in the background suddenly rang out shrilly, and Sue Brownen choked, “I’m somewhere safe. But I just thought—well, I been thinking about it, I thought maybe you could write this up, you said maybe you could pay me—”


  I got an address, a post office box in Pauls Valley. She wouldn’t tell me where she was now, but I made her promise to call me early in the morning, before I checked out. When I hung up I was already dressed.


  It was crazy, getting all hyped up over some routine wife-beating case; but I needed some damn angle for that story. It was after eleven. I had no idea what time the bars closed here, but I figured on a weeknight I was probably pushing the limit at midnight. Outside I paused at Lyman’s door. His room was dark, the shades still drawn. I thought of waking him up, but then Lyman hated going on any kind of location shoot where he might run into trouble. Although the odds were I’d end up cruising some dead bar with nothing to show for it but an interrupted night’s sleep. I stopped at the motel desk, got directions to Jojo’s, and left.


  Returning from the Lauren Ranch we’d passed several small buildings at the edge of town. One right next to the other, each long and narrow beneath its corrugated tin roof. Names were painted on their fronts—BLACK CAT, ACAPULCO, JOJOS—but only the last was open. A number of pickups were parked in front, more of a clientele than I thought the tiny place could hold. When I drove past I saw men gathered before the crooked screened entry. Not the sort of men I’d want to tangle with alone; not the sort of place most women would go into, with or without an escort. I turned the car around in front of a boarded-up Sinclair station and made another pass, this time pulling into the lot of the shuttered roadhouse next door. I parked in front of the crude drawing of a black cat, shut off the motor and waited.


  There wasn’t a lot of traffic in and out of Jojo’s. The small group remained in front of the door, maybe because there wasn’t room inside; but after about ten minutes two uniformed men came out. The rest of the little crowd parted, shuffling and adjusting their gimme caps as they passed, calling out greetings and laughing. The two cops crossed the crowded lot to another pickup, this one silvery blue and with a light on top, and leaned against it for a few more minutes, laughing and smoking cigarettes. Finally they slung their booted feet into the truck and drove off, the men by the door raising chins or hands in muted farewell.


  So that was the local justice department. I sat in the car another five minutes, barely resisting the urge to lock myself in. I lived on the Lower East Side, I saw worse than this buying the New York Times every morning; but still my heart was pounding. Stupid, Janet, stupid, I kept thinking; I should have brought Lyman. But at last I got out and walked over to Jojo’s.


  No one said a word as I passed. One guy tipped the bill of his cap, and that was it. Inside was dim, lit by red bulbs the color of whorish lipstick. Smoke curled above the floor and a sound system blared a song I hated. It was crowded; I saw two women in booths toward the back, but their appearance didn’t reassure me any. Behind the painted plywood bar a tall dark-skinned man yanked beers from a styrofoam cooler and slid them to his customers. The men moved aside as I approached, watching me coldly.


  “I’m looking for George Brownen,” I said. I pushed a ten dollar bill across the sticky counter. “He been here yet?”


  The man looked suspiciously at the bill, finally set a Miller bottle atop it and pulled it toward him. “He’s gone,” he said shortly. He kept his eye on the bill but still didn’t touch it.


  “How long ago?”


  The bartender turned pointedly to serve another customer. I waited, trying not to lose my temper or my nerve. Still he ignored me, finally crouching to attend to some business behind the plywood counter. A few more minutes passed.


  “Sheriff lookin’ for him too,” a voice announced beside me. I looked up to see a weathered man in a faded Harley T-shirt. He lit a cigarette, holding the pack out to me and then sticking it back in his pocket. He raised his chin to indicate the bartender. “He ain’t gonna tell you nothin’.”


  Another man poked his head over the first’s, staring at me appraisingly. “Brownen just left with another gal, young lady. But maybe I can help you.”


  I smiled tightly, shaking my head, and looked back for the bartender.


  “Yessir, he sure did. ’Nother yankee,” the first man was saying. “Hey Jo, you bringin’ in tourists these days?”


  Scattered laughter. The bartender stood and looked at me with dangerous red eyes. I nodded once, turned and fled.


  The crowd at the door let me pass again, though this time their voices followed me as I walked back to my car. I did my best not to run; once inside I hit the autolock and sat for a moment trying to compose myself. After a minute or two the faces in front of the roadhouse had all turned away.


  Still, I didn’t want to sit there, and I sure didn’t want anyone to follow me. When I started the car I drove behind the Black Cat, hoping to find a way out; and that was where I saw them.


  She had changed her clothes. Now she wore tight jeans and a red blouse, and cowboy boots—surprisingly worn-looking boots, even in the cracked circle of blue light from the single streetlamp I could see how old those boots were, a working man’s boots, not some rich urban lawyer’s. They were leaning against her RV, arms crossed in front of their chests, talking. Once she threw her head back and laughed, and the man looked at her, confused, before he laughed too. He was tall and good-looking, with dark hair and a neatly trimmed beard. He glanced at my car as I drove by, but Irene Kirk didn’t even look up. I knew without a doubt in my mind that he was George Brownen.


  Abandoned railroad tracks crisscrossed behind the roadhouses. Next to them stood a burned-out warehouse with the rusted logo RED CHIEF flapping from a pole. I shut the engine, killed the lights and sat, watching Kirk and Brownen, trying to imagine what they were saying. Was she doing some kind of research, pretending to be one of her hard-luck clients? Or did she just have a taste for rough trade? The thought made me grimace, and I slid down in my seat so there’d be no way they could see me.


  Only a few more minutes passed before she slapped the front of her van and started for the door. Brownen waited, called something and pointed across the lot. I knew he was trying to get her to follow him to his truck. But Irene only laughed, slinging her slight frame up into the driver’s seat and leaning over to open the other door. Brownen waited another moment, until she turned on the headlights. Then he walked slowly to the RV and climbed inside. Very faintly I could hear barking, and then that was swallowed by the van’s engine and the crunch of flying gravel as the RV pulled away.


  I followed them. I knew it was crazy but I felt reckless and pumped up after my visit to Jojo’s. Plus there was nothing to worry about, really; there was no way they could recognize me, cruising a safe distance behind them, and back inside my car I felt invulnerable. I don’t know what I was thinking—probably nothing more than some misplaced voyeurism, or maybe a hope that they might stop somewhere and I could see where Brownen lived.


  A rusted double-wide trailer on the outskirts of this failing oil town. . . .


  That would be how I’d write it up; but they didn’t go to Brownen’s place. They headed north, toward the Interstate and the mountains, then turned onto a gravel road that ran parallel to the highway. I slowed until there was a good distance between us; it was easy to keep them in sight. There was no other traffic. After a few minutes we were in open country again.


  They drove for a long time. I rolled down the window to catch the night wind, heavy with the smell of wild sage and the ubiquitous taint of petroleum. I didn’t turn on the radio, from some faint ridiculous fear that they might somehow hear it.


  Overhead the moon was setting, bright as a streetlamp. The stars looked white and surprisingly solid, like salt spilled on a black table. As I drove the land slowly began to rise around me, gentle hills at first, hiding the rolling farmlands and the dull orange glow on the horizon that marked Ardmore to the south. The air streaming through the window was warm and sweet. I was composing my article in my head, thinking how Lyman had enough grisly photos that we wouldn’t need much text. Far ahead of me the RV’s taillights jounced and swam, twin meteors burning across the darkness.


  I don’t know when I realized that we were back among the stones. On some unconscious level it must have registered—I’d been climbing steadily for a long time, the prairie somewhere in the soft darkness behind me. But suddenly I jerked upright, as though I had drifted asleep at the wheel.


  I hadn’t: it was just that it was a shock, to look out the window and suddenly see them like that. In the moonlight they looked more like tombstones than ever. No, not tombstones, really, but something worse, infinitely more ancient and incomprehensible: barrows, menhirs, buried ossuaries. Lyman’s comment about dragon’s teeth didn’t seem so stupid now. I stared out the window at those meticulous rows of bleached sharp spines, and wondered if it was true, if those stones were as ancient as he’d said.


  When I looked up again a moment later I thought I’d lost the RV. In front of me the cracked road twisted until it disappeared in the blackness. The van’s lights were gone. I had a jolt of panic, then sighted it: it had turned off to the right and parked. It sat on a high ridge overlooking the lines of stones, its rounded bulk silhouetted against the moon on the edge of the world.


  Absurdly, I still wanted to follow them. If they’d been watching at all they must have seen the car behind them; still, I cut my lights and pulled to the side of the road to park. I was in one of those tiny deep clefts poked into the strata of limestone and scrub. No one could see me, although they might notice that my car had abruptly disappeared. I waited a long time, striving to hear something above the soft hissing of the wind in thorny brush and the staccato cries of a nightjar.


  I finally got out of the car. The air felt cooler here. Something scrabbled at my feet and I looked down to see a hairy spider, nearly big as my hand, crouch in a pocket of dust. I turned and began to walk quickly up the rise.


  In a few minutes I could hear voices, surprisingly close. As I reached the top of the little hill I crouched down, until I was half walking, half crawling through loose scree and underbrush. When I reached the top I kept my head down, hidden behind a patch of thorns.


  I was close enough that I could have thrown a stone and hit the side of the RV. Another sheer drop separated us, a sort of drywash gully. The ridge where they were parked was a little lower than where I crouched. Between us marched three rows of stones, sharp and even as a sawblade. I heard faint music—Irene must have put the radio on—and their voices, soft, rising now and then to laughter.


  They were walking around the van. Irene kicked idly at stones. The wind carried the acrid smell of cigarette smoke from where Brownen followed her. I tried to hear what they were saying, caught Irene pronouncing something that sounded like “wife” and then Brownen’s laughter. I peered through the brush and saw that she was carrying something in one hand. At first I thought it was a whip, but then I saw it was a stick, something slender and pliable like a forsythia wand. When she slapped it against her thigh it made a whining sound.


  That sound and the thought of a whip suddenly reminded me of the dogs. I swore under my breath, squatting back on my heel s. And as though the same idea had come to her, Irene headed for the back of her van. She walked slowly, almost unthinkingly; but somehow I knew that this was calculated. She’d meant all along to let those dogs out. It was the reason she’d come here; and suddenly I was afraid.


  For a moment she stood in front of the door, staring at where Brownen stood with his shoulders hunched, looking at his feet and smoking. Behind her the moon hung like a silver basket. The jagged hills with their lines of stones marched on, seemingly forever, the stones dead-white against the gray earth and somber sky. Still Irene Kirk waited and watched Brownen. She didn’t stand there hesitantly. It was more like she was thinking, trying to make up her mind about something. Then, with one sure motion she threw the door open.


  I had thought the dogs would bound out, snarling or barking. Instead at first their heads and front paws appeared. There were two of them, sniffing and whining and clawing at the air. Big dogs, not as large as mastiffs but with that same clumsy bulk, their heads looking swollen compared to the rest of them. I heard Irene’s voice, soothing yet also commanding. Brownen looked up. There was no way for me to tell if he was afraid, but then he dragged on his cigarette and ground it out, shoved his hands in his jeans pockets and looked quickly from Irene to her animals.


  The whining grew louder. The dogs still remained at the edge of the van, crouched like puppies afraid to make the little jump to the ground. And then I realized they were afraid. When Irene took a step toward them their whining grew louder and they fell over each other, trying to race back into the van; but then she raised that slender wand and called something. Her voice was clear and loud, but I had no idea what she said.


  The dogs did, though. At the sound of her voice they stopped. When she repeated the command they turned and leaped from the cab, their great forms flowing to the ground like black syrup poured from a jug. Big as they were they looked scared. Even from where I crouched I could see their ribs, the swollen joints of their legs, and the silvery glint where one still wore a cruel collar around his neck. Sudden panic overcame me: what if they scented me and attacked? But running would only make it worse, so I bellied down against the coarse ground, praying the wind wouldn’t turn and bring my scent to them.


  And the dogs seemed to want to run. They started to race across the narrow ridge, but once again Irene shouted a command, her switch slashing through the air. As though they’d been shot the dogs dropped, burying their muzzles between their front paws like puppies. Irene turned her back to them and walked toward Brownen.


  She walked right up to him, until her hands touched his sides. He drew his arms up to hold her, but I saw how his eyes were on the dogs. Then she thrust her pelvis against his, ran her hands along his thighs and up his arms, until he looked down at her. His head dipped; moonlight sliced a gray furrow across his scalp. I could no longer make out Irene’s face beneath his; and that was when she raised her hand.


  The slender switch she held hung in the air for a moment. When it dropped I could hear its whistling, so that I thought he’d cry out as it struck his shoulder. But he didn’t; he only looked up in surprise. He started to draw away from her, puzzled, his mouth opening to say something. He never did.


  As smoothly as the dogs had poured from the back of the van, Brownen fell to his knees. For an instant I lost sight of him, thought I was looking at another of the stony cusps stretching across the hills. Then I saw him; saw what he was becoming.


  A wail cut across the hillside. I thought it was Brownen at first, but it was one of the dogs. At Irene’s feet a dark form writhed, man-size but the wrong shape. In her hand the switch remained, half-raised as though she might strike him again. The shape twisted, as though struggling to get up. I heard a guttural sound, a sort of grunting. My stomach contracted; I thought of running back to my car but that would mean standing, and if I stood there would be no way of pretending that I hadn’t seen what had become of Brownen. In another moment it was too late, anyway.


  Irene Kirk stepped back. As her shadow fell away the figure at her feet squirmed one last time, tried to rear onto his hind legs and finally rolled onto all fours. It was an animal. A pig: a boar, one of the things I’d seen that afternoon, slaughtered on the Lauren ranch. In the moonlight it looked immense and black, its grizzled collar of fur seeming to cast a sheen upon the ground beneath it. It had tusks, not large but still vicious-looking, and surprisingly dainty feet ending in small pointed hooves. There was no man where Brownen had stood a moment before; nothing but the javelina and Irene Kirk, and crouched a few yards away her two dogs.


  My eyes burned. I covered my mouth with one hand, retching, somehow kept from getting sick. I heard a high-pitched sound, something screeching; when I looked up the javelina had darted across the ridge, heading toward the car.


  “Jimmie Mac! Buddy!” Irene’s voice was clear and loud, almost laughing. She raised her wand, pointed at the boar scrabbling through the brush and yelled something I couldn’t make out. I raised myself another inch, in time to see the two dogs burst from their crouch and take off after the javelina.


  Within seconds they had it down, within the shadow of the RV. Their snarls and the peccary’s screams ripped the still air. I could hear its hooves raining against the metal side of the van, the dogs’ snarling giving way to frightened squeals. The sharp odor of shit came to me suddenly, and a musky smell. Then it was quiet, except for low whimpering.


  I let my breath out, so loudly I was sure they’d hear me. But the dogs didn’t move. They wriggled belly-down against the ground, as though trying to back away from the carcass in front of them. A few feet away Irene watched, her arms lowered now, her stick twitching against her thigh. Then she walked slowly to the animals.


  The dogs groaned and whined at her approach, writhing as though chained to the wheels of the van. When she reached them her arm shot up. I thought she would strike them, but instead she brought the switch down upon the javelina’s corpse. The moon glinted off the slender wand as though it were a knife; and then it seemed it was a knife. Because where she struck the carcass slivers of flesh spun into the air, like a full-blown rose slashed by a child’s hand. Ears, lips, nose; gleaming ribbons falling around her feet like leaves. She was laughing, a sweet pure sound, while at her feet the dogs moaned and clawed their muzzles with bloody paws.


  I couldn’t bear any more. Before I could stop myself I was on my feet and bolting, my feet sliding through the loose scree and dust swirling up all around me. Only a few yards away was my car. I jumped over a pointed tooth of stone, thought almost that I had made it; but then I was screaming, falling beneath some great weight onto the rocky ground.


  “Janet.”


  The weight was gone. Above me something blotted out the sky, and there was warmth and wet all around me. Then I heard kicking, and the dark shape whimpered and fell away. I threw my arm protectively across my face, groaning as I tried to sit up.


  “Janet,” the voice repeated. I could see her now, arms crossed, a line creasing her forehead where a scratch was drawn as though with red ink. “What are you doing here?” Her tone was disbelieving, but also a little amused, as though I were a disappointing student who had suddenly proved to have some faint spark of intelligence.


  I said nothing, tried to back away from her. A dog lay at either side of her legs; in between I saw her boots, the worn creased leather now bloodstained and covered with a scruff of dirt. Blinking I looked up again. Her eyes were cold, but she smiled very slightly.


  “I have to go now,” she said. I flinched as she raised her arms, but she only yawned.


  Behind her the sky had faded to the color of an oyster shell. The moon was gone and now only the stars remained, pale flecks like bits of stone chipped from the ground beneath me. In the ashen light Irene suddenly looked very old: not like an old woman but truly ancient, like a carven image, some cycladic figure risen from among the stones. I thought of Lyman talking about dragon’s teeth; of an ancient Greek hero sowing an army from broken stones.


  And suddenly I remembered something. An absurd image, thrown back from some movie I’d seen as a child decades before. One of those grim bright Technicolor epics where toga-clad heros fought hydras and one-eyed giants, and sweating men groaned and yelled as they strove against the oars of a trireme. A woman on a white beach, a sea like blue ink spilling behind where she stood smiling at an assembly of shipwrecked men. Then her hands swept up, one of them holding an elaborately carved wand. In front of her the sand whipped up in a shimmering wall. When it subsided the men were gone, and she was surrounded by pink grunting pigs and snarling German shepherds that were stand-ins for wolves. She raised her arms and the wolves turned upon the swine, howling. I could almost remember her name, it was almost familiar. . . .


  “Good-bye, Janet.”


  Irene Kirk knelt, bending over one of the dogs; and it came back to me. Not Kirk. Circe.


  I struggled to pronounce it, then saw how she held her switch, so tightly her fingers were white.


  “Time’s up, Buddy,” she said softly. Her other hand grasped the dog by its collar, and I saw where something pale fluttered, a piece of tattered cloth wrapped around the leather. There was something printed on it; but before I could focus her hand moved, so swiftly the switch became a shining blur. The dog made a gasping sound, gave a single convulsive shake. When her hands drew back I saw where its throat had been cut, a deep black line across the folds of loose skin where blood quickly pooled over the paler knobs of trachea and bone. Frantically I pushed myself away from it, heedless of the other dog whining beside its mistress.


  As quickly as she’d slashed its throat the woman stood. She took a step toward her van, then stopped. She glanced down at me, her eyes black as though hollowed in stone.


  “Don’t think about it too much,” she said, her mouth curving slightly. Then she stooped and with one swift motion flicked the collar from the dead animal’s neck. “Or—”


  Her smiled widened as she finished ironically, “Think of it as justice.” She tossed the collar and I shrank back as it landed almost in my lap.


  There was enough dawn light now that I could see that the scrap of cloth wrapped around the leather had been torn from some kind of uniform. I could make out the faint letters beneath the crust of dirt and blood.


  D.L. GROGAN, it read, US Penitentiary 54779909.


  I watched her walk away. When she called “Jimmie Mac!” the remaining dog stumbled to its feet and followed her, its shadow humping between the lines of stone brightening in the sunrise. Then they stood at the rear of the van, the woman holding the door while the dog whined and groveled at her feet. I stood and staggered to my car, glancing over my shoulder to see if they were watching; but neither one looked back at me.


  Lucifer Over Lancaster


  [image: ]


  Dr. Rule glanced up from his clipboard at the pretty young woman regarding him nervously from across the desk. She looked familiar, but he couldn’t place tier. He gave her his best reassuring smile. “Why don’t you start by telling me why you want to volunteer for our project”—He glanced back down for her lame—“Jennifer.”


  Jennifer nodded, her small hands fidgeting in the gap of her blue jeans. “I’m a student at Metropolis University, back in Lancaster for the summer.”


  “My alma mater,” said Dr. Rule. “How do you like t?”


  “I love it. There’s so much to do. Not like here.”


  “No, not like here,” Dr. Rule agreed, thinking back to his own college days—not so very long ago, really, the girls so lovely, so inaccessible, almost like members of another species. Of course, he understood them better now, the Jennifers of the world. Human behavior was not really so complicated or mysterious. Once understood, it could be predicted. And controlled. “I see that you’re a psych major, Jennifer.”


  She nodded earnestly. “That’s why your ad interested me. It’s cool to have a chance to contribute to science.”


  “Especially when science contributes back.”


  They both laughed. “Just to make sure I read the ad right—you’re paying fifty dollars a session?”


  Dr. Rule put on his best march-of-progress expression, though it was difficult some days to maintain it. considering his surroundings—a trailer camp on the edge of town, surrounded by barbed-wire fencing. Hide in plain sight, the Department of Defense brass had insisted. “We have federal funding for this project, so we can pay top dollar. Fifty today, at the end of your first session; another fifty at each of the three follow-ups. That beats working at the campus bookstore, doesn’t it?”


  Jennifer nodded, her blue eyes shining as if she were imagining Metropolis shopping expeditions “When do we start?”


  Dr. Rule feigned surprise. “What? No questions about what we’ll be doing before you sign your sou away?”


  Jennifer blushed. “Sure. I mean, I thought you’d gone over all that.”


  He chuckled. “And so I will. You’ll be part of a project studying the effects of different forms of stress.”


  “Stress?”


  Jennifer looked a little pained, and Dr. Rule quickly added, “Nothing too intense—less stressful than exam week, I’d imagine. We’ll administer a mild sedative to help you sleep for an hour or two. Then we’ll monitor your neurological activity. We’re looking for alterations in brain chemistry in response to the introduction of various stimuli, which, to maintain the integrity of the project, I can’t reveal.”


  She still looked uneasy, so he continued, “It’s strictly routine work, Jennifer. The kind of work you might be doing yourself one day if you continue in psychology.”


  Jennifer thought. “Will I remember anything after I wake up?”


  “Not a thing. Even if you did, we’d ask that you not reveal it. We have a confidentiality agreement for you to sign, agreeing to certain stipulations in that regard if you decide to participate.”


  “When would we start?”


  “Today, if you can.”


  We watched the predictable struggle of greed versus caution play itself out in her facial muscles, the tapping of her foot, her fingers. Finally she looked up. “I’ll do it.”


  Some hours later, Jennifer lay upon a gurney beneath a pale green sheet, counting backward from one hundred as the anesthetic took effect. Her eyelids lipped lower and lower, her voice dropping to a slurred whisper. At least she was asleep.


  Dr. Rule directed the two orderlies to roll the gurney into position. The orderlies carefully guided her torso into the chamber. Dr. Rule gave the signal and vent into the next room. The technicians looked up from their instruments, but he waved them back to work and fixed his attention on the video screen, watching the image of the holding tank.


  In the tank the thing floated. Its cross-shaped exoskeleton, smooth and pale white, emitted a faint fluorescent glow. It was the superficial resemblance to marine annelids of the order Tubicola that had prompted the marine biologists at the Antarctic station, before their suicides, to give the thing the name of Cruciform Terebellid. But appearances were deceiving; the Terebellid was no sea worm.


  What it was . . . well, that was another question, one that none of their tests had been able to answer. X rays couldn’t pierce the dense exoskeleton—assuming it was an exoskeleton, and there was plenty of disagreement on even that fundamental point. Surgical lasers had no more effect than flashlight beams. Nor did sonograms reveal a hint of what, if anything, was inside the exoskeleton. There was even some question as to whether the Terebellid was alive at all.


  But alive or not, the thing had killed the Antarctic researchers. There was no question of that. Autopsies had shown changes in brain chemistry like nothing known to science. The Department of Defense wanted to learn the secret of those changes. Here, in Lancaster, with the help of Jennifer and the other volunteers. Dr. Rule would find that secret.


  The instruments began to register rising levels of electrical activity in the tank, the patterns coming into sync with the EEG of the sleeping girl, whose head and shoulders seemed to glow in harmony with the Terebellid. As in the other experiments, there was a rapid drop in the subject’s serotonin levels and a concomitant rise in disturbances along the locus ceruleum. Dr. Rule had never seen anything like it. Rapid profound changes in brain chemistry, the intensity of which were influenced by the subject’s proximity to the Terebellid. As a scientist, he didn’t like to formulate a hypothesis that depended on telepathy, but nothing else seemed to explain the suicides; nothing else seemed to explain the expression of fear and terror twisting Jennifer’s pale, sweating face. Dr. Rule had seen that same expression in the photographs of the dead researchers.


  For the next half hour Dr. Rule watched Jennifer moan and whimper, twisting against the restraints. At one point she cried out loudly, and suddenly he recalled where he’d seen her before. St. Dominica’s. She played guitar at the folk Mass every Thanksgiving and Christmas.


  He swore to himself at the sharp twinge of guilt accompanying his recognition. When the DOD had told him that the lab would be set up here in Lancaster, his hometown, he’d been happy, proud. But now it was causing problems. Lancaster was such a small town that he’d had to disqualify dozens of applicants because he knew them too well . . . though of course he had no doubts about the safety of the experiment. But it was hard to be objective about the friends and neighbors of his youth, and a scientist had to be, above all else, objective. He steeled himself, imagining for the hundredth time the honors soon to be his. He saw himself accepting with a humble smile the award of the Nobel Prize. . . .


  Jennifer moaned again, her eyes darting beneath closed lids in a hyperactive REM state. The sleeping form began to shudder, uttering the low, frantic moans that accompanied this stage of the procedure. The EEG seemed to be registering the Los Angeles earthquake. Dr. Rule’s fantasy fell to pieces. Even the technicians were jittery. What the hell were they playing with in there?


  Kal-El paused to regard the skyscrapers gleaming in the evening sun like towers of jewel-encrusted ice. Fire raced from spire to spire in a coruscating sheet of red and gold that appeared to unfold out of thin air. For a moment he was reminded of the great cities of Krypton—Zandia, Argos, Endor—cities he knew from the holos kept at the Fortress of Solitude, ghostly images of a long-dead world. Memories of a dead race well suited to the crisp and frigid air in which he viewed them. His inheritance. Illusions. And yet they lived on inside him, kindled into being at the flash of sunlight off earthly glass and steel. . . .


  A sharp edge of shadow sheared away the illusion. As the sun dipped below the horizon the city became again, Metropolis. Helicopters darted like hummingbirds between the tallest spires. Winking lights of traffic lined the streets and bridges. Tugs and barges moved up and down the darkly flowing river. Hovering above it all, Kal-El felt very small, a boat adrift on the wide ocean. He turned away and flew on, part of his mind scanning the radio and television broadcasts, the police bands, even as his conscious thoughts left the city behind and his heart yearned northward.


  It was a great city, one of Earth’s finest. So much of his life was bound up there; as Clark Kent, as Superman, Metropolis was the city he called home. But it wasn’t. Not really. Only part of him was Kent; only part was Superman. Those were the names by which others knew him. To himself, he was Kal-El. And Kal-El didn’t have a home.


  The closest thing was the Fortress of Solitude, where he was flying now for what he hoped would be a few days of, well, solitude. A few times a year he needed to get away from the city, from the people he resembled so much on the surface but who were alien to him inside. The people who depended on him to be Superman. The name implied a being like themselves only more so, an avatar of humanity. An archetype come to life. But Kal-El was not human. They were not Kryptonian. There was a closeness, a similarity, but no identity. The merest glance of X-ray vision revealed that. It was hard sometimes, because he wanted there to be no differences, wanted to be a part of something instead of the last, the only, one of his kind. Sometimes he could forget that loneliness by matching wits with Luthor, flying a mission out of the solar system, spending an evening with his human friends. But other times those same things made it worse. Then he needed to remember the little he knew of the place and people he came from. Needed to remember who he really was.


  Not Clark Kent. Not Superman.


  Kal-El: his most secret identity of all.


  Jennifer Hershey. Father Jermack recognized the young woman as soon as he heard her voice, even before he recalled the face that went with it: pale and freckled, long blond hair falling into her eyes as she earnestly bent over her guitar, singing the umpteenth verse of “Lord of the Dance” on the church’s tiny altar.


  It was not the face he glimpsed now through the confessional screen. The long hair had been hacked off and stood up in uneven spikes. She looked haggard, her eyes sunken, a stippling of bright red dots across her cheeks and long red lines where she had scratched them. Jennifer was just back from college, he remembered. Metropolis University. The city did that to young people sometimes, overwhelmed them, drove them to drugs or worse. Father Jermack sighed. He removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose, then glanced out to see who else was waiting.


  Sam Shayner. Elsie Kilham. Margery Ramstead and Howard Foss and the entire Schofield family. He hadn’t heard so many confessions since his first parish in Metropolis all those years ago. What was it lately, he wondered, causing this epidemic of confessions? And not the usual run-of-the-mill confessions either—forgive me, Father, for I have (a) lusted after my neighbor’s wife/husband, (b) “borrowed” from the petty cash, (c) taken the Lord’s name in vain, or (d) all of the above—but instead the sort of strange, unsettling confessions that made him wish he’d paid a little more attention during his classes in abnormal psychology at Metropolis Seminary. So far this morning he’d heard from Dolores Ridgefield, who’d insisted that the devil was peeping at her in the shower, and a man from the new government installation out by the interstate who’d claimed that something black and heavy, with eyes like red flames, sat on his chest every night, stealing his dreams.


  Father Jermack sighed again. The stress was getting to him. Lately he’d been getting twinges in his gut like the beginnings of an ulcer. And poor Sister Mary Clarke was suffering from migraines that had her weeping with pain. He wished he’d had an extra cup of coffee this morning, another cigarette. He wished it wasn’t raining. The church roof leaked, and there was never enough money in the collection plate to repair it. The floor beneath his feet was slick with rainwater.


  And now Jennifer Hershey, back from college, her hair cut off, her face all red and bloated. She was mumbling; he could barely hear her. He forced himself to concentrate.


  “. . . so I burned the money, Father. It was evil to keep it. Wasn’t it?”


  Father Jermack started; he’d missed something. “What money, my child?” he urged her softly. Rain tapped more loudly at the high windows.


  Her voice cracked. “I told you. The project. Right after I started going, he came to me and—”


  “Who came to you?” he interrupted, leaning forward to hear her more clearly. “Can you tell me?”


  There was a pause, then a strange, high-pitched giggle. “Lucifer.”


  Father Jermack’s gut twisted with anger; not anger at Jennifer, but at whatever it was that had driven her to this. “What are you saying, my child!”


  Jennifer fell silent. Father Jermack heard a scraping sound, a gasp, a soft plink as something fell to the floor. Then there came a sound that he would never be able to forget, a hideous gurgling sound that did not seem quite human, and a loud thump that shook the confessional. Father Jermack drew his breath in sharply. He looked down and saw that what had pooled around his feet was not rainwater at all.


  “Jennifer!” Father Jermack bolted from the confessional. He pulled open the adjoining door. Jennifer sat slumped over, her head turned toward him, blood still gushing from a throat slashed from ear to ear. Her wrists, he saw, were also slashed; his heart squeezed with guilt as he realized that she’d been bleeding the whole time he’d been listening—or, rather, not listening—to her confession. Father Jermack knelt quickly beside her to administer the last rites, his actions purely reflexive now. As he mumbled the words he gazed into her eyes, wide with terror, as if she were gazing into the depths of hell. The parishioners waiting for confession behind him began to scream, and as Father Jermack turned to direct someone to call an ambulance, though he knew it would be useless, Jennifer already as good as dead, he felt a fiery pain bloom in his chest and shoot down his left arm. For an instant he knew with a terrible clarity that his heart was giving out, that it hadn’t been an ulcer at all, but something far more dangerous. I should have gone for a checkup, he thought. He wondered who would give him the last rites. Then it didn’t seem so important anymore. He seemed to see, in the midst of a great darkness, the shining fight of a cross; it loomed larger, then began to recede, dwindling away faster than he could follow, until there was only the darkness.


  The hospital room was large and surprisingly comfortable. The St. Dominica’s Parish Council had sent a balloon bouquet, now straggling limply by the window, and there was a small sheaf of get-well letters from the second graders. Father Jermack couldn’t smoke in here, of course, but that was all right. He’d suffered a mild heart attack. The last thing he should be thinking about was a cigarette.


  He was as comfortable as he could be after the awful events of two days ago. Jennifer Hershey dead, a suicide. He found the death of every parishioner painful, but none more so than suicides. She’d been driven to it, he knew. But by whom? Or what? God, he prayed, would forgive her.


  Father Jermack had spent enough ministering hours here at the hospital to know everyone by name, and now they all came to see him, nurses and nurses’ aides, the dietary staff (did he want anything extra, anything special?), even the beleaguered doctors, stressed by having to answer questions from the local newspaper. Jennifer’s suicide had unleashed a wave of violence both physical and psychic. Six rooms were filled with patients admitted for everything from self-inflicted wounds to raving psychoses. All of them from Lancaster; many of them his parishioners. Sister Mary Clarke had the room next to his. She’d set her hair on fire, trying to burn out “the voice in my head.” Father Jermack shut his eyes against a wave of nausea. So far the doctors had found nothing.


  “She really said that, Thom? About the project?”


  At the edge of Father Jermack’s bed sat Terry Rule, his face creased with concern as he watched his old friend. They’d grown up in Lancaster together, attended Metropolis University together, even thought of starting a psychiatric practice together. But that was before Thom had gotten his vocation and given up science for God; before Terry Rule had opted for the cutting edge of DOD research and development.


  Father Jermack nodded weakly. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. The sanctity of the confessional. But I had to know. You’re using a lot of volunteers up there, Terry, from what I hear. Jennifer wasn’t the only one. So level with me—what’s going on with that mysterious project of yours?”


  Dr. Rule sighed. He lowered his head, pressing his fingers against his temples, then glanced behind him. He stood and shut the hospital-room door. “Will you hear my confession, Thom?” he murmured, easing himself down at the foot of the bed.


  Father Jermack nodded, a little surprised.


  “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been two years since my last confession.” Dr. Rule took a deep breath and began.


  “We’ve got something up there, Thom. Some kind of creature. Now, don’t say anything. Just listen. Some marine biologists at the Antarctic station found it buried in the ice, in some kind of suspended animation, near as they could figure it. Two days later they were all dead. Suicides.”


  “Like Jennifer,” whispered Father Jermack. “You knew, Terry. You knew.”


  “I swear I didn’t. Not for sure. I think the thing is not from here, Thom. It’s alien to this planet. No, I haven’t gone crazy like everybody else. Not yet, anyway. I’m telling you it’s an alien. Some kind of lifeform that affects the brain chemistry of human beings. I don’t know if it’s intelligent or not, whether it’s trying to hurt us or communicate or just doing what comes naturally. You think you know everything about the world. You think there’s nothing new, that nothing could ever surprise you. And then something happens, you find out something, and . . . and—why, Thom? How do you make sense of something like this? Where does God fit in? It seems more like the devil to me!”


  The eyes he turned to the priest were wide and frightened. Father Jermack tried to say something reassuring, something comforting, but this was Terry, this was his oldest friend; and if what Terry had just told him was true, he couldn’t understand, couldn’t begin to comprehend it, or God’s place in it, any more than Terry could. A gust of anguish shook him, an agony of doubt and despair so powerful that his head swam. And if it were true? First contact, a creature originally from a world circling another star; and the thing here, now, in Lancaster? He was inclined to agree with Terry. He remembered Jennifer’s last words. The name she’d gasped out. “Lucifer,” she’d said. Lucifer: the Morning Star. Lucifer had fallen from the heavens, hadn’t he? Had the Bible been describing not a fallen angel, but a fallen alien?


  Pain lanced behind Father Jermack’s eyes at the thought. The room began to pulse with crimson light. Terry’s face grew bloated; the tears shining on his cheeks seemed to steam. Father Jermack trembled. It seemed like the room was darkened and in flames. Brilliant flashes of light like falling stars streaked past the edges of his vision. He was dimly conscious of Terry holding him by the shoulders, and others in the room talking excitedly. He remembered reading once, somewhere, that a stroke sometimes signaled itself like this, with bursts of light like stars. But as the darkness claimed him he could think only of the Bible and its last, terrible book.


  “ ‘And the stars shall fall from the sky . . .’ ” he quoted, shouting, unaware of his own voice. “Lucifer has come! The alien!”


  That night one of the nurses who’d heard Father Jermack raving about aliens and the Apocalypse called the local radio station. An intrepid disk jockey cornered one of the hospital orderlies at a local roadhouse, and by dawn everyone in Lancaster knew about the real purpose of the trailer camp. Now everyone had a new name for the thing hidden there—Cruciform Terebellid—and an old name as well: a very old name. By ones and twos they gathered on the streets of Lancaster, all the citizens of the town, and marched toward the trailer camp.


  Because there was no time to lose, Kal-El took the shortest route, angling up through the atmosphere until the earth rolled slowly below, then knifing down again in a trajectory calculated to bring him in over the town of Lancaster. So much for his vacation. He’d been viewing the holos of the northern crystal cities, standing there in the great hall of the Fortress as the images flickered around him, pale and insubstantial yet possessed of a poignancy more solid than any gravestone. As the voice of his father, Jor-El, rasped drily in his mind, explaining all that he saw in words that never changed, never would change, the ghostly forms of Kryptonians moved down streets long blasted to dust and passed right through him as if to mock his dense skin, impervious to all earthly objects. Perhaps it was his imagination, but Kal-El thought he felt a twinge of sensation, like a mild electric shock, whenever one of these ghosts passed through him.


  Then the automatic override had come on, and the crowded streets had shimmered and vanished, seeping into the white walls, the white floor, until he stood alone and the only sound was the urgent beeping of the emergency communicator. The Department of Defense.


  Now, just seconds after the briefing, Kal-El zoomed toward Lancaster, hurtling down through the ionosphere, the mesosphere, and the stratosphere like a runaway rocket. The air boiled around him with the heat of reentry, a heat he could feel but that caused him no pain. There was a sonic boom, then another. That would get their attention, he thought. The crowd below him, with their shotguns and pistols and shovels like something out of a Frankenstein movie, paused in the act of tearing down the fence of the trailer park and looked up fearfully into the shy. Far away, Kal-El heard sirens, and the first of the reserve troops rolling up in trucks to protect the installation. Fortunately the sentries hadn’t yet resorted to firearms . . . though some of them, he saw now, were on the side of the mob.


  Kal-El listened to the shouts of the people as they waved and pointed at him. There was madness in the voices, and the expressions on their faces made him wonder just what they were seeing in the sky. Some cried that he was an incoming nuke fired from what was left of the Soviet Union, others a rain of hellfire, others Lucifer himself. A few shots were fired in his direction. Even before he had slowed enough for the red-and-blue suit to become visible, they broke and ran, in twos and threes, back toward town.


  One man did not run. Middle-aged, with a hospital gown flapping over his black trousers. Kal-El had noted him at the head of the mob, not inciting them but rather shouting at them to lay down their weapons and turn back. A small voice of reason; but the man’s voice had sounded as desperate as the others. Kal-El descended beside him.


  The man was shivering as though it were the middle of winter and not a hot afternoon in July. Kal-El noted his heart rate—almost ninety beats a minute. There was an arrhythmia; the man had recently suffered a heart attack and was close to another. His X-ray vision showed the laboring organ . . . and something else. Beneath the gown, loops of wire lashed around the man’s chest and waist. Barbed-wire. What in the name of Krypton was going on here?


  Father Jermack winced in pain as Kal-El landed. He could no longer trust his senses without the pain. Pain was a knife that sliced through illusion, cut away the demons he saw now wherever he looked. Demons laughing, groaning, calling to him with voices of malice and despair. Twisted shapes rolling in and out of the air, shapes of ice and fire that mocked the cross itself. Do it, they’d chorused, tittering as they swam in the light of the hospital windows, until he fled to the rectory, no one left in the hospital to stop him. Do it, they’d hissed from beneath the altar where he paused to pray, from within the tabernacle, within his head. Jennifer had listened. So had the people of Lancaster, his flock. But he had resisted, prayed with the little faith he had left. Prayed with all his fear, his anger, his despair.


  Because now everyone knew it was true, what Terry had confessed to him. Overhead the clouds roiled in a summer storm; somewhere in a ramshackle trailer an alien creature stirred and then slept. Something buzzed and roared inside his head, something that had somehow reached beyond the laboratory to the minds of all the townspeople; Father Jermack saw the fiery shape of Lucifer laughing in the skies over Lancaster.


  But now this other being of fire had come. This angel still hot from the forge of heaven, freshly fallen. Father Jermack shivered, gouging the barbs into his flesh as the figure stepped toward him. For an instant his vision cleared.


  “S-Superman?”


  A strong hand took hold of his arm. He felt as if it could bear him up forever. “Are you all right?”


  Father Jermack rallied his strength. “F-forgive me. They wanted to kill him. . . . I couldn’t let them. I couldn’t!”


  “Kill who?”


  The eyes were a blue that Father Jermack had never seen before . . . or maybe blue was just the closest word for the unearthly color of those eyes that gazed at him so calmly, as though able to see right through him, into his heart of hearts. “Terry . . . Dr. Rule. He’s got something in there, Superman. Something evil. Please, you’ve got to . . . got to . . .” He trailed off with a sob.


  Kal-El led Father Jermack away from the trampled fence as a military vehicle pulled up. Several uniformed men and women clambered out. “Don’t worry. I know all about Dr. Rule. But let me help you first. That barbed wire—for God’s sake, it’s not the Middle Ages!”


  “Yes—for God’s sake!” Father Jermack stiffened, clutching the folds of his pajama top. “Don’t take it from me, Superman! Without it, I’d be like them. The old saints knew. Pain is a focus. A sword against the darkness, the evil one.”


  “You’re in no condition to argue.” Kal-El glanced up and beckoned to the soldiers. “I’m going to have them get you to a hospital. Your heart . . .”


  Father Jermack nodded weakly, let himself be led to the idling truck. Then he was sinking into someone’s arms, his vision blurring, the pain fading away, the voices blessedly growing fainter. There was a sensation of being lifted, of floating. Then nothing.


  The soldiers followed Kal-El into the maze of trailers. Doors were smashed open, equipment and files strewn everywhere; apparently things inside the compound had been no better—and perhaps even worse—than outside. There were men and women in urgent need of medical attention . . . and others beyond help. Kal-El sent the soldiers to do what they could, then used his X-ray vision to locate Dr. Rule.


  He found him beside the tank, a gun in his hand. The reinforced glass of the tank bore the marks of bullets, but it had not been pierced. Now, as the doctor saw Kal-El enter the trailer, he raised the gun again. In less than the blink of an eye, Kal-El had knocked the gun away.


  Dr. Rule waved his hand feebly; the fingers were cracked and bleeding, as if he’d pounded them against the tank. “I saw you out there, Superman. On the security video, chasing the people away. They must have thought you were the devil himself, the way they ran!”


  “I take it this is the Cruciform Terebellid. Why were you trying to kill it, Dr. Rule?”


  “Because it’s evil! It deserves to die.”


  Behind the dark glass, the Cruciform Terebellid floated in dense, super-cooled liquid, emitting its pale phosphorescence like a mission cross glimpsed through a foggy Metropolis night. Kal-El brought his enhanced senses to bear. The Terebellid’s cross-shaped exoskeleton had a high lead content, blocking his X-ray vision. But he could hear, faintly, behind the exoskeleton, a sound like the slow beating of a heart. The thing—whatever it was—was alive. Was it, he wondered, intelligent? Was it evil? How could he communicate with it?


  “It’s telepathic.” Dr. Rule half giggled, half sobbed. “That’s how it kills.” He took some pills from his pocket with a shaking head. “Tranquilizers, Superman. They help to block whatever it is the creature does.”


  “And what is that, exactly, Doctor?”


  Dr. Rule swallowed the pills and shrugged. “Exactly? Who knows? Endocrine analyses show that the Terebellid changes brain chemistry. It somehow takes the strands of chemicals that link fear and desire and memory and twists them into a knot of pure terror. The result: psychotic hallucinations. Visions of hell, of devils storming the ramparts of St. Dominica’s, or maybe of the worst moment in your life replayed before your eyes like some sadistic nightmare. You know what it made me see?” He shuddered. “I saw my mother die all over again. In slow motion, Superman. Eaten up with cancer, in terrible pain, cursing me for letting her die, as if I could have saved her. What else is that but evil? We thought the telepathy functioned only within a certain radius; but the effects are far more widespread. You’ve got to help me kill it, Superman, before the whole state is affected.”


  “I don’t kill,” Kal-El said. “There’s always another way . . . which is something that you appear to have forgotten, Doctor. The terms of the Nuremberg Act forbid using human beings for this sort of research.”


  Dr. Rule slumped into a chair. “DOD authorized the use of nonmilitary volunteers. I was just following orders. Look, I admit there were risks. There were always risks. But we went through a lot of trouble to get the Terebellid, to keep it alive. What were we supposed to do, ignore it? It killed those men at the Antarctic station. Drove them insane invisibly and from a distance. Even you can’t do that, Superman! If we could control it, harness it, the Terebellid could become the ultimate deterrent. Isn’t that worth a little risk?”


  Kal-El regarded him coldly. “Lex Luthor couldn’t have put it any better. You had no right to experiment on civilians, Doctor. That’s the bottom line. Or on a life-form that may have been acting in self-defense.”


  Dr. Rule stared at the tank. After a moment he said, “It’s the only one of its kind that we know of, Superman. Maybe the last anywhere. We can’t just put it back and pretend we never found it. Maybe you won’t kill it, but you’ve got to do something. The DOD won’t be so careless next time. They won’t kill it, either . . . they’ll use it to kill.”


  A telephone in the room began to ring. Kal-El turned to Dr. Rule. “Stand back, Doctor.”


  Dr. Rule stepped back. “What are you doing?”


  “I’m taking the Terebellid with me.”


  “Where?”


  “Where it will harm no one; and no one will harm it.”


  “What will you do with it?”


  “That’s none of your concern. I wouldn’t advise you to attempt to leave the compound. The people of Lancaster might not be so happy to see you. I want you to stay here and submit yourself to arrest when the soldiers come. Understood?”


  Dr. Rule nodded. “Superman . . . I’m sorry.”


  “You’ll have to look elsewhere for forgiveness, Doctor. Now, I’d advise you to cover your eyes.”


  Kal-El vaporized the roof of the trailer in a flash of heat vision, dispelling the heat immediately with a breath. Then, gently, he lifted the tank containing the Terebellid and took to the air. Glancing back, he saw the soldiers moving in to arrest Dr. Rule.


  As he flew toward the Fortress of Solitude, Kal-El brooded over what Dr. Rule had said. He didn’t like to admit it, but the man had struck a nerve with his talk about the Terebellid being the last of its kind. A part of him hoped that the creature was not intelligent, that it had no awareness of what had been done to it. To be the last and only one . . . Kal-El didn’t wish that knowledge, a knowledge he lived with every day of his life, on any other creature.


  Once inside the Fortress, Kal-El began to study the Terebellid with instruments of advanced Kryptonian science unavailable to Dr. Rule. He discovered that the exoskeleton was a kind of self-contained environment, sealing the Terebellid off from outside conditions. He decided to remove the creature from the holding tank, where he could more easily conduct tests to determine the nature of the life-form within the exoskeleton. The DOD was trying to contact him, but he instructed the computer to disregard all messages.


  The hallucinations began so gradually that at first he was not aware of them. Suddenly Kal-El looked up, surprised to see that the holograms he’d been watching earlier were running again now, without his command. He shrugged, reminding himself to go over the computer, and ordered the program to terminate. Nothing happened.


  Then Kal-El noticed that he was seeing something quite different from the holograms he knew so well. These were not the great cities of Krypton as they had lived, but instead as they had died—as they had crumbled and fallen when Krypton shattered, squeezed like a rotten orange by the convulsions of a dying star. It had happened slowly and remorselessly, like the unfolding of a nightmare. He saw the people, his people, Kryptonians, as they tumbled through space in their final agonies, watched babies tom from their mothers’ arms, husbands from wives, people cast by the millions into the insatiable maw of the dying planet. And it was all somehow real and immediate, as if he’d been there when it happened. Of course, he had been there, a baby launched in the last seconds in his father’s experimental rocket. Were these his suppressed memories of that terrible event, the death of his parents, his world? The images overwhelmed him now, a flood he could not force back for all his strength. He could hear the screams of the hurt, the dying, the crashes of falling buildings, the roar of the planet as it shook itself to pieces.


  Just when Kal-El thought it could get no worse, the hallucinations intensified a thousandfold. Whereas before he had been a witness to the death of his planet, it seemed now that he was that same planet in its death throes. He, Kal-El, was Krypton . . . and all Kryptonians. Never had he experienced such deep, rending pain and sorrow; it felt as if his heart were being peeled layer by layer, all hope and desire stripped away until nothing remained but a small blackened core incapable of sustaining the merest spark of life, of love. This was what it was like to die. There was nothing even to fight against. No one to help him. He was alone. Alone. His heart dragged in his chest like an anchor. If this was what the people of Lancaster had felt, no wonder they’d gone crazy. He smelled burning flesh. Saw rivers, oceans of blood. He was drowning in it. Dying. He wanted to die—to join his parents, his people.


  But he couldn’t give up. Because he was the last of them. If he died now, it would be as if Krypton had never existed. As if his parents had died for nothing. Kal-El thought that he could probably kill the Terebellid, despite the strength of its exoskeleton. But he was no killer. What had he said to Dr. Rule? There’s always another way. Kal-El thought that it was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do in his life, but he forced his body to move despite the mental images that were tearing his heart, his very soul, to shreds. He picked up the Terebellid.


  At the instant of physical contact, Kal-El realized that this was how the Terebellid communicated. It, too, was alone on a strange planet, perhaps the last of its kind. The despair that he was feeling now was the Terebellid’s despair. The Terebellid’s loneliness. Only translated into images from his own experience. That made it easier for him to bear the pain . . . the feeling that he was, in a sense, sharing it with another creature. And from somewhere deep inside him, beyond knowledge or even intuition, came a desire to be gone from this prison world, to return to the wide, deep reaches of space.


  Kal-El did not question the desire, he acted on it. Flying from the Fortress of Solitude with the Terebellid in his arms, he headed up through the atmosphere, out of the Earth’s gravitational well, past the Van Allen belts, past the moon, and into the space between planets, where only asteroids and comets traveled. There he released the Terebellid. Its cross-shaped exoskeleton glowed more brightly than ever in the reflected light of the sun. It seemed almost like a star itself as it spun slowly away from Kal-El.


  And then something wondrous happened. The exoskeleton, which no instruments of earthly or Kryptonian science had been able to pierce, began to crack open. A golden light poured through the spreading cracks. Kal-El watched in awe, the terrible images in his mind gone now, replaced by images of joy. Instead of the tortured, anxious expressions of Jor-El and Lara in the final cataclysm, he saw the kindly faces of Ma and Pa Kent beaming proudly at him over supper. And then those faces gave way to an early memory . . . the earliest: Jor-El and Lara smiling at him with such love and tenderness and hope that he knew he must have been a newborn infant at the time. Now Kal-El felt newly born again, as though his parents were smiling at him across the light-years. A great warmth poured into him; his heart seemed to swell with light until he felt as if his whole body must be shining. The awful memories were still there, mixed with the good, but they could not hurt him anymore. They were a part of him now. Part of who he was. Kal-El. Clark Kent. Superman.


  With a final burst of light, the exoskeleton shattered and the creature within emerged. It was beautiful, like a net of gold, infinitely thin, that spread open in the shape of a billowing sail kilometers wide. It seemed to fill with light from the sun, slowly moving toward that hot, bright body as if it were returning home.


  Father Jermack enjoyed these quiet moments alone in the confessional after the last of his parishioners had gone. Moments of peace, of reflection. He was tired, yes, but it was a good tired, the kind that came from hard, honest work, restoring the shattered souls of his parishioners just as they had worked together to restore the town they had, in their madness, come so near to destroying. In the week since the DOD facility had been shut down, the trailers removed, so that there was no trace of their ever having been there at all, a healing spirit had come to hover over the town. Lancaster was in mourning, for Jennifer Hershey had not been the only one to die, and others had suffered so deeply that Father Jermack doubted they would ever fully recover. The hospital was full; Terry Rule, though apparently under arrest, had been allowed to work there, helping the overwhelmed local doctors until things were under control again. But alongside the pain, something new had sprouted in the hearts of his parishioners, the hearts of the townspeople . . . and in his own heart. Some spoke of a new hope, a second chance. Father Jermack had another word for it: faith. But no one dwelled on the change; it was something accepted gratefully, without understanding, like grace. Like life itself.


  Father Jermack heard the church door open, the pad of footsteps across the floor. The door to the confessional opened, then softly shut. He waited for whoever it was to begin.


  “Pm glad to see you’ve given up the barbed wire, Father,” said a voice he recognized at once.


  “Superman!”


  “I hope you don’t mind, Father. I’ve just come from the hospital. Checking up on things. Dr. Rule told me where to find you.”


  “Poor Terry . . .”


  “He’ll pay for his mistakes, and that’s only right. But I’ve spoken to the DOD, and he won’t be made into a scapegoat. When he’s paid his debt, he told me he wants to use his skills to help others, like he’s doing now.”


  “I’m glad you’ve come, Superman. I’ve been thinking of you. I wanted to thank you for what you did for me . . . for all of us.”


  There was a pause. “I’ve been thinking of you, too, Father. Of the terrible sufferings your town experienced.”


  “It was terrible,” Father Jermack said. “But I think things are going to be better now. These are good people, Superman. Their faith is strong. They’ll put this behind them and move on.”


  “I’m sure of that, Father. But I wanted you to know that whatever pain you felt, it was shared by the Terebellid. Never forget that. It didn’t mean to hurt anyone. It was just lost and alone, communicating in the only way it knew how.”


  “Yes,” Father Jermack said after a moment. “I think it’s sorry for what it did. Sometimes I think I can feel it in my mind, only not like before. Like a blessing. Is that possible?”


  “I’d like to think so.”


  Father Jermack heard the door open on the other side of the confessional. “But what about you, Superman?” he quickly asked. “After all, you’re an alien, too. It must be very lonely for you here.”


  “Perhaps none of us is as alone as he thinks, Father. By helping each other, we help ourselves. And my name is Kal-El.”


  “God bless you, Kal-El,” he said. There was no reply. When he opened the door to the confessional, Father Jermack saw that Kal-El was gone. He hadn’t even heard him leave.


  That wasn’t the only thing he hadn’t heard. The next day, when a local carpenter volunteered to fix the roof, he found that the job had already been done.


  “A miracle, Father!” the carpenter shouted down, laughing.


  Father Jermack laughed, too. That they could laugh now, after all that had happened, really was a kind of miracle, he thought. An everyday miracle, the best kind of all.


  1994


  Last Summer at Mars Hill


  Elizabeth Hand wrote one of most controversial stories we published last year, “Justice,” which appeared in our July, 1993, issue. She calls “Last Summer at Mars Hill” a heartwarmer written to keep her karma good.


  Liz’s novels Winterlong and Æstival Tide were both finalists for the Philip K. Dick award. Last summer Bantam Books published Icarus Descending and will publish Waking the Moon later this year.


  EVEN BEFORE THEY LEFT home, Moony knew her mother wouldn’t return from Mars Hill that year. Jason had called her from his father’s house in San Francisco—


  “I had a dream about you last night,” he’d said, his voice cracking the way it did when he was excited. “We were at Mars Hill, and my father was there, and my mother, too—I knew it was a dream, like can you imagine my mother at Mars Hill?—and you had on this sort of long black dress and you were sitting alone by the pier. And you said, ‘This is it, Jason. We’ll never see this again.’ I felt like crying, I tried to hug you but my father pulled me back. And then I woke up.”


  She didn’t say anything. Finally Jason prodded her. “Weird, huh, Moony? I mean, don’t you think it’s weird?”


  She shrugged and rolled her eyes, then sighed loudly so that he’d be able to tell she was upset. “Thanks, Jason. Like that’s supposed to cheer me up?”


  A long silence, then Jason’s breathless voice again. “Shit, Moony, I’m sorry. I didn’t—”


  She laughed, a little nervously, and said, “Forget it. So when you flying out to Maine?”


  Nobody but Jason called her Moony, not at home at least, not in Kamensic Village. There she was Maggie Rheining, which was the name that appeared under her junior picture in the high school yearbook.


  But the name that had been neatly typed on the birth certificate in San Francisco sixteen years ago, the name Jason and everyone at Mars Hill knew her by, was Shadowmoon Starlight Rising. Maggie would have shaved her head before she’d admit her real name to anyone at school. At Mars Hill it wasn’t so weird: there was Adele Grose, known professionally as Madame Olaf; Shasta Daisy O’Hare and Rvis Capricorn; Martin Dionysos, who was Jason’s father; and Ariel Rising, nee Amanda Mae Rheining, who was Moony’s mother. For most of the year Moony and Ariel lived in Kamensic Village, the affluent New York exurb where her mother ran Earthly Delights Catering and Moony attended high school, and everything was pretty much normal. It was only in June that they headed north to Maine, to the tiny spiritualist community where they had summered for as long as Moony could remember. And even though she could have stayed in Kamensic with Ariel’s friends the Loomises, at the last minute (and due in large part to Jason’s urging, and threats if she abandoned him there) she decided to go with her mother to Mars Hill. Later, whenever she thought how close she’d come to not going, it made her feel sick: as though she’d missed a flight and later found out the plane had crashed.


  Because much as she loved it, Moony had always been a little ashamed of Mars Hill. It was such a dinky place, plopped in the middle of nowhere on the rocky Maine coast—tiny shingle-style Carpenter Gothic cottages, all tumbled into disrepair, their elaborate trim rotting and strung with spiderwebs; poppies and lupines and tiger lilies sprawling bravely atop clumps of chickweed and dandelions of truly monstrous size; even the sign by the pier so faded you almost couldn’t read the earnest lettering:


  MARS HILL


  SPIRITUALIST COMMUNITY


  FOUNDED 1883


  “Why doesn’t your father take somebody’s violet aura and repaint the damn sign with it?” she’d exploded once to Jason.


  Jason looked surprised. “I kind of like it like that,” he said, shaking the hair from his face and tossing a sea urchin at the silvered board. “It looks like it was put up by our Founding Mothers.” But for years Moony almost couldn’t stand to even look at the sign, it embarrassed her so much.


  It was Jason who helped her get over that. They’d met when they were both twelve. It was the summer that Ariel started the workshop in Creative Psychokinesis, the first summer that Jason and his father had stayed at Mars Hill.


  “Hey,” Jason had said, too loudly, when they found themselves left alone while the adults swapped wine coolers and introductions at the summer’s first barbecue. They were the only kids in sight. There were no other families and few conventionally married couples at Mars Hill. The community had been the cause of more than one custody battle that had ended with wistful children sent to spend the summer with a more respectable parent in Boston or Manhattan or Bar Harbor. “That lady there with my father—”


  He stuck his thumb out to indicate Ariel, her long black hair frizzed and bound with leather thongs, an old multicolored skirt flapping around her legs. She was talking to a slender man with close-cropped blond hair and goatee, wearing a sky-blue caftan and shabby Birkenstock sandals. “That your mom?”


  “Yeah.” Moony shrugged and glanced at the man in the caftan. He and Ariel both turned to look at their children. The man grinned and raised his wine glass. Ariel did a little pirouette and blew a kiss at Moony.


  “Looks like she did too much of the brown acid at Woodstock,” Jason announced, and flopped onto the grass. Moony glared down at him.


  “She wasn’t at Woodstock, asshole,” she said, and had started to walk away when the boy called after her.


  “Hey—it’s a joke! My name’s Jason—” He pointed at the man with Ariel. “That’s my father. Martin Dionysos. But like that’s not his real name, okay? His real name is Schuster but he changed it, but I’m Jason Schuster. He’s a painter. We don’t know anyone here. I mean, does it ever get above forty degrees?”


  He scrambled to his feet and looked at her beseechingly. Smaller even than Moony herself, so slender he should have looked younger than her, except that his sharp face beneath floppy white-blond hair was always twisted into some ironic pronouncement, his blue eyes always flickering somewhere between derision and pleading.


  “No,” Moony said slowly. The part about Jason not changing his name got to her. She stared pointedly at his thin arms prickled with gooseflesh, the fashionable surfer-logo T-shirt that hung nearly to his knees. “You’re gonna freeze your skinny ass off here in Maine, Jason Schuster.” And she grinned.


  He was from San Francisco. His father was a well-known artist and a member of the Raging Faery Queens, a gay pagan group that lived in the Bay Area and staged elaborately beautiful solstice gatherings and AIDS benefits. At Mars Hill, Martin Dionysos gave workshops on strengthening your aura and on clear nights led the community’s men in chanting at the moon as it rose above Penobscot Bay. Jason was so diffident about his father and his father’s work that Moony was surprised, the single time she visited him on the West Coast, to find her friend’s room plastered with flyers advertising Faery gatherings and newspaper photos of Martin and Jason at various ACT-UP events. In the fall Jason would be staying in Maine, while she returned to high school. Ultimately it was the thought that she might not see him again that made Moony decide to spend this last summer at Mars Hill.


  “That’s what you’re wearing to First Night?”


  Moony started at her mother’s voice, turned to see Ariel in the middle of the summer cottage’s tiny living room. Wine rocked back and forth in her mother’s glass, gold shot with tiny sunbursts from the crystals hung from every window. “What about your new dress?”


  Moony shrugged. She couldn’t tell her mother about Jason’s dream, about the black dress he’d seen her wearing. Ariel set great store by dreams, especially these last few months. What she’d make of one in which Moony appeared in a black dress and Ariel didn’t appear at all, Moony didn’t want to know.


  “Too hot,” Moony said. She paused in front of the window and adjusted one of three silver crosses dangling from her right ear. “Plus I don’t want to upstage you.”


  Ariel smiled. “Smart kid,” she said, and took another sip of her wine.


  Ariel wore what she wore to every First Night: an ankle-length patchwork skirt so worn and frayed it could only be taken out once a year, on this ceremonial occasion. Squares of velvet and threadbare satin were emblazoned with suns and moons and astrological symbols, each one with a date neatly embroidered in crimson thread.


  Sedona, Aug 151972. Mystery Hill, NH, 5/80. The Winter Garden 1969. Jajouka, Tangiers, Marrakech 1968.


  Along the bottom, where many of the original squares had disintegrated into fine webs of denim and chambray, she had begun piecing a new section: squares that each held a pair of dates, a name, an embroidered flower. These were for friends who had died. Some of them were people lost two decades earlier, to the War, or drugs or misadventure; names that Moony knew only from stories told year after year at Mars Hill or in the kitchen at home.


  But most of the names were those of people Moony herself had known. Friends of Ariel’s who had gathered during the divorce, and again, later, when Moony’s father died, and during the myriad affairs and breakups that followed. Men and women who had started out as Ariel’s customers and ended as family. Uncle Bob and Uncle Raymond and Uncle Nigel. Laurie Salas. Tommy McElroy and Sean Jacobson. Chas Bowen and Martina Glass. And, on the very bottom edge of the skirt, a square still peacock-bright with its blood-colored rose, crimson letters spelling out John’s name and a date the previous spring.


  As a child Moony had loved that skirt. She loved to watch her mother sashay into the tiny gazebo at Mars Hill on First Night and see all the others laugh and run to her, their fingers plucking at the patch work folds as though to read something there, tomorrow’s weather perhaps, or the names of suitors yet unmet.


  But now Moony hated the skirt. It was morbid, even Jason agreed with that.


  “They’ve already got a fucking quilt,” he said, bitterly. “We don’t need your mom wearing a goddamn skirt.”


  Moony nodded, miserable, and tried not to think of what they were most afraid of: Martin’s name there beside John’s, and a little rosebud done in flower-knots. Martin’s name, or Ariel’s.


  There was a key to the skirt, Moony thought as she watched her mother sip her wine; a way to decode all the arcane symbols Ariel had stitched there over the last few months. It lay in a heavy manila envelope somewhere in Ariel’s room, an envelope that Ariel had started carrying with her in February, and which grew heavier and heavier as the weeks passed. Moony knew there was something horrible in that envelope, something to do with the countless appointments Ariel had had since February, with the whispered phone calls and macrobiotic diets and the resurgence of her mother’s belief in devas and earth spirits and plain old-fashioned ghosts.


  But Moony said nothing of this, only smiled and fidgeted with her earrings. “Go ahead,” she told Ariel, who had settled at the edge of a wicker hassock and peered up at her daughter through her wineglass. “I just got to get some stuff.”


  Ariel waited in silence, then drained her glass and set it on the floor. “Okay. Jason and Martin are here. I saw them on the hill—”


  “Yeah, I know, I talked to them, they went to Camden for lunch, they can’t wait to see you.” Moony paced to the door to her room, trying not to look impatient. Already her heart was pounding.


  “Okay,” Ariel said again. She sounded breathless and a little drunk. She had ringed her aquamarine eyes with kohl, to hide how tired she was. Over the last few months she’d grown so thin that her cheekbones had emerged again, after years of hiding in her round peasant’s face. Her voice was hoarse as she asked, “So you’ll be there soon?”


  Moony nodded. She curled a long tendril of hair, dark as her mother’s but finer, and brushed her cheek with it. “I’m just gonna pull my hair back. Jason’ll give me shit if I don’t.”


  Ariel laughed. Jason thought that they were all a bunch of hippies. “Okay.” She crossed the room unsteadily, touching the backs of chairs, a windowsill, the edge of a buoy hanging from the wall. When the screen door banged shut behind her Moony sighed with relief.


  For a few minutes she waited, to make sure her mother hadn’t forgotten something, like maybe a joint or another glass of wine. She could see out the window to where people were starting downhill toward the gazebo. If you didn’t look too closely, they might have been any group of summer people gathering for a party in the long northern afternoon.


  But after a minute or two their oddities started to show. You saw them for what they really were: men and women just getting used to a peculiar middle age. They all had hair a little too long or too short, a little too gray or garishly colored. The women, like Ariel, wrapped in clothes like banners from a triumphant campaign now forgotten. Velvet tunics threaded with silver, miniskirts crossing pale bare blue-veined thighs, Pucci blouses back in vogue again. The men more subdued, in chinos some of them, or old jeans that were a little too bright and neatly pressed. She could see Martin beneath the lilacs by the gazebo, in baggy psychedelic shorts and T-shirt, his gray-blond hair longer than it had been and pulled back into a wispy ponytail. Beside him Jason leaned against a tree, self-consciously casual, smoking a cigarette as he watched the First Night promenade. At sight of Ariel he raised one hand in a lazy wave.


  And now the last two stragglers reached the bottom of the hill. Mrs. Grose carrying her familiar, an arthritic wheezing pug named Milton: Ancient Mrs. Grose, who smelled of Sen-sen and whiskey, and prided herself on being one of the spiritualists exposed as a fraud by Houdini. And Gary Bonetti, who (the story went) five years ago had seen a vision of his own death in the City, a knife wielded by a crack-crazed kid in Washington Heights. Since then, he had stayed on at Mars Hill with Mrs. Grose, the community’s only other year-round resident.


  Moony ducked back from the window as her mother turned to stare up at the cottage. She waited until Ariel looked away again, as Martin and Jason beckoned her toward the gazebo.


  “Okay,” Moony whispered. She took a step across the room and stopped. An overwhelming smell of cigarette smoke suddenly filled the air, though there was no smoke to be seen. She coughed, waving her hand in front of her face.


  “Damn it, Jason,” she hissed beneath her breath. The smell was gone as abruptly as it had appeared. “I’ll be right there—”


  She slipped through the narrow hallway with its old silver-touched mirrors and faded Maxfield Parrish prints, and went into Ariel’s room. It still had its beginning-of-summer smell, mothballs and the salt sweetness of rugosa roses blooming at the beach’s edge. The old chenille bedspread was rumpled where Ariel had lain upon it, exhausted by the flight from LaGuardia to Boston, from Boston via puddlejumper to the tiny airport at Green Turtle Reach. Moony pressed her hand upon the spread and closed her eyes. She tried to focus as Jason had taught her, tried to dredge up the image of her mother stretched upon the bed. And suddenly there it was, a faint sharp stab of pain in her left breast, like a stitch in her side from running. She opened her eyes quickly, fighting the dizziness and panicky feeling. Then she went to the bureau.


  At home she had never been able to find the envelope. It was always hidden away, just as the mail was always carefully sorted, the messages on the answering machine erased before she could get to them. But now it was as if Ariel had finally given up on hiding. The envelope was in the middle drawer, a worn cotton camisole draped halfheartedly across it. Moony took it carefully from the drawer and went to the bed, sat and slowly fanned the papers out.


  They were hospital bills. Hospital bills and Blue Cross forms, cash register receipts for vitamins from the Waverly Drugstore with Ariel’s crabbed script across the top. The bills were for tests only, tests and consultations. Nothing for treatments; no receipts for medication other than vitamins. At the bottom of the envelope, rolled into a blue cylinder and tightened with a rubber band, she found the test results. Stray words floated in the air in front of her as Moony drew in a long shuddering breath.


  Mammography results. Sectional biopsy. Fourth stage malignancy. Metastasized.


  Cancer. Her mother had breast cancer.


  “Shit,” she said. Her hands after she replaced the papers were shaking. From outside echoed summer music, and she could hear voices—her mother’s, Diana’s, Gary Bonetti’s deep bass—shouting above the tinny sound of a cassette player—


  
    
      
        
          	
            “Wouldn’t it be nice if we could wake up

            In the kind of world where we belong!”

          
        

      
    

  


  YOU BITCH,” Moony whispered. She stood at the front window and stared down the hill at the gazebo, her hands clamped beneath her armpits to keep them still. Her face was streaked with tears. “When were you going to tell me, when were you going to fucking tell me?”


  At the foot of Mars Hill, alone by a patch of daylilies stood Jason, staring back up at the cottage. A cigarette burned between his fingers, its scent miraculously filling the little room. Even from here Moony could tell that somehow and of course, he already knew.


  Everyone had a hangover the next morning, not excluding Moony and Jason. In spite of that the two met in the community chapel. Jason brought a thermos of coffee, bright red and yellow dinosaurs stenciled on its sides, and blew ashes from the bench so she could sit down.


  “You shouldn’t smoke in here.” Moony coughed and slumped beside him. Jason shrugged and stubbed out his cigarette, fished in his pocket and held out his open palm.


  “Here. Ibuprofen and valerian capsules. And there’s bourbon in the coffee.”


  Moony snorted but took the pills, shooting back a mouthful of tepid coffee and grimacing.


  “Hair of the iguana,” Jason said. “So really, Moony, you didn’t know?”


  “How the hell would I know?” Moony said wearily. “I mean, I knew it was something—”


  She glanced sideways at her friend. His slender legs were crossed at the ankles and he was barefoot. Already dozens of mosquito bites pied his arms and legs. He was staring at the little altar in the center of the room. He looked paler than usual, more tired, but that was probably just the hangover.


  From outside, the chapel looked like all the other buildings at Mars Hill, faded gray shingles and white trim. Inside there was one large open room, with benches arranged in a circle around the walls, facing in to the plain altar. The altar was heaped with wilting day lilies and lilacs, an empty bottle of chardonnay and a crumpled pack of Kents—Jason’s brand—and a black velvet hair ribbon that Moony recognized as her mother’s. Beneath the ribbon was an old snapshot, curled at the edges. Moony knew the pose from years back. It showed her and Jason and Ariel and Martin, standing at the edge of the pier with their faces raised skyward, smiling and waving at Diana behind her camera. Moony made a face when she saw it and took another swallow of coffee.


  “I thought maybe she had AIDS,” Moony said at last. “I knew she went to the Walker Clinic once, I heard her on the phone to Diana about it.”


  Jason nodded, his mouth set in a tight smile. “So you should be happy she doesn’t. Hip hip hooray.” Two years before Jason’s father had tested HIV-positive. Martin’s lover, John, had died that spring.


  Moony turned so that he couldn’t see her face. “She has breast cancer. It’s metastasized. She won’t see a doctor. This morning she let me feel it . . .”


  Like a gnarled tree branch shoved beneath her mother’s flesh, huge and hard and lumpy. Ariel thought she’d cry or faint or something but all Moony could do was wonder how she had never felt it before. Had she never noticed, or had it just been that long since she’d hugged her mother?


  She started crying, and Jason drew closer to her.


  “Hey,” he whispered, his thin arm edging around her shoulders. “It’s okay, Moony, don’t cry, it’s all right—”


  How can you say that! she felt like screaming, sobs constricting her throat so she couldn’t speak. When she did talk the words came out in anguished grunts.


  “They’re dying—how can they—Jason—”


  “Shh—he murmured. “Don’t cry, Moony, don’t cry . . .”


  Beside her, Jason sighed and fought the urge for another cigarette. He wished he’d thought about this earlier, come up with something to say that would make Moony feel better. Something like, Hey! Get used to it! Everybody dies! He tried to smile, but he felt only sorrow and a headache prodding at the corners of his eyes. Moony’s head felt heavy on his shoulder. He shifted on the bench, stroking her hair and whispering until she grew quiet. Then they sat in silence.


  He stared across the room, to the altar and the wall beyond, where a stained glass window would have been in another kind of chapel. Here, a single great picture window looked out onto the bay. In the distance he could see the Starry Islands glittering in the sunlight, and beyond them the emerald bulk of Blue Hill and Cadillac Mountain rising above the indigo water.


  And, if he squinted, he could see Them. The Others, like tears or blots of light floating across his retina. The Golden Ones. The Greeters.


  The Light Children.


  “Hey!” he whispered. Moony sniffed and burrowed closer into his shoulder, but he wasn’t talking to her. He was welcoming Them.


  They were the real reason people had settled here, over a century ago. They were the reason Jason and Moony and their parents and all the others came here now; although not everyone could see Them. Moony never had, nor Ariel’s friend Diana; although Diana believed in Them, and Moony did not. You never spoke of Them, and if you did, it was always parenthetically and with a capital T—“Rvis and I were looking at the moon last night (They were there) and we thought we saw a whale.” Or, “Martin came over at midnight (he saw Them on the way) and we played Scrabble . . .”


  A few years earlier a movement was afoot, to change the way of referring to Them. In a single slender volume that was a history of the Mars Hill spiritualist community, They were referred to as the Light Children, but no one ever really called Them that. Everyone just called them Them. It seemed the most polite thing to do, really, since no one knew what They called Themselves.


  “And we’d hate to offend Them,” as Ariel said.


  That was always a fear at Mars Hill. That, despite the gentle nature of the community’s adherents, They inadvertently would be offended one day (a too-noisy volleyball game on the rocky beach; a beer-fueled Solstice celebration irrupting into the dawn), and leave.


  But They never did. Year after year the Light Children remained. They were a magical commonplace, like the loons that nested on a nearby pond and made the night an offertory with their cries, or the rainbows that inexplicably appeared over the Bay almost daily, even when there was no rain in sight. It was the same with Them. Jason would be walking down to call his father in from sailing, or knocking at Moony’s window to awaken her for a three a.m. stroll, and suddenly there They’d be. A trick of the light, like a sundog or the aurora borealis: golden patches swimming through the cool air. They appeared as suddenly as a cormorant’s head slicing up through the water, lingering sometimes for ten minutes or so. Then They would be gone.


  Jason saw Them a lot. The chapel was one of the places They seemed to like, and so he hung out there whenever he could. Sometimes he could sense Them moments before They appeared. A shivering in the air would make the tips of his fingers go numb, and once there had been a wonderful smell, like warm buttered bread. But usually there was no warning. If he closed his eyes while looking at Them, Their image still appeared on the cloudy scrim of his inner eye, like gilded tears. But that was all. No voices, no scent of rose petals, no rapping at the door. You felt better after seeing Them, the way you felt better after seeing a rainbow or an eagle above the Bay. But there was nothing really magical about Them, except the fact that They existed at all. They never spoke, or did anything special, at least nothing you could sense. They were just there; but Their presence meant everything at Mars Hill.


  They were there now: flickering above the altar, sending blots of gold dancing across the limp flowers and faded photograph. He wanted to point Them out to Moony, but he’d tried before and she’d gotten mad at him.


  “You think I’m some kind of idiot like my mother?” she’d stormed, sweeping that day’s offering of irises from the altar onto the floor. “Give me a break, Jason!”


  Okay, I gave you a break, he thought now. Now I’ll give you another.


  Look, Moony, there They are! he thought; then said, “Moony. Look—” He pointed, shrugging his shoulder so she’d have to move. But already They were gone.


  “What?” Moony murmured. He shook his head, sighing.


  “That picture,” he said, and fumbled at his pocket for his cigarettes. “That stupid old picture that Diana took. Can you believe it’s still here?”


  Moony lifted her head and rubbed her eyes, red and swollen. “Oh, I can believe anything,” she said bitterly, and filled her mug with more coffee.


  In Martin Dionysos’s kitchen, Ariel drank a cup of nettle tea and watched avidly as her friend ate a bowl of mung bean sprouts and nutritional yeast, fust like in Annie Hall, she thought. Amazing.


  “So now she knows and you’re surprised she’s pissed at you.” Martin raised another forkful of sprouts to his mouth, angling delicately to keep any from falling to the floor. He raised one blond eyebrow as he chewed, looking like some hardscrabble New Englander’s idea of Satan, California surfer boy gone to seed. Long gray-blond hair that was thinner than it had been a year ago, skin that wasn’t so much tanned as an even pale bronze, with that little goatee and those piercing blue eyes, the same color as the Bay stretching outside the window behind him. Oh yes: and a gold hoop earring and a heart tattoo that enclosed the name JOHN and a T-shirt with the pink triangle and SILENCE-DEATH printed in stern block letters. Satan on vacation.


  “I’m not surprised,” Ariel said, a little crossly. “I’m just, mmm, disappointed. That she got so upset.”


  Martin’s other eyebrow arched. “Disappointed! As in, ‘Moony, darling, I have breast cancer (which I have kept a secret from you for seven months) and I am very disappointed that you are not self-actualized enough to deal with this without falling to pieces’ ?”


  “She didn’t fall to pieces.” Ariel’s crossness went over the line into full-blown annoyance. She frowned and jabbed a spoon into her tea. “I wish she’d fall to pieces, she’s always so—” She waved the hand holding the spoon, sending green droplets raining onto Martin’s knee. “—so something.”


  “Self-assured?”


  “I guess. Self-assured and smug, you know? Why is it teenagers are always so fucking smug?”


  “Because they share a great secret,” Martin said mildly, and took another bite of sprouts.


  “Oh yeah? What’s that?”


  “Their parents are all assholes.”


  Ariel snorted with laughter, leaned forward to get her teacup out of the danger zone and onto the table. “Oh, Martin,” she said. Suddenly her eyes were filled with tears. “Damn it all to hell . . .”


  Martin put his bowl on the table and stepped over to take her in his arms. He didn’t say anything, and for a moment Ariel flashed back to the previous spring, the same tableau only in reverse, with her holding Martin while he sobbed uncontrollably in the kitchen of his San Francisco townhouse. It was two days after John’s funeral, and she was on her way to the airport. She knew then about the breast cancer but she hadn’t told Martin yet; didn’t want to dim any of the dark luster of his grief.


  Now it was her grief, but in a strange way she knew it was his, too. There was this awful thing that they held in common, a great unbroken chain of grief that wound from one coast to the other. She hadn’t wanted to share it with Moony, hadn’t wanted her to feel its weight and breadth. But it was too late, now. Moony knew and besides, what did it matter? She was dying, Martin was dying and there wasn’t a fucking thing anyone could do about it.


  “Hey,” he said at last. His hand stroked her mass of dark hair, got itself tangled near her shoulder, snagging one of the long silver-and-quartz-crystal earrings she had put on that morning, for luck. “Ouch.”


  Ariel snorted again, laughing in spite of, or maybe because of, it all. Martin extricated his hand, held up two fingers with a long curling strand of hair caught between them: a question mark, a wise serpent waiting to strike. She had seen him after the cremation take the lock of John’s hair that he had saved and hold it so, until suddenly it burst into flames, and then watched as the fizz of ash flared out in a dark penumbra around Martin’s fingers. No such thing happened now, no Faery Pagan pyrotechnics. She wasn’t dead yet, there was no sharp cold wind of grief to fan Martin’s peculiar gift. He let the twirl of hair fall away and looked at her and said, “You know, I talked to Adele.”


  Adele was Mrs. Grose, she of the pug dog and suspiciously advanced years. Ariel retrieved her cup and her equanimity, sipping at the nettle tea as Martin went on, “She said she thought we had a good chance. You especially. She said for you it might happen. They might come.” He finished and leaned back in his chair, spearing the last forkful of sprouts.


  Ariel said, “Oh yes?” Hardly daring to think of it; no don’t think of it at all.


  Martin shrugged, twisted to look over his shoulder at the endless sweep of Penobscot Bay. His eyes were bright, so bright she wondered if he were fighting tears or perhaps something else, something only Martin would allow himself to feel here and now. Joy, perhaps. Hope.


  “Maybe,” he said. At his words her heart beat a little faster in her breast, buried beneath the mass that was doing its best to crowd it out. “That’s all. Maybe. It might. Happen.”


  And his hand snaked across the table to hers and held it, clutched it like it was a link in that chain that ran between them, until her fingers went cold and numb.


  ON WEDNESDAY evenings the people at Mars Hill gave readings for the public. Tarot, palms, auras, dreams—five dollars a pop, nothing guaranteed. The chapel was cleaned, the altar swept of offerings and covered with a frayed red and-white checked table cloth from Diana’s kitchen and a few candles in empty Chianti bottles.


  “It’s not very atmospheric,” Gary Bonetti said, as someone always did. Mrs. Grose nodded from her bench and fiddled with her rosary beads.


  “Au contraire,” protested Martin. “It’s very atmospheric, if you’re in the mood for spaghetti carbonara at Luigi’s.”


  “May I recommend the primavera?” said Jason. In honor of the occasion he had put on white duck pants and white shirt and red bow tie. He waved at Moony, who stood at the door taking five dollar bills from nervous, giggly tourists and the more solemn-faced locals, who made this pilgrimage every summer. Some regulars came week after week, year after year. Sad Brenda, hoping for the Tarot card that would bring news from her drowned child. Mr. Spruce, a ruddy-faced lobsterman who always tipped Mrs. Grose ten dollars. The Hamptonites Jason had dubbed Mr. and Mrs. Pissant, who were anxious about their auras. Tonight the lobsterman was there, with an ancient woman who could only be his mother, and the Pissants, and two teenage couples, long blonde hair and sunburned, reeking of marijuana and summer money.


  The teenagers went to Martin, lured perhaps by his tie-dyed caftan, neatly pressed and swirling down to his Birkenstock-clad feet.


  “Boat trash,” hissed Jason, arching a nearly invisible white-blond eyebrow as they passed. “I saw them in Camden, getting off a yacht the size of the fire station. God, they make me sick.”


  Moony tightened her smile. Catch her admitting to envy of people like that. She swiveled on her chair, looking outside to see if there were any newcomers making their way to the chapel through the cool summer night. “I think this is gonna be it,” she said. She glanced wistfully at the few crumpled bills nesting in an old oatmeal tin. “Maybe we should, like, advertise or something. It’s been so slow this summer.”


  Jason only grunted, adjusting his bow tie and glaring at the rich kids, now deep in conference with his father. The Pissants had fallen to Diana, who with her chignon of blonde hair and gold-buttoned little black dress could have been one of their neighbors. That left the lobsterman and his aged mother.


  They stood in the middle of the big room, looking not exactly uneasy or lost, but as though they were waiting for someone to usher them to their proper seats. And as though she read their minds (but wasn’t that her job?), Mrs. Grose swept up suddenly from her corner of the chapel, a warm South Wind composed of yards of very old rayon fabric, Jean Nate After-Bath, and arms large and round and powdered as wheaten loaves.


  “Mr. Spruce,” she cried, extravagantly trilling her rrrs and opening those arms like a stage gypsy. “You have come—”


  “Why, yes,” the lobsterman answered, embarrassed but also grateful. “I, uh—I brought my mother, Mrs. Grose. She says she remembers you.”


  “I do,” said Mrs. Spruce. Moony twisted to watch, curious. She had always wondered about Mrs. Grose. She claimed to be a true clairvoyant. She had predicted things—nothing very useful, though. What the weather would be like the weekend of Moony’s Junior Prom (rainy), but not whether she would be asked to go, or by whom. The day Jason would receive a letter from Harvard (Tuesday, the fifth of April), but not whether he’d be accepted there (he was not). It aggravated Moony, like so much at Mars Hill. What was the use of being a psychic if you could never come up with anything really useful?


  But then there was the story about Harry Houdini. Mrs. Grose loved to tell it, how when she was still living in Chicago this short guy came one day and she gave him a message from his mother and he tried to make her out to be a fraud. It was a stupid story, except for one thing. If it really had happened, it would make Mrs. Grose about ninety or a hundred years old. And she didn’t look a day over sixty.


  Now Mrs. Grose was cooing over a woman who really did look to be about ninety. Mrs. Spruce peered up at her through rheumy eyes, shaking her head and saying in a whispery voice, “I can’t believe it’s you. I was just a girl, but you don’t look any different at all . . .”


  “Oh, flattery, flattery!” Mrs. Grose laughed and rubbed her nose with a Kleenex. “What can we tell you tonight, Mrs. Spruce?”


  Moony turned away. It was too weird. She watched Martin entertaining the four golden children, then felt Jason coming up behind her: the way some people claim they can tell a cat is in the room, by some subtle disturbance of air and dust. A cat is there. Jason is there.


  “They’re all going to Harvard. I can’t believe it,” he said, mere disgust curdled into utter loathing. “And that one, the blond on the end—”


  “They’re all blond, Jason,” said Moony. “You’re blond.”


  “I am an albino,” Jason said with dignity. “Check him out, the Nazi Youth with the Pearl Jam T-shirt. He’s a legacy, absolutely. SAT scores of 1060, tops. I know.” He closed his eyes and wiggled his fingers and made a whoo-whoo noise, beckoning spirits to come closer. Moony laughed and covered her mouth. From where he sat Martin raised an eyebrow, requesting silence. Moony and Jason turned and walked outside.


  “How old do you think she is?” Moony asked, after they had gone a safe distance from the chapel.


  “Who?”


  “Mrs. Grose.”


  “Adele?” Jason frowned into the twilit distance, thinking of the murky shores and shoals of old age. “Jeez, I dunno. Sixty? Fifty?”


  Moony shook her head. “She’s got to be older than that. I mean, that story about Houdini, you know?”


  “Huh! Houdini. The closest she ever got to Houdini is seeing some Siegfried and Roy show out in Las Vegas.”


  “I don’t think she’s ever left here. At least not since I can remember.” Jason nodded absently, then squatted in the untidy drive, squinting as he stared out into the darkness occluding the Bay. Fireflies formed mobile constellations within the birch trees. As a kid he had always loved fireflies, until he had seen Them. Now he thought of the Light Children as a sort of evolutionary step, somewhere between lightning bugs and angels.


  Though you hardly ever see Them at night, he thought. Now why is that? He rocked back on his heels, looking like some slender pale gargoyle toppled from a modernist cathedral, the cuffs of his white oxford-cloth shirt rolled up to show large bony wrists and surprisingly strong square hands, his bow tie unraveled and hanging rakishly around his neck. Of a sudden he recalled being in this same spot two years ago, grinding out a cigarette as Martin and John approached. The smoke bothered John, sent him into paroxysms of coughing so prolonged and intense that more than once they had set Jason’s heart pounding, certain that This Was It, John was going to die right here, right now, and it would be all Jason’s fault for smoking. Only of course it didn’t happen that way.


  “The longest death since Little Nell’s,” John used to say, laughing hoarsely. That was when he could still laugh, still talk. At the end it had been others softly talking, Martin and Jason and their friends gathered around John’s bed at home, taking turns, spelling each other. After a while Jason couldn’t stand to be with them. It was too much like John was already dead. The body in the bed so wasted, bones cleaving to skin so thin and mottled it was like damp newsprint.


  By the end, Jason refused to accompany Martin to the therapist they were supposed to see. He refused to go with him to the meetings where men and women talked about dying, about watching loved ones go so horribly slowly. Jason just couldn’t take it. Grief he had always thought of as an emotion, a mood, something that possessed you but that you eventually escaped. Now he knew it was different. Grief was a country, a place you entered hesitantly, or were thrown into without warning. But once you were there, amidst the roiling formless blackness and stench of despair, you could not leave. Even if you wanted to: you could only walk and walk and walk, traveling on through the black reaches with the sound of screaming in your ears, and hope that someday you might glimpse far off another country, another place where you might someday rest.


  Jason had followed John a long ways into that black land. And now his own father would be going there. Maybe not for good, not yet, but Jason knew. An HIV-positive diagnosis might mean that Death was a long ways off; but Jason knew his father had already started walking.


  “. . . you think they don’t leave?”


  Jason started. “Huh?” He looked up into Moony’s wide gray eyes. “I’m sorry, what?”


  “Why do you think they don’t leave? Mrs. Grose and Gary. You know, the ones who stay here all year.” Moony’s voice was exasperated. He wondered how many times she’d asked him the same thing.


  “I dunno. I mean, they have to leave sometimes. How do they get groceries and stuff?” He sighed and scrambled to his feet. “There’s only two of them, maybe they pay someone to bring stuff in. I know Gary goes to the Beach Store sometimes. It’s not like they’re under house arrest. Why?”


  Moony shrugged. In the twilight she looked spooky, more like a witch than her mother or Diana or any of those other wannabes. Long dark hair and those enormous pale gray eyes, face like the face of the cat who’d been turned into a woman in a fairy tale his father had read him once. Jason grinned, thinking of Moony jumping on a mouse. No way. But hey, even if she did, it would take more than that to turn him off.


  “You thinking of staying here?” he asked slyly. He slipped an arm around her shoulders. “ ’Cause, like, I could keep you company or something. I hear Maine gets cold in the winter.”


  “No.” Moony shrugged off his arm and started walking toward the water: no longer exasperated, more like she was distracted. “My mother is.”


  “Your mother?”


  He followed her until she stopped at the edge of a gravel beach. The evening sky was clear. On the opposite shore, a few lights glimmered in Dark Harbor, reflections of the first stars overhead. From somewhere up along the coast, Bayside or Nagaseek or one of the other summer colonies, the sounds of laughter and skirling music echoed very faintly over the water, like a song heard on some distant station very late at night. But it wasn’t late, not yet even nine o’clock. In summers past, that had been early for Moony and Jason, who would often stay up with the adults talking and poring over cards and runes until the night grew cold and spent.


  But tonight for some reason the night already felt old. Jason shivered and kicked at the pebbly beach. The last pale light of sunset cast an antique glow upon stones and touched the edge of the water with gold. As he watched, the light withdrew, a gauzy veil drawn back teasingly until the shore shimmered with afterglow, like blue glass.


  “I heard her talking with Diana,” Moony said. Her voice was unsettlingly loud and clear in the still air. “She was saying she might stay on, after I go off to school. I mean, she was talking like she wasn’t going back at all, I mean not back to Kamensic. Like she might just stay here and never leave again.” Her voice cracked on the words never leave again and she shuddered, hugging herself.


  “Hey,” said Jason. He walked over and put his arms around her, her dark hair a perfumed net that drew him in until he felt dizzy and had to draw back, gasping a little, the smell of her nearly overwhelming that of rugosa roses and the sea. “Hey, it’s okay, Moony, really it’s okay.”


  Moony’s voice sounded explosive, as though she had been holding her breath. “I just can’t believe she’s giving up like this. I mean, no doctors, nothing. She’s just going to stay here and die.”


  “She might not die,” said Jason, his own voice a little desperate. “I mean, look at Adele. A century and counting. The best is yet to come.”


  Moony laughed brokenly. She leaned forward so that her hair once again spilled over him, her wet cheek resting on his shoulder. “Oh Jason. If it weren’t for you I’d go crazy, you know that? I’d just go fucking nuts.”


  Nuts, thought Jason. His arms tightened around her, the cool air and faraway music nearly drowning him as he stroked her head and breathed her in. Crazy, oh yes. And they stood there until the moon showed over Dark Harbor, and all that far-off music turned to silvery light above the Bay.


  Two days later Ariel and Moony went to see the doctor in Bangor. Moony drove, an hour’s trip inland, up along the old road that ran beside the Penobscot River, through failed stonebound farms and past trailer encampments like sad rusted toys, until finally they reached the sprawl around the city, the kingdom of car lots and franchises and shopping plazas.


  The hospital was an old brick building with a shiny new white wing grafted on. Ariel and Moony walked through a gleaming steel-and-glass door set in the expanse of glittering concrete. But they ended up in a tired office on the far end of the old wing, where the squeak of rubber wheels on worn linoleum played counterpoint to a loudly echoing, ominous drip-drip that never ceased the whole time they were there.


  “Ms. Rising. Please, come in.”


  Ariel squeezed her daughter’s hand, then followed the doctor into her office. It was a small bright room, a hearty wreath of living ivy trained around its single grimy window in defiance of the lack of sunlight and, perhaps, the black weight of despair that Ariel felt everywhere, chairs, desk, floor, walls.


  “I received your records from New York,” the doctor said. She was a slight fine-boned young woman with sleek straight hair and a silk dress more expensive than what you usually saw in Maine. The little metal name-tag on her breast might have been an odd bit of heirloom jewelry. “You realize that even as of three weeks ago, the cancer had spread to the point where our treatment options are now quite limited.”


  Ariel nodded, her arms crossed protectively across her chest. She felt strange, light-headed. She hadn’t been able to eat much the last day or two, that morning had swallowed a mouthful of coffee and a stale muffin to satisfy Moony but that was all. “I know,” she said heavily. “I don’t know why I’m here.”


  “Frankly, I don’t know either,” the doctor replied. “If you had optioned for some kind of intervention oh, even two months ago; but now . . .”


  Ariel tilted her head, surprised at how sharp the other woman’s tone was. The doctor went on, “It’s a great burden to put on your daughter—” She looked in the direction of the office door, then glanced down at the charts in her hand. “Other children?”


  Ariel shook her head. “No.”


  The doctor paused, gently slapping the sheaf of charts and records against her open palm. Finally she said, “Well. Let’s examine you, then.”


  An hour later Ariel slipped back into the waiting room. Moony looked up from a magazine. Her gray eyes were bleary and her tired expression hastily congealed into the mask of affronted resentment with which she faced Ariel these days.


  “So?” she asked as they retraced their steps back through cinder-block corridors to the hospital exit. “What’d she say?”


  Ariel stared straight ahead, through the glass doors to where the summer afternoon waited to pounce on them. Exhaustion had seeped into her like heat; like the drugs the doctor had offered and Ariel had refused, the contents of crystal vials that could buy a few more weeks, maybe even months if she was lucky, enough time to make a graceful farewell to the world. But Ariel didn’t want weeks or months, and she sure as hell didn’t want graceful goodbyes. She wanted years, decades. A cantankerous or dreamy old age, aggravating the shit out of her grandchildren with her talk about her own sunflower youth. Failing that, she wanted screaming and gnashing of teeth, her friends tearing their hair out over her death, and Moony . . .


  And Moony. Ariel stopped in front of a window, one hand out to press against the smooth cool glass. Grief and horror hit her like a stone, struck her between the eyes so that she gasped and drew her hands to her face.


  “Mom!” Moony cried, shocked. “Mom, what is it, are you all right?—”


  Ariel nodded, tears burning down her cheeks. “I’m fine,” she said, and gave a twisted smile. “Really, I’m—”


  “What did she say?” demanded Moony. “The doctor, what did she tell you, what is it?”


  Ariel wiped her eyes, a black line of mascara smeared across her finger. “Nothing. Really, Moony, nothing’s changed. It’s just—it’s just hard. Being this sick. It’s hard, that’s all.”


  She could see in her daughter’s face confusion, despair, but also relief. Ariel hadn’t said death, she hadn’t said dying, she hadn’t since that first day said cancer. She’d left those words with the doctor, along with the scrips for morphine and Fiorinal, all that could be offered to her now. “Come on,” she said, and walked through the sliding doors. “I’m supposed to have lunch with Mrs. Grose and Diana, and it’s already late.”


  Moony stared at her in disbelief: was her mother being stoic or just crazy? But Ariel didn’t say anything else, and after a moment her daughter followed her to the car.


  IN MARS HILL’S little chapel Jason sat and smoked. On the altar in front of him were several weeks’ accumulated offerings from the denizens of Mars Hill. An old-fashioned envelope with a glassine window, through which he could glimpse the face of a twenty-dollar bill—that was from Mrs. Grose, who always gave the money she’d earned from readings (and then retrieved it at the end of the summer). A small square of brilliantly woven cloth from Diana, whose looms punctuated the soft morning with their steady racketing. A set of blueprints from Rvis Capricorn. Shasta Daisy’s battered Ephemera. The copy of Paul Bowles’ autobiography that Jason’s father had been reading on the flight out from the West Coast. In other words, the usual flotsam of love and whimsy that washed up here every summer. From where Jason sat, he could see his own benefaction, a heap of small white roses, already limp but still giving out their heady sweet scent, and a handful of blackberries he’d picked from the thicket down by the pier. Not much of an offering, but you never knew.


  From beneath his roses peeked the single gift that puzzled him, a lacy silk camisole patterned with pale pink-and-yellow blossoms. An odd choice of offering, Jason thought. Because for all the unattached adults sipping chardonnay and Bellinis of a summer evening, the atmosphere at Mars Hill was more like that of summer camp. A chaste sort of giddiness ruled here, compounded of equal parts of joy and longing, that always made Jason think of the garlanded jackass and wistful fairies in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. His father and Ariel and all the rest stumbling around in the dark, hoping for a glimpse of Them, and settling for fireflies and the lights from Dark Harbor. Mars Hill held surprisingly little in the way of unapologetic lust—except for himself and Moony, of course. And Jason knew that camisole didn’t belong to Moony.


  At the thought of Moony he sighed and tapped his ashes onto the dusty floor. It was a beautiful morning, gin-clear and with a stiff warm breeze from the west. Perfect sailing weather. He should be out with his father on the Wendameen. Instead he’d stayed behind, to write and think. Earlier he’d tried to get through to Moony somewhere in Bangor, but Jason couldn’t send his thoughts any farther than from one end of Mars Hill to the other. For some reason, smoking cigarettes seemed to help. He had killed half a pack already this morning, but gotten nothing more than a headache and a raw throat. Now he had given up. It never seemed to work with anyone except Moony, anyhow, and then only if she was nearby.


  He had wanted to give her some comfort. He wanted her to know how much he loved her, how she meant more to him than anyone or anything in the world, except perhaps his father. Was it allowed, to feel this much for a person when your father was HIV-positive? Jason frowned and stubbed out his cigarette in a lobster-shaped ashtray, already overflowing with the morning’s telepathic aids. He picked up his notebook and Rapidograph pen and, still frowning, stared at the letter he’d begun last night.


  Dearest Moony,


  (he crossed out est, it sounded too fussy)


  I just want you to know that I understand how you feel. When John died it was the most horrible thing in the world, even worse than the divorce because I was just a kid then. I just want you to know how much I love you, you mean more than anyone or anything in the world, and


  And what? Did he really know how she felt? His mother wasn’t dying, his mother was in the Napa Valley running her vineyard, and while it was true enough that John’s death had been the most horrible thing he’d ever lived through, could that be the same as having your mother die? He thought maybe it could. And then of course there was the whole thing with his father. Was that worse? His father wasn’t sick, of course, at least he didn’t have any symptoms yet; but was it worse for someone you loved to have the AIDS virus, to watch and wait for months or years, rather than have it happen quickly like with Ariel? Last night he’d sat in the living room while his father and Gary Bonetti were on the porch talking about her.


  “I give her only a couple of weeks,” Martin had said, with that dry strained calm voice he’d developed over the last few years of watching his friends die. “The thing is, if she’d gone for treatment right away she could be fine now. She could be me.” The last word came out in an uncharacteristic burst of vehemence, and Jason grew cold to hear it. Because of course even with treatment his father probably wouldn’t be all right, not now, not ever. He’d never be fine again. Ariel had thrown all that away.


  “She should talk to Adele,” Gary said softly. Jason heard the clink of ice as he poured himself another daiquiri. “When I had those visions five years ago, that’s when I saw Adele. You should too, Martin. You really should.”


  “I don’t know as Adele can help me,” Martin said, somewhat coolly. “She’s just a guest here, like you or any of the rest of us. And you know that you can’t make Them . . .”


  His voice trailed off. Jason sat bolt upright on the sofa, suddenly feeling his father there, like a cold finger stabbing at his brain.


  “Jason?” Martin called, his voice tinged with annoyance. “If you want to listen, come in here, please.”


  Jason had sworn under his breath and stormed out through the back door. It was impossible, sometimes, living with his father. Better to have a psychic wannabe like Ariel for a parent, and not have to worry about being spied on all the time.


  Now, from outside the chapel came frenzied barking. Jason started, his thoughts broken. He glanced through the open door to see Gary and his black labrador retriever heading down to the water. Gary was grinning, arms raised as he waved at someone out of sight. And suddenly Jason had an image of his father in the Wendameen, the fast little sloop skirting the shore as Martin stood at the mast waving back, his long hair tangled by the wind. The vision left Jason nearly breathless. He laughed, shaking his head, and at once decided to follow Gary to the landing and meet his father there. He picked up his pen and notebook and turned to go. Then stopped, his neck prickling. Very slowly he turned, until he stood facing the altar once more.


  They were there. A shimmering haze above the fading roses, like Zeus’s golden rain falling upon imprisoned Danae. Jason’s breath caught in his throat as he watched Them—They were so beautiful, so strange. Flickering in the chapel’s dusty air, like so many scintillant coins. He could sense rather than hear a faint chiming as They darted quick as hummingbirds from his roses to Mrs. Grose’s envelope, alighting for a moment upon Diana’s weaving and Rvis’s prize tomatoes before settling upon two things: his father’s book and the unknown camisole.


  And then with a sharp chill Jason knew whose it was. Ariel’s, of course—who else would own something so unabashedly romantic but also slightly tacky? Maybe it was meant to be a bad joke, or perhaps it was a real offering, heartfelt, heartbreaking. He stared at Them, a glittering carpet tossed over those two pathetic objects, and had to shield his eyes with his hand. It was too bright, They seemed to be growing more and more brilliant as he watched. Like a swarm of butterflies he had once seen, mourning cloaks resting in a snow-covered field one warm March afternoon, their wings slowly fanning the air as though They had been stunned by the thought of spring. But what could ever surprise Them, the Light Children, the summer’s secret?


  Then as he watched They began to fade. The glowing golden edge of the swarm grew dim and disappeared. One by one all the other gilded coins blinked into nothing, until the altar stood as it had minutes before, a dusty collection of things, odd and somewhat ridiculous. Jason’s head pounded and he felt faint; then realized he’d been holding his breath. He let it out, shuddering, put his pen and notebook on the floor and walked to the altar.


  Everything was as it had been, roses, cloth, paper, tomatoes; excepting only his father’s offering, and Ariel’s. Hesitantly he reached to touch the book Martin had left, then recoiled.


  The cover of the book had been damaged. When he leaned over to stare at it more closely, he saw that myriad tiny holes had been burned in the paper, in what at first seemed to be a random pattern. But when he picked it up—gingerly, as though it might yet release an electrical jolt or some other hidden energy—he saw that the tiny perforations formed an image, blurred but unmistakable. The shadow of a hand, four fingers splayed across the cover as though gripping it.


  Jason went cold. He couldn’t have explained how, but he knew that it was a likeness of his father’s hand that he saw there, eerie and chilling as those monstrous shadows left by victims of the bombings at Hiroshima and Nagasaki. With a frightened gasp he tossed the book back onto the altar. For a moment he stood beside the wooden table, half-poised to flee; but finally reached over and tentatively pushed aside his roses to fully reveal the camisole.


  It was just like the book. Thousands of tiny bum-holes made a ruined lace of the pastel silk, most of them clustered around one side of the bodice. He picked it up, catching a faint fragrance, lavender and marijuana, and held it out by its pink satin straps. He raised it, turning toward the light streaming through the chapel’s picture window, and saw that the pinholes formed a pattern, elegant as the tracery of veins and capillaries on a leaf. A shadowy bull’s-eye—breast, aureole, nipple drawn on the silken cloth.


  With a small cry Jason dropped the camisole. Without looking back he ran from the chapel. Such was his hurry that he forgot his pen and notebook and the half-written letter to Moony, piled carefully on the dusty floor. And so he did not see the shining constellation that momentarily appeared above the pages, a curious cloud that hovered there like a child’s dream of weather before flowering into a golden rain.


  Moony sat hunched on the front stoop, waiting for her mother to leave. Ariel had been in her room for almost half an hour, her luncheon date with Diana and Mrs. Grose notwithstanding. When finally she emerged, Moony could hear the soft uneven tread of her flip-flops, padding from bedroom to bedroom to kitchen. There was the sigh of the refrigerator opening and closing, the muted pop of a cork being pulled from a bottle, the long grateful gurgle of wine being poured into a glass. Then Ariel herself in the doorway behind her. Without looking Moony could tell that she’d put on The Skirt. She could smell it, the musty scents of patchouli and cannabis resin and the honeysuckle smell of the expensive detergent Ariel used to wash it by hand, as though it were some precious winding sheet.


  “I’m going to Adele’s for lunch.”


  Moony nodded silently.


  “I’ll be back in a few hours.”


  More silence.


  “You know where to find me if anyone comes by.” Ariel nudged her daughter gently with her toe. “Okay?”


  Moony sighed. “Yeah, okay.”


  She watched her mother walk out the door, sun bouncing off her hair in glossy waves. When Ariel was out of sight she hurried down the hall.


  In her mother’s room, piles of clothes and papers covered the worn Double Wedding Ring quilt, as though tossed helter-skelter from her bureau.


  “Jeez, what a mess,” said Moony. She slowly crossed to the bed. It was covered with scarves and tangled skeins of pantyhose; drifts of old catering receipts, bills, canceled checks. A few paperbacks with yellowed pages that had been summer reading in years past. A back issue of Gourmet magazine and the Maine Progressive. A Broadway ticket stub from Prelude to a Kiss. Grimacing, Moony prodded the edge of last year’s calendar from the Beach Store & Pizza to Go.


  What had her mother been looking for?


  Then, as if by magic, Moony saw it. Its marbled cover suddenly glimpsed beneath a dusty strata of tarot cards and Advil coupons, like some rare bit of fossil, lemur vertebrae or primate jaw hidden within papery shale. She drew it out carefully, tilting it so the light slid across the title.


  MARS HILL: ITS HISTORY AND LORE


  Abigail Merithew Cox,


  A Lover of Its Mysteries


  With careful fingers Moony rifled the pages. Dried rose petals fell out, releasing the sad smell of summers past, and then a longer plume of liatris dropped to the floor, fresh enough to have left a faint purplish stain upon the page. Moony drew the book up curiously, marking the page where the liatris had fallen, and read,


  Perhaps strangest of all the Mysteries of our Colony at Mars Hill is the presence of those Enchanted Visitors who make their appearance now and then, to the eternal Delight of those of us fortunate enough to receive the benison of their presence. I say Delight, though many of us who have conjured with them say that the Experience resembles Rapture more than mere Delight, and even that Surpassing Ecstasy of which the Ancients wrote and which is at the heart of all our Mysteries; though we are not alone in enjoying the favor of our Visitors. It is said by my Aunt, Sister Rosemary Merithew, that the Pasamaquoddie Indians who lived here long before the civilizing influence of the White Man, also entertained these Ethereal Creatures, which are in appearance like to those fairy lights called Foxfire or Will O’ The Wisp, and which may indeed be the inspiration for such spectral rumors. The Pasamaquoddie named them Aklniki, which in their language means The Greeters; and this I think is a most appropriate title for our Joyous Guests, who bring only Good News from the Other Side, and who feast upon our mortality as a man sups upon rare meats . . .


  Moony stared at the page in horror and disgust. Feasting upon mortality? She recalled her mother and Jason talking about the things they called the Light Children, Jason’s disappointment that They had never appeared to Moony. As though there was something wrong with her, as though she wasn’t worthy of seeing Them. But she had never felt that way. She had always suspected that Jason and her mother and the rest were mistaken about the Light Children. When she was younger, she had even accused her mother of lying about seeing Them. But the other people at Mars Hill spoke of Them, and Jason, at least, would never lie to Moony. So she had decided there must be something slightly delusional about the whole thing. Like a mass hypnosis, or maybe some kind of mass drug flashback, which seemed more likely considering the histories of some of her mother’s friends.


  Still, that left Mrs. Grose, who never even took an aspirin. Who, as far as Moony knew, had never been sick in her life, and who certainly seemed immune to most of the commonplace ailments of what must be, despite appearances, an advanced age. Mrs. Grose claimed to speak with the Light Children, to have a sort of understanding of Them that Ariel and the others lacked. And Moony had always held Mrs. Grose in awe. Maybe because her own grandparents were all dead, maybe just because of that story about Houdini—it was too fucking weird, no one could have made it up.


  And so maybe no one had made up the Light Children, either. Moony tapped the book’s cover, frowning. Why couldn’t she see Them? Was it because she didn’t believe? The thought annoyed her. As though she were a kid who’d found out about Santa Claus, and was being punished for learning the truth. She stared at the book’s cover, the gold lettering flecked with dust, the peppering of black and green where salt air and mildew had eaten away at the cloth. The edge of one page crumbled as she opened it once more.


  Many of my brothers and sisters can attest to the virtues of Our Visitors, particularly Their care for the dying and afflicted . . .


  “Fucking bullshit,” yelled Moony. She threw the book across the room, hard, so that it slammed into the wall beside her mother’s bureau. With a soft crack the spine broke. She watched stonily as yellow pages and dried blossoms fluttered from between the split covers, a soft explosion of antique dreams. She left the room without picking up the mess, the door slamming shut behind her.


  “I was consumptive,” Mrs. Grose was saying, nodding as she looked in turn from Ariel to Diana to the pug sprawled panting on the worn chintz sofa beside them. “Tuberculosis, you know. Coming here saved me.”


  “You mean like, taking the waters?” asked Ariel. She shook back her hair and took another sip of her gin-and-tonic. “Like they used to do at Saratoga Springs and places like that?”


  “Not like that at all,” replied Mrs. Grose firmly. She raised one white eyebrow and frowned. “I mean, Mars Hill saved me.”


  Saved you for what! thought Ariel, choking back another mouthful of gin. She shuddered. She knew she shouldn’t drink, these days she could feel it seeping into her, like that horrible barium they injected into you to do tests. But she couldn’t stop. And what was the point, anyway?


  “But you think it might help her, if she stayed here?” Diana broke in, oblivious of Mrs. Grose’s imperious gaze. “And Martin, do you think it could help him too?”


  “I don’t think anything,” said Mrs. Grose, and she reached over to envelope the wheezing pug with one large fat white hand. “It is absolutely not up to me at all. I am simply telling you the facts.”


  “Of course,” Ariel said, but she could tell from Diana’s expression that her words had come out slurred. “Of course,” she repeated with dignity, sitting up and smoothing the folds of her patchwork skirt.


  “As long as you understand,” Mrs. Grose said in a gentler tone. “We are guests here, and guests do not ask favors of their hosts.”


  The other two women nodded. Ariel carefully put her glass on the coffee table and stood, wiping her sweating hands on her skirt. “I better go now,” she said. Her head pounded and she felt nauseated, for all that she’d barely nibbled at the ham sandwiches and macaroni salad Mrs. Grose had set out for lunch. “Home. I think I’d better go home.”


  “I’ll go with you,” said Diana. She stood and cast a quick look at their hostess. “I wanted to borrow that book . . .”


  Mrs. Grose saw them to the door, holding open the screen and swatting threateningly at mosquitoes as they walked outside. “Remember what I told you,” she called as they started down the narrow road, Diana with one arm around Ariel’s shoulder. “Meditation and nettle tea. And patience.”


  “Patience,” Ariel murmured; but nobody heard.


  THE WEEKS passed. The weather was unusually clear and warm, Mars Hill bereft of the cloak of mist and fog that usually covered it in August. Martin Dionysos took the Wendameen out nearly every afternoon, savoring the time alone, the hours spent fighting wind and waves—antagonists he felt he could win against.


  “It’s the most perfect summer we’ve ever had,” Gary Bonetti said often to his friend. Too often, Martin thought bitterly. Recently, Martin was having what Jason called Millennial Thoughts, seeing ominous portents in everything from the tarot cards he dealt out to stricken tourists on Wednesday nights to the pattern of kelp and maidenhair left on the gravel beach after one of the summer’s few storms. He had taken to avoiding Ariel, a move that filled him with self-loathing, for all that he told himself that he still needed time to grieve for John before giving himself over to another death. But it wasn’t that, of course. Or at least it wasn’t only that. It was fear, The Fear. It was listening to his own heart pounding as he lay alone in bed at night, counting the beats, wondering at what point it all began to break down, at what point It would come to take him.


  So he kept to himself. He begged off going on the colony’s weekly outing to the little Mexican restaurant up the road. He even stopped attending the weekly readings in the chapel. Instead, he spent his evenings alone, writing to friends back in the Bay Area. After drinking coffee with Jason every morning he’d turn away.


  “I’m going to work now,” he’d announce, and Jason would nod and leave to find Moony, grateful, his father thought, for the opportunity to escape.


  Millennial Thoughts.


  Martin Dionysos had given over a corner of his cottage’s living room to a studio. There was a tiny drafting table, his portable computer, an easel, stacks of books; the week’s forwarded offerings of Out! and The Advocate and Q and The Bay Weekly, and, heaped on an ancient stained Windsor chair, the usual pungent mess of oils and herbal decoctions that he used in his work. Golden morning light streamed through the wide mullioned windows, smelling of salt and the diesel fumes from Diana’s ancient Volvo. On the easel a large unprimed canvas rested, somewhat unevenly due to the cant of a floor slanted enough that you could drop a marble in the kitchen and watch it roll slowly but inexorably to settle in the left-hand corner of the living room. Gary Bonetti claimed that it wasn’t that all of the cottages on Mars Hill were built by incompetent architects. It was the magnetic pull of the ocean just meters away; it was the imperious reins of the East, of the Moon, of the magic charters of the Otherworld, that made it impossible to find any two corners that were plumb. Martin and the others laughed at Gary’s pronouncement, but John had believed it.


  John. Martin sighed, stirred desultorily at a coffee can filled with linseed oil and turpentine, then rested the can on the windowsill. For a long time he had been so caught up with the sad and harrowing and noble and disgusting details of John’s dying that he had been able to forestall thinking about his own diagnosis. He had been grateful, in an awful way, that there had been something so horrible, so unavoidably and demandingly real, to keep him from succumbing to his own despair.


  But all that was gone now. John was gone. Before John’s death, Martin had always had a sort of unspoken, formless belief in an afterlife. The long shadow cast by a 1950s Catholic boyhood, he guessed. But when John died, that small hidden solace had died too. There was nothing there. No vision of a beloved waiting for him on the other side. Not even a body moldering within a polished mahogany casket. Only ashes, ashes; and his own death waiting like a small patient vicious animal in the shadows.


  “Shit,” he said. He gritted his teeth. This was how it happened to Ariel. She gave in to despair, or dreams, or maybe she just pretended it would go away. She’d be lucky now to last out the summer. At the thought a new wave of grief washed over him, and he groaned.


  “Oh, shit, shit, shit,” he whispered. With watering eyes he reached for the can full of primer on the sill. As he did so, he felt a faint prickling go through his fingers, a sensation of warmth that was almost painful. He swore under his breath and frowned. A tiny stab of fear lanced through him. Inexplicable and sudden pain, wasn’t that the first sign of some sort of degeneration? As his fingers tightened around the coffee can, he looked up. The breath froze in his throat and he cried aloud, snatching his hand back as though he’d been stung.


  They were there. Dozens of Them, a horde of flickering golden spots so dense They obliterated the wall behind Them. Martin had seen Them before, but never so close, never so many. He gasped and staggered back, until he struck the edge of the easel and sent the canvas clattering to the floor. They took no notice, instead followed him like a swarm of silent hornets. And as though They were hornets, Martin shouted and turned to run.


  Only he could not. He was blinded, his face seared by a terrible heat. They were everywhere, enveloping him in a shimmering cocoon of light and warmth, Their fierce radiance burning his flesh, his eyes, his throat, as though he breathed in liquid flame. He shrieked, batting at the air, and then babbling fell back against the wall. As They swarmed over him he felt Them, not as you feel the sun but as you feel a drug or love or anguish, filling him until he moaned and sank to the floor. He could feel his skin burning and erupting, his bones turning to ash inside him. His insides knotted, cramping until he thought he would faint. He doubled over, retching, but only a thin stream of spittle ran down his chin. An explosive burst of pain raced through him. He opened his mouth to scream, the sound so thin it might have been an insect whining. Then there was nothing but light, nothing but flame; and Martin’s body unmoving on the floor.


  Moony waited until late afternoon, but Jason never came. Hours earlier, Moony had glanced out the window of her cottage and seen Gary Bonetti running up the hill to Martin’s house, followed minutes later by the panting figure of Mrs. Grose. Jason she didn’t see at all. He must have never left his cottage that morning, or else left and returned by the back door.


  Something had happened to Martin. She knew that as soon as she saw Gary’s stricken face. Moony thought of calling Jason, but did not. She did nothing, only paced and stared out the window at Jason’s house, hoping vainly to see someone else enter or leave. No one did.


  Ariel had been sleeping all day. Moony avoided even walking past her mother’s bedroom, lest her own terror wake her. She was afraid to leave the cottage, afraid to find out the truth. Cold dread stalked her all afternoon as she waited for something—an ambulance, a phone call, anything—but nothing happened. Nobody called, nobody came. Although once, her nostrils filled with the acrid smell of cigarette smoke, and she felt Jason there. Not Jason himself, but an overwhelming sense of terror that she knew came from him, a fear so intense that she drew her breath in sharply, her hand shooting out to steady herself against the door. Then the smell of smoke was gone.


  “Jason?” she whispered, but she knew he was no longer thinking of her. She stood with her hand pressed against the worn silvery frame of the screen door. She kept expecting Jason to appear, to explain things. But there was nothing. For the first time all summer, Jason seemed to have forgotten her. Everyone seemed to have forgotten her.


  That had been hours ago. Now it was nearly sunset. Moony lay on her towel on the gravel beach, swiping at a mosquito and staring up at the cloudless sky, blue skimmed to silver as the sun melted away behind Mars Hill. What a crazy place this was. Someone gets sick, and instead of dialing 911 you send for an obese old fortuneteller. The thought made her stomach churn; because of course that’s what her mother had done. Put her faith in fairydust and crystals instead of physicians and chemo. Abruptly Moony sat up, hugging her knees.


  “Damn,” she said miserably.


  She’d put off going home, half-hoping, half-dreading that someone would find her and tell her what the hell was going on. Now it was obvious that she’d have to find out for herself. She threw her towel into her bag, tugged on a hooded pullover and began to trudge back up the hill.


  On the porches of the other cottages she could see people stirring. Whatever had happened, obviously none of them had heard yet. The new lesbian couple from Burlington sat facing each other in matching wicker armchairs, eyes closed and hands extended. A few houses on, Shasta Daisy sat on the stoop of her tiny Queen Anne Victorian, sipping a wine cooler, curled sheets of graph paper littering the table in front of her.


  “Where’s your mom?” Shasta called.


  Moony shrugged and wiped a line of sweat from her cheek. “Resting, I guess.”


  “Come have a drink.” Shasta raised her bottle. “I’ll do your chart.”


  Moony shook her head. “Later. I got to get dinner.”


  “Don’t forget there’s a moon circle tonight,” said Shasta. “Nine thirty at the gazebo.”


  “Right.” Moony nodded, smiling glumly as she passed. What a bunch of kooks. At least her mother would be sleeping and not wasting her time conjuring up someone’s aura between wine coolers.


  But when she got home, no one was there. She called her mother’s name as the screen door banged shut behind her, waited for a reply but there was none. For an instant a terrifying surge raced through her: something else had happened, her mother lay dead in the bedroom . . .


  But the bedroom was empty, as were the living room and bathroom and anyplace else where Ariel might have chosen to die. The heady scent of basil filled the cottage, with a fainter hint of marijuana. When Moony finally went into the kitchen, she found the sink full of sand and half-rinsed basil leaves. Propped up on the drainboard was a damp piece of paper towel with a message spelled out in runny magic marker.


  Moony: Went to Chapel


  Moon circle at 9:30


  Love love love Mom


  “Right,” Moony said, disgusted. She crumpled the note and threw it on the floor. “Way to go, Mom.”


  Marijuana, moon circle, astrological charts. Fucking idiots. Of a sudden she was filled with rage, at her mother and Jason and Martin and all the rest. Why weren’t there any doctors here? Or lawyers, or secretaries, or anyone with half a brain, enough at least to take some responsibility for the fact that there were sick people here, people who were dying for Christ’s sake and what was anyone doing about it? What was she doing about it?


  “I’ve had it,” she said aloud. “I have had it.” She spun around and headed for the front door, her long hair an angry black blur around her grim face. “Amanda Rheining, you are going to the hospital. Now.”


  She strode down the hill, ignoring Shasta’s questioning cries. The gravel bit into her bare feet as she rounded the turn leading to the chapel. From here she could glimpse the back door of Jason and Martin’s cottage. As Moony hurried past a stand of birches, she glimpsed Diana standing by the door, one hand resting on its crooked wooden frame. She was gazing out at the Bay with a rapt expression that might have been joy or exhausted grief, her hair gilded with the dying light.


  For a moment Moony stopped, biting her lip. Diana at least might understand. She could ask Diana to come and help her force Ariel to go to the hospital. It would be like the intervention they’d done with Diana’s ex-husband. But that would mean going to Martin’s cottage, and confronting whatever it was that waited inside. Besides, Moony knew that no one at Mars Hill would ever force Ariel to do something she didn’t want to do; even live. No. It was up to her to save her mother: herself, Maggie Rheining. Abruptly she turned away.


  Westering light fell through the leaves of the ancient oak that shadowed the weathered gray chapel. The lupines and tiger lilies had faded with the dying summer. Now violet plumes of liatris sprang up around the chapel door beside unruly masses of sweet-smelling phlox and glowing clouds of asters. Of course no one ever weeded or thinned out the garden. The flowers choked the path leading to the door, so that Moony had to beat away a net of bees and lacewings and pale pink moths like rose petals, all of them rising from the riot of blossoms and then falling in a softly moving skein about the girl’s shoulders as she walked. Moony cursed and slashed at the air, heedless of a luna moth’s drunken somersault above her head, the glimmering wave of fireflies that followed her through the twilight.


  At the chapel doorway Moony stopped. Her heart was beating hard, and she spat and brushed a liatris frond from her mouth. From inside she could hear a low voice; her mother’s voice. She was reciting the verse that, over the years, had become a sort of blessing for her, a little mantra she chanted and whispered summer after summer, always in hopes of summoning Them—


  
    
      
        
          	
            “With this field-dew consecrate

            Every fairy take his gait

            And each several chamber bless,

            through this palace, with sweet peace;

            Ever shall in safety rest,

            and the owner of it blest.”

          
        

      
    

  


  At the sound, Moony felt her heart clench inside her. She moved until her face pressed against the ancient gray screen sagging within its doorframe. The screen smelled heavily of dust; she pinched her nose to keep from sneezing. She gazed through the fine moth-pocked web as though through a silken scrim or the Bay’s accustomed fog.


  Her mother was inside. She stood before the wooden altar, pathetic with its faded burden of wilting flowers and empty bottles and Jason’s cigarette butts scattered across the floor. From the window facing the Bay, lilac-colored light flowed into the room, mingling with the shafts of dusty gold falling from the casements set high within the opposing wall. Where the light struck the floor a small bright pool had formed. Ariel was dancing slowly in and out of this, her thin arms raised, the long heavy sweep of her patch work skirt sliding back and forth to reveal her slender legs and bare feet, shod with a velvety coat of dust. Moony could hear her reciting, Shakespeare’s fairies’ song again, and a line from Julian of Norwich that Diana had taught her:


  All will be well, and all will be well, and all manner of things will be well.


  And suddenly the useless purity of Ariel’s belief overwhelmed Moony. A stoned forty-three-year-old woman with breast cancer and a few weeks left to live, dancing inside a ruined chapel and singing to herself. Tears filled Moony’s eyes, fell and left a dirty streak against the screen. She drew a deep breath, fighting the wave of grief and despair, and pushed against the screen to enter. When she raised her head again, Ariel had stopped.


  At first Moony thought her mother had seen her. But no. Ariel was staring straight ahead at the altar, her head cocked to one side as though listening. So intent was she that Moony stiffened as well, inexplicably frightened. She glanced over her shoulder, but of course there was no one there. But it was too late to keep her heart from pounding. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath and turned, stepping over the sill toward Ariel.


  “Mom,” Moony called softly. “Mom, I’m—”


  Moony froze. In the center of the chapel her mother stood, arms writhing as she held them above her head, long hair whipping across her face. She was on fire. Flickers of gold and crimson ran along her arms and chest, lapped at her throat and face and set runnels of light flaming across her clothes. Moony could hear her shrieking, could see her tearing at her breast as she tried to rip away the burning fabric. With a howl Moony stumbled across the room—not thinking, hardly even seeing her as she lunged to grab Ariel and pull her down.


  “Mom!”


  But before she could reach Ariel she tripped, smashed onto the uneven floor. Groaning she rolled over and tried to get back up. An arm’s-length away, her mother flailed, her voice given over now to a high shrill keening, her flapping arms still raised above her head. And for the first time Moony realized that there was no real heat, no flames. No smoke filled the little room. The light that streamed through the picture window was clear and bright as dawn.


  Her mother was not on fire. She was with Them.


  They were everywhere, like bees swarming across a bank of flowers. Radiant beads of gold and argent covered Ariel until Moony no longer saw her mother, but only the blazing silhouette of a woman, a numinous figure that sent a prismatic aurora rippling across the ceiling. Moony fell back, horrified, awe-struck. The figure continued its bizarre dance, hands lifting and falling as though reaching for something that was being pulled just out of reach. She could hear her mother’s voice, muted now to a soft repetitive cry—uh, uh!—and a very faint clear tone, like the sustained note of a glass harmonica.


  “Jesus,” Moony whispered; then yelled, “Jesus! Stop it, stop—”


  But They didn’t stop; only moved faster and faster across Ariel’s body until her mother was nothing but a blur, a chrysalis encased in glittering pollen, a burning ghost. Moony’s breath scraped against her throat. Her hands clawed at her knees, the floor, her own breasts, as her mother kept on with that soft moaning and the sound of the Light Children filled the chapel the way wine fills a glass.


  And then gradually it all began to subside. Gradually the glowing sheath fell from her mother, not fading so much as thinning, the way Moony had once read the entrance to a woman’s womb will thin as its burden wakes to be born. The chiming noise died away. There was only a faint high echo in Moony’s ears. Violet light spilled from the high windows, a darker if weaker wine. Ariel sprawled on the dusty floor, her arms curled up against her chest like the dried hollow limbs of an insect, scarab or patient mantis. Her mouth was slack, and the folds of tired skin around her eyes. She looked inutterably exhausted, but also somehow at peace. With a cold stab like a spike driven into her breast, Moony knew that this was how Ariel would look in death; knew that this was how she looked, now; knew that she was dead.


  But she wasn’t. As Moony watched, her mother’s mouth twitched. Then Ariel sneezed, squeezing her eyes tightly. Finally she opened them to gaze at the ceiling. Moony stared at her, uncomprehending. She began to cry, sobbing so loudly that she didn’t hear what her mother was saying, didn’t hear Ariel’s hoarse voice whispering the same words over and over and over again—


  “Thank you, thank you, thank you!—”


  But Moony wasn’t listening. And only in her mother’s own mind did Ariel herself ever again hear Their voices. Like an unending stream of golden coins being poured into a well, the eternal and incomprehensible echo of Their reply—


  “You are Welcome.”


  There must have been a lot of noise. Because before Moony could pull herself together and go to her mother, Diana was there, her face white but her eyes set and in control, as though she were an ambulance driver inured to all kinds of terrible things. She took Ariel in her arms and got her to her feet. Ariel’s head flopped to one side, and for a moment Moony thought she’d slide to the floor again. But then she seemed to rally. She blinked, smiled fuzzily at her daughter and Diana. After a few minutes, she let Diana walk her to the door. She shook her head gently but persistently when her daughter tried to help.


  “You can follow us, darling,” Diana called back apologetically as they headed down the path to Martin’s cottage. But Moony made no move to follow. She only watched in disbelief—I can follow you! Of course I can, asshole!—and then relief, as the two women lurched safely through the house’s crooked door.


  Let someone else take care of her for a while, Moony thought bitterly. She shoved her hands into her pockets. Her terror had turned to anger. Now, perversely, she needed to yell at someone. She thought briefly of following her mother; then of finding Jason. But really, she knew all along where she had to go.


  MRS. GROSE seemed surprised to see her (Ha! thought Moony triumphantly; what kind of psychic would be surprised!). But maybe there was something about her after all. Because she had just made a big pot of chamomile tea, heavily spiked with brandy, and set out a large white plate patterned with alarmingly lifelike butterflies and bees, the insects seeming to hover intently beside several slabs of cinnamon-fragrant zucchini bread.


  “They just keep multiplying.” Mrs. Grose sighed so dramatically that Moony thought she must be referring to the bees, and peered at them again to make sure they weren’t real. “Patricia—you know, that nice lady with the lady friend?—she says, pick the flowers, so I pick them but I still have too many squashes. Remind me to give you some for your mother.”


  At mention of her mother, Moony’s anger melted away. She started to cry again.


  “My darling, what is it?” cried Mrs. Grose. She moved so quickly to embrace Moony that a soft-smelling pinkish cloud of face powder wafted from her cheeks onto the girl’s. “Tell us darling, tell us—”


  Moony sobbed luxuriously for several minutes, letting Mrs. Grose stroke her hair and feed her healthy sips of tepid brandy-laced tea. Mrs. Grose’s pug wheezed anxiously at his mistress’s feet and struggled to climb into Moony’s lap. Eventually he succeeded. By then, Moony had calmed down enough to tell the aged woman what had happened, her rambling narrative punctuated by hiccuping sobs and small gasps of laughter when the dog lapped excitedly at her teacup.


  “Ah so,” said Mrs. Grose, when she first understood that Moony was talking about the Light Children. She pressed her plump hands together and raised her tortoiseshell eyes to the ceiling. “They are having a busy day.”


  Moony frowned, wiping her cheeks. As though They were like the people who collected the trash or turned the water supply off at the end of the summer. But then Moony went on talking, her voice growing less tremulous as the brandy kicked in. When she finished, she sat in somewhat abashed silence and stared at the teacup she held in her damp hand. Its border of roses and cabbage butterflies took on a flushed glow from Mrs. Grose’s paisley-draped Tiffany lamps. Moony looked uneasily at the door. Having confessed her story, she suddenly wanted to flee, to check on her mother; to forget the whole thing. But she couldn’t just take off. She cleared her throat, and the pug growled sympathetically.


  “WelZ,” Mrs. Grose said at last. “I see I will be having lots of company this winter.”


  Moony stared at her uncomprehending. “I mean, your mother and Martin will be staying on,” Mrs. Grose explained, and sipped her tea. Her cheeks like the patterned porcelain had a febrile glow, and her eyes were so bright that Moony wondered if she was very drunk. “So at last! there will be enough of us here to really talk about it, to learn—”


  “Learn what?” demanded Moony. Confusion and brandy made her peevish. She put her cup down and gently shoved the pug from her lap. “I mean, what happened? What is going on?”


  “Why, it’s Them, of course,” Mrs. Grose said grandly, then ducked her head, as though afraid she might be overheard and deemed insolent. “We are so fortunate—you are so fortunate, my dear, and your darling mother! And Martin, of course—this is a wonderful time for us, a blessed, blessed time!” At Moony’s glare of disbelief she went on, “You understand, my darling—They have come, They have greeted your mother and Martin, it is a very exciting thing, very rare—only a very few of us—”


  Mrs. Grose preened a little before going on, “—and it is always so wonderful, so miraculous, when another joins us—and now suddenly we have two!”


  Moony stared at her, her hands opening and closing in her lap. “But what happened?” she cried desperately. “What are They?”


  Mrs. Grose shrugged and coughed delicately. “What are They,” she repeated. “Well, Moony, that is a very good question.” She heaved back onto the couch and sighed. “What are They? I do not know.”


  At Moony’s rebellious glare she added hastily, “Well, many things, of course, we have thought They were many things, and They might be any of these or all of them or—well, none, I suppose. Fairies, or little angels of Jesus, or tree spirits—that is what a dear friend of mine believed. And some sailors thought They were will-o-the-wisps, and let’s see, Miriam Hopewell, whom you don’t remember but was another very dear friend of mine, God rest her soul, Miriam thought They came from flying saucers.”


  At this Moony’s belligerence crumpled into defeat. She recalled the things she had seen on her mother—devouring her it seemed, setting her aflame—and gave a small involuntary gasp.


  “But why?” she wailed. “I mean, why? Why should They care? What can They possibly get from us?”


  Mrs. Grose enfolded Moony’s hand in hers. She ran her fingers along Moony’s palm as though preparing for a reading, and said, “Maybe They get something They don’t have. Maybe we give Them something.”


  “But what?” Moony’s voice rose, almost a shriek. “What?”


  “Something They don’t have,” Mrs. Grose repeated softly. “Something everybody else has, but They don’t—


  “Our deaths.”


  Moony yanked her hand away. “Our deaths? My mother like, sold her soul, to—to—”


  “You don’t understand, darling.” Mrs. Grose looked at her with mild, whiskey-colored eyes. “They don’t want us to die. They want our deaths. That’s why we’re still at Mars Hill, me and Gary and your mother and Martin. As long as we stay here, They will keep them for us—our sicknesses, our destinies. It’s something They don’t have.” Mrs. Grose sighed, shaking her head. “I guess They just get lonely, or bored of being immortal. Or whatever it is They are.”


  That’s right! Moony wanted to scream. What the hell are They? But she only said, “So as long as you stay here you don’t die? But that doesn’t make any sense—I mean, John died, he was here—”


  Mrs. Grose shrugged. “He left. And They didn’t come to him, They never greeted him . . .”


  “Maybe he didn’t know—or maybe he didn’t want to stay. Maybe he didn’t want to live. Not everybody does, you know. I don’t want to live forever—” She sighed melodramatically, her bosom heaving. “But I just can’t seem to tear myself away.”


  She leaned over to hug Moony. “But don’t worry now, darling. Your mother is going to be okay. And so is Martin. And so are you, and all of us. We’re safe—”


  Moony shuddered. “But I can’t stay here! I have to go back to school, I have a life—”


  “Of course you do, darling! We all do! Your life is out there—” Mrs. Grose gestured out the window, wiggling her fingers toward where the cold blue waters of the Bay lapped at the gravel. “And ours is here.” She smiled, bent her head to kiss Moony so that the girl caught a heavy breath of chamomile and brandy. “Now you better go, before your mother starts to worry.”


  Like I was a goddamn kid, Moony thought; but she felt too exhausted to argue. She stood, bumping against the pug. It gave a muffled bark, then looked up at her and drooled apologetically. Moony leaned down to pat it and took a step toward the door. Abruptly she turned back.


  “Okay,” she said. “Okay. Like, I’m going. I understand, you don’t know about these—about all this—I mean I know you’ve told me everything you can. But I just want to ask you one thing—”


  Mrs. Grose placed her teacup on the edge of the coffee table and waved her fingers, smiling absently. “Of course, of course, darling. Ask away.”


  “How old are you?”


  Mrs. Grose’s penciled eyebrows lifted above mild surprised eyes. “How old am I? One doesn’t ask a lady such things, darling. But—”


  She smiled slyly, leaning back and folding her hands upon her soft bulging stomach. “If I’d been a man and had the vote, it would have gone to Mr. Lincoln.”


  Moony nodded, just once, her breath stuck in her throat. Then she fled the cottage.


  In Bangor, the doctor confirmed that the cancer was in remission.


  “It’s incredible.” She shook her head, staring at Ariel’s test results before tossing them ceremonially into a wastebasket. “I would say the phrase ‘A living miracle’ is not inappropriate here. Or voodoo, or whatever it is you do there at Mars Hill.”


  She waved dismissively at the open window, then bent to retrieve the tests. “You’re welcome to get another opinion. I would advise it, as a matter of fact.”


  “Of course,” Ariel said. But of course she wouldn’t, then or ever. She already knew what the doctors would tell her.


  There was some more paperwork, a few awkward efforts by the doctor to get Ariel to confess to some secret healing cure, some herbal remedy or therapy practiced by the kooks at the spiritualist community. But finally they were done. There was nothing left to discuss, and only a Blue Cross number to be given to the receptionist. When the doctor stood to walk with Ariel to the door, her eyes were too bright, her voice earnest and a little shaky as she said, “And look: whatever you were doing, Ms. Rising—howling at the moon, whatever—you just keep on doing it. Okay?”


  “Okay.” Ariel smiled, and left.


  “You really can’t leave, now,” Mrs. Grose told Martin and Ariel that night. They were all sitting around a bonfire on the rocky beach, Diana and Gary singing “Sloop John B” in off-key harmony, Rvis and Shasta Daisy and the others disemboweling leftover lobster bodies with the remorseless patience of raccoons. Mrs. Grose spread out the fingers of her right hand and twisted a heavy filigreed ring on her pinkie, her lips pursed as she regarded Ariel. “You shouldn’t have gone to Bangor, that was very foolish,” she said, frowning. “In a few months, maybe you can go with Gary to the Beach Store. Maybe. But no further than that.”


  Moony looked sideways at her mother, but Ariel only shook her head. Her eyes were luminous, the same color as the evening sky above the Bay.


  “Who would want to leave?” Ariel said softly. Her hand crept across the pebbles to touch Martin’s. As Moony watched them she felt again that sharp pain in her heart, like a needle jabbing her. She would never know exactly what had happened to her mother, or to Martin. Jason would tell her nothing. Nor would Ariel or anyone else. But there they were, Ariel and Martin sitting cross-legged on the gravel strand, while all around them the others ate and drank and sang as though nothing had happened at all; or as though whatever had occurred had been decided on long ago. Without looking at each other, Martin and her mother smiled, Martin somewhat wryly. Mrs. Grose nodded.


  “That’s right,” the old woman said. When she tossed a stone into the bonfire an eddy of sparks flared up. Moony jumped, startled, and looked up into the sky. For an instant she held her breath, thinking, At last!—it was Them and all would be explained. The Fairy King would offer his benediction to the united and loving couples; the dour Puritan would be avenged; the Fool would sing his sad sweet song and everyone would wipe away happy tears.


  But no. The sparks blew off into ashes, filling the air with a faint smell of incense. When she turned back to the bonfire, Jason was holding out a flaming marshmallow on a stick, laughing, and the others had segued into a drunken rendition of “Leaving on a Jet Plane.”


  “Take it, Moony,” he urged her, the charred mess slipping from the stick. “Eat it quick, for luck.”


  She leaned over until it slid onto her tongue, a glowing coal of sweetness and earth and fire; and ate it quick, for luck.


  Long after midnight they returned to their separate bungalows. Jason lingered with Moony by the dying bonfire, stroking her hair and staring at the lights of Dark Harbor. There was the crunch of gravel behind them. He turned to see his father, standing silhouetted in the soft glow of the embers.


  “Jason,” he called softly. “Would you mind coming back with me? I—there’s something we need to talk about.”


  Jason gazed down at Moony. Her eyes were heavy with sleep, and he lowered his head to kiss her, her mouth still redolent of burnt sugar. “Yeah, okay,” he said, and stood. “You be okay, Moony?”


  Moony nodded, yawning. “Sure.” As he walked away, Jason looked back and saw her stretched out upon the gravel beach, arms outspread as she stared up at the three-quarter moon riding close to the edge of Mars Hill.


  “So what’s going on?” he asked his father when they reached the cottage. Martin stood at the dining room table, his back to Jason. He picked up a small stack of envelopes and tapped them against the table, then turned to his son.


  “I’m going back,” he said. “Home. I got a letter from Brandon today,”—Brandon was his agent—“there’s going to be a show at the Frick Gallery, and a symposium. They want me to speak.”


  Jason stared at him, uncomprehending. His long pale hair fell into his face, and he pushed it impatiently from his eyes. “But—you can’t,” he said at last. “You’ll die. You can’t leave here. That’s what Adele said. You’ll die.”


  Martin remained silent, before replacing the envelopes and shaking his head. “We don’t know that. Even before, we—I—didn’t know that. Nobody knows that, ever.”


  Jason stared at him in disbelief. His face grew flushed as he said, “But you can’t! You’re sick—shit, Dad, look at John, you can’t just—”


  His father pursed his lips, tugged at his ponytail. “No, Jason, I can.” Suddenly he looked surprised, a little sheepish even, and said more softly. “I mean, I will. There’s too much for me to give up, Jason. Maybe it sounds stupid, but I think it’s important that I go back. Not right away. I think I’ll stay on for a few weeks, maybe until the end of October. You know, see autumn in New England and all. But after that—well, there’s work for me to do at home, and—”


  Jason’s voice cracked as he shook his head furiously. “Dad. No. You’ll—you’ll die.”


  Martin shrugged. “I might. I mean, I guess I will, sometime. But—well, everybody dies.” His mouth twisted into a smile as he stared at the floor. “Except Mrs. Grose.”


  Jason continued to shake his head. “But—you saw Them—They came, They must’ve done something—”


  Martin looked up, his eyes feverishly bright. “They did. That’s why I’m leaving. Look, Jason, I can’t explain, all right? But what if you had to stay here, instead of going on to Bowdoin? What if Moony left, and everyone else—would you stay at Mars Hill? Forever?”


  Jason was silent. Finally, “I think you should stay,” he said, a little desperately. “Otherwise whatever They did was wasted.”


  Martin shook his head. His hand closed around a tube of viridian on the table and he raised it, held it in front of him like a weapon. His eyes glittered as he said, “Oh no, Jason. Not wasted. Nothing is wasted, not ever.” And tilting his head he smiled, held out his arm until his son came to him and Martin embraced him, held him there until Jason’s sobs quieted, and the moon began to slide behind Mars Hill.


  Jason drove Moony to the airport on Friday. Most of his things already had been shipped from San Francisco to Bowdoin College, but Moony had to return to Kamensic Village and the Loomises, to gather her clothes and books for school and make all the awkward explanations and arrangements on her own. Friends and relations in New York had been told that Ariel was undergoing some kind of experimental therapy, an excuse they bought as easily as they’d bought most of Ariel’s other strange ideas. Now Moony didn’t want to talk to anyone else on the phone. She didn’t want to talk to anyone at all, except for Jason.


  “It’s kind of on the way to Brunswick,” he explained when Diana protested his driving Moony. “Besides, Diana, if you took her she’d end up crying the whole way. This way I can keep her intact at least until the airport.”


  Diana gave in, finally. No one suggested that Ariel drive.


  “Look down when the plane flies over Mars Hill,” Ariel said, hugging her daughter by the car. “We’ll be looking for you.”


  Moony nodded, her mouth tight, and kissed her mother. “You be okay,” she whispered, the words lost in Ariel’s tangled hair.


  “I’ll be okay,” Ariel said, smiling.


  Behind them Jason and Martin embraced. “If you’re still here I’ll be up Columbus Weekend,” said Jason. “Maybe sooner if I run out of money.”


  Martin shook his head. “If you run out of money you better go see your mother.”


  It was only twenty minutes to the airport. “Don’t wait,” Moony said to Jason, as the same woman who had taken her ticket loaded her bags onto the little Beechcraft. “I mean it. If you do I’ll cry and I’ll kill you.”


  Jason nodded. “Righto. We don’t want any bad publicity. Noted Queer Activist’s Son Slain by Girlfriend at Local Airport. Wind Shear Is Blamed.


  Moony hugged him, drew away to study his face. “I’ll call you in the morning.”


  He shook his head. “Tonight. When you get home. So I’ll know you got in safely. ’Cause it’s dangerous out there.” He made an awful face, then leaned over to kiss her. “Ciao, Moony.”


  “Ciao, Jason.”


  She could feel him watching her as she clambered into the little plane, but she didn’t look back. Instead she smiled tentatively at the few other passengers—a businessman with a tie loose around his neck, two middle-aged women with L.L. Bean shopping bags—and settled into a seat by the window.


  During takeoff she leaned over to see if she could spot Jason. For an instant she had a flash of his car, like a crimson leaf blowing south through the darkening green of pines and maples. Then it was gone.


  Trailers of mist whipped across the little window. Moony shivered, drew her sweatshirt tight around her chest. She felt that beneath her everything she had ever known was shrinking, disappearing, swallowed by golden light; but somehow it was okay. As the Beechcraft banked over Penobscot Bay she pressed her face close against the glass, waiting for the gap in the clouds that would give her a last glimpse of the gray and white cottages tumbling down Mars Hill, the wind-riven pier where her mother and Martin and all the rest stood staring up into the early autumn sky, tiny as fairy people in a child’s book. For an instant it seemed that something hung over them, a golden cloud like a September haze. But then the blinding sun made her glance away. When she looked down again the golden haze was gone. But the others were still there, waving and calling out soundlessly until the plane finally turned south and bore her away, away from summer and its silent visitors—her mother’s cancer, Martin’s virus, the Light Children and Their hoard of stolen sufferings—away, away, away from them all, and back to the welcoming world.


  1998


  The Darcy Bee


  Darcy McFinn crept out of bed early and slipped out of the apartment carrying a backpack heavy with several changes of clothing, a jar of coins, her stepbrother’s minicomputer and his entire dime-disk music collection, and fifty dollars she took from his wallet as he slept. He owed her the money, and she’d decided he owed her the computer, which could practically sing and dance and which she was sure he used for the illegal businesses he was in. She took it to get back at him for the black eye that was fading and for years of similar indignities, though she’d always tried to give as good as she got. The circus was in town, in the trampled park beyond the verge of tired trees dusted over by traffic, and she was going to leave with it.


  She knew it was there because she’d been awakened in the night by the low growl of truck engines, the dull repeating bell of hooks clanging against metal poles, the snort and stomp of the Miraculous Calculating Elephants whom some said understood the very bend of time and gravity, and the faint but unmistakable smell of bacon frying at two a.m.


  The circus came every fall, with animals that no longer lived in the wild and with some that had never lived before anywhere. One of them, the Sanskrit Panda, manifested words in some ancient language on the backs of her paws, on a smooth surface like a large fingernail. The words had no real meaning, particularly since there was only one Sanskrit Panda, and therefore no one with whom she could converse. She’d been placed with real pandas for a while, but did not get on with them at all, the interactive text on the edge of the panda’s invisible force-border had told Darcy the first time she had seen the circus, several years ago, when she was eight. Darcy didn’t know why they hadn’t made the panda manifest English or at least some living Chinese dialect, but the ways of scientists were inscrutable, a fact she’d absorbed in school.


  Most of the unique beasts had been saved by animal rights groups, but none could be released into the wild, since there was no wild, and no original habitat. It was found that the creatures were extraordinarily stimulated by travel and by interaction with a variety of people, and so this circus had come about, run by slightly shady folk. A travelling animal museum. No one knew what would come of it. Hardly anyone cared, for that matter. Except Darcy, who had skipped school for a whole week every year to spend every minute at the circus. And no one had really cared about that either, though it was a good excuse for her stepfather to punish her. She knew that they only wanted her at home because of the money she brought in from various agencies just for existing.


  Darcy’s favorite was a very large fox with snapping black eyes and a tendency to repeat nursery rhymes. Somehow its mouth had been reworked to produce speech, albeit slurred and halting, and perhaps because it sang in English Darcy liked it best. It always sang, in a yipping sort of voice, but those industrious scientists, ever hard at work, had determined that it never sang anything original. It was against the law to tamper with these animals in any way, and the fox’s originating lab had been burned to the ground by animal rightists after they had liberated all the creatures inside, so centuries of scientist-hours had perished, and the scientists had of course all gone to ground, so to speak, so they would not end up in prison. Therefore no one knew if the fox was supposed to have been entertainment for toddlers or attention-getting teaching tools sold through online catalogues or spies trained to communicate in coded messages. It did not matter any more. The fox sang.


  Darcy reflected, as she hurried past the boarded-up stores on 7th Street in the chilly pre- dawn fog, that she didn’t know if she’d still like the fox. She had just turned thirteen and her memories of the fox suddenly seemed quaint and sad and reminded her that she was not a child any more. She was grown up, she had to get away from Tod and her mother who let her stepdad hit her, and she had a plan.


  Magdalena, the Spanish Painted Lady was her friend, along with Dan, the Pretzel Fellow from Piterka, which was in Russia. They would help her, and hide her, until the circus left town. She was sure they would. She had always thought she might be like them in some way because before he died when she was five her real father had always told her that she was different. That something had been done to her. Something her mother would never talk about.


  Over the years Darcy had noticed that the Painted Lady drank too much from the gin bottle she kept on her dressing table in the damp-smelling tent. Behind her shabby folding screen, always draped with bright clothes, she let Darcy sit and watch the pictures change on parts of her body that the public rarely saw while she got ready for her shows. Dan the Pretzel Fellow swallowed something from a vial every day that he said kept him stretchy, and got in a bad mood if she asked about his past. But they were still her friends.


  “Hey!”


  It was Tod, two blocks behind her. Darcy broke into a run, her backpack bouncing, Tod’s computer stabbing her with each step. He didn’t know she understood a lot of the stuff it could do. But it looked like he knew she had it.


  She turned the corner that led to the park, scrambled down a hill, and ducked into a storm drain. As Tod pounded overhead, she heard an explosion.


  It seemed to come from the park.


  Sent By: Kathleen Ann Goonan on Monday, September 29, 1997 at 15:19:47.


  Her heart seemed to stop within her. Through her mind’s eye flashed memories of the Circus Folk—the Sanskrit Panda, the Ringmaster with the Thousand Voices, the Song Fox. Each of them was utterly still in the eye of her mind, though they came together in a single movement, like images in a diorama, or a round robin. Each of them could see her, but as though departing, in a “train.” She had heard of trains. She waved.


  Tod was gone, or too silent to sense.


  She stuck her head out of the storm drain, and stared into the inverted cup of the sky, which was purpling slowly into its assigned dawn mode. Pterodactyl phantoms sped in every direction from the sun to stitch the edges down. Darcy waved automatically, then cowered. Tod might be hiding in the covert, or he might not have been chasing her at all. He may only have been giving her a wryneck halloo on his way to work, which would have been almost as bad. Right now, within the coigns of the city, he might already be on his dark horse, fit for the day’s ride to the edges of the world to gather in the slain.


  Fortunately she had not alarmed her clothing, and was able to creep silently over the crest of the small hill, from which point she could see the vast translucent circus tent. It had been breached, clearly; fumes shot into the open air; screaming—of which she had hardly been conscious—continued to be generated by the external vendors.


  But Tommy the Fire Engine was already on the scene, and had begun to coat the lesion with analgesic foam. For the moment, it was all right, the Circus was intact, as were Darcy’s chances of escaping into the rest of the world. She slipped closer.


  “Hi,” she said to Tommy. “You are a fine and efficient Fire Engine.”


  Tommy’s headlight eyes furred, blinked.


  From deep inside, he whirred a greeting.


  She slipped around his polished metal carapace, past a deactivated, button-eyed Sheriff clutching an Animal Rights Bible in one immobile Long Arm, through the airlock and into the Circus.


  A Miraculous Calculating Elephant extended a prosthesis, which Darcy inserted gratefully into one socket, while carefully—though only for show—giving Tod’s minicomputer access through another. Obediently, she updated the bend of the world, the doppler shift of the Moon, the unendingly pious reiterations of gravity norm, even though she did not need the Elephant update, nor any help from the tiny sanctioned mind within the synth block. She was good at remembering, after all. The reiterations sang down the lines of her blood, the bend turned along her axis, she could hear the Moon sink within her.


  Some of the smaller creatures had gone into shock from the explosion. But they were being tended to by a couple of demure humans, so Darcy continued inwards to the center of the great tent, where the Ringmaster turned.


  She jumped onto one of the small toy horses whose task it was to keep time with the Ringmaster as he spun slowly, particolored, shifting the kaleidoscope of his tongue. At the moment he was singing a round.


  “Ah,” he said finally, “if it’s not my dear dark Darcy, come to dangle hope down. Do, Darcy, do do do.”


  She ignored him, pressing her knees gently against the sides of the red lacquered horse to steer it towards the far side of the tent. The acrid scents of burning plastic and scorched metal mingled with the odorous warmth of sawdust and, as she drew nearer, the rose-petal talc that Magdalena dusted liberally between her three breasts.


  “Ah now darling, don’t, ah don’t . . .”


  The Painted Lady’s husky voice cut through the high-pitched whine of alarms and Tommy’s droning motor. Ahead of her, through the lifting veil of smoke and golden dust, Darcy could just make out Magdalena’s etiolated form kneeling beside something that twitched and gave off showers of crimson sparks.


  “. . . not yet, someone will be here soon. ah no—”


  Darcy’s heart beat faster. She slapped the horse’s cheek and slid from it, scarcely waiting for it to halt. “Magdalena!”


  The Painted Lady looked up, her eyes filled with tears. Tiny mirrors implanted in her cheeks gave back Darcy’s reflection, so that the girl could see her own eyes, wide and frightened, and her own hands trembling as she sank beside the small figure moving spasmodically amidst a tangle of oil-stained sawdust and shattered bits of circuitry.


  “It was a tick.” Magdalena dipped her hand into the folds of her trousers and withdrew a sphere, a tiny translucent scarlet globe with a watery sheen. “It must have been there for a week or more, I heard it in the night but I couldn’t find it, they put it behind his ear—”


  She held up the gleaming orb and squeezed it. In the dust between them the Song Fox writhed, its liquid eyes rolling wildly as it worked its jaws and whined.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “There were three jolly huntsmen,

            So I heard them say,” it sang.

            “And they would go a-hunting

            All on a summer’s day”

          
        

      
    

  


  The fox’s head jerked; blood threaded from its muzzle to stain the girl’s fingers. Darcy blinked back tears as she stroked its matted fur. “Is it—will it be all right?”


  Magdalena shook her head. “Hush,” she whispered. She glanced quickly to where the Ringmaster paused in its orbit, its tongue whipping back and forth above its head like a cobra seeking its prey; then lifted her arm so that the voluminous folds of her blouse cascaded down around the fox like a curtain. “Listen—”


  Darcy lowered her head, close enough that she could smell the creature’s musk, over-ripe grapes and new leather. The Song Fox opened its mouth wide, as though yawning, its tongue unfurling as it sang in a croaking tone.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “All the day they hunted

            But nothing could they find

            But a ship a-sailing, a-sailing with the wind”

          
        

      
    

  


  “Darcy!” the Ringmaster’s voice rang out, and Darcy felt the cold bite of its will, that steely touch of a construct’s consciousnss that always made her think of her stepfather. “Don’t, Darcy! Don’t, don’t, don’t.”


  She shuddered, and Magdalena draped her billowing sleeve over her shoulder. “Can you make sense of the singing, darling?” she asked, her voice low but urgent, “the songs? I can’t, and Dan swears the implant’s already damaged its retrievals.”


  “Yes,” said Darcy. “I can make sense of them.”


  “One said it was a ship,” the fox warbled, its voice damaged in the world it continued to limn faithfully, though more than half blind. Darcy nudged her fingers beneath its head, to feel a ridge of smooth warm bone protruding from the skull. “The other he said nay / The third said that it was a house / With the chimney blown away ”


  She withdrew her hand, looked down to see it coated with the same iridescent film that coated the red bead in Magdalena’s palm. Abruptly the fox flung its legs out, as though it were going to lunge across the floor. Its black tongue lapped convulsively at the sawdust, then grew still. Darcy stared at it, as though disbelieving; then slowly brought her hand to her face. The oily film gleamed faintly upon her skin. She sniffed it—nothing—and very tentatively brought her hand to her mouth, until her knuckle rested against her lower lip. She extended her tongue, tasting the grammar of her own salt sweat, dry sawdust; and something else, an icy sweetness like marzicaine. Faint as the toy horse’s calliope footsteps she could hear the fox’s voice chiming in her head.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “And all the night they hunted,

            And nothing could they find

            But the moon a-gliding,

            A-gliding with the wind.


            And one said it was the moon,

            The other he said nay;

            The third one said it was the world

            And half of it cut away.”

          
        

      
    

  


  Sent By: John Clute and Elizabeth Hand on Wednesday, October 8, 1997 at 15:36:01.


  The next site on the circus’s route was Brown Town, in the State of October. That wasn’t the name on the signs and the maps, but the name the circus folk used. Darcy had learned that her home was Orange Town, in the State of Early Fall, and that the circus’s annual course would end and begin again in the place beyond Brown Town, the city state of Midwinter. She asked Magdalena why the city wasn’t called Black Town, and was surprised when her friend hushed her and turned away just like her mother. For the first time, she wondered what one ran away with when one ran away from the circus. The singing in the back of her head, sparking some circuitry that hadn’t been connected yet, hinted at one possibility.


  It was all very well to be with the circus, but she had to become of it. She was too tiny—though agile and strong for her age and bodyform—to be one of the roustabouts who drove the tent from place to place and corralled it into ballooning up at the sites. The accident in Orange Town, still the subject of much heated debate and exchanges of blame, was generally thought to have been the fault of drunken roustabouts, and several had perished while getting the tent under control. The Ringmaster had calculated that only expert hands would be hired to replace them.


  She had the bodyform for an aerialist, but a battery of coordination tests revealed a hitherto unnoticed imperfection in her balance. The Flying McPhail frowned at the read-out, and asked her to reperform some of the tests, clucking that the mechanics must be on the fritz again, but the stubborn imperfection came out no matter how the tests were rearranged. The Flying McPhail, who wore kilts and a sporran though Darcy understood he was a Welshman, asked her if she had ever had any serious augmentation, military-industrial strength. She owned up only to the metalwork all the kids had after their Eleven Plus Exam.


  “Not metal,” said the aerialist. “This would be a bonding liquid.”


  “My father said I was special.”


  “All fathers say their little girls are special, love. Still, you might be.”


  She would have thought about it more, but Song Fox started up again—passing some rhyme along from Milder to Maulder to Fessel to Fose—and she couldn’t concentrate. She was danced away from the Flying MacPhail, out of his caravan, towards the animal cages. Provisionally, until she found her metier, she was assistant assistant animal maintenance anyway. She busied herself.


  She had noticed them first when the circus reached Brown Town. In the bustle and organised chaos of putting up the tent and setting up the stalls, they alone had nothing to do. They were regular humans, tough-looking, middle-aged men, with drab black vests and old jeans, hard-faced, always smoking or jacking-up. Sometimes, if asked, they deigned to put a battered boot on a guy rope, but they were mostly left alone. Darcy guessed they might be the roustabouts disgraced after the explosion, but none of them had living bandages or burn tattoos. She didn’t like them, though she knew she was being unfair. They reminded her too much of her stepfather.


  When she asked Magdalena who the lazy bums were, the Tattooed Woman laughed.


  “Why, Darcy darling, those are the clowns!”


  That made her look again. She had seen them in the ring so many times, falling on their bums, piling into and out of crates, making rude noises, pantomiming mad wrestling matches. Out of their clown suits and make-up, they weren’t whole.


  Violating ASCAP copyright, Song Fox cut painfully into her mind, screeching Cole Porter’s “Be a Clown.”


  For the first time, the nonsense seemed to be genuinely directed at her, to be telling her something she should actually act on. But she wasn’t sure. When Song Fox stuttered through “Four and Twenty Blackbirds,” it wasn’t a recipe. It must be a coincidence. She thought Song Fox was barred on some basic level from using copyright material, though. To sing “Be a Clown,” even the three words of the title, violated a fundamental parameter of the animal’s enhanced existence. It must mean something.


  That evening, before the first performance, she went purposefully to the clowns’ dressing tent. The men, who were playing some laser-tag card game, were outside, turned by a sudden dispute over the rules into two hostile factions, alternately restraining and encouraging their champions in a fist-fight.


  “Bozo,” said one, bloodying another’s nose. “Fucking Bozo.”


  Darcy slipped unnoticed into the tent. The empty clown costumes, many-colored and crawling with ticks, hung from a rail, empty happy fleshfaces like deflated balloons attached to the neckpieces. All the faces had exaggerated smiles and sad eyeholes. She was drawn to the rack, and felt the thick material, the bonded living matter of the faces and hands, and the smooth synthetics of the body-costumes.


  “What are you doing, squirt?”


  For a moment, as her heart clutched, she thought it was Tod. The tone was exactly her stepbrother’s, as was the vicious neck-pinch grip.


  She was turned round. Her captor was a young man, about Tod’s age, and with Tod’s meanness about his dark eyes, but he was not her stepbrother. He was one of the clown men, probably the youngest of the bunch. He wore a T-shirt ripped down the sides and laced with surgical suture, and one of his ears was gone, replaced with a mechanic with a fin. Tucked behind the fin, which seemed just for decoration, was an unlit cigarette.


  “You’re the fox girl?”


  Darcy nodded.


  The clown man’s upper lip curled.


  “I stay away from the animals.”


  Darcy expected Song Fox to pop into her head, as it often did when mentioned. There was only an echo in her skull.


  “What’s your name? Patsy?”


  “Darcy.”


  “You should be a Patsy. We need one for the act. Last one wore out. Drowned in a pie. Got big laughs.”


  The clown man let her go.


  “I’m Half-Pinch,” he said. “My Dad’s Pinch.”


  Half-Pinch stood by a particular costume. The face was a little like his, but bigger, bloated, thickly banded with reds and greens and topped by a mauve Huron nine inches high.


  “Soon, when Dad goes to Happyland in Black Town, this’ll be mine.”


  The costume’s arms rose, empty arms reaching out to Half-Pinch. The ticks and bugs inside gave it motion. Even the floppy face changed expressions.


  Now, Song Fox sang again. It took her seconds to recognise the song. Then she laughed.
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  “What’s so funny?” said Half-Pinch.


  She quoted the song. “Like clowns deserting a sinking circus, their loving ways will always shirk us—”


  “That’s not funny at all,” said Half-Pinch.


  “You’re all runaways, aren’t you?” said Darcy. She thought again of Tod. She belonged with the animals, Tod with the clowns. The circus, like the world, was always cut in two. Perhaps that was the secret—perhaps each thing was halved and halved again, half a world and half a circus, half a fox and half a girl, half a song and half a dream. She should look at halves now—what would half a clown be? Half a man and half a costume, of course. In Half-Pinch she was already looking at half a clown.


  “Chase-aways is more like it,” said the clown. “Every circus is packed with them.”


  “You and your dad? Your mom chased you away?” The fox was feeding her impressions, she knew. And the effect on the clown was instantaneous. He grew crestfallen, collapsing into a shape like that of the draped costumes.


  “That’s a long time ago, kiddo,” said Half-Pinch, falsely cheery now. Ticks had crawled up his cheeks to drink at the tears gathering in the corner of his eyes.


  The ticks behave so differently here, she thought, fingering the Nano-grooming Tick-Comb in her pocket. They loved and supported the clowns, but hated the animals. She left the comb there in her pocket, hidden.


  She’d stopped being afraid of the clown now. Another song rose in her, and this time she opened her mouth and let it sing through her, though it was in another language:


  “—il posteriore facie de la luna—”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” snorted Half-Pinch in a cheerful way, plainly grateful to be distracted from his wallow. “The Ass-Face of the Moon?”


  “Something like that,” she said. She laughed again and danced away, back through the parted curtain of the tent-flap, out into the night, where the boozing clowns were back at their card-game. Then past them, back to Magdalena’s tent.


  She forgot Half-Pinch’s giddy mistranslation of her song until the next day, when she went to retrieve Tod’s computer from where she’d hidden it in the straw of the Calculating Elephant’s cage. The Elephant was on its side, quivering in some dream, blocking her access to the hiding place, its reek like armor, and as she contemplated its vast crenellated skin she thought, The Ass-Face of the Moon, that’s it exactly. It described the Elephant’s hide.


  And the fox chimed in with a riddle: “How could an Elephant possibly Hide?”


  As if hearing the fox’s voice too the Elephant shifted and shuddered, not waking, but in dream-segue. Her way to the baffles of straw was made clear. She dug out Tod’s computer and sat with it in a pallet of straw beside the stinking, quaking Elephant. The computer had grown tiny limbs from its long exposure to the animals, with furry knuckles and useless opposable thumbs too distant from its fingers. Panicked and distraught, it tried to claw her, and she had to spend a long while soothing it with gentle hands and cooing voice before she could boot up.


  When the spheroids appeared on the screen she began shifting them in and out of place, letting one loom larger, hiding another behind its twin, altering the spin and wobble of a third. The game came so naturally to her. She was astonished at how she’d let Tod control these adjustments until so recently. These fine-tunings of the world, of the gossamer nets of gravity and orbital decay that yearned to be done and rewarded her with so much calm in the doing. But perhaps it was only her proximity to the Calculating Elephant that made her touch so light, her recalibrations so effortless. Perhaps the Elephant was really doing the work. It twitched and murmured like a world beset by earthquakes.


  “A talent for eclipse,” sang the fox as she played. “Eluding and elision/ reluctant in revision/ but thriving in their midst/ no reason for running/the moon’s no more cunning/they’d rather be out sunning/but living in eclipse.”


  “The circus is larger since you’ve come, girl,” said the Ringmaster from behind her. She’d been asbsorbed in the work and hadn’t heard him enter the cage.


  “Always half in eclipse,” whispered the fox.


  “Have you tried to circumnavigate the circus recently?” the Ringmaster continued. “Can’t be done anymore. “We left OrangeTown for BrownTown and took Orange with us. We’re that big now.”


  “It’s not me,” she said.


  The Ringmaster only nodded at the tapping of her fingers on the computer and smiled. The computer’s little fingers stroked and grasped at hers, goading her to continue.


  “Soon there won’t be anything to run away from, or to,” said the Ringmaster.


  She didn’t answer.


  “I met your brother this morning,” said the Ringmaster. “He’s fallen in with the clowns.”
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  The fingers growing from the computer pinched Darcy’s palms sharply. She gasped and rubbed her hands together.


  “Not welcome news, eh, Darcy, my girl? said the Ringmaster, his tall top hat reflecting in her screen as he bent closer. “But as you know, there’s room for all.” He cleared his throat and switched to a soft, wheedling voice, the voice of her mother when she wanted Darcy to run out for cigarettes. His kaleidoscope tongue muted to gold-green stripes as she watched him lick his lips in the mirroring screen, as if looking at what was happening gave him a hunger. “And what’s this we’re working on?”


  One of the furred hands blanked the screen. The Calculating Elephant’s groan shook the frail translucent walls; her trunk thrashed wildly, narrowly missing the Ringmaster, and she belched forth awful fumes. The Ringmaster retreated, holding his nose.


  Darcy rebooted and the elephant calmed, re-linking. Without hesitation Darcy changed one of the values of the spheroids. Gradually, they all transmuted from sunset-red to gold-green stripes. “That’s what,” she said.


  But the computer was no longer safe here. The tiny hands typed “Help us, Darcy.” Then they pulled the lid down and folded themselves atop one another in a cupped, meditational mien.


  Darcy tapped the nano-comb in her pocket. Next she ought to groom all her animals. She had quite a little box of the swarming ticks now. But there was no time. She had to talk to Magdalena, whom she had not seen in days. Her dressing room had disappeared or maybe she just didn’t remember exactly where it was. She slid the computer into the large pocket of the old army coat she wore in the constant chill of the tent, which was the chill of Brown Town, of bare trees, of swift early twilights.


  Darcy found Dan stretched out thin and long, his limbs bent sharply to fit onto the bunk, his torn clothes splashed with neon laser tag paint. “The clowns,” he said mournfully. “They can be cruel. I should know better than to gamble with them. I do not return to my original form any more and they find it quite amusing to tie me into knots. Something has been wrong ever since you came, Darcy.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said. Maybe the new color scheme of the spheroids would help, though that was doubtful.


  Dan’s smile was quite thin. “It is not your fault, kiddo. Now that I think back , I believe it may have started when you would least suspect a thing like this, when we were in Green Town in the State of Early Spring, with cherry blossoms so heavy on the trees that they reminded me of home and made my throat ache. I realized that the moon was not waxing when it should. I could not tell if anyone else noticed. We are always so busy in Green Town. The children love us there. It is a frenzy. Frenzy is the word?


  The lines of his face were so distorted that Darcy felt an ache too. His ears drooped like a hound’s. “Where is Magdalena?”


  Dan ran his fingers through his thick white hair and pulled out a tick that was larger than most, a tiny golden orb. He handed it to Darcy and she cupped it in her hand. “What is this?”


  “What does it look like? A bus token of course. I won it from the clowns. This caused them much irritation. Please do not bother me any more, kiddo. Maybe we are in Black Town now and do not know it. I wish to mope now in private. Mope is the word?”


  Darcy never left the big top. After passing aerialists spinning through the air from swing to swing, she found she was walking on a street. Four stories above her a man balanced on a high wire strung between two brown brick buildings. The sky—or the roof of the tent, so far it seemed like sky—was gray, and the chill in the air threatened snow. Two gargoyles perched on a nearby wall, and flexed their wings as she passed. She heard footsteps behind her and turned. It was Half-Pinch.


  “Hey, can I go with you?” he asked.


  “You can try,” she said.


  On the corner ahead next to an open air market where the vendor’s breaths puffed out white in the chill Brown Town air, she saw a sign that said Bus Stop. She remembered buses. At least she thought she did.


  A man was standing on the corner. His song became clear as she walked the last few steps to where he stood, tapping out the time with a stick.


  “Won’t you please put a penny in the old man’s hat?


  
    
      
        
          	
            If you haven’t got a penny

            A ha-penny will do

            If you haven’t got a ha-penny then God Bless You.”

          
        

      
    

  


  She felt in her pockets but there was only the comb, the orb, the computer, and the tightly closed box of ticks.


  East of the sun and west of the moon, whispered the song fox in reply. West of the moon. The west is the best. Westward ho!


  “What’s he mumbling about?” complained Half-Pinch, coming up close behind her, and the fox words faded.


  “That’s what I’m trying to find out,” said Darcy. A red cabriolet drawn by two ostriches approached and stopped for her. She put the tick into a hole on its side that said FARE PLEASE and the door slid open. Darcy climbed in and it slid shut, catching Half-Pinch’s finger so that he howled. The ostriches took off at a fast gait, leaving Half-Pinch cursing, and rounded a corner.


  The ride went on for a long while. There seemed no end of the circus. Sometimes there were blocks of brownstone buildings where children stopped playing stickball and watched with sullen faces as the cabriolet passed. A few minutes later they circled round a ring where Darcy thought she saw exact doubles of the animals in her care, the pathetic face of the Sanscrit Panda as it stared autistically at its hands; and maybe even . . . that flash of red! She leaned out the window. But no. The song fox lived in the outer world no longer.


  It may be half a world, and it may be in eclipse, she reflected. But it seemed as if the circus was repeating and repeating itself, spewed down some new space where there was room for time to splice again and again. What had Tod been up to with his games? Had she interrupted something important? A color—it was like a color—deep within her mind fizzed, like a firework fountain. She remembered the balance problem, then. There was some connection.


  The fox sang But when you’re only halfway up/you’re neither up nor down.


  The ostriches stopped suddenly at the corner of Bailey and Ringling. She opened the door and debarked into a street filled with the smell of beet soup and dark bread baking. She climbed the steps of 3-7-11, right in front of her. The heavy door creaked when she opened it and she walked down a dark hallway with peeling wallpaper and knocked on the door that inscribed, beneath a large star, MAGDALENA, THE PAINTED LADY.


  Magdalena cracked the door open. “Oh, Darcy darling! Come in! What took you so long?” She’d only grabbed a netted shawl to answer the door and was naked to the waist. Through the shawl Darcy saw that Magdalena’s breasts shone with many small half-moons against her brown skin. The room smelled of a kerosene heater.


  “What’s happening, Magdalena?” she asked, as the Painted Lady poured herself a large glass of whisky and snuggled onto a couch where it was plain she’d been lying for quite some time, wrapping her patchwork skirt around her bare feet. Were they still under the big top or not? Behind Magdalena, through a small dirty window, she saw snowflakes falling thick.


  “Darcy,” said Magdalena, taking a thoughtful swig, “we’ll just have to look at the evidence now, won’t we?”
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  “Evidence?” Darcy questioned. “Of what? Has there been a crime?”


  “That’s all too likely,” said the Magdalena. “But who is the criminal, and who the victim?”


  Darcy tried to think, but the Fox was singing too loud.


  “. . . sumer is icumen in, lhude sing cuckoo . . .”


  She tried to think of a muzzle, and shut off the noise. It was a Moment, like wobbling upright on her bike for the first time or mastering a magic trick. This was something she knew how to do.


  “It’s me,” she said. “The fox is part of me. Something from it joined with something in me.”


  Magdalena nodded. “You’re special all right.”


  “I’m just a girl who wanted to join the circus.”


  “There’s more to it than that. Why did you want to come?”


  Orange balloons were floating up through the snow. A distant band played ‘Entrance of the Gladiators’ on tubas and kazoos. It was the circus’s national anthem.


  “It called to me. The sawdust . . .”


  “The roar of the greasepaint, the smell of the crowd?”


  Darcy laughed, then realised it was an old joke.


  “I don’t think you really ran away, love. I think you came back.”


  Darcy held her head. She was dizzy. Thinking about her father—which she had been, for no reason she could understand—always set her off balance. Something was uncoiling in her mind, springing up around the silent fox, erecting itself like a big top. Numbers flashed, counting down. A package opened, cartoon paper uncurling.


  A voice, not the fox: “Darcy darling daughter, if you’re accessing this as you approach menarche, then I am either dead or disappeared. I’m profoundly sorry. Your mother is an admirable woman in many ways, but you take after me. I have given you something, more than the genetic heritage most fathers bequeath their daughters. You should not feel lonely, for you aren’t the first generation of your kind. But you are special. Some of that I can take credit for. But much of it is down to you. A help package will be made available, to guide you through the learning process. But first you must take to heart this above all things . . .”


  There was a lurch in her head, and the voice cut off.


  “Darcy darling daughter,” it stuttered again. “Darcy darling.”


  It was the fox’s voice now.


  “Darcy Da Da, Darcy De De, De-Dit-Dit-Daught, De-Dit-Dit-Dad.”


  She was on the point of falling over. Her arms windmilled, as she clutched the air for balance. Magdalena looked at her, mouth open in astonishment.


  “It is you,” the Painted Lady said. “The evidence pointed that way.”


  Darcy had to sit down. She shut the fox up, and reached for the Daddy package.


  The message ran again. She was struck with disappointment, realising only now that it was just some kind of recording, inscribed on her brain. As the speech ran, she hoped it would not cut off this time. “But first you must take to heart this above all things . . .”


  Silence. Nada.


  “What happened to me? Just now?” she asked.


  “I don’t know, but I fear it was my fault. Years ago, maybe ten years, a man came to the circus, with his daughter. He wasn’t the type you see. He didn’t like the show, thought the clowns cruel and the freaks pitiful. But he saw through the little girl’s eyes. Your eyes. It was your father. He left you with the animals for a minute or so—the first of the foxes, and the panda—and talked to me, made me promise him a strange thing.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Me neither. He, your Dad, said you’d come back, probably without him. You’ve changed since then, but I thought I knew you at once. I wasn’t sure, though, not until just now. I’ve been working up to it for days, fulfilling the promise. There was another runaway girl, one of the equestriennes. I tried the, what did he call it, trigger phrase, on her, and nothing happened. Except she broke her leg two weeks later and had to choose between leaving the circus or being transformed into a human duck for the geekshow.”


  “Trigger phrase? Like a computer codeword?”


  “I don’t know, love. Your Dad was clever. I’m just an old carny.”


  “The roar of the greasepaint . . .”


  “. . . the smell of the crowd.”


  Darcy waited. Nothing happened this time. No more messages.


  “Are there any other triggers? Phrases? Signs?”


  “If there are, your Dad didn’t give them to me.”


  She tried to think. Her mind was a big empty space, just starting to buzz. She had been through some manner of conceptual breakthrough, and was capable of all manner of new things. It was just that she didn’t know what they were. It was as if she had been given a starship all fuelled up and ready to depart for Alpha Centauri but had no idea of how to switch the thing on. She wasn’t looking for more triggers. The next thing she needed was a key.


  There was a clatter in the hallway. Darcy turned round, looking through the still-open door of Magdalena’s room. Someone was running off, tumbling down the stairs. She looked down at the dusty floor, and saw fresh footprints overlying her own tiny, timid steps. The feet were eighteen inches long and shaped like flattened peanuts. She recognised clown shoes.


  “What’s up?” Magdalena asked. “What’s happened?”


  Darcy knew something had been stolen.


  How did she know? The fox had told her, but not in words.


  It took her a few moments to notice what was missing. A letter, pulled off the door. A letter T.


  Magdalena writhed. She was like a big fat snake, shedding her skin. Her tattoos were unpeeling in purple and orange swathes, like dying leaves. They had been some sort of interlacing of flat tick. The ordinary skin under the old tatts looked pink and baby-new. There were trickles of blood.


  Magdalena shivered once, and began howling.


  Darcy looked at the changed sign.


  MAGDALENA, THE PAINED LADY.


  Altering the spelling had changed the world, or so it seemed. It wasn’t very clownlike. It was a verbal trick, a linkage of word and image, and they were more in the line of physical business, bendy pool cues or sloshed buckets of water. This was the sort of cruel, complex play on words which, accompanied by a few sharp jabs of a screwdriver, she expected from Tod. He liked playing with words, and relished the fact that his name meant Death in some oldspeak.


  Darcy didn’t know how to help her friend. She inhabited a skin of pain as she had once inhabited a skin of paint.


  If she could only put the puzzle of her brain together properly, she could do something.


  And then the clown came through the door with a gun. Darcy’s heart clutched and Magdalena tried to get in front of the girl. The gun discharged a puff of yellow smoke.


  A flag popped out of the barrel and unfurled.


  BANG! was written on it.


  Magdalena laughed, and the flag went off, shooting like a dart into her doughy chest, transfixing her heart. She turned grey and fell.


  ‘Dying is easy,’ said the clown, in a voice she recognised. ‘Comedy is hard.’
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  “Tod,” she whispered. The word was a bone stuck in her throat. “You—”


  “Shut up.” He slid past, crouched, laid a finger beneath Magdalena’s jaw; then turned to Darcy. “You have no fucking idea what’s going on, sibling. You never did.”


  His face seemed oily, like a French horn. He sank back onto his haunches and pulled a bottle from his pocket, brown glass transfixed with a cartoon skull and crossbones. “Here—”


  The smell of cartoon whiskey filled Magdalena’s room as he took a long pull and handed the bottle to Darcy. She hesitated, then did a motion of drinking. Her gaze flickered back and forth between Magdalena’s still form, which had begun to collapse like a zeppelin whose history-track had terminated, and the toy-like pistol cradled in her stepbrother’s arm.


  They sat for a long while, silent, at home with each other, which made the colours still. It was the first time she could remember being with Tod like this, without his hurting her, or shouting, or just watching as though she were about to fail some test, and the cage he had constructed to entrap her would close; and whirl her away from the centre, and no direction home. The whisky illuminated her face, which glowed like a map. Beneath its patina of clown-white and rouge, the contours of Tod’s own home face softened.


  “You’ve been walking about the world, Darcy,” he said, waving his hand in a vague circle. “And here you are. Still recognizable, I guess, though you sure have become illustrated. So tell me. Where have you been and what have you seen?”


  The Song Fox sang Mappemondes R Us within Darcy’s head, the computer made a worried sound—a ticket a tocket—inside her pocket.


  But it was time to begin.


  “That’s right, Tod,” she said, her voice thick, skin as dense as ice. “I have run away from home. I did so because of the sea-sickness, the nausea I was feeling; it had begun to invade. I was dizzy, I could not keep my balance. I know now there’s something wrong in the world when I feel seasick. Does that sound proud? That’s why I abandoned you, let you continue to announce routine deaths to the human folk, keep the tale straight. But I joined the circus and followed the road around the seasons and came back here.


  “And you know what? You know what? I think all of them—”


  She gestured at the bright walls of Magdalena’s room, Magdalena’s grey form sloughing into the sawdust, like the Hindenberg becoming Newark.


  “—the ones who aren’t human folk . . . I think they’re all really great, they lit up my life. But they’re—they’re figments, Tod. I think they’re something made up, all of them, except you and me and Song Fox and maybe the Ringmaster. Except for you, I think I’m alone. Because—”


  She spoke very slowly and carefully, her tongue curling around the words as though she could taste them.


  “—they’re all half. They’re nothing but halves. It’s like they’re lit by bulbs, and they glow like tattoos. That is what going around and around the world has taught me, Tod. They’re light and we’re cords. It’s given me a sense of gravity. That’s a joke, Tod.” She looked over at Magdalena, the Painted Lady’s body reduced to a curled tarpaulin wisp. “She’s a Chinese lantern. A shadow puppet—”


  “Good,” said Tod. He nodded approvingly, raising the bottle to her. “Now maybe we can begin to sort this journey out. As you have just said, all the circus folk are partials. Chinese lanterns, as you put it. They can be turned off. Like this—”


  He spread the fingers of one hand, a magician introducing a new trick. Suddenly there was no light in the world: no Magdalena, and only the sound of Tod breathing.


  “—but it is better if some of them remain lit—”


  And the world returned.


  “—because there is a job to do.”


  The Song Fox chortled in her head:


  
    
      
        
          	
            In and out, above, below,

            Nothing but a Shadow-Show,

            Players in a box

            (The Box)

            Whose Candle is a sun

            (The Sun)

            And round and round we Phantom Funnies go,

            (Hello).

            Is that enough to make the Garden blow?

            (No!!!!,

            Asks Fox).

          
        

      
    

  


  Darcy nodded. “Right, Tod,” she said softly as the room spun, “I thought you’d never get around to asking. Never get around to admitting it. All these guys, all these bulb guys inside the maya, they’ve kind of fucked it all up, haven’t they? Cause when I walked around the world, out of the State of Early Fall and up and around, the nausea only increased.”


  She swallowed, the memory of sickness overtaking her; and closed her eyes. She whispered, “We’re way off course, aren’t we? Because I know who I am now. I’m an orrery, aren’t I, Tod? And I feel really, really sick.”


  Inside her pocket, the computer moaned and grew stigmata in the guise of a compass.
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  “That’s right,” said Tod.


  “Then I haven’t run away at all,” said Darcy. “I’ve been running the show instead of running away.”


  “You could say that.”


  “I’ve never been outside. I’m a system of levers and pulleys, and when you’re that it all responds to you.” She felt the bitterness of this realization. “It all comes out of you. Any spark you see is struck off your own soul.”


  “Sometimes a tick is only a tic,” said Tod, smirking.


  “What I wanted mustn’t have been the circus at all,” said Darcy. “The circus was just my way of failing to step outside my own pinwheels and levers, this global mechanism of me.”


  “Now you’re getting it,” said Tod.


  “I should have run away to join the surface.”
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  Tod’s voice lost its sneer as he said, “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” He sounded, thought Darcy, afraid. “Now that you know the truth about yourself, give me the computer. You still have it, don’t you?”


  Despite all that had shifted in the past few moments, the computer was still in Darcy’s pocket. Furry fingers grasped her wrist, guided her hand to the compass stigmata.


  A symbol for herself. Telling her, reminding her, of what was necessary.


  The stigmata liquid was viscous. It penetrated her skin. Song Fox chanted, within her head


  
    
      
        
          	
            Tic, tok

            The game is locked

            And nobody else can play

            And if they do

            I’ll take my shoe

            And beat them till they’re black and blue

          
        

      
    

  


  “And that’s what you did, Tod,” Darcy said, jumping up. “You locked the game. And you beat me. With those big clown shoes. But I don’t think I have the whole truth. Not yet. I only have half of it.”


  “What are you babbling about?” said Tod, looking alarmed. “I always said it was a mistake to give things like you emotions.”


  “You don’t have any, do you, Tod? A bit farther along than me, eh?” She laughed. And laughed again, louder.


  For the door reappeared, and the corridor, and the sad shell of Magdalena lying empty on the floor. Because she remembered.


  She remembered how to make it so.


  And more.


  She made the corridor, down which to run, and the stairs, down which to half trip, half fall, in her headlong rush from Tod, who ran after her yelling “Darcy! Stop! You don’t know what you’re doing!”


  But he could not undo her with his jokes. He could not stop her by taking a letter from her name. For she was real.


  Out in the street she made a rope ladder stretch taut to the nearby sky, and climbed. The ladder shook when Tod jumped on it, like a spider’s web when a fly is caught. They climbed, and below, a mob of kids stopped their stoopball game and cheered them on. Lightbulb kids. Maya’s dreams.


  Or Darcy’s. Made to mask the pain.


  Before long the rope turned to metal and she was climbing steel stairs that snailed roundward, surfaceward. Surface was in four directions. Center was forever. She’d been going round and round, through the faulty seasons of the circus. Through the circus mind of Darcy. Turning back at Black Town. Tod’s shouts echoed from below, but she continued, aching; sweating.


  Finally she emerged.


  The surface was circular too, but it was clear. And stars were everywhere.


  Darcy stared, stunned. For there it was. Black Town. Monstrous chunk of torus gone, infrastructure ragged, a vast curve away. She saw stars where it lacked completeness, burning rivers of light and time.


  And half the world cut away.


  “They’re gone,” she sobbed, as Tod emerged from the stairway, panting. “All gone.” The people who once lived there. And she remembered:


  The circular seasons of the floating world on which they’d lived past knowing. Bright Blossom Town, in the City State of April; Green Town, in the City State of July. Orange Town, her home town, in the City State of October.


  And Black Town. Which was the void. The part of the ship shattered. The place where death teased inward.


  They’d all circled through the seasons, the towns. Until the insurrection. . . .


  “We’ve filled the world with half-real beings, Tod, haven’t we?” Darcy tried to quell the wildness in her voice. “So many of the things we’re supposed to control are . . . ruined.” She leaned against the membrane shielding her from space, as if leaning on so many stars. “Parts of it healed, didn’t it? Or else we wouldn’t be here. But otherwise . . .”


  “Give it back,” said Tod gently. “I can fix everything again. You know that I’m good at it.”


  Darcy, dear, don’t, whispered the Ringmaster’s voice, and she didn’t know if it was within or without.


  Darcy remembered more. The explosions, while she had been in her cubicle, listening to her favorite Jimi Hendrix song, brought from Earth ages ago. something about a circus mind . . .


  Her father, a general, rushing in, picking her up as she bled, sobbing “I will save you I will save you dear Darcy.”


  But the only way was to make her a part of the ship. The original Orerry had been installed where Black Town now held sway. He had been, like Darcy, raised and modified from birth to be a guide, machine and human melded. Darcy was not yet ready to take his place. Not fully grown. But the other backups had been systematically destroyed. Except for one, oddly enough.


  As long as Darcy lived, though, another could not take her place.


  Her brother Tod, for instance. An Orerry by birth, like her. But he could not fully penetrate the data interfaces while she lived. The ship would know, and kill him. He could only keep her from being fully functional. He allowed her the half-life she’d dreamed in for so long. He dared not destroy her completely, for he was not fully vested in understanding, and the ship might then truly tilt and reel, upsetting delicate gravity, gardens, all that was left to give them life. The Ringmaster protected her, through all her dreams. It was all he could do. He loved her. He would do it, and always, keeping brother and sister alive. For he loved Tod too. His love kept the ship in limbo.


  And so they travelled on through space, Darcy’s earth girl memories ancient by now.


  “Give me the computer. The thing we call a computer, in the circus world,” suggested Tod. “Trust me. I’m your full brother. It always hurt me that you pretended that we weren’t full brother and sister. I can adjust everything. With just a few taps of the keys. You’ll feel better then. Remember? You always feel better.”


  “No, Tod,” she said. “We’ve tried that. I remember that too. You’re trying to keep the ship from healing. It can heal, you know. But then you and the others would be brought to trial, wouldn’t you? They killed Song Fox, but what you don’t know is that he’s inside me. And this is his final Song, the song that you’ve kept from me every time before.” She took a deep breath and sang it aloud, in a duet only she could hear fully. Tod rushed to smother her. He was too late.


  
    
      
        
          	
            And all I need is a tall Ship

            And the Stars to steer her by.

          
        

      
    

  


  “You’re wrong about me, Darcy!” Tod shouted, but she barely heard him.


  The final poem lined up her organic functions, the vibration of the phonemes releasing a certain pheromone. Within her pocket one of the furry half-hands grasped her hand, obeying chemical imperative. A port on her wrist opened. From the computer into her blood—or what passed for blood in an Orerry(TM), one of the most powerful interstellar navigational devices ever created, flowed the configuration of digital DNA that grew her adolescent Orerry connections to adulthood.


  The change came in the form of visions for Darcy, images with personal meaning. The language of the Saskrit Panda was absorbed into its rightful place in her hierarchy, the language that made her operating system fully functional and independent. The Miraculous Calculating Elephants were actually her own Bose-Einstein Software (Copyright Swiftworks Inc.). The Circus withdrew from the ships manufacturing and projecting interstices in a kaleidoscope swirl, an unpracticed tuba and kazoo band playing “Be A Clown,” and the echo of the Ringmaster’s dear, familiar voice exhorting “—Do dangle down hope dark Darcy, do, do . . .”


  Then there was silence. Her dizziness cleared.


  The computer gave her hand a final grasp. “It is done,” it whispered, and crashed with a surge of jumbled numbers.


  Oh Darcy, whispered the Ringmaster General, so sadly, so gladly. It is done.


  Sent By: Kathleen Ann Goonan on Wednesday, December 10, 1997 at 14:54:50.


  It was done.


  Queen Darcy, whispered the Ringmaster General within her, we thank you for coming through. We thank you for assuming your proper place.


  She continued to swing through configured analogues of space above midship, and the brother thing—its sharp proboscis far more manifest in the cleared “air” than before—chuntered upweb and downweb behind her. He was making a chortling sound.


  “Hear that, Queen Darcy!” he bellowed, suddenly closer.


  “You’re too late,” she screamed.


  “Never too late for love,” crooned the thing through its proboscis, veering into her path.


  They entangled.


  As they fell to groundlevel his proboscis entered her. She felt the poison enter her system.


  She lay on the ground, splayed open. Nausea screwed her upright.


  Queen Darcy? whimpered the Ringmaster General.


  “Queen Darcy?” mocked the brother thing, the bird of omen, the census taker.


  Her stomach was splitting.


  “Dance it,” he croaked into her ear. “Do the dance of destination, little worker.”


  Her legs obeyed in six-time. It hurt less to dance.


  “Point the way to the queen, little worker,” he yelled. He was stamping time, quadruple.


  The ship began to sing.


  The worker bee, shedding skins by the dozen, danced upon her skins, the labanotations of the dying worker fluttering like sails upon the wind. She danced until her belly left. She danced her heart out. When she was dead, the ship fell silent.


  Sent By: Elizabeth Hand and John Clute on Wednesday, February 11, 1998 at 12:33:01.


  It was the same every night. Every cycle, rather. She would dance her dance of sacrifice, of struggle. She would die for the machine. They would push on through the big night.


  After death, she was always repaired. The ticks were still with her.


  This went on for she did not know how long. Years passed. She changed, not just in the flesh-to-machine-and-back-again way, but in more normal ways. She grew taller, more womanly. She worried about being fat, and her complexion. Her worries fought it out on her face and thighs. Being endlessly renewable didn’t give her any extra privileges when it came to growing up.


  In silence, in space, a small voice—not Song Fox, but Darcy herself—whispered.


  ‘Fooled me once, shame on you. Fooled me twice, shame on me.’


  She had thought that almost at once, but now the doubt was louder. If she had gone beyond herself, beyond illusion, to the fulfilment of her purpose, why did she have to wear black fishnet tights, a tuxedo and a top hat? Was that the uniform of a cyborg astronavigatrix? It was more like a ringmistress’s uniform.


  She was willing to concede that the circus was the pretence she had needed as a child. It was a kid’s world: big and colourful, frightening and wonderful, trivial but resonant. Running away to join the circus, taking everyone else with her, was a kid fantasy.


  Really, she was a responsible person.


  A crucial component of a colonial starship, a teenage girl charged with conveying deep-frozen pioneers across the vastness of insterstellar space to be decanted on landfall and spread humanity throughout the universe.


  Was that a job for a grown-up or what?


  The stricken ship was topographically identical with the stricken big top. All the levers had red globular knobs like clown noses. The corridors had been painted with broad orange and yellow stripes, but now they were all a dull black, with stuck-on glitter stars.


  If the circus dream had got her through childhood, what would the space heroine dream get her through? Adolescence. Built into the shipworld was a combination of enormous but unearned responsibility with profound but glamorous loneliness. This was less like a starship than a vast teenage bedroom, complete with posters of lank-haired and depressed teen idols.


  Darcy refused to accept it. She had learned to question. It would all change again one day, and she wanted to be ready for it.


  After the circus, after the ship . . .


  She had birthdays. They would be marked. Ghostvoices would sing to her.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Sixteen Candles.

            Just Seventeen.

            Eighteen and Anxious.

            Party Like It’s Nineteen Ninety Nine.

            Twenty Tiny Fingers.

            Twenty-One Today.

          
        

      
    

  


  Finally, she asked for her present. There had always been songs. But never presents.


  Something gave her a key.


  Sent By: Kim Newman on Wednesday, February 11, 1998 at 12:37:00.


  And she used it.


  The old woman nodded at the guests in the ballroom, her ballroom. They were all there: lovers, rivals, confidants, her audience, her network, her charges. They danced and gossiped and sipped from crystal cups the punch ladled from her silver chalice, and it was all as it should be. They might be aging, they might be slightly foolish, but it was as it should be. Here was Dorian Angle, greying and vain, like Don Ameche in Lubitsch’s Heaven Can Wait, a dandy, really, but noble and fine for that, worth having loved, worth having suffered for. Here was Cloriah Farnish, to whom she’d lost Dorian—what? a dozen times?—eyeing her, eyeing Dorian, adjusting her own greying strands coquettishly. There was Benjamin Ellafont, there was Randrew Wringling, there were the twins, Magda and Lina, sweetly overpainted, their lipstick drawn absurdly high past the line of their mouths, and there was Hugh Pinch, crumbs falling from the corners of his mouth into the folds of his absurd cockscomb tuxedo-front. The clown, she thought fondly. And there were hundreds of others filing in to her party, a gallery, a menagerie of personalities, bundles of slumbering sweetness all believing themselves awake when really they were asleep and under the old woman’s fond care. If she looked too closely they flickered, of course. They always had, always would, lit as they were from beneath, lanterns dependent on the ship for life and breath. All, that is, except for Tod, her ancient rascal brother. He used a walker now, one specially designed with a gyroscope and ball-bearing assembly, one given him by the ringmaster to preserve his dignity. He held court on the other side of Darcy’s ballroom, plotting his ancient schemes, his rebellions, his rejections.


  There was nowhere to go, no one to reject, nothing to run to or from.


  The floor was alive with ticks, creeping beneath the skirts of the dancers, agitatedly doing their maintenance work. No one saw, no one bothered.


  There was nowhere to go, the old woman thought with terrible sadness and satisfaction. There was nowhere to go and she would die before she got them there.


  But she would get them there.


  THE END


  Sent By: Jonathan Lethem on Wednesday, February 11, 1998 at 12:38:12.


  2000


  Chip Crockett’s Christmas Carol


  “This day we shut out Nothing!”


  “Pause,” says a low voice. “Nothing? Think!”


  “On Christmas Day, we will shut out from our fireside, Nothing.”


  “Not the shadow of a vast City where the withered leaves are lying deep?” the voice replies. “Not the shadow that darkens the whole globe? Not the shadow of the City of the Dead?”


  Not even that . . .


  —Charles Dickens,


  “What Christmas Is as We Grow Older”


  Tony was the one who called him.


  “Brendan, man. I got some bad news.”


  Brendan felt a slight hitch in his stomach. He leaned back in his chair, nudging his office door closed so his secretary wouldn’t hear. “Oh yes?”


  “Chip Crockett died.”


  “Chip Crockett?” Brendan frowned, staring at his computer screen as though he was afraid Tony might materialize there. “You mean, like, The Chip Crockett Show?”


  “Yeah, man.” Tony sighed deeply. “My brother Jake, he just faxed me the obituary from the Daily News. He died over the weekend but they just announced it today.”


  There was a clunk through the phone receiver, a background clatter of shouting voices and footsteps. Tony was working as a substitute teacher at Saint Ignatius High School. Brendan was amazed he’d been able to hang onto the job at all, but he gathered that being a substitute at Saint Ignatius was way below being sanitation engineer in terms of salary, benefits, and respect. He heard a crackle of static as Tony ran into the corridor, shouting.


  “Whoa! Nelson Crane, man! Slow down, okay? Okay. Yeah, I guess it was lung cancer. Did you know he smoked?”


  “You’re talking about Chip Crockett the kiddie show host. Right?” Brendan rubbed his forehead, feeling the beginning of a headache. “No, Tony, I didn’t know he smoked, because I don’t actually know Chip Crockett. Do you?”


  “No. Remember Ogden Orff? That time he got the milk jug stuck on his nose? ‘That’s my boy, Ogden Orff!’ ” Tony intoned, then giggled. “And that puppet? Ooga Booga? The one with the nose?”


  “Ogden Orff.” Brendan leaned back in his chair. Despite himself, he smiled. “God, yeah, I remember. And the other one—that puppet who sang? He did ‘Mister Bassman’ and that witch doctor song. I loved him. . . .”


  “That wasn’t a puppet. That was Captain Dingbat—you know, the D.J. character.”


  “Are you sure? I thought it was a puppet.”


  “No way, man. I mean, yes! I am ab-so-lute-ly sure—”


  An earsplitting whistle echoed over the line. Brendan winced and held the phone at arm’s-length, drew it back in time to hear Tony’s voice fading.


  “Hey man, that’s the bell, I gotta go. I’ll fax this to you before I leave, okay? Oh, and hey, we’re still on for Thursday, right?”


  Brendan nodded. “Right,” he said, but Tony was already gone.


  Late that afternoon the fax arrived. Brendan’s secretary gave it to him, the curling cover sheet covered with Tony’s nearly illegible scrawl.


  OGDEN ORFF LIVES!


  SEE YA THURS.


  AT CHILDE ROLAND.


  TONY


  Brendan tossed this and turned to the Daily News obituary, two long columns complete with photo. The faxed image was fragmented but still recognizable—a boyishly handsome man in suit and skinny tie, grinning at a puppet with a huge nose. Above him was the headline:


  AU REVOIR, OOGA BOOGA


  Brendan shook his head. “Poor Ooga Booga,” he murmured, then smoothed the paper on his desk.


  
    Iconic kiddie show host Chip Crockett died yesterday at his home in Manhasset, after a long and valiant battle with lung cancer. While never achieving the recognition accorded peers like Soupy Sales or Captain Kangaroo‘s Bob Keeshan, Chip Crockett’s legend may be greater, because it lives solely in the memories of viewers. Like other shows from the late 1950s and early 1960s, The Chip Crockett Show was either performed live or videotaped; if the latter, the tapes were immediately erased so they could be reused. And, as though Fate conspired to leave no trace of Crockett’s comic genius, a 1966 warehouse fire destroyed the few remaining traces of his work.


    For years, rumors of “lost” episodes raced among baby boomer fans, but alas, none have ever been found. The show’s final episode, the last of the popular Chip Crockett Christmas specials, aired on December 23rd, 1965.


    The gentle Crockett was noted for a surreal sense of humor that rivaled Ernie Kovacs’. His cast consisted of a dozen puppets—all created by Crockett—and a rogue’s gallery of over-the-top human characters, also given life by the versatile performer. Every weekday morning and again in the afternoon, Chip Crockett’s jouncy theme would sound and the fun began, as potato-nosed Ooga Booga, sly Ratty Mouse, and the lovable knucklehead Ogden Orff appeared on WNEW-TV, reaching a broadcast audience of millions of children—and, occasionally, their unsuspecting parents.


    Chip Crockett was born in 1923 in Birdsboro, Pennsylvania. His broadcast career began in 1949 with a radio show . . .

  


  Brendan sighed and looked up. Outside a sky the color of scorched nickel hung above Pennsylvania Avenue. In the very corner of his window, you could just make out the scaffolding that covered the Capitol building, a steel trellis overgrown with plywood and poured-concrete forms. When he and Robert Flaherty, his law partner, had first taken this office, Brendan had proudly pointed out the view to everyone, including the Capitol police officers who dropped in with paperwork and Congressional gossip during their breaks. Now Rob was dead, killed four years ago this Christmas Eve by a drunk driver, though Brendan still hadn’t taken his name from the brass plate by the front door. The Capitol looked like an image from war-torn Sarajevo, and the officers Brendan had once known were unrecognizable behind bulletproof jackets and wraparound sunglasses.


  “Mr. Keegan?” His secretary poked her head around the door. “Okay if I leave a little early today? It’s Parent Conference week at Jessie’s school—”


  “Sure, sure, Ashley. You get that Labor Department stuff over to Phil Lancaster?”


  “I did.” Ashley already had her coat on, rummaging in a pocket for her farecard. “How’s Peter these days?”


  Peter was Brendan’s son. “Oh, he’s great, just great,” he said, nodding. “Doing very well. Very, very well.”


  This wasn’t true and, in fact, never really had been. Shortly after his second birthday, Peter Keegan had been diagnosed as having Pervasive Developmental Disorder, which as far as Brendan could figure was just a more socially acceptable term for his son’s being (in the medical parlance) “somewhere within the autism continuum.” Batteries of tests had followed—CAT scans, MRIs and PETs—and the upshot of it all was yet another string of letters: PDDNOS, or Pervasive Developmental Disorder Not Otherwise Specified. In other words, Peter Xavier Keegan, now four, had never spoken a word to anyone. If you touched him he moved away, deliberately but casually, with no more emotion than if he’d brushed up against a thorny hedge. If you tried to look him in the eye, he looked away; if anyone tried to hold him, however gently, he would scream, and hit, and bite, and eventually fall screaming to the floor.


  He had not always been like that. Brendan had to remind himself every day, lest the fragmentary images of eighteen-month-old Peter smiling in his lap disappear forever. Once upon a time, Peter had been okay. Brendan had to believe that, despite the doctors who told him otherwise. That his son had been born with this condition; that Peter’s neural wiring was defective; that the chances for reclaiming that other child—the one who clung to his father and babbled wordlessly but cheerfully, the one who gazed at Brendan with clear blue eyes and held his finger as he fell asleep—were slim or nil. Just last week Brendan’s ex-wife, Teri, had begun a new regime of vitamin therapy for their son, the latest in an endless series of efforts to reclaim the toddler they had lost.


  They were still waiting to see the results. And Brendan’s secretary Ashley would have known all this because Teri had told her, during one of her daily phone calls to Brendan to discuss the million details of shared custody arrangements—pickup times, doctors’ appointments, changes in Peter’s medication, nightmares, biting incidents, bills for the expensive Birchwood School, missing shoes, and loose teeth. To his recollection, Brendan had never volunteered a single word about his son or his divorce to Ashley, but he had no doubt but that, if called upon, his secretary could testify in District Court about everything from his prior sexual relationship with his ex-wife (satisfactory if unremarkable) to his current attendance at AA meetings (occasional).


  “Peter’s very well,” he repeated one last time. He made a tube of Tony’s fax and eyed his secretary through one end. “Good luck at school, Ashley.”


  He walked home that evening, his briefcase nudging his leg as he made his way up Pennsylvania Avenue, keeping his bare head down against the chill night wind. Tony’s fax stuck up out of his overcoat pocket, still curled into a tube. He ducked into the gourmet kitchen shop and bought some coffee beans, then headed down Fourth Street towards his apartment. He was thinking about the old Chip Crockett Show, and how his secretary was born a good ten years after it had gone off the air.


  How did I get to be so old? he marveled, kicking at the pile of sodden leaves banked against his building’s outer door. “Mr. Keegan.” When the hell did that happen? And he went inside, to silence and The Washington Post still unread on the kitchen counter, the unblinking red eye of the answering machine signaling that no one had called.


  [image: ]


  Thursday night he met Tony Kemper at Childe Roland. The club had been a big hangout for them back when Brendan was in law school at Georgetown in the early 1980s. Tony was still playing with the Maronis in those days, and the Childe Roland was a popular after-hours spot for musicians on tour. Later, after Tony left the Maronis and moved back to D.C., he’d headline with local bands, and he and Brendan and Brendan’s cousin, Kevin, had gotten into the habit of meeting at the Childe Roland every Thursday after closing time, to drink and listen to whatever performers happened to drop by.


  Now, years later, all three were veterans of Alcoholics Anonymous, although Kevin was the only one who still attended meetings regularly. But they still met once a week at the Childe Roland, sitting at a table in the shabby downstairs room with its brick walls and fading posters for Root Boy Slim and Tommy Keene and the Dale Williams Band. They’d eat hamburgers and drink coffee or Evian water, feed quarters to the vintage Wurlitzer jukeboxes, and argue politics and football over “96 Tears” and “Bastards of Young” and “Pretty Vacant.”


  Tonight Brendan was the first to arrive, as usual. He’d been divorced for nearly a year but still couldn’t quite get the hang of being single. He didn’t date, he didn’t cook. He worked late when he could, but Flaherty, Keegan & Associates didn’t generate enough of a caseload to merit more than two or three nights a week. He had Peter on alternate weekends and Tuesdays, but that still left a lot of downtime. He hated to admit it, but when Tony or Kevin had to cancel Thursdays at Childe Roland, Brendan was depressed—depressed enough that he’d come to Childe Roland by himself and sit at their usual place and feed the jukebox, playing the songs Kevin or Tony would have played, even the ones he hated.


  But he wouldn’t be alone tonight. He heard Tony before he saw him. Or rather, he heard everyone else seeing him—


  “Tony, my man! What’s shakin’ ?”


  “Tony Maroni! ‘Hooray, hello, whoa whoa whoa!‘ ”


  “Tony!”


  “It’s the Tonester!”


  Brendan watched as his friend grinned and waved, crossing the room in that bizarre way he had, half-glide and half-slouch, resplendent in his ancient black leather jacket and decrepit Converse hightops, his long black hair streaked with grey but otherwise pretty much unchanged from the lanky, goofy-faced nineteen-year-old who once upon a time had been the Great White Hope of Rock and Roll. On the Bowery, anyway, for a few years in the mid-1970s, which (according to Tony) was the last time rock had mattered.


  That was when Tony founded The Maronis, the proto-punk band whose first, self-titled record had recently been cited by The New York Times as one of the ten most influential rock albums of the century. (The follow-up, Maronis Get Detention, came in at number 79.) The band’s formula, equal parts three-chord rock and Three Stooges, won them a record contract with EMI, a national tour, and all the attendant problems as Tony, Mony, Pony, and Tesla (né Tony Kemper, Marty Berenstein, Paul Schippa, and Dickie Stanton) played, fought, drank, dropped acid, shot up, and eventually OD’d.


  Not all at the same time, of course, but that was it as far as EMI was concerned. The Maronis lost their only contract with a major label. Worse, they lost their catalog—they hadn’t bothered with an attorney when they signed—and the ensuing decades had seen one failed lawsuit after another brought by band members, whenever one was flush enough to hire a lawyer.


  Still, the band continued to tour and record, on the small New Jersey-based Millstone label. When Mony died of a heroin overdose, he was replaced, first by Joni, the band’s first female guitarist, and then by Sony, a Japanese fan who attached himself to the Maronis after their disastrous 1984 Tokyo appearance. That was when Tony left the band. Despite the rumors, he’d never gotten into heroin. Even as a kid in Yonkers he’d been terrified of needles; Kevin used to steal hypos from his doctor father and hide them in Tony’s Deputy Dawg lunchbox, something Brendan would never have forgiven his cousin for, but Tony was incapable of anything resembling anger. Whatever demons he encountered, he fought them down with beer—preferably Budweiser, even when he (briefly) could have afforded Heineken. He’d finally lost it in Japan when, jet-lagged and suffering from food poisoning, he’d gotten the DTs and started screaming about Gojiro in the lobby of the Tokyo Hilton. Millstone had no money for an emergency medical evacuation, and so Brendan and Kevin arranged to have their childhood friend flown back to the States. Kevin had gone over to escort Tony—Kevin was raking it in at Merrill Lynch—and on their return he and Brendan checked their friend into detox.


  He’d been sober ever since. Although, because he was Tony Maroni, this wasn’t always readily apparent.


  “Hey, Brenda Starr! How’s it goin’ ?”


  Brendan looked up, making a face at the boyhood nickname. “Tony. Good to see you—”


  He reached across the table to shake his hand. Tony leaned forward and grabbed him in a hug. “Yeah, man, great to see you, too!” As though it had been a year instead of a week; as though they hadn’t just talked on the phone, oh, about two hours ago. “Where’s Kevo?”


  Brendan shrugged. “He should be here soon.”


  “Right, right. The Family Man. Family matters. Family matters,” Tony repeated, cocking his head and scrunching his face up. “Hey, get it? Like, it matters—”


  “I get it, Tony.”


  “I never did. Not until just now.”


  Brendan sighed, glanced up to see a young woman in torn fishnets and polyester skirt, Mandelbrot tattoos and enough surgical steel piercings to arm an emerging nation. “Oh good. Here’s the Bionic Waitress.”


  Tony whirled to grin at her. “Bethie! Hi! Hey, you look nice in that outfit—”


  “It’s my uniform, Tony,” the waitress said, but smiled, displaying more gleaming metal and a tongue stud. “Where’s your other partner in crime?”


  “Kevo? He’ll be here. He’s got kids, you know—” Tony suddenly looked across the table, stricken. “Oh hey, man, I didn’t mean—I mean, he’s got kids too,” he said, pointing at Brendan. “It’s just—”


  “Tony. It’s okay,” said Brendan.


  “—just, uh, Kevin’s got a lot of ’em. Well, two, anyway.”


  “Really?” The waitress looked down at Brendan curiously. “I never knew you were married.”


  “He’s not,” said Tony. “He’s—”


  “I’m divorced,” Brendan broke in. He gave Tony an icy look. “I have a little boy.”


  “Yeah? You ought to bring him in some night. Okay, you want something now or you want to wait for your friend?”


  They ordered, coffee for Brendan, club soda with lemon for Tony. When she brought the drinks back, Tony took the straw and blew its paper wrapper across the table at Brendan. “No offense, man,” he said. “About—”


  “None taken, Tony.” Brendan lifted his coffee mug and smiled.


  “Cheers.”


  “Cheers.” Tony took a sip of his drink, then slid from his chair. “Gotta feed the jukebox, man. Right back.”


  Brendan watched as his friend sidled over to one of the club’s vintage jukeboxes, spangled man-sized bijoux that glittered and bubbled and glowed along the brick walls. There was a Seeburg, a Rockola, and the Childe Roland’s crown jewel: a 1946 Wurlitzer Model 1015, special edition “Rites of Spring” in mint condition, down to the 45s stacked on their glittering turntable spindle. Tony hunched over this now, drumming his fingers on the glass surface. The green-and-gold Bakelite pilasters and ruby lights made him look like one of his own adolescent daydreams, long hair touched with crimson, his Silly Putty face given a momentary semblance of gravity, as though he were gazing into some piece of sophisticated medical machinery instead of an old jukebox.


  “Hey.” Tony frowned. “What happened to ‘Moulty?’ And who the fuck put the Eagles on this thing?”


  Brendan shook his head, marveling as he always did at how long it took Tony to make his selections. “You know,” he said as Tony slouched back to the table, the opening drumbeats of “Be My Baby” echoing around them, “it took Phil Spector less time to record that than it did for you to punch it in.”


  Tony slid back into his seat. “Hey, you know what that is? That’s the Big Bang, man! Bum, bum-bum! Bum, bum-bum! That’s the noise God made when He made the universe! When I die, make sure they play that, okay?” He clapped a hand to his forehead. “Geez, I almost forgot! Check this out—”


  He fumbled in a pocket of his leather jacket, withdrew a wad of folded-up paper. “There’s, like, a Chip Crockett Web page. Listen—”


  Tony smoothed out the paper, then cleared his throat. “ ‘Like a lot of other people, I grew up in the early 1960s watching The Chip Crockett Show,’ ” he read. “ ‘I was still pretty young when I watched it, though, and I don’t really remember much, except that the puppets were sort of scary. But since starting this Web page I have had many other people write to me about their memories of the show, and I have come to realize that Chip Crockett has actually influenced me in ways that I am only beginning to understand.’ ”


  Brendan shook his head. “Wow. That’s some testimony.”


  “Yeah, man, but he’s right. I mean, Chip Crockett had an amazing impact on me—”


  “Yeah, but you’re Tony Maroni. Chip Crockett could have invented you. Here, give me that—”


  Brendan took the page and glanced down it. No pictures, just a web address, a brief introduction and listing of contents.


  • BROADCAST HISTORY


  • ARTICLES & OBITUARIES (NEW)


  • THEME SONG


  • THE GREAT FIRE OF 1966


  • CHIP CROCKETT’S CHRISTMAS SPECIAL


  “I didn’t have time to print out the whole thing,” Tony said apologetically. “I had duty in the computer lab but then there was a fire drill . . .”


  “I remember the Christmas Special.” Brendan looked thoughtful. “It was A Christmas Carol, but with all the puppets playing the parts. Ooga Booga was Scrooge—”


  “Scrooga Booga,” Tony corrected him. “And Ogden Orff was Bob Cratchit—”


  “Brendan.” A gigantic hand suddenly descended to grip Brendan’s shoulder. “Tony. Sorry I’m late.” Kevin Donnelly’s shadow fell across the table—a big shadow. “Eileen had to work late and I had to get the girls from dance and then dinner—”


  Tony clasped Kevin’s hand, moving his chair over to make room. Kevin sat and waved at their waitress.


  “An O’Douls, please,” he said, then turned to his cousin. “Brendan. How you doing?”


  “Good, very good.” Brendan smiled. “What’s new with you?”


  “Not much. What you got there?”


  “The Chip Crockett Web page. Listen—” Brendan held the page up and gestured dramatically. “ ‘I have come to realize that Chip Crockett has actually influenced me in ways that I am only beginning to understand.’ You know, I think Tony could start a religion based on this.”


  “Mmm. Eileen wouldn’t like that. Let me see—”


  In Kevin’s hand the page looked insubstantial as tissue. He was a big man who in the course of two decades of steadfast bodybuilding had become absolutely huge, red-haired and ruddy-faced, his arms and shoulders so powerful they always looked as though they were about to burst through his hand-tailored suit jackets, like some demented Capitol Hill version of The Incredible Hulk. As a boy he’d terrorized not just Brendan and Tony but everyone within a five-block radius of Tuckahoe Road, and started dipping into the altar wine before his twelfth birthday. At Notre Dame on a football scholarship, he’d brought the team to the Nationals, then gone on to get an MBA from the Wharton School. He’d made his first million before he was thirty, gotten sober, bailed out of Merrill Lynch exactly one month before Black Monday, and taken a job as a lobbyist for Standard Oil.


  “You read this, Brendan?” Kevin scowled. “Did you read this?”


  “Yup. What do you think?”


  Kevin continued to scan the printout, while Brendan flagged their waitress for more coffee. Whenever he saw his cousin, Brendan felt as though he were glimpsing himself in some alternate universe. Kevin looked like Brendan on steroids, Brendan’s sandy hair turned to flame, Brendan’s body pumped full of Vitamin B-12 and Proteinex. His cousin’s career and domestic life were shiny perverse reflections of Brendan’s own—immense financial success, gorgeous ex-model spouse, perfect children, perfect Potomac home, perfect perfect perfect. Whereas Brendan felt as though he were channeling his ex-wife through his secretary, and his only child seemed to live in that other universe as well, gazing into Brendan’s world as though it were an empty expanse of sky.


  “I think it’s a capital offense if my taxes are paying Tony to print out this kind of stuff on school time.” Kevin shook his head and handed the page back to Tony. “Tell me, Tony, how the hell do you keep that job? I mean, what do you tell those kids, as a teacher?”


  “You know. Follow your bliss. Stay out of jail. I tell them to be really, really careful, otherwise they’ll end up like me.”


  Brendan and Kevin laughed, but Tony only shrugged. “Well, it’s true,” he said. “The way I figure, I’m saving the school system thousands of dollars a year in anti-drug programs and stuff like that.”


  “But you never did drugs, Tony,” said Kevin.


  “Yeah, but they don’t know that. I tell ’em: Stay in school, go to the college of your choice, learn a viable trade. Otherwise you’ll spend the rest of your life giving practice SATs to dimbulbs like Nelson Crane.”


  The Bionic Waitress reappeared and refilled Brendan’s coffee cup. As he moved the papers aside she glanced down at them curiously.


  “Who died?”


  “Chip Crockett,” said Tony.


  She wrinkled her nose. “Who’s Chip Crockett?”


  Tony rubbed his chin. “Well, he was this kiddie show host a long time ago. Kind of like Chuck McCann.”


  “Or Paul Winchell,” said Kevin.


  “Who’re they?”


  “Do you remember Uncle Floyd Vivino?” asked Brendan.


  “Uh, no.”


  Tony frowned, thinking. Finally he brightened. “What about PeeWee Herman?”


  The waitress scrunched her face up. “Mmm, maybe a little.”


  “Mister Rogers?”


  “Sure!” She looked more closely at the obituary.


  “Well, Chip Crockett was sort of like a cross between Mister Rogers and PeeWee Herman,” explained Brendan.


  “Or Adam Sandler,” said Kevin. “Actually, he was more like a cross between Mister Rogers and Tony here.”


  The waitress laughed. “Wow. Sorry I missed out on that one.”


  She turned and headed back to the kitchen. Tony stared after her admiringly, then shoved his chair back. “ ’Scuse me, gotta hit the head.”


  His friends watched him go. “So,” said Kevin, easing himself into the chair next to Brendan. “Tony’s taking the news about Chip Crockett pretty hard. How ‘bout you?”


  “Aw, don’t give him a hard time, Kev,” said Brendan. He sometimes felt as though he’d spent his entire life defending Tony against Big Tough Guys like Kevin. “He gets on these kicks, he’ll get over it.”


  Kevin looked hurt. “I wasn’t giving him a hard time. I actually feel kind of bad about it myself.”


  “About Chip Crockett?”


  “Sure. I liked Chip Crockett. Especially Ogden Orff . . .” Kevin rapped his knuckles again his forehead and cried, “ ‘No, Ogden, noooo!’ ” Then, in fonder tones, “ ‘That’s my boy—Ogden Orff!’ ”


  Brendan smiled. “Good old Ogden Orff. But gee, Kev. I never figured you’d be all broken up about Chip Crockett.”


  “I dunno. I was thinking about how that fire just, like, wiped any evidence of him off the planet. Like if you’re not on TV somewhere, or on the net, you just don’t exist anymore. Freaks me out, all that stuff. You know, getting old. People dying. That kind of thing.”


  Brendan eyed his cousin suspiciously. “Is something wrong?” he asked, fighting the faintest, cruelest spasm of glee at the thought.


  “No. That’s the problem. Everything’s perfect. Too perfect. I mean, the girls are gonna need braces in a year or two, and Eileen’s a screaming banshee because of this remodeling job she’s doing out in Warrenton, but—well, don’t you ever feel like that? Like everything’s just going too well?”


  Brendan stared at his cousin. Kevin stared back, his bright blue eyes completely guileless. “No,” Brendan said at last. He turned to grab his coffee from the waitress. “You know, I got to get going—I’ve got a case coming up, I need to go over some stuff before the weekend.”


  He took a gulp of coffee, pulled out a ten-dollar bill and slid it under the mug. Behind him Tony reappeared, grinning and singing along with the jukebox in that immediately recognizable, nasal just-north-of-the-Bronx voice. Brendan pulled on his overcoat, watching him. It was always disconcerting to him, the difference between Tony Kemper and Tony Maroni. The latter’s now-famous stage persona, a gangly stoop-shouldered goofus doing his trademarked knock-kneed dance—practically immobile from the waist up and looking as though he were swallowing the mike, his face hidden behind a curtain of lank black hair as he blurted out his customary greeting—”Hooray hello, whoa whoa whoa!“—followed by three-chord anthems like “ECT” and “Gonna Have a Bad Trip” and “Tibbets Park,” the FM radio hit he’d dedicated to Brendan and Kevin—


  
    
      
        
          	
            Come with me tonight

            Playin’ in the dark

            We can have a great time

            Down at Tibbets Park . . .

          
        

      
    

  


  Tony Maroni was a goofball, a knucklehead, a refugee from all those kiddie shows they’d lived on back in Yonkers—Soupy Sales doing The Mouse, Chuck McCann sticking pennies on his eyes and pretending to be Little Orphan Annie, ventriloquist Paul Winchell arguing with his dummy sidekick Jerry Mahoney. Whereas the real Tony Kemper moved with an unconscious but intensely sexy, almost feminine grace: he was like someone feigning drunkenness, catching you off guard by catching himself just when you thought he was going to walk into the wall. And he was a great dancer. Back at Sacred Heart High School, Tony was the guy all the girls wanted to slow-dance with, while teenage guitarists struggled through the solos in “Southern Man” and “Nights in White Satin.”


  Now Tony blinked, staring at Brendan in dismay. “Brenda! You’re not leaving already?”


  “Sorry, Tony. I’ve got this case, we’d like to try and get a settlement before Christmas—”


  “Wait.” Kevin whistled and held a hand up, as though officiating a fight. “Before I forget: Eileen wants you both to come for Thanksgiving.” He pointed at Brendan. “Do you have Peter that weekend? ‘Cause the girls would love it if—”


  “I think I do. I’m pretty sure Teri has him for Christmas.”


  “Great. What about you, Tony?”


  Tony rubbed his chin. “Yeah, I think I can swing it. There’s this girl I’ve been sort of seeing, but—”


  “Well, bring her. Or dump her. Whatever. Just let Eileen know, okay?”


  Tony nodded. He swung around to throw an arm over Brendan’s shoulder. “See you here next week, then?”


  “Righto.” Brendan headed for the stairs, pausing to give his friends a salute. “Very, very good to see you guys.”


  “Call Eileen, okay? Let her know if you can come,” Kevin called after him. “And hey, I really hope Peter can make it.”


  “I’ll let you know,” Brendan said with a wave. “ ’Night—”


  Kevin watched thoughtfully as his cousin disappeared up the steps. Beside him Tony sipped his club soda, tapping the table in counterpoint to the jukebox.


  “You know,” Tony said after a minute, “Peter’s sort of like Tommy, isn’t he?”


  “Tommy?” Kevin started, shook his head. “Tommy who?”


  “You know, Tommy—‘that deaf, dumb and blind kid sure plays a mean pinball.’ ”


  Kevin swiveled to stare at him. His eyes narrowed as he drew his breath in. “You know what? You’re an idiot, Tony,” he said softly. “A total fucking idiot.”


  Tony put down his club soda. “I just meant—”


  “And you ever say something like that to Brendan, I’ll put your fucking lights out.” He tossed a handful of bills on the table. “I’ll see you at Thanksgiving.”


  “Yeah, sure.” Tony waved meekly as Kevin left. “Thanksgiving. My favorite holiday. Damn, that’s not what I meant, you know that’s not what I meant.” He ran a hand through his hair, fumbled around for a fistful of change and added it to the money on the table. Then he stood, rocking anxiously back and forth on his heels until he saw the waitress approaching. “Thanks Bethie,” he said, grabbing the printout from Chip Crockett’s Web page. “See you soon.”


  “Goodbye hello, Tony.”


  “Whoa whoa whoa,” he said ruefully, and left.
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  As it turned out, Brendan saw Tony a lot sooner than Thanksgiving—the next day, in fact. Every other Friday Brendan had his son for the weekend, picking him up early from the Birchwood School, where fourteen caregivers exposed his son and seventeen other very young children to a rigorously ordered curriculum. The days were exquisitely maintained: children sat at table for meals, games were devised so that students learned cooperative behavior, objects were labeled and their names repeated consistently. Teachers taught parents to use the same specific words and phrases over and over again, to maintain consistency at home.


  Brendan’s ex-wife, Teri, had great faith in the Birchwood School and its intensive program of early intervention. Although the administration and teachers disliked labeling, most of their students had been diagnosed as having some form of Pervasive Developmental Disorder and, like Peter, their behavior placed them somewhere along the autism continuum. Whenever he visited the school Brendan found himself contemplating an adult correlation to this, something he called the Parental Anguish Continuum. Peter was verbally non-communicative and, like many of the other children, hypersensitive to touch and sensory stimulation. But his tantrums had grown less frequent in the last year, and he had done wonderfully well in the ordered environment at Birchwood. What would it be like to have a son like Sasha Petrowicz, whose sensitivity to the world was such that he spent much of the day screaming in pain? Or a daughter like Ivy Montrose, who had been adopted from an orphanage in Rumania and had a band of scar tissue across her forehead, from headbanging in an iron-sided crib? What would it be like to be Kurt and Donna Raymond, whose only child had died of pneumonia after surgery? Setting himself within that arc, Brendan with customary Irish Catholic stoicism (Teri called this denial) found himself counting his blessings. On one hand and with gritted teeth, to be sure; but Brendan knew better than to feel sorry for himself or his son, at least for more than an hour or two, and never when visiting the Birchwood School.


  “Brendan! Hi!”


  Peggy Storrs, Peter’s teacher, waved to him from a corner. Brendan smiled and walked over. “Hi, Peggy. How’s everyone doing?”


  “He’s having a pretty good day.” Peggy sat cross-legged on the floor, a number of blocks scattered around her. She was in her late twenties, Brendan guessed, and completing her Masters in Education at G.W., a strong-featured young woman with thick chestnut hair hidden beneath a brightly checked wool hat, batiked cotton trousers and a fuzzy handknit sweater. Brendan figured her for a lesbian, because of the hat; she reminded him of certain nuns he’d had as teachers back at Sacred Heart, steely-eyed women who in another life might have become neurosurgeons, astrophysicists, attorneys specializing in medical malpractice. “Joni’s got the flu, so I’m with Allen, too, which is making it a little difficult. We had a little outburst at snack time, but other than that Peter’s doing great.”


  Peggy smiled at Brendan, then turned her attention back to work. Beside her, but a few feet apart from each other, knelt two little boys. They were stacking blocks, Allen in a distracted manner, placing two or three atop each other before knocking them down, Peter with intense concentration—stacking first a blue block, then a yellow one, then another blue, then yellow.


  “Put in a green one, Peter,” Peggy urged, and held out another block. “Here. Put in the green block.”


  Peter ignored her. He continued stacking, head tilted, his resolute gaze fixed not so much on the blocks as on some point just beyond. Watching his son made Brendan think of hummingbirds; how their metabolisms were supposedly so quick-working, their bodies and brains wired at a rate so much faster than humans that they did not even perceive us. To a hummingbird, Brendan was only a massive grey-and-black blur, solid and unmoving as a boulder.


  What was he to his son?


  “Peter,” he said gently. “Peter, hi. Hi, honey, hi Peter.”


  A smile flickered across Peter’s face, so fast it was like one of those phantom looks that cross a dreamer’s face in deep REM sleep. But Brendan recognized it. He smiled back, feeling a surge of joy so acute it was like grief. “Good, Peter! Take the green block from Peggy.”


  Peggy’s hand hovered a few inches from the blue and yellow stack.


  “Take the green block, Peter,” she said.


  Another flicker, annoyance this time; then only that unwavering concentration as Peter put another blue block on top of the pile. Brendan’s stomach clenched. He knew his son wasn’t being stubborn, but sometimes he found it impossible to keep from reading his behavior that way. If you saw these kids in an ordinary setting—and the Birchwood School was, in most ways, an ordinary setting—you might not know there was anything unusual about them. They were small, they wore rompers and Gap jeans and L.L. Bean sweaters,Teletubbies sweatshirts and Elmo sneakers, they toddled and ran around and cried like other kids. It was only after been you’d been here for a while that you noticed the dreamily intent rocking in front of a window; the methodical ordering and reordering of blocks and cups and plastic forms; the boy whirling in a corner until reminded that it was time to go outside; the constant and insistently repeated statements from the teachers—


  “Take the green block, Peter. I’m going to put it on top. I’m going to put the green block there, Peter—”


  Peter’s head was half-turned to pick up another yellow block from the floor. Peggy placed the green one on top of his tower, breaking its careful symmetry. Blue yellow blue yellow blue yellow blue—


  Without a word Peter turned, smacking the pile. Blocks flew everywhere, one of them striking Allen on the leg. He began to cry, and Peggy moved quickly to comfort him.


  “It’s all right, Allen. That was an accident—”


  “Right.” Brendan let his breath out and clapped his hands on his knees. “We’re going to the zoo now, Peter. This is the day when we go to the zoo.”


  The same flicker across the boy’s face, water rushing over pale sand. Without looking at his father he shook his head. “Great,” said Brendan. He pointed to the row of cubbies against one wall. “Let’s go get your jacket and your knapsack. Have a good weekend, Peggy.”


  “You too, Brendan. Bye, Peter!”


  Peter turned and walked to his cubby. Brendan followed him and started to gather his son’s butterfly-colored paraphernalia, green and blue knapsack, yellow rubber boots in case in rained, yellow rubber duck. He went into the kitchen and retrieved Peter’s medication, then caught up with Peter waiting by the door.


  “Okay, Peter. You ready?”


  They went to the zoo. Ever since his law school days Brendan had loved it, the illusion of order and safety and immense distance granted by carefully designed landscapes and cast-resin boulders.


  He had learned, however, that all of this was too much for Peter; everything except the Reptile House. Peter was fascinated by the displays here, especially the iguanas as they slid with sinister intent from rock to sand, finally ending up in a great heap atop each other.


  “Look at that lizard, Peter. How many lizards in that pile? One, two, three lizards. . . .”


  Peter moved closer to the glass. Brendan stepped towards him, and bumped into someone.


  “Excuse me, I’m sorry—”


  “Hey, Brendan.”


  “Tony?” Brendan looked up into his friend’s lopsided grin. Tony was wearing his work clothes, grey herringbone tweed jacket, skinny black tie. “Jeez, Tony, hi. What are you doing here?”


  Tony shrugged. “Oh, I dunno. I like snakes, I guess.”


  “I know, but aren’t you . . .” Brendan stopped. “Oh no. Tony—”


  Tony gave him a sheepish look. “Yeah. I, uh, actually, well—I got canned. That girl I was seeing—”


  “Oh, Christ, Tony! Don’t tell me, please don’t tell me—”


  “No! I mean, she’s eighteen, anyway, but nothing happened, I just sort of hung out with her after school a couple of times, but someone said something, and—”


  “Tony—”


  “—and anyway, we didn’t have all that much in common. As it turned out.”


  “ ‘As it turned out.’ ‘As it turned out.’ Tony, this is not a good thing. I mean, do you have an attorney—”


  “No, man! Nothing happened. I’m not getting sued, or anything like that. I mean, I was only a substitute anyway. They just, uh, said it wasn’t working out. Plus I already have another job, Russ Acton said he has a gig for me, working nights at Gigantor Records.”


  “Gigantor Records.” Brendan shifted so he could keep an eye on Peter, still standing mesmerized by the iguanas. “Whoo boy. Tony . . .”


  “Hey, it’s a good deal. Only three nights a week, plus I get the employee discount. But, uh, that’s actually not why I was looking for you.”


  Brendan closed his eyes. Overhead a ceiling fan turned desultorily. He took a deep breath, and opened his eyes again. “Yes?”


  “I, uh—well, you know, I only had this month-by-month lease after Kimberly split, and it turns out the lease wasn’t even in her name but that guy she used to go out with, what’s his name, you know, Roy, the bartender down at—”


  “Tony.”


  “And I, uh, well—do you think I could crash at your place for a while? Just until I can get on my feet? Like a month or two, till the new year—”


  Brendan shook his head. “I don’t know if that would work, Tony. Like now—I have Peter every other weekend, and sometimes during the week, and—”


  “It would be temporary. Very temporary. Say a week.”


  “You just said a month.”


  “Okay, fine, a month. And I promise, I promise it won’t be any longer—”


  Brendan rubbed his eyes, defeated. “Oh, Christ. All right. Yes. But only for—”


  “—‘cause like, there’s this place I’m guaranteed, I know I can get it, up by Nebraska Ave., but the guy isn’t moving till right after New Year’s. Plus that way I can, like, save up enough for the security deposit and stuff. And Christmas presents.”


  “It’s okay, Tony. I mean, I guess it’ll work out, if it’s only for a while. Just—when Teri’s over, maybe you better keep a low profile.”


  “Sure, man. I mean, I really appreciate it, I know it’s a hassle and stuff—”


  “It’s no hassle.”


  “—but I really appreciate it.” Tony tugged at the neck of his tweed jacket, then held out his hand. “Thanks, Brendan.”


  “No prob.” Brendan gave his friend’s hand a cursory shake, turned and walked over to the wall of glass cages. “Hey, Peter, look who’s here. Uncle Tony.”


  “It’s Crazy Uncle Tony!” Tony announced. He crossed to stand directly behind Peter. “Hey, look at all those lizards making a big pile. ‘Dogpile on the rabbit! Dogpile on the rabbit!’ ”


  Brendan frowned as Tony went on. “You remember—Bugs Bunny! Boy, check him out, that guy’s huge.” A flicker, and Peter tilted his head, looking where Tony pointed. “You know, I think I used to date his sister.”


  Brendan laughed. “How old was she?”


  “Aw, man. I mean, you should’ve seen this girl, there’s no way she looked under—”


  “Uh-uh-uh. That’s the first thing they teach you at law school: Never date anyone in high school. God,Tony. Do me a favor, do not mention this to Teri. Or anyone else.”


  “Absolutely, man.” Tony’s gaze didn’t move from the cage. “I definitely dated that guy’s sister.”


  “Come on, let’s look at the crocodiles. Peter?” Brendan moved to take his son’s hand. For a fraction of a second Peter’s rested against his father’s palm, warm and sticky, his fingernails rough where he’d bitten them. Then they slid away. Brendan felt that same small stab at his chest, familiar and painful as a pulled tendon; but he only looked at his son and smiled. “Remember the crocodiles? You liked them last time we were here. . . .”


  They wandered through the rest of the reptile house, Tony expressing remorse over the remains of several white mice and a dead sparrow. After a quarter hour, Peter grew restive. He started grabbing at the railings in front of the glass cages and rocking back and forth, his cheeks flushed.


  Brendan turned to Tony. “He’s hungry,” he said. “Okay Peter, time to go. It’s time to leave the zoo now.”


  Peter said nothing; only rocked faster, back and forth on the rail.


  “Time to go,” repeated Brendan. “Come on, Peter. We have to leave now.”


  Peter closed his eyes and swung sideways.


  “Peter,” Brendan said again. He looked at Tony and took a deep breath. “All right, Peter—I’ll have to pick you up, then—”


  He stepped towards Peter, wrapped his arms firmly around him and started disentangling him from the rail. Peter kicked, grunting loudly; then began to scream. At the other end of the room a mother with two small girls stared at Brendan, frowning.


  “Peter,” Brendan said in a strained voice, prising his son’s fingers from the railing. “Come on, Peter—”


  Peter started crying. Brendan held him as tight as he could and carried him to the exit. When he saw the door, Peter’s cries abruptly stopped, but he continued to push at his father, trying to get away. Tony bounced after them.


  “I’m hungry too, Peter,” Tony announced loudly. Peter narrowed his eyes and looked the other way. “Gentlemen? It’s dinner time—”


  Tony held the door for them as they stepped outside. “My treat,” he said with a bow.


  “Tony, you don’t—”


  “My treat. Come on, Peter, we’re going to McDonald’s.”


  Brendan shook his head. “That may not be a good idea, Tony.” He bent and let Peter slide from his arms to the ground. “When he goes off like this . . .”


  But Peter was already brightening. He took a few steps, stopped, and looked at the sky, shutting his eyes and letting that same half-smile flash across his face. Brendan watched him, then turned to Tony.


  “Okay. We can try McDonald’s,” he said. “Just don’t tell Teri, she’ll hold you personally responsible for the extinction of the poison arrow frog.”


  Peter stared up at Tony, but looked away when the tall man gazed down at him.


  “We can walk there,” Tony said. “Right, Peter?” Peter turned, continuing to watch Tony from the corners of his eyes. Tony began to walk backwards down the sidewalk. “Plus, Brenda, this way you don’t have to do the dishes afterwards. . . .


  “—plus, I have one more favor to ask you,” he added, sidling up alongside of Brendan as they approached Connecticut Avenue.


  Brendan stopped, grabbing Peter as he ran towards the gate. “What?” he asked tersely. His son struck at his hands as he zipped up Peter’s jacket and pulled a knit cap down over the boy’s sleek hair.


  “No biggie. Just, could you help me move my stuff? There’s not a lot,” Tony added, “it’s just too much for one cab ride, you know, plus your car has so much more room.”


  Brendan sighed. “All right, Tony.”


  “And could you maybe do it tonight? ‘Cause the landlady said she’s, like changing the locks tomor—”


  “Yes Tony.”


  Brendan’s blue eyes glittered dangerously. Tony said nothing more; just nodded and walked with them up Connecticut Avenue, past the first crowds of commuters heading home in the early dusk.


  They ate. Peter was quiet, repeatedly squeezing his chicken nuggets between his fingers and refusing to eat more than a few mouthfuls. But Brendan was relieved that it was nothing more than that, no screaming fits, no throwing food or trays or cups, nothing to make all the other parents and children turn from their Big Macs and Happy Meals to stare at an uncontrollable four-year-old and his ineffectual father. Afterwards they found Brendan’s Volvo wagon and drove to Adams Morgan to retrieve Tony’s stuff. This consisted of a stereo system, five large boxes of CDs and tapes, another six cartons containing records by Firesign Theater and dozens of one-hit wonders from the late ’60s and early ’70s; a small carton of paperbacks, heavy on the Illuminati and the Beats; a spatula; Tony’s Mosrite electric guitar; and a single black trash bag holding Tony’s wardrobe, which consisted entirely of black T-shirts and black jeans.


  “That’s it,” Tony announced. He tossed the trash bag into the back of the car. In the middle seat, Peter sat quietly and stared out the side window. Brendan had remained behind the wheel—they were illegally parked, and he was also doing lookout duty for Roy, putative owner of both Tony’s ex-girlfriend and her lease, a bartender known for his humorless attachment to World Wrestling Federation events.


  “Good.” Brendan leaned out the car window. “Now can we go?”


  “Yeah, yeah, just hold on. One more thing—” Tony raced back upstairs, long hair flying. A moment later he returned and sprinted down the steps, his battered black leather jacket in his arms. “God, it feels so great getting out of that hellhole! I thought I’d never escape.”


  “You were only there for three months,” said Brendan. The Volvo pulled away from the curb. Tony turned to look back.


  “Yeah, well, it seemed like a lifetime,” he said. “Hey, there’s Roy!”


  He rolled down the window, flapping his hands at a big bearded man in a Redskins windbreaker. “Yo, Roy! Your mother sews socks that smell!”


  “Tony!” Brendan started to laugh. “You really are an idiot, you know that? That guy better not have your new address—”


  “No way, man.” He turned to grin at the boy in the back seat. “Pretty good, huh, Peter? Stick around with your old Uncle Tony, tomorrow I’ll teach you how to meet girls.” Peter smiled, so quickly that Brendan caught only the faintest shimmer of it in the rearview mirror. Tony beamed, pounding on the dashboard and nodding. “This is going to be great, Brenda, you know? Having the chance to hang out with you, spend some QT . . .”


  “When do you start work?”


  “Good question. You know, I think maybe I’m supposed to go in tonight, just to get acclimated. You got an extra key?”


  “Tonight? What, like now? You want me to drop you—”


  “No, man. I told you, I’m the graveyard shift, midnight to seven.”


  Brendan groaned. “You didn’t tell me. And you better not wake me up or you’ll be living in Stanton Square Park.”


  “No prob, man, no prob. Just give me an extra key, I’ll kiss you guys good night and then bye-bye—”


  Tony let his arm drape out the open window. As they rounded a corner he waved at a group of spike-haired kids hanging out in front of a 7-11. “Bye-bye,” he repeated.


  “Fuck you,” one of the kids shouted. “Motherfucker, you fuck—”


  A bottle exploded on the street just behind the car, broken glass spattering up against the rear window.


  “Damn it!” Brendan swerved, then glanced at Tony. He was gazing at the dashboard, his expression unreadable. “Boy, talk about a lack of respect! If only they knew Tony Maroni was in this car.”


  “Good thing they don’t.” Tony’s voice was flat. “Jello Biafra got the shit beat out of him in Berkeley by a bunch of kids like that. He was going to watch a gig at Gilman Street, they thought he’d sold out.”


  “Yeah, well, that won’t happen to you,” said Brendan dryly.


  Tony turned back to staring out the window. In the seat behind them Peter began to snore softly, as the car turned down Mass. Ave. and they headed for Brendan’s apartment.


  It was nearly dark when they got there, the sulfur-yellow streetlights casting a Halloween glow over sidewalks and lawns and boxtree hedges. Brendan’s place was a brick rowhouse, the second one from the corner on a street just a few blocks from the old riot corridor; a neighborhood that had spent the last fifteen years being gentrified without ever quite achieving its goal. He double-parked in front and gave Tony the keys, waiting in the car as Tony ran in and out with the stereo and guitar and boxes of records.


  “Okay, that’s everything except the clothes,” Tony said breathlessly, hopping back into the front. “I stuck it all in the front closet, that okay?”


  “Yeah.” Brendan cocked a thumb at the backseat where Peter lay slumped, his hand in his mouth. “But tonight you sleep on the couch—Peter’ll be in his room.”


  “No prob.”


  He swung the car around the corner and parked in front of Big Mo’s Liquor and Tobacco Plus. A few underdressed men stood in front, their breath staining the air as they cadged change from commuters hurrying home with shoulders hunched against the cold. Brendan glared at them as he stepped from the car.


  “Damn winos, get a fucking job. All right, Peter,” he said, and reaching into the back seat he hefted the boy in his arms. “Tony, can you get that stuff on your own?”


  “Sure, man.”


  “The car alarm’s set, don’t mess with it once you close the door.”


  Brendan gave the street men a final scowl, then headed towards the corner. Tony hopped onto the sidewalk. He yanked out the black trash bag and his leather jacket, dropped them behind the car and slammed the door shut.


  “Hey—you—” one of the men yelled hoarsely. “You—Whoa Whoa!” He lifted a malt liquor bottle in an unsteady toast.


  Tony turned and smiled. “Dave. How you doin’ ?”


  “Mmm fahn. Jus’ fahn.” Dave teetered on one foot, a wizened man in a filthy trench coat, wispy white hair sticking out from beneath a Microsoft gimme cap. At his feet a whippety mongrel wagged its tail frantically. “Uh-huh, uh-huh.” Dave peered up at Tony with clouded eyes and stuck out one hand. “Whoa whoa whoa.”


  “Yeah, yeah. Here.” Tony fished out a five-dollar bill and gave it to him, bent to scratch the dog’s head. “Good doggie! Hold on—”


  He peeled off his tweed jacket and held it up. “See if this fits, Dave.”


  “Thangs, thangs . . .” Dave smiled, showing a few ravaged teeth, and took the coat. Behind him the other men nodded approvingly. “Go’ bless you. . . .”


  “No prob, man.” Tony reached down for his leather jacket, grabbed the trash bag and started down the street. “See ya—”


  Brendan met him at the door. “I’m getting Peter to bed. I pulled out the sofa for you, there’s sheets and stuff in the bathroom.” As Tony bounded past him into the living room he frowned.


  “Where’s your jacket?”


  “I gave it to Dave the Grave.”


  “You gave it to Dave the Grave? I gave you that jacket!”


  “Yeah, well now you can see it whenever you want,” said Tony brightly. “I gotta fly, I’ve gotta be at work early tonight. Thanks again, man. Don’t wait up for me.”


  “Right.” Brendan said through clenched teeth. He watched as Tony raced back out the front door and down the steps to the sidewalk. “You have your keys?” he shouted after him.


  “Keys to the city, man!” Tony yelled, punching the air with his fist as he started towards the Metro. “Later—!”


  From the room behind him, Brendan heard his son banging impatiently on the door. “I’m coming, Peter.” He gave Tony one last look, a gangly stoop-shouldered figure slouching its way downstream, past the overcoated men and women armed with briefcases and leather backpacks, the kids in their Timberland street gear, and a single slight whitehaired man weaving his way across Maryland Avenue in a white gimme cap and grey herringbone tweed jacket.


  “Dave the fucking Grave,” muttered Brendan, and he shut the door.
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  He and Peter were already up when Tony got home from work the next morning.


  “You want breakfast?” Brendan pointed at the frying pan still on the stove. “There’s some bacon left, I can make you eggs or something.”


  Tony shook his head. “No thanks. Got an Egg McMuffin on the way home. Check this out—”


  He pulled a CD from his leather jacket. “Promo of the new Advent Moth. Wanna hear it?”


  “No.”


  “Aw, c’mon—”


  “No.” Brendan slid back into his chair at the table beside Peter.


  “Peter, here’s Uncle Tony. Peter has to finish eating before he can leave the table,” he said. “Okay, Peter. Pick up your fork, and eat this before it gets cold.”


  Tony stood watching them. “Hey, Peter,” he said. “That looks like a good breakfast. Yum yum yum.”


  Peter sat at the table in a booster seat, a plastic bowl in front of him holding a small yellow heap of scrambled eggs. Around him the floor was smeared with more scrambled eggs and several pieces of toast. “Pick up the fork,” repeated Brendan.


  Peter reached for the cup. “That’s the cup,” said Brendan firmly. “Pick up the fork.”


  Peter put down the cup but did nothing. “This is the fork,” said Brendan, pointing. “You eat your food with the fork.” Peter picked it up stiffly, and began to eat.


  “Listen,” said Brendan. He looked up at Tony and patted the empty chair next to him. “We have to talk.”


  Tony sank obediently into the chair. “This isn’t going to work, right?”


  “Well, no, probably not. Or well, maybe for just a few days—” Brendan sighed and took a sip of coffee. “I was talking to Teri—”


  “Oh, yeah, right. I thought we weren’t supposed to tell Teri.”


  “I have to tell Teri, because of Peter.” Brendan glanced at his son and smiled. “You’re doing a good job with that fork, Peter.” He turned back to his friend. “Look, Tony—you know what it’s like. We’re doing this intensive treatment, Peter’s doing really well with it, and—well, we have to be consistent. Anything disruptive is just going to confuse him, and . . .”


  “Right,” said Tony. He spread his hands out on the tabletop and began drumming them. Peter looked over, drew his own hand to his mouth, and bit it.


  “Pick up your fork, Peter. Put down your hand and pick up your fork.” Brendan reached over, took Peter’s hand and brought it back to the table. Peter began to scream, but then abruptly stopped.


  “See what I mean?” Brendan shot an exasperated look at Tony. “We’re working on that kind of stim, him biting his hand—”


  Tony nodded. “He’s not doing it as much as he used to.”


  “He’s not doing it at all. Hardly. That’s one of the things you do—you don’t let them indulge in any self-stimulation, not until after they’ve eaten their breakfast, or done computer time, or whatever. Then, instead of letting him bite his hand we give him something else—”


  Brendan turned so the boy couldn’t see him and went on sotto voce, “—we give him this rubber duck, he can soothe himself with that for a few minutes.”


  Tony rubbed his chin. “Uh-huh. Well, I can do that. I mean, I can remember to—”


  “No, you can’t. No offense, but just your being here is disruptive—not you personally, but anyone else beside me, or Teri. We have this all worked out and it’s—well, it’s pretty rigid, Tony, it’s like this total one-on-one stuff and let me tell you, it’s exhausting.”


  “But then maybe you can use me—I mean, I can help with something, right?” Tony asked, a little desperately.


  “Well, maybe.” Brendan gave his friend a doubtful look. “I guess we can try it and see.”


  “Why didn’t you just tell all me this last night?”


  “Jesus, Tony, you didn’t really give me a chance, did you? I mean, you ambushed me at the zoo, saying how you’re getting kicked out of your place and you’ve got twenty-four hours to live, and—use your fork, Peter.”


  “I didn’t mean to put you out.” Tony ran a hand through his long hair, his leather jacket squeaking. “Okay. Well, I guess I could, I can always find somewhere else to crash, just let me get on the horn and see who I can get in touch with, okay?”


  “Wait. Let me finish—but hold on a minute.” Brendan stood, got behind Peter’s chair and put his hands firmly on the boy’s shoulders. Peter wriggled, but paused as his father went on, “Peter—you did a good job eating your breakfast. You did a good job using your fork. Let’s go in now, you can watch Sesame Street.”


  He pulled the chair out. Peter scrambled down and walked beside him into the living room. “See? Check this out—”


  Brendan leaned down to pick up a videotape from a stack alongside the VCR. “We watch the same Sesame Street tape every day. It’s close-captioned, and we read it out loud.”


  “He can read?”


  Brendan slid the tape into the machine. Peter settled in the middle of the floor, staring straight ahead as his father walked past him and Big Bird filled the screen.


  “Yes. No. I mean, I actually don’t know what he can do,” Brendan said, joining Tony back in the kitchen. “You know? They keep running all these tests, and—well, he tests above average for language comprehension, and he does well with all these learning games they play. And he’s bonded really well with Peggy, his teacher, which is wonderful—at first he wouldn’t even let her near him. But he’s still not talking, obviously. And he’s still doing the stims when he feels stressed out, though that’s pretty normal.”


  Brendan drew a hand across his forehead, blinking as though the light were too bright. “But what’s normal, right? God, I’m tired.”


  He looked at Tony and smiled wearily. Brendan had gained a few pounds when he quit drinking, and his light brown hair was thinner and flecked with grey, but otherwise he looked pretty much the same as he did back in law school. Same pale blue eyes behind tortoiseshell glasses, same faded freckles in a round boyish face, same faded rugby shirt and chinos and worn L.L. Bean topsiders. The kind of attorney a GS-3 receptionist might trust in a dispute over a rush-hour fender-bender, or a checkout clerk at Rite Aid who lost his job when his drinking became a problem; a guy who looked reliable and intelligent, but not dangerously so. Not like his ex-wife, a lawyer who represented a pharmaceutical corporation in federal lawsuits over the unanticipated side effects of designer drugs with names Tony couldn’t even pronounce; a woman who wore Donna Karan clothes and contact lenses that tinted her hazel eyes an astonishing jade-green; a woman who before her divorce had taken a year off from her job, to stay home and work every single day with her autistic son.


  “Well, you know, Brendan, maybe I could help out. I mean, if you told me how . . .”


  Brendan tilted back in his chair. “Thanks, Tony. But you know, it’s like, complex. All this patterning stuff. The theory is, you just keep doing the same thing over and over and over again, and eventually you end up burning new neural pathways in the brain.”


  Tony raised an eyebrow. “Sounds weird. Actually, it sounds boring.”


  “Well, yeah, it is boring. Sort of. But it works. These kids—their brains are wired differently than ours. Someone like Peter, he goes into sensory overload at the slightest stimulation, the sort of thing maybe you or me wouldn’t notice but he’s incredibly sensitive to. The rest of us, our sensory levels are set at five or six; but his are cranked all the way up to nine, or ten.”


  “No—eleven!” Tony said, bopping up and down in excitement. “I get it! You know, like in Spinal Tap—the dials go all the way to eleven.”


  Brendan closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “You know, Tony—the best thing would probably be if—well, maybe you could kind of stay out of the way. It’s fine your being here, I mean, I’d kind of even like it for a little while.”


  Tony looked hurt. “Oh. Thanks.”


  “Come on, Tony, you know what I mean. It’s just incredibly stressful, that’s all. Actually, it would be nice to have you around,” Brendan went on a little wistfully. “Since Teri has commandeered Peter for most of the holidays. Not that he gets any of it,” he ended, glancing into the living room.


  How would you know what he gets? Tony thought. He leaned forward, leather-clad elbows nudging aside an empty glass of orange juice as he watched the little boy in the next room. On the floor in front of Peter, a huge plastic container of Legos had been spilled. Methodically, his brow furrowed, Peter was picking through the multicolored blocks, taking only the yellow and blue ones and being very careful not to even touch the others. On the TV behind him, a fuzzy red figure floated in a star-flecked ultramarine sky, silhouetted against a calm moon while a cat danced beneath. Tony blinked; letters scrolled across the bottom of the screen. On the floor, Peter tilted his head to one side, and his mouth moved silently.


  “What’s he saying?” said Tony. “Brendan? Is he, uh—”


  Brendan turned, springing from his chair with such force that it skidded across the room. “Peter? Peter—”


  Peter sat calmly and regarded the wall of yellow and blue that separated him from the remaining Legos. Above him Brendan stood, hands opened helplessly as he stared down at his son. “You okay, Peter? You okay?”


  Peter said nothing, his mouth a straight line as he stretched out a hand and began to touch the blocks: yellow blue yellow blue yellow blue. After a moment Brendan turned and looked at Tony in the kitchen. “What happened?”


  Tony opened his mouth, thought better of it. “Uh. Nothing. I mean—“He shook his head and shrugged. “Nothing, man. Sorry. I guess I’m just kinda beat, you know? I think I’ll crash for awhile—”


  He stood, chair scraping loudly. In the living room something flashed across Peter’s face, unobserved by the grownups. A wince or perhaps a smile, the bright spark of a moth’s wing in the dark. Brendan continued to stare at his friend.


  “Beat,” he said at last. He nodded, pushed up the sleeve of his old rugby shirt to scratch his arm. “Right. Use my room—just sleep on top of the bed, there’s a blanket in the closet. Teri’s coming by at noon to pick up Peter. You can have his room then—okay, Peter? That okay if Uncle Tony uses your room?”


  This time Peter did smile. Tony saw it. Brendan didn’t; he had already turned to adjust the volume on the TV. For just an instant the two others locked eyes and for once Tony could really see him: Peter’s gaze questioning, the blue eyes pale as his father’s but green-flecked, the firmly-set mouth neither stubborn nor remote but merely intent, slightly distracted but also puzzled by all the to-do. Tony gazed back, and in that instant it was as though a thread were stretched taut between them, silvery and shimmering, ephemeral as Peter’s smile, something else that only Tony could almost see—


  “Hey,” he murmured. “Hey . . .!”


  His heart surged as though on an explosive adrenaline rush, he had a flash of delight so intense and primal it was like one of those things you know you should never be able to remember but in a miraculous amphetamine moment you do: the first time you saw the moon, the first time you understood the color red; the first silver-grey flicker of a man’s face on a small square screen, gentle and smiling, and other smaller faces dancing around him: a mouse, a beatnik, a gross-beaked clown. It was like that, seeing Peter smile, the echo of some emotional Big Bang—bum, bum-bum!—


  And then it was gone. Without moving his head, Peter’s attention back to the blue and yellow wall of Legos. Tony was staring down at him open-mouthed, feeling at once bereft and exultant.


  Fuckin’ A, he thought. His hand closed on the back of his chair as he stood, dazed, love and sleeplessness and the rush of blood to his head all one solid revelation. He blinked, eyes aching as Brendan walked past him to gather dishes from the table.


  “Tony. You go on,” he said with a glance over his shoulder. “Peter and I’ll be out for awhile, down at the park or something. If the phone rings just let the machine catch it, okay?”


  Tony stared at him, then nodded. “Sure,” he said. “Thanks, man.”


  He turned, stopped to look back. Peter was framed within the doorway, kneeling in front of his Legos. The TV hummed at his back, a fuzzy red figure twirled around the moon, words formed and changed on the screen.


  “Bye Peter.” Tony waited to see if the boy would look up, if that mad rush of feeling would overcome him again.


  It didn’t. Peter remained where he was, making his patterns: yellow blue yellow blue. Yellow.


  “Bye bye,” murmured Tony. He swiped a long strand of unwashed hair from his face; then turned and walked down the corridor to Brendan’s room.
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  In the weeks that followed they fell into a surprisingly easy routine. Surprising because in all their years of knowing each other, Brendan and Tony had never actually lived together. Oh, there had been numerous occasions when one or the other had been bounced out by a girlfriend, or a group house had gotten just too crazy even for Tony’s patience. And certainly there had been plenty of drunken evenings when Brendan had passed out on Tony’s sofa or floor, or vice versa. And so Brendan had always assumed—extremely very wrongly, as Tony quickly pointed out with a hurt look—that Tony was a slob.


  In fact Tony was exceedingly, even excessively, neat. He cleaned dishes immediately after washing them; he picked up damp towels and hung them over the shower rod to dry, and later folded them carefully, in three parts, and replaced them on the towel rack. If Brendan put his half-full coffee mug down somewhere and forgot about it, the next time he’d see it would be in the dishwasher, or back in the cupboard. Each section of The Washington Post was in the recycling bin as soon as it was read, and sometimes even sooner.


  “You know, Tony, I was saving that Redskins article,” Brendan said the Sunday before Thanksgiving, aggrieved to find the sports section gone a few hours before game time. “Christ, you’re worse than my mother! Were you always like this?” Brendan gave his friend a suspicious look as Tony sorted through the CDs in the living room. “I thought you were a slob. Like me,” he added, yanking the offending sports section from the recycling bin.


  “No way, man.”


  “Yes, way—what about all those places you lived? What about your place with Kimberly? That was disgusting.”


  “Wasn’t me, man.” Tony shook his head. “That was her. That was all of them. I just like messy women,” he said, shrugging. He held up a CD and struck a thoughtful pose: Marcus Welby, Punk Rocker. “I think they’re better in bed. Haven’t you ever noticed? Big Fat Slob Equals Great Head.”


  Brendan laughed. “Oh. That’s what I’ve been doing wrong.”


  “Sure, man. Problem is, eventually, you just can’t find ’em.”


  “You mean like, all the good ones are taken?”


  “No, man—I mean, like, Kimberly’s place was such a fucking pigsty, it took me a week to figure out she’d gone off with Roy.” Tony turned back to the stack of CDs. “And you know, these days I’m so wired when I get home from work in the morning—it’s like when I used to play. Takes me a while to wind down. It calms me, straightening stuff. And I mean, what’s your fucking problem?” He glared over his shoulder at Brendan. “Cleaning up is a lot more productive than shooting smack.”


  Brendan hooted. “Is that what you told your students? ‘This is Tony Maroni for a Drug-Free America. Clean your’—ouch!”


  He ducked as a CD went skimming past his head. “Go watch your Foreskins game!” yelled Tony. “Let me clean in peace!”


  They went out to dinner that night after the game, Tony’s domestic abilities not extending as far as cooking food. Peter was at his mother’s until Wednesday, when Brendan would pick him up for the long Thanksgiving weekend.


  “How come you got the night off?” he asked Tony, dousing his salad with balsamic vinegar. “I thought Gigantor was open for all major holidays.”


  “They are. But I said I’d cover for Jason so he could go see his girlfriend in Charlottesville.” Tony picked up a french fry, dabbed it in ketchup and drew a little heart; erased it and ate the fry. “Wish I had a girlfriend,” he said. “We still on for Cousin Kevin’s?”


  “Far as I know. Kevin says Eileen’s bought a five-hundred-pound turkey and upset the Chicago trading floor by sucking up cranberry futures. So I guess we’re expected.”


  Tony laughed: he loved Eileen. “You think she’ll do that thing again with the little teeny pumpkins and jalapeño cheese? And the girls doing their Irish dancing?”


  “Jesus, I hope not. Kevin said come any time after ten, so we can catch some of the parade. And we’re supposed to bring cider.”


  “Cider?”


  “Yeah—” Brendan pulled an ATM receipt from his pocket and squinted, trying to read something scrawled there. “Magyar Farms Organic Flash-Pasteurized Cider. Four gallons.”


  “Wow. Flash Pasteurized.” Tony leaned back in his chair and grinned. “Thanksgiving. I can’t hardly wait. Remember when we were kids, watching the parade and stuff? And that story your Uncle Tom always told, about the turkey who ate the Pepperidge Farm Man?”


  Brendan laughed. “I forgot about that.”


  “And Chip Crockett . . . Remember how Captain Kangaroo always used to have Thanksgiving dinner, like a real formal dinner—you know, Mister Green Jeans and Dancing Bear saying Grace with all the silverware and good china. And so Chip Crockett started doing that thing with Ooga Booga and Ogden Orff trying to stuff a kielbasa?”


  Brendan speared a cherry tomato and shook his head. “Jeez, Tony. How the hell do you remember that stuff?”


  “Chip Crockett Web page, man! It’s like a memory enhancer. Or a time machine, or something.” He hesitated, recalling that weird charged moment with Peter; thought of mentioning it to Brendan, but instead said, “Like when you smell something, or hear something—a song, or the way a balloon smells—and all of a sudden you flash back to when you were really, really little? Like Peter’s age? But you can’t remember exactly what it is that you’re remembering, because you were so young then it was before you started remembering things. It’s like that.”


  Brendan stared at him blankly. “Balloons?”


  “Sure!” Tony leaned back a little too enthusiastically in his chair, nearly tipped before he came crashing back down. “Oops. Yeah, balloons.”


  “Tony? What the hell are you talking about?”


  “I told you: Chip Crockett’s Web page! It’s all there. All that stuff you thought you forgot when you grew up—”


  “Like where I put my Casey Stengel baseball cards?”


  “Absolutely. And all those Bosco commercials? And Cocoa Marsh?” Tony pushed aside Brendan’s salad and leaned across the table. “It’s all in there. Bonomo Turkish Taffy. Enemee Electric Organs. Diver Dan and Baron Barracuda. ‘They’re Coming to Take Me Away, Ha Ha.’ Ooga Booga. Ogden Orff. Everything.”


  “Right.” Brendan closed his eyes, opened them, and slid his salad plate back where it belonged. “You know, Tony,” he said between mouthfuls of mesclun and seared porcini mushrooms, “doesn’t it ever strike you that some of this stuff is—well, sort of useless?”


  Tony looked confused. “What do you mean?”


  “All this baby boomer detritus. Beatlemania. Mickey Mouse Club hats. Three Stooges T-shirts. It’s all bullshit. They’re just trying to sell you shit. It’s all one big fucking infomercial.”


  “But that’s not what I’m talking about.” Tony shook his head, hair whipping round his face. “I’m talking about the stuff that was lost—all those people you never heard of again. Like Chip Crockett. All those puppets he made,” he said plaintively. “And his characters. Ogden Orff. I mean, there’s nothing left but these little tiny ten-second videoclips, but he’s there, man! He’s still alive!”


  Brendan dropped his fork onto his plate and buried his face in his hands. “Tony.” He cracked his fingers so that he could peer at his friend. In front of him, Tony’s cheeseburger platter was almost untouched, the ghostly red outline of a heart just visible alongside the pickle. “Listen. I hate to be the one to give you the bad news about Santa Claus, but—”


  “But this is real. Ogden Orff was real—or, well, Chip Crockett was. They were real,” Tony repeated, pounding the table. “Real.”


  “Yeah, but Tony! They don’t matter. They never mattered! I mean, it’s cute and nice that you can find this stuff and look at the funny pictures and all, but Jesus Christ! You’re forty-three years old! I got my access bill and you spent thirty-nine hours online in the last two weeks. That’s a lot of Ogden fucking Orff, Tony. And to tell you the truth, I’m kind of—”


  “I’ll pay you back. I’ll pay you right now, here—”


  Brendan made a tired gesture as Tony fumbled in his pocket. Dollar bills fluttered around him, coins chinked across the table and onto the floor in a steady rain. “I don’t want your money, Tony. I definitely don’t want it in nickels and dimes—stop, for chrissake! Listen to me—


  “I know you just started working again, but—well, you’ve got to, like, get a life, Tony. A real life. You can’t spend all your time online, looking at pictures of Ogden Orff.”


  “Why not?” The look Tony gave Brendan was definitely hostile. “Why the fuck not? What do you think I should do? Huh? Mister Big-Time lawyer. What, are you pulling in thirty grand these days, after you make child support? Forty?”


  “That has nothing to—”


  “Yes it does! Or, well—no it doesn’t, does it?” The hostility drained from Tony’s face. Suddenly all he looked was tired, and sad, and every one of his forty-three years old. “Hey man. I’m sorry. I was out of line there, with that money stuff—”


  “It’s okay, Tony.”


  “Way out of line. ‘Cause like, I know you could earn more if you wanted to. Right?” Tony raised his eyebrows, then looked away. “But, like, I understand that you don’t want to. I identify with your integrity, man. I respect it. I really do.”


  “My what?” Without warning, Brendan began to laugh. “My integrity? My integrity? Oh Tony. You big dope!” Hard; harder than he’d laughed in a long time, maybe since before Peter was born. Maybe since before he was married, when slowly everything had stopped being funny—because what was funny about being married, especially when you didn’t stay married? Or having a kid, even a perfectly normal boring healthy kid; or a job, a perfectly normal healthy job that you hated? There was nothing funny about any of that; there was nothing fun about it at all.


  And there was Tony Maroni, with his soulful dopey eyes, his long greying hair and stretched Silly Putty face, his black leather jacket with its Jimmy Carter campaign button rusted to the lapel and the faxed copy of Chip Crockett’s obituary still wadded in one pocket. Tony who remembered the words to every back-of-the-schoolbus song they’d sung thirty-five years ago; Tony who had dedicated a song to his childhood friends, and treasured Officer Joe Bolton’s autograph as though it were the Pope’s; Tony who’d nearly wept when PeeWee Herman got booted off the air; who did weep, as a kid, when he’d gotten the bad news about the North Pole.


  Tony Maroni was fun. Tony Maroni was funny. Most of all, Tony Maroni had integrity. Sort of.


  “What?” Tony tilted his head, puzzled. “What?”


  “Nothing.” Brendan shook his head, wiping his eyes. “Nothing—just, you know—“He flapped his hand and coughed, trying to calm down. “Me. You. All this stuff.”


  Now Tony sounded suspicious. “All what stuff?”


  “Life. You thinking I have integrity, when—”


  The laughter started up again: spurts of it, hot somehow and painful, like blood. Laughing blood, Brendan thought, but couldn’t stop. “—when I’m just—a—a—terrible—lawyer!”


  “Awwww.” Tony rubbed his forehead and frowned. Then he started laughing, too. “ ‘No, Ogden, no!’ ” he said, imitating Chip Crockett. “ ‘Don’t file that tort!’ ”


  Brendan lifted his head. His pale blue eyes were brilliant, almost feverishly so; but there was a kind of calm in them, too. Like a beach that’s been storm-scoured, all the sand castles and traces of an endless hot afternoon smoothed away, so that only a few still sky-reflecting pools remain.


  Calm. That was how he felt. Their waiter passed and Brendan smiled at him, signaling for the check; then turned back to Tony. “Okay. So maybe you can show me that Web site.”


  Tony’s face cracked into a grin like Humpty Dumpty’s. “Sure, man! Absolutely!”


  “And maybe you can write me a check—not now, jeez, Tony. When you get settled. More settled. Whenever.”


  The waiter brought the check. Brendan paid it. Tony left the tip, in little neatly-stacked piles of quarters and dimes and nickels. On the way out Tony held the door as Brendan shrugged into his heavy camel’s hair coat, still smiling. As he stepped past him onto the sidewalk Brendan tripped, catching himself as he lurched between an immaculately dressed Capitol Hill couple who scowled as Brendan drew himself up, laughing, alongside his friend.


  “That’s my attorney,” said Tony fondly. “Ogden Orff.”
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  Thanksgiving Day dawned clear and warm, the air glittering with that magical blue-gold tinge Brendan recalled from his undergrad days—late-autumn light that seemed to seep into the pores of even the most disenchanted bureaucrats in their holiday-weekend drag of paint-spattered chinos and faded Springsteen T-shirts, rearranging leaves on vest-pocket lawns with their Smith & Hawken rakes. That was what Teri was doing when he went to pick up Peter at The House Formerly Known as Brendan’s, way up Connecticut Avenue just past the Bethesda line.


  “Hi, Teri,” he said, stepping from the car and hopping over a brown heap at the edge of the driveway. “How you doing? Where’s the boy?”


  Teri paused, balancing the rake on her shoulder like a musket, and cocked a thumb at the house behind her. “Taking a nap. You can go wake him if you want.”


  Brendan nodded. His ex-wife as always looked harried, her short hair stuck with twigs and her dark eyes narrowed with a furious concentration that seemed expended needlessly upon innocent dead leaves. “Great,” he said. “What’re you doing today? Kevin said—”


  “Leon’s coming over. We’re going out to Harper’s Ferry.”


  Leon was Teri’s paralegal, a wispy young man ten years her junior who’d been her companionate default since before the divorce was final. Brendan had never been able to figure out if Leon was sleeping with his ex-wife, if he were even heterosexual, or a careerist, or what? “That’s nice,” he said. “Well, Kevin and Eileen send their love.”


  “And Tony?” Eileen swung the rake down from her shoulder, plonked it in the ground in front of her and leaned on the handle. To Brendan it still looked like a musket.


  “Tony?”


  “Does Tony send his love? I understand he’s living at your place these days.”


  “Tony! Oh, sure, Tony sends his love.” Brendan kicked at the leaves, noticed Teri’s wince of disapproval and quickly began nudging them back into place with his foot. “Loads of hugs and kisses from Tony Maroni.”


  “Hm.” Teri eyed him measuringly. Then, “You should have told me.”


  “You know, Teri, I don’t need to ask for—”


  “I didn’t say ask,” she said calmly. “I said told. You should have told me, that’s all. I don’t care if Tony’s living with you. I know it’s—I’m sure it must make things easier for you. I just need to know, so I can arrange Peter’s schedule accordingly.”


  Brendan frowned. “Accordingly to what?”


  Behind Teri the front door of the little mock-Tudor house swung open. Peter stood there, yellow rubber duck in one hand. He smiled, staring at a point just above Brendan’s head, then walked across the lawn towards him.


  “We can talk about this later,” said Teri. She wiped a smudge of dirt form her cheek and called to the boy. “Hi sweetie. Ready to go with Daddy?”


  Brendan grinned as Peter came up alongside him. “Hey, Peter!” He caressed the top of his son’s head, ever so gently, as though it were dandelion fluff he was afraid to disperse. “We’re going to go see Kevin and the twins. Remember the twins? Give Mommy a kiss goodbye.”


  Peter remained beside his father. “I’ll go get his stuff,” Teri called as she started for the house.


  “I’ll bring him back Sunday afternoon. Is that still okay?”


  Teri nodded. A few minutes later she returned with his knapsack and extra bag of clothes. “Okay. This should be everything. Here’s the number where we’ll be till Saturday.”


  She crouched in front of Peter and took his hands in hers. He writhed and tried to pull away, but Teri only stared at him, her eyes glazed with tears. “I’ll miss you,” she said. Her voice was loud and steady. “You have a great time with Daddy and Uncle Kevin and the twins, okay? I love you, Peter—”


  Peter said nothing. When Teri kissed him and stood, he drew the rubber duck to his mouth, rubbing it against his cheek.


  “All right then.” Brendan started for the car, turning and beckoning for Peter to follow. “Wave goodbye, Peter.”


  The boy followed him. “Wave bye-bye,” Brendan repeated, standing aside to let Peter climb into the back seat. Brendan strapped him in, then got in front. “Bye-bye,” he said to Peter, the boy kicking at the seat in front of him. And, “Bye-bye,” Brendan called to Teri, rolling down the window as he backed from the drive, “Bye-bye,” as behind them she grew smaller and smaller, the rake just a rake again, his ex-wife just a mother, waving to her son as he disappeared down the street.
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  Kevin lived in an expensive contemporary house in Potomac, its cedar siding tinted a rich russet-brown and lushly overgrown with Virginia creeper and English ivy, its front yard a miniature forest of rhododendron and birch trees and azaleas. There were no stray leaves on the ground, save beneath a solitary Japanese maple whose bounty was scattered across the grass like crimson handprints.


  “Uncle Brendan! Uncle Brendan’s here!”


  Two small girls, Cara and Caitlin, danced excitedly on the front porch. Twins, with long silken hair so deep a red it looked violet in certain lights, paper-white skin and green eyes. They were wearing smocked flowered dresses and their hair was ribboned with pink satin bows so immense it looked as though they were wearing throw pillows on their heads.


  “Peter! Where’s Peter! Hi Peter!”


  The girls ran over to the car and began pounding on the window. Peter regarded them with the same reserved interest he’d shown the iguanas at the zoo, but when Cara yanked the door open and flung herself at him he kicked fiercely at the back of Brendan’s seat.


  “Cara! Hey, honey, come give Uncle Brendan a kiss—it’s okay, Peter—come here, sweetie, remember he gets a little excited if—”


  “Actually, you’re our cousin.” Caitlin stood watching him solemnly. “Not our uncle. Our first cousin once removed.”


  “Oh yeah? Well here, come give Uncle Cousin Brendan Once Removed a kiss—”


  “Brendan!”


  Another figure appeared on the porch, radiant in crimson velvet and ecru lace, her hair a gold corona framing a face even paler than the girls’.


  “Eileen, hi—gee, you look great! Hi, Caitlin, Cara, hi hi hi hi—”


  Brendan unfolded himself from the car and the twins’ embrace, freed Peter from his carseat. Eileen clattered down to hug him, Peter sliding behind his father’s legs as she did so; and Brendan felt that irresistible tug of lust and awe he always felt when he saw his cousin’s wife.


  “Wow!” He drew back to admire her dress, protected by a spattered apron with the legend JESUS IS COMING: LOOK BUSY. “You really dressed for dinner.”


  “Tell me about it.” Eileen dabbed Brendan’s chin with a finger, erasing a smudge of lipstick. “Girls, go get your father.”


  She swatted at the twins and sent them racing into the house. “And close the door! I’ve been doing this job out in Warrenton, redecorating Senator Weston’s place,” she continued, turning back to Brendan. “Almost broke my wrist on that goddam chainsaw , the chain came off and—”


  Brendan laughed. Eileen had been a lingerie model—“the Rosey Underwear girl,” she called it—for the Rosellen’s Boudoir Catalog, before quitting to have babies and then become an interior decorator for the horsy set out in Middleburg. Now she wielded a chainsaw and glue-gun like Martha Stewart on steroids.


  “—oh, but you know what it’s like,” she ended.


  “Breaking my wrist on a chainsaw in a senator’s house? Actually, no.”


  “And how is Peter?” Eileen’s tone softened as she took in Peter, sheltered behind his father and chewing his rubber duck. “Hi, darlin’—”


  She glanced at Brendan. “Will he let me hug him?”


  “No. But Peggy—his teacher at Birchwood—he’ll let her hold him, now. Sometimes.”


  Eileen gazed down at Peter. “That’s okay,” she said softly. “That’s just fine, okay Peter?” She turned back to his father, holding the front door open. “I’m glad he’s doing so well, Brendan. Kevin told me, that new school is great and he’s just making such great progress . . .”


  Brendan followed her inside, wondering what on earth Kevin could have said. The two cousins seldom confided anything more personal than Redskins’ scores. “Oh, and listen,” Eileen went on, taking his arm. “Tony said not to worry, he got the cider.”


  “The cider!” Brendan slapped his forehead. “I totally forgot.”


  “That’s what I’m telling you, Tony’s bringing it.


  “Tony? I thought he had to work.”


  “Change of plans. Here, Peter, you can put your things in here. Brendan, you too”


  “Brendan! Peter! Glad you could make it—” Kevin loomed in the doorway, beaming.


  “Yeah, great to be here, Kevin, thanks.”


  “Girls!” Kevin ordered. “You all go play nicely together, you and Peter.” He turned and made his way down the hall.


  “Sure Dad.” Caitlin smiled respectfully at the younger boy. “Hi, Peter. Would you like to come watch TV with us? In the other room?”


  “It’s down here,” said Cara, and started off. Peter shook his head, looking at the ceiling and patting his rubber duck against one cheek.


  “You know what?” Brendan started to explain. “Sometimes he doesn’t like to go off on his own. But maybe in a few minutes, if I go—”


  Without a word Peter began walking. Still gazing at the ceiling, but following Cara into the cozy room where a TV was already turned to the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade.


  “Hey, Brendan.” Kevin stuck his head out from the kitchen. “What’re you drinking?”


  “Uh, club soda. Fizzy water, anything.” Brendan’s brow furrowed, and he crossed to where the children sat.


  “He’s watching with us,” said Caitlin. On screen the camera panned a crowd of waving children, then swept up to take in a shapeless scarlet mass floating against a backdrop of skyscrapers and cobalt-blue sky. “Look Peter, it’s Elmo!”


  “Sesame Street. The universal language.”


  Brendan looked up to see Tony standing in the hall. He wore a black T-shirt, faded black jeans, and his leather jacket, augmented by four gallons of cider balanced very precariously in his arms.


  “Tony. Hey, why didn’t you tell me you were coming, I would’ve given you a lift.” Brendan scooped up two of the gallons and took a step towards the kitchen. “I thought you had to work.”


  Tony shrugged. “Well, you know how it is.” His gaze remained fixed on the television. “Gee, look at Elmo! He sure looks bigger in real life, huh? Hi goils,” he called to the twins. “Look: it’s Crazy Uncle Tony.”


  The girls glanced up, gave high-pitched squeals of glee, and raced over to hug him.


  “Uncle Tony! Crazy Uncle Tony!”


  “Hey,” said Brendan. “How come he’s Uncle Tony and I’m only Cousin Brendan?”


  “Come on, guys,” called Eileen from the kitchen. “Come hang out with the big kids. Girls, dinner’ll be ready in an hour.”


  It was warm enough to sit outside on the deck, looking out onto a small stand of maples still clinging to their shaggy red leaves. Now and then one of the children would wander out, the girls looking for snacks (refused) or attention (given), Peter simply standing for a moment beside his father before turning and walking back inside.


  “Tony said he’s starting to read?” Eileen asked. She alone was drinking wine, a good Sémillon that gave off topaz sparks as sun struck her glass.


  Brendan’s mouth twitched in an automatic smile. “Actually, no, I don’t think he’s reading. Well, we’re not sure he’s reading. We have close-captioned TV, and he watches it, and Teri thinks maybe he makes out some of it. But I don’t know,” he ended, pressing his glass of club soda to his cheek. “I just don’t know.”


  “Well, but everything has to be taken slowly, doesn’t it?” Eileen leaned over and touched his knee. “Every little thing is sort of a major triumph with kids. Any kids.”


  “Sure.” Brendan thought of Peter going in by himself to watch TV with the twins. “Every little bit counts.”


  “It’s all important,” agreed Eileen.


  “Sure,” said Kevin, standing. “But what’s really important is football.”


  Tony looked stricken. “What about The March of the Wooden Soldiers?”


  “Don’t worry, Tony, we got it all set up.” Kevin started for the kitchen. “And you know what else, Tony? This year you even get to sit at the grownups’ table.”


  When dinner was ready they all moved into the formal dining room. At his father’s side, Peter sat quietly as Brendan cut up turkey and green beans. For a little while the room was happily silent, except for grunts of “Great job, Eileen” and muffled requests for more stuffing. Seconds were dispersed, plates emptied, and soon everyone save Peter began talking at once—the twins eager to tell Brendan about some complicated arrangement they had for sharing hamsters, Kevin ribbing his cousin about the last football game, Eileen sharing her recipe for jalapeño-pumpkin dip with Tony.


  And, gradually, and despite Eileen’s best efforts, the conversation began to turn to childhood. Brendan and Kevin and Tony’s childhood, in particular; Chip Crockett, in even more particular.


  “Kevin, man, you got to check out his Web site. I was gonna show it to Brendan the other night but it got too late. It’ll blow your mind. Right, Brenda?”


  Kevin sniffed. “Sounds more like something the girls’d go for, Tony. I personally don’t watch a lot of Chip Crockett these days.”


  “Well, no one does,” said Tony. He turned to Eileen. “You remember Chip Crockett. They had him over in New Jersey, right?”


  “Oh sure. He was great—you girls would’ve loved him. I had a total crush on Chip Crockett,” she added dreamily. “He was—”


  “What was he like?” Cara broke in.


  “He was just like your Uncle Tony,” said Kevin. “Plus or minus a few brain cells.”


  “I was going to say,” Eileen continued, “that he was like my father. Or what I wanted my father to be like. He was funny—”


  “He was silly,” said Kevin.


  “He was wonderful. I still remember, after Kennedy was assassinated—that Monday morning Chip Crockett came back on the air and tried to explain it to us. He looked awful, but he was so gentle and sad—I never forgot that.”


  The twins looked bored. “Can we be excused? Please?”


  Eileen nodded. “Yes. Of course, just clear your plates . . .”


  They were already out the door. A moment later Cara poked her head back in. “Peter? Wanna come? We have that movie—”


  “The movie!” Tony shot to his feet. “Wait, girls—”


  “Go ahead, Peter,” said Brendan, smiling encouragingly. “Go with Tony.” Peter slid from his chair and left.


  “Tony! Clear your place!” Kevin shouted as Tony hurried down the hall. “God, he drives me nuts. Doesn’t he drive you crazy, Brendan? Living with him?”


  “Not really. Well, a little. He’s very neat.”


  “Neat? Well, his life’s a fucking mess. You know he got canned from Gigantor Music?”


  Brendan blinked. “No.”


  “Yes. He showed up for work last night, they told him to go home.”


  “Kevin.” Eileen’s lacquered red nails poised menacingly above his wrist. “Shut up.”


  Brendan began to unwind a crescent roll. “What happened?”


  “Who knows? Who cares? Look at him—forty-three years old, he’s still wearing a leather jacket and hightop sneakers and waiting to collect his first royalty check. He’s a fucking loser.”


  Eileen’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah? Well, I’ve never seen anyone wearing a T-shirt with your face on it.”


  “He hasn’t even played a pickup gig in three years.” Kevin picked up his glass of non-alcoholic beer and stared at it. “He depresses me.”


  “He makes me laugh.” In a swirl of red velvet and Chakra perfume, Eileen stood. “He’s the only one who’s still the way we were when we all met. I think he’s a sweetheart.”


  “Oh yeah?” sputtered Kevin. “Well, then, why—”


  “And you can do the dishes.”


  She stalked off, carrying the bottle of sémillon. Kevin stared after her. “Christ. My wife’s leaving me for Tony Maroni.”


  Brendan took a bite of his roll. “You know, it’s a concept.”


  “What?”


  “T-shirts with your picture on them. They could give ’em out at Greenpeace rallies. You’d be bigger than Saddam Hussein.”


  Kevin gazed broodingly at the deconstructed turkey. After a minute, Brendan asked, “Why does he bother you so much?”


  “Tony? Because he’s superfluous. He has absolutely no place in the food chain.”


  “Then why do you stay in touch with him at all?”


  Kevin sighed. “Because he’s the only one of us who’s still the same as when we met.”


  “Dad?” Caitlin stood in the doorway. “The tape’s not working.”


  “I’ll go.” Brendan stood, put a hand on his cousin’s shoulder. “You help Eileen with the dishes.”


  He followed the girl into the hall. “How’s Peter doing, Caitlin?”


  She shrugged. “Okay, I guess. He doesn’t talk.”


  “That’s right.”


  “Did he ever?”


  “No, he didn’t.”


  Caitlin stopped outside the door to the TV room. Peter and Cara were sitting on the floor with Tony sprawled between them, counting out Gummy Worms.


  “Hey, guys,” said Brendan. He stepped over them to the television and picked up the remote. “What’s the problem?”


  The screen blipped to blue, then black. In a flurry of electronic snow the tape started. Brendan sank onto the couch, balancing the remote on his knees. “There—”


  Mother Goose appeared on the screen, warbling tremulously about Toyland. Heroes and villains were identified: Little Bo Peep, Tom Thumb (“That sap,” said Tony), wicked Barnaby, and, last of all, Stan and Ollie lying side by side in bed sound asleep.


  “Do they talk?” Cara frowned. “I don’t like it when they don’t talk.”


  “It’s been colorized,” said Brendan. “I hate that.”


  “I don’t.” Caitlin scrunched closer to the screen. “I hate black-and-white. No way . . .”


  “Way,” said Tony. “Black-and-white is cool, man. You just have to get used to it. Here—”


  He grabbed the remote from Brendan and started fiddling with it, pushing buttons and pointing it around the room. “Beam me up, Captain—oops, not that one . . .” Caitlin and Cara giggled. Even Peter turned to watch. “Hmm. There’s gotta be a way to do this . . .”


  Brendan shook his head. “It doesn’t work like that, Tony. Older TVs, you can adjust the color to make it black-and-white again. But not anymore. Not with a remote, at least. Believe me, I’ve tried.”


  On screen, Stan Laurel froze, rose-pink mouth open in a wail.


  “Uh-oh. Looks bad for Old Mother Hubbard.” Kevin’s massive frame filled the doorway. He looked down at the kids and smiled. “We used to watch this every year on Thanksgiving. But it wasn’t in color then.”


  “Uncle Tony’s fixing it.”


  Kevin glanced suspiciously at Tony. “Uncle Tony better not be breaking it.”


  “—see what this’ll do—”


  “Look!” Cara jumped up excitedly. “He did it! Uncle Tony did it!”


  Stan’s wail filled the room. He reached up to tousle his thatch of hair—black-and-white hair, black-and-white hand; black-and-white Ollie rolling black-and-white eyes in disgust.


  “Now, Stannie, what’d you go and do that for?”


  “That’s impossible.” Brendan shook his head. “You can’t do that with a remote. I’ve tried. I’ve even called the video store—”


  “You sure can’t do it with that remote.” Kevin strode over and snatched it from Tony’s hand. “If you screwed this up—”


  “Daddy, be quiet!”


  “Shhh!” said Tony. “I like this part.”


  “Well, don’t mess it up now, Kev, for Chrissakes.” Brendan whacked at his cousin’s knee. “At least wait’ll it’s over.”


  “Yeah, Daddy—come sit with us—”


  Kevin sat. Tony flopped back, arms outspread and long hair tangled as he watched, a huge grin on his face. Brendan slid past him onto the floor and edged towards his son. Without taking his eyes from the screen, Peter moved away. Brendan stopped, feeling as though someone were squeezing his ribs. Then he turned back to the movie. After a few minutes, Eileen appeared and sat down next to Tony. She cupped her wineglass between her knees and put the half-empty bottle on the floor beside the couch.


  “I love this movie,” she murmured. “But I don’t like the way they colorized—but hey! Who fixed it?”


  “Tony!” everybody shouted.


  Eileen raised her glass at him. “Way to go, Tony Maroni.”


  “Shhhh . . .!”


  Everybody shhhed. The story unfolded, like one of those card tricks you know in advance won’t be much of a trick at all—Guess which one’s the king, Daddy!—because they’re all kings.


  But no one cared. Cara and Caitlin and Peter watched, huge-eyed. Brendan sat as close to Peter as he could, feeling his heart constrict again when the boy winced at the Bogey Men.


  “It’s okay, Peter—they’re just pretend. See—you can see the zipper on that one. Are you scared, honey? Do you want to sit with Daddy?”


  Peter shook his head.


  “This is the best part,” whispered Tony. “Watch . . .”


  There was Santa’s Workshop. There were Laurel and Hardy. There were one hundred wooden soldiers six feet high.


  And there was the music. A solitary horn, high and sweet and strong, a sound Brendan still heard in dreams; an answering blare of trumpets and drums—


  And the toy soldiers became real, black helmets lifting above impassive white faces, stiff black legs slicing the air as they began to march. As a child, this moment had always filled Brendan with such inexpressible joy that he had simply jumped to his feet and leapt up and down. Then Tony would do it, too, and Kevin, and all their brothers and sisters, until the rec room would be filled with giddy leaping children, and on the screen behind them rank upon rank of implacable, unstoppable soldiers making war upon the Bogey Men.


  Now, for just an instant, he felt that way again: that tide of joy and longing, that same impulse to leap into the air, because he could not leap into the screen. Without thinking, he moved to put his arm around Peter. His son shrank away.


  “Peter . . .”


  The name came out before Brendan could stop it, a sound nobody heard. The trumpets swelled, the soldiers broke rank and began routing the Bogey Men. Brendan looked down and wiped his eyes. He glanced aside and saw Kevin doing the same, and Eileen, eyes fixed on the screen and their arms around their children.


  “Mommy, will they win?”


  “Of course, watch . . .”


  On the floor beside Brendan, Tony sat unnaturally still, his hands clasping his knees, his bare arms goosefleshed as the soldiers triumphed and the Bogey Men were driven back into the darkness and the lovers reunited before Old King Cole.


  “That was a good movie,” said Cara.


  “Whaddya mean?” said Kevin. “That’s the best movie—”


  “I liked it when the soldiers saved everybody.”


  “I liked it when the soldier stepped on that guy’s head.”


  “I liked it when the alligators ate Barnaby.”


  Brendan turned to his son. “What did you like, Peter?” he asked, struggling to keep his voice steady. “Did you like the soldiers? Were they cool?”


  Kevin flashed the remote at the television. The tape began to rewind, soldiers marching backwards, crooked Barnaby wriggling back into his crooked house.


  “Hey, look.” Cara walked up to the screen. “It’s in color again.”


  “Damn good thing, too,” said Kevin. “This remote cost a hundred bucks.”


  “Come on, girls.” Eileen yawned, looked dismayed into her empty wineglass. She set it in on the floor and stood. “Who wants dessert?”


  A rush for the kitchen, the girls elbowing Tony as he pretended to hold them back. Kevin drooped an arm around Eileen and snuck in a kiss as the others raced down the hall, Peter trailing after them. Only Brendan remained sitting on the floor, staring at the empty TV screen. After a minute, he turned and reached for Eileen’s empty wineglass; then angled around the couch until he found the half-empty bottle of sémillon. He poured some into his glass and drank it, slowly but steadily. Then he refilled the glass and drank again, and then a third time, until the bottle was empty.


  “Mm.”


  For a minute he sat, feeling the muffled rush that came when he drank too quickly: like pressing a pillow over his face and jumping from the top bunk when he was a kid. Doing that always made his head ache, eventually, just like drinking did.


  But not yet. Brendan got to his feet, feeling purposeful, perfectly focused, and walked down the hall. Away from the kitchen, to the huge back room where his cousin had set up a pool table and wide-screen TV, sofas and club chairs and the small liquor cabinet Eileen insisted on keeping for guests and clients.


  Tony had wandered off as well, looking for the bathroom. He finally found it, a room bigger than any living room he’d ever had. More furniture, too, including a bookcase that contained reprints of vintage comic books. He got so caught up in Namor the Sub-Mariner that it wasn’t until his Pokemon watch beeped six o’clock that he realized he’d been in there for half an hour.


  “Damn.”


  He shoved the Sub-Mariner under his arm and hurried back to join the others in the kitchen.


  The children had gone out onto the deck to eat. A floodlight cast a weird movie-set glow over them: the twins’ hair pumpkin-orange, Peter’s rubber duck a blob of yellow paint beside his elbow. Cara and Caitlin sat side by side at the picnic table, sharing a fluffy pink blanket against the November chill. Peter was on the other bench, alone, picking at apple pie and rocking slowly back and forth. Inside, Eileen had dimmed the kitchen lights and brought candles in from the dining room. It took a minute for Tony’s eyes to adjust to the odd patchwork of light and shadow, the surreally bright window framing the children so that they looked like a film running behind their silent, candle-lit parents.


  Only it wasn’t really silent at all. As he entered the room, Eileen turned, her cheeks red and golden hair seemingly aflame.


  “Here’s Tony!” she said, too brightly. She lifted a bottle of mineral water and beckoned at a stool pulled up beside the counter. Kevin was leaning beside her, arms folded against his big chest, scowling with even more than his customary ferocity. “Here! I was just making some coffee to go with dessert!”


  “Uh, thanks.” Tony looked around uneasily. What the hell was going on? “Is there any more cider?”


  “Cider? Sure, sure . . .” Eileen hurried over to the fridge, and that was when Tony saw Brendan. He was sitting at the big round kitchen table, holding a wineglass and looking up at Tony and Eileen and Kevin with a dangerously fixed smile. Tony remembered that smile. He hadn’t seen it in about ten years. The last time he had seen it, it had been followed by an empty bottle of Jameson’s that nearly cracked Tony in the skull.


  “Why, it’s Tony Maroni,” said Brendan. His eyes glittered, but his voice sounded as though he were talking through a cardboard tube. “Hey hey. Whoa whoa whoa.”


  This time the bottle wasn’t Jameson’s but white wine. It wasn’t empty yet, either. The cork lay at Brendan’s elbow beside Eileen’s Williams-Sonoma corkscrew, and beside that was a steaming coffee mug, untouched.


  “Hi, Brendan.”


  “Hi, Tony. Pleased to meet me?”


  “Oh sure, sure.” Tony nodded. Eileen walked over and handed him a glass of cider.


  “There you go!” She turned to Brendan. “What about you, Brendan? Some cider?”


  “Not on your fucking life.”


  Tony cleared his throat and lifted his glass. “Mmm.” His mouth was so dry that when he took a sip, it tasted like raw sugar on his tongue. “Hey, great seeing that movie with the kids, huh?”


  Eileen and Kevin both swiveled to stare at him. Tony flushed and looked over at Brendan. His friend’s blue eyes had gone cold and distant: he looked like a distinctly less benign version of his son.


  “Hey, no,” said Brendan. “It actually really sucked. It actually made me feel really bad.”


  “Brendan.” Eileen pressed a hand against her cheek. “I—maybe you could—”


  “Never mind.” Brendan took a drink of his wine. “It doesn’t matter.”


  “I just thought, I can make some—”


  “Why don’t you put it down, Brendan.”


  Eileen sucked her breath in audibly as Kevin pushed past her. “Kevin, why don’t you—”


  “Why don’t you let me handle this,” he said harshly. “I told you, no wine—”


  Eileen stood her ground. “You know what? I am not the one who—”


  “Uh-oh.” Brendan laughed. “The annual Thanksgiving dinner meltdown! Hey Tony, what would Chip Crockett say about that?”


  “I know what Curly would say.” Everyone turned, and Tony said, “Nyuk nyuk, nyuk . . .”


  “Put it down, Brendan. You don’t need that. Come on.” Kevin looked down at his cousin. His arms were uncrossed now, half-raised before his chest. One hand was already unconsciously starting to curl into a fist. “You’ve got to drive.”


  “You can stay here,” broke in Eileen. At Kevin’s glare she said, “I just meant he wouldn’t have to—”


  “Give it to me.” Kevin reached for the wineglass. Brendan continued to smile, continued to stare at some place in the air above a flickering candle. “You don’t want it, Brendan.”


  “What do you know about what I want?” Brendan’s smile grew broader, and he took another gulp of wine. “You have no fucking clue. You’ve never had a fucking clue. You—”


  Kevin’s hand clamped down on his shoulder. Brendan rocked back in the chair, teeth grinding as his smile became a terrible fixed grin. A drop of blood welled from his lower lip where he’d bitten it. In his hand the wineglass began to tremble, as Kevin’s arm fell.


  And froze in mid-air. Kevin turned, writhing, as Tony held him by the wrist.


  “Leave him alone, Kevo,” he said softly.


  “The fuck you say! I’m not letting my goddam cousin kill himself and—”


  “Leave him.” Tony gazed calmly into Kevin’s eyes, but under his black T-shirt his chest rose and fell, rose and fell, as though he’d been running. “Just leave him, Kev.”


  “You—!” Kevin tried to yank his hand free. But Tony moved with him, looking more like he was slamdancing than fighting one of his oldest friends. “Let go—”


  With a muffled shout Kevin stumbled back against the table, sending it sliding across the floor. Brendan remained in his chair as the wine bottle toppled and then fell onto his cousin.


  “Goddamit!” Kevin yelled, still struggling to pull himself from Tony. “You goddamn—”


  “Oops,” said Brendan, gazing at the spilled wine as Eileen darted over with a dish towel. Tony looked at Kevin, measuringly but without rancor, then let him go.


  “I’ll drive Brendan and Peter,” said Tony. He turned to Brendan and nodded. “If that’s okay? I’ll drive you back. Just let me know when you’re ready.”


  “I’m ready now.”


  Brendan sat in his chair. He stared at his cousin, his eyes cold; then turned and let his gaze flick from Tony to Eileen to the children, still oblivious on the porch. The acid light had poisoned everything, time had poisoned everything. He remembered that now, with the taste of wine souring on his tongue and the return of the dreadful drunken clarity that had fed him for so many years. Why had he ever forsaken it? For an instant he felt like Superman, his eyes burning into those of his family, scorching right through Kevin, leaving Eileen a little charred around the edges, skipping the children completely: they were all doomed anyway. He grinned, his lips pulled tight across his teeth, and got to his feet. “Sure, Tony. I’m ready.”


  The room seemed watery and amber-tinged, though maybe that was his eyes? He blinked, and suddenly everything came back into focus. Or rather, it lost the bright malign shimmer the alcohol had given it. The wine had burned right off; someone had snuck Kryptonite into the kitchen. He blinked again, this time because he could feel tears starting, and took an unsteady step towards the door. He reached blindly for the back of his chair, fumbling so that he knocked it over. Tony caught it, stepping forward to put a hand on his friend’s shoulder.


  “It’s okay, man. You’re just a little tired. I’ll drive. Maybe you could get Peter and I’ll, like, meet you by the car.”


  “That’s a great idea, Tony.” Eileen paused on her way out to the deck. “It’s time for the girls to get ready for bed, too.”


  They prepared to leave. Peter began to scream when Brendan tried to put his coat on, and the twins watched with great interest until Kevin shouted at them to go upstairs. Brendan finally gave up with the boy’s coat and simply picked him up and carried him, shrieking, to the car. The effort exhausted him. He flung the back door open and strapped Peter in, then staggered out again and threw himself into the front passenger seat, his head throbbing. He was dimly aware of Eileen and Tony hugging farewell on the front steps, Kevin’s brooding figure looming behind them. The wind rose, cold and smelling of wood smoke, and sent leaves whirling up into the darkness. Then Tony was beside him, adjusting the seat for his longer legs and playing with the radio.


  “Check it out.” Tony beamed as the Volvo filled with the strains of “Mister Grinch.” “Christmas music!”


  Brendan closed his eyes. “Are you going to drive?” he asked after a minute had passed.


  “Not until you give me the keys.”


  “Oh. Right. Here”


  Tony drove. Brendan sat beside him with his eyes shut; but after a moment he rubbed them, blinking, and turned to stare at his friend.


  How had the car radio been on, if Brendan hadn’t given Tony the keys? Was that possible, even in a late-model Volvo? Brendan shook his head, framing the question; then thought better of it. He was the drunk, after all. He sank back down in the seat, gazing numbly out the window as they made their way back through the silent suburbs, trees dark and bare as lampposts, lampposts already woven with sparkling Christmas lights and plastic greenery. Houses prim as Peter’s Lego towers, butter-yellow windows and an occasional flash of the grand meal in progress, heads thrown back in laughter, dishes being passed, televisions blinking in the background. Brendan shut his eyes again, praying that he might fall asleep.


  He did not. Tony kept fiddling with the radio, scanning between oldies stations and the left of the dial, finally settling on a station whose playlist seemed to consist almost entirely of guitar feedback. Brendan winced and sighed loudly; shifted, trying to shut out the sound. At last he gave up, sliding down in the seat and shielding his eyes with one hand, wondering if there was a single human being playing on this song, or even working at the radio station.


  “Doesn’t it ever bother you?”


  Beside him, Tony nodded in time to a beat Brendan couldn’t hear; but after a moment he glanced aside. “What?”


  “You know. This—” Brendan gestured feebly at the radio. “I mean, you were in Newsweek and Rolling Stone, and that movie. Everything just seemed like it was going to be so great. Doesn’t it ever bum you out?”


  Tony stared straight ahead. His long hair had slipped from its ponytail, catching inside the collar of his battered leather jacket. He turned the car onto Connecticut Avenue, drove for several minutes in silence. Finally he said, “Well, sure. Especially after Dickie went, you know? I kept thinking, fuck, what’m I waiting for? Put a bullet in my fucking head.”


  Brendan turned to lean against the door and stared, surprised, at his friend. “No shit?”


  “Well, yeah. What’d you think?”


  Brendan shrugged, embarrassed. “I don’t know. I guess—I don’t know.”


  Tony smiled but said nothing. They slid in and out of traffic, until finally Brendan asked, “Why didn’t you?”


  “What? Kill myself?” Tony shook his head. He poked at the radio, blips of noise, chatter, static, treacly ballads, relentless country twang, guitar. He stopped, finger poised above the scanner. A twelve-string jangled, and he hit the volume.


  “Like that,” he said, and grinned that loopy Tony Maroni grin. “Now and then, you hear something. You know? And then you think, well, what the hell.”


  Brendan shook his head bitterly. “Yeah, but it only lasts for three minutes.”


  Tony rolled his eyes. “Well, sure! What do you expect?”


  Brendan stared at him, and suddenly they both started to laugh. The song played on, Tony sang along until it ended. In the backseat, Peter grunted and kicked, but when his father looked back at him the boy was yawning, staring out at the streetlights. Brendan turned back, rubbing his forehead and smiling ruefully. “What did I expect,” he said, and they drove on home.
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  Tony slept on the couch that night, as he always did when Peter was there. He didn’t even bother pulling it out; just lay facedown, still in his leather jacket, and pulled a blanket over his head. Within minutes he was asleep.


  He woke, so suddenly that for a moment he wondered if he’d even been asleep at all. He lifted his head, hair falling in his eyes, then gingerly raised the edge of the blanket to peer out. Beyond the edge of the couch wan grey light was filtering through the rice-paper shades. The street was unusually quiet: no rush-hour traffic or trash pickup on the day after Thanksgiving. No street people, either; they’d all still be down by the Fourteenth Street shelter, finishing off their turkey leftovers and getting in line for breakfast.


  Then what had awakened him? With a frown Tony sat up, the blanket sliding to the floor. It was so still he could hear the faint tick of his wristwatch on the VCR, and the rustling of leaves along the sidewalk; nothing more.


  Still, he’d heard something, or dreamed it—a bird, or maybe a cat. Though whatever it was, it was gone now. He stood, stretching, then padded down the hall to the bathroom.


  And stopped. The sound came again, a pinched high-pitched cry, like a trapped animal struggling to breathe.


  But Tony knew it wasn’t an animal. He turned, and saw the open door of Peter’s room.


  “Peter?” He walked over hesitantly, squinting. “Hey, man, you having a bad dream?”


  Peter’s bed was pushed against the wall. A white Ikea bed with high rails, it gleamed in the soft glow of a night-light shaped like the moon. On the floor beside it, a large pillow had fallen. At first Tony thought it was Peter, but it was too big. And now he could see Peter, lying on his side with one hand cupped against his cheek. He looked tiny, dark hair and eyes smudged against pale skin, his rubber duck clutched to his chest. And he was having a nightmare—the noise was louder here, a harsh wheezing that stuttered and then started up again. Tony shook his head, stood on tiptoe and took a step inside.


  “It’s okay,” he whispered. “Don’t be scared . . .”


  On the floor beside the bed, the pillow moved. Tony froze. A pale rope looped up from the shapeless heap that was not a pillow, wobbled in the air above the boy’s head, and finally materialized into an arm grabbing at the bedrail. There was a gasp, a terrible sound that made Tony dart back into the doorway again. The rest of the heap fragmented into blots of shadow: a thatch of unruly hair, a maroon t-shirt, another arm: a man, his shoulders heaved forward and shaking.


  “Brendan?”


  Tony wasn’t even sure if he’d said the name aloud. It didn’t matter. His friend clasped both hands around the bedrails, so tightly that the entire bed shook.


  “Peter . . .”


  Tony flinched, turning his head so he wouldn’t have to see Brendan there in his sweatpants and Redskins T-shirt, rocking back and forth until the bed began to racket against the wall. But he could do nothing to shut out the sound, Brendan crying out wordlessly, unrelentingly, his fingers weaving through the rails and tugging helplessly at the blankets.


  “. . . come back—please come back—”


  Tony turned and stumbled down the hall. His own breath came in such short sharp bursts that when he reached the kitchen he slid to the floor and sat there, heart pounding, waiting for Brendan to suddenly burst in and turn that awful spotlit glare of grief upon him.


  But Brendan did not come. Tony waited for a long time, watching the dawn brighten from grey to pearl to white. Gradually the echo of his friend’s weeping died away, into the faint rattle of the first buses on Maryland Avenue. And with that small reassuring sound, Tony felt better. He got to his feet, a little unsteadily, opened the fridge and grabbed a carton of orange juice. He downed it, shoved the empty carton into the trash and then stuck his head back out into the hall, listening.


  Silence. He waited, then very softly crept back down to Peter’s room.


  On the floor beside the bed sprawled Brendan, seemingly fast asleep, one hand against his cheek. Above him, Peter’s body was curled into the same posture. The rubber duck had fallen from his grasp, and his hand had escaped between two of the rails to rest upon his father’s shoulder. For a minute Tony stood and watched them. Then he turned away.


  He went back to the living room and did a peremptory check of the television, half-hoping to find some remnant of Thanksgiving Past buried in the strata of infomercials and commercial sludge he sifted through. Except for the fade-out of It’s a Wonderful Life, there was nothing. He clicked it off, singing “Auld Lang Syne” under his breath as he wandered down the hall. By the time he’d settled in behind Brendan’s computer, he was humming “Rudolph” and beating time with a pair of unsharpened pencils.


  He checked his e-mail, the usual notes from friends and several of the effusive, occasionally lunatic, letters from Maroni fans that made up the bulk of his correspondence. There was also a brief message from Marty Berenstein, a.k.a. Mony Maroni.


  
    Dear Tony,


    Just wanted to let you know that our latest effort to extricate the catalog from EMI went down in flames, again. Sorry.


    Otherwise things here are fine. Jocelyn’s doing her junior year abroad in Madrid, so Helen and I are having a second honeymoon, of sorts. Actually, make that a *first* honeymoon. All the best to you and yours for the holiday season—


    Marty

  


  “Ho ho ho,” said Tony. “Another day, another lawsuit. Now—”


  He started clicking around, looking at the New York Times headlines, checking Amazon for the standing of the first three Maronis albums. Even twenty-odd years later, these sold well enough to generate modest but reliable royalties—if, of course, any of the surviving band members could have collected them. He was just starting to compare the sales figures for various musical rivals, when a shadow drifted across the keyboard.


  “You know, I always figured there’d be a Tony Maroni Web page.”


  Tony looked up to see Brendan, holding a glass of water. He still wore his sweatpants and rumpled T-shirt, his face stubbled and eyes bleary as though he’d been on a three-day toot, rather than the losing end of a minor skirmish with three quarters of a bottle of expensive sémillon. “You guys were so big in Japan,” Brendan went on, pulling up a chair. “I would’ve thought you’d at least have a Web site.”


  “Well, yeah, sure. I mean, actually, there’s a lot of them. A lot for me, I mean. I don’t know about the others.”


  Brendan raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean, a lot? Like how many?”


  Tony bounced out of the Amazon page, nibbling thoughtfully at a long strand of hair. “I dunno. Like fifty, maybe? I forget.”


  “Fifty? Fifty Tony Maroni Web pages?”


  Tony looked embarrassed. “Well, yeah. But, I mean, none of ’em’s authorized.”


  Brendan laughed. “How come none of ’em’s ever helped you get the rights back to your stuff?”


  “I dunno. Sometimes they offer to, you know? Like some big LA lawyer writes me about it. But—I guess I just don’t care so much anymore, with all the other guys being gone.” Tony sighed. “We wrote all that stuff together. It just wouldn’t feel right.”


  Brendan nodded. “Yeah. Well, I guess I can see that.”


  He leaned forward, and Tony caught the faint reek of wine and sweat and unwashed clothes, that sad tired smell he associated with church meeting rooms and the long tearful exegeses of weekend binges—conventions where sales reps got locked out of their hotel room after closing time, college students missing the crucial exam after a beer bash, mothers forgetting to feed their kids. Brendan sipped his water and Tony waited, hoping there wasn’t going to be an apology.


  There wasn’t. Instead, Brendan ran a finger across the computer screen, raising a little trail of electrified dust. “Okay.” He cocked his finger at Tony and smiled. “So, like, where’s Chip Crockett’s Web page?”


  Tony’s head bobbed up and down. “Aw right,” he said, relieved. “Check this out, man, you’re gonna love this—”


  Tony hunched over the keyboard, fingers tapping eagerly. Brendan sank back into his chair and watched him. He rubbed his forehead, hoping he looked better than he felt—although what he felt wasn’t even hung-over so much as some pure distillation of humiliation, depression, and exhaustion, with a healthy dollop of anxiety about just how Teri was going to react when she heard about him falling off the wagon. It hadn’t happened once in the years since he’d joined AA, and somehow he suspected it wouldn’t happen again. Brendan didn’t drink because he was depressed, or lonely, or even just out of habit. He used to drink when he was happy, in that long joyous sunny rush of years between high school and the failure of his marriage. Back then he’d drink with his friends, in bars and at the beach, at ballgames and concerts. He drank because he liked it, and everyone else he knew liked it. He drank because it was fun.


  Even now Brendan wasn’t sure what had gone wrong. He suspected there was some sort of malign convergence between his body chemistry and the way the world had suddenly changed, round about the time he saw Lou Reed shilling for Honda motorbikes. After that, when he drank he saw the world differently. It was as though all his worst fears were confirmed, and after a while, he was drinking just so they would be confirmed. Marriages were doomed. Mothers drowned their children. Your father developed Alzheimer’s disease and died without remembering your name. That guy you used to play softball with wasted away with AIDS, and you never even knew. Your favorite TV show was canceled, your dog had to be put to sleep. The music you loved seeped away from the radio, and all of a sudden when you walked down a street where you’d lived for twenty years, there were strangers everywhere. One day you had a toddler who’d always been a little colicky, but who smiled when he saw you and crawled into your lap at night. The next day you had a changeling, a child carved of wood who screamed if you touched him and whose eyes were always fixed on some bright horizon his parents could never see. The terrible secret Brendan kept was that he hadn’t quit drinking to save his marriage, or himself, or even his child. He’d quit because he now knew, irrefutably, that the world had become the wasteland. And he no longer needed any confirmation of that.


  “Okay, Brenda Starr.” Tony pecked at one last key, grinning. “Technical difficulties, please stand by. I control the horizontal, I control the vertigo . . .”


  “Vertical,” said Brendan.


  “Whatever. I control it.” With a flourish Tony straightened. “Do not adjust your screen! We have liftoff!”


  Brendan blinked. On the monitor in front of him, that morning’s New York Times headlines glowed, flickered and disappeared. For an instant the screen was black. Then, very slowly, a scrim of sky blue and white scrolled down. The white became clouds, the sky shimmered and melted like summer afternoon. In the center of the screen a small rectangle appeared, holding the black-and-white image of a man leaning on a stage-set Dutch door. He had neatly combed blond hair, side-parted, and a boyish, smiling face. He wore the kind of suit Brendan associated with the second Beatles album, a light-colored Glen plaid, and beneath that a white shirt and skinny dark tie. Above his head, small letters floated in a streaming red banner:


  WELCOME TO CHIP CROCKETT’S WEBPAGE!


  “Well,” said Tony. He sucked at his lower lip and looked sideways at Brendan. “There he is.”


  Brendan didn’t say anything. He stared at the screen, then reached out and traced the outline of Chip Crockett’s picture. The monitor crackled a little at his touch, and he shook his head, still silent.


  Because there he was. He hadn’t seen him for—what? thirty years, at least—but now it was like looking at a picture of his father when he was young. The same haircut; the same skinny tie. The same magically complicit smile, which he’d only seen on his father at the Fourth of July or Thanksgiving or Christmas, but which Brendan had seen twice a day, every day, on The Chip Crockett Show.


  “Wow,” whispered Brendan. “Chip Crockett.”


  It was like dreams he had, that his dog was alive again. He pulled his chair up closer, inadvertently nudging Tony aside. “Sorry—but hey, this is great.” His voice was husky; he coughed, took another swig of water and cleared his throat. “This is really, really great.”


  Tony laughed. “That’s just a picture. Actually, it’s the same picture from the obituary in the News. But here—”


  He moved the mouse, and more phantom letters filled the screen. Brendan recognized the printout Tony had brought to the Childe Roland a few weeks ago.


  • BROADCAST HISTORY


  • PHOTOGRAPHS


  • ARTICLES & OBITUARIES (NEW)


  • THEME SONG


  • THE GREAT FIRE OF 1966


  • CHIP CROCKETT’S CHRISTMAS SPECIAL


  Without thinking, he reached over and took the mouse from Tony’s grasp. “Oops—sorry—but you, would you mind if I—”


  Tony smiled. “Go for it.”


  Brendan clicked on THEME SONG. The screen shifted, blue sky fading to a grainy black-and-white backdrop, much enlarged, showing a cheap soundstage. Long white drapes covered the back wall. There was a painted plywood table, and strewn on top of it were a number of puppets. By today’s standards, they were slightly intimidating, more crackbrained Punch and Judy than benign Muppet. One looked like a pirate, with a patch on his eye and a gold hoop earring and a cigarette; another was a little guy with white fuzzy hair and a scholar’s mortar. There were more—a spaceman, a beatnik, a dog—but the only puppet that was upright was a figure with small beady eyes and an enormous nose, his mouth cracked in a huge, slightly demonic grin, his tiny cloth hands clapped together as though he were about to witness—or perform—something wonderful.


  “Ooga Booga,” whispered Brendan. “Holy cow. I totally forgot what he looked like—I’d even forgotten his name, till you showed me that obituary.”


  He drew a long breath and leaned forward, clicked on an icon. A moment when all was still. Then the song began: a jouncy chorus of horns and strings, those unshakably chipper background voices you heard on records in the early ’60s. Elevator music, but this was an elevator that only went up.


  “Bum bum bum bum,” sang Tony happily. “Bum bum bum bum!”


  Brendan started to cry. Knowing it was stupid, knowing it was the sort of thing you did on a jag, when you’d lost it completely, when you were so far gone you’d sit around all day long surfing the Net for the names of girls you’d had a crush on in the second grade, or listening to Muzak and commercial jingles.


  Didn’t matter, didn’t matter, didn’t matter. He squeezed his eyes shut, eyelids burning as he willed himself to stop: another Irish Catholic trick that Teri hated. Back when they’d first started trying to understand what was wrong with Peter, back when they barely even knew there was something wrong—back then, it was one of the first things Teri had accused him of—


  “This fucking Irish Catholic thing, you guys can never cry, you can never show anything, any emotion at all—and now, now—look at him—”


  Pointing at the silent toddler crawling across the floor, but crawling in that awful horror-show way he had, dragging himself on his elbows and knees, head canted sideways so he could stare at the ceiling but not at what was in front of him; and never, ever, at his parents.


  “—look at him, look at him—”


  Her voice rising to a shriek, her fists pounding against her thighs as she stood there screaming. And Peter never looked, never even noticed at all, and Brendan—


  Brendan walked away. Only into the next room, saying nothing, feeling rage and grief and sorrow swelling in his head until he thought blood would seep from his eyes; blood, maybe, but never tears. His entire body shook, but he wouldn’t cry; just stood there like a human Roman candle waiting to ignite; waiting for the house to grow silent once more.


  “Wanna hear something else?”


  Brendan blinked. The theme song was over. Before he could say anything, Tony clicked on another icon, and the faint oozy strains of Chip Crockett’s closing theme began to play.


  “. . . danke schoen . . .”


  “Jeez . . .” Brendan shuddered. “I forgot about that.”


  “Yeah. Maybe we better not. Here, listen to this one.”


  Tony clicked on OGDEN ORFF. A faint voice echoed from the speaker, declaiming proudly.


  “That’s my boy—Ogden Orff!”


  “Let me!” Brendan poked Tony’s arm. “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon, To-neee—”


  Tony laughed. “Be my guest.”


  Brendan looked at the pictures, black-and-white publicity stills of Chip Crockett as his most notorious character: the weirdly Edwardian Ogden Orff, a man dressed as a boy in black jacket and trousers, with a long floppy tie and his hair slicked down. Ogden never spoke; only listened as Chip Crockett’s sonorous off-screen voice offered him advice and the inevitable admonition—


  “No, Ogden, noooo!”


  —but always ending with the same triumphant announcement—


  “That’s my boy—Ogden Orff!”


  There were other characters, too. Ratnik, the beady-eyed beatnik puppet who carried around a copy of No Exit and ended each of his scenes by failing to find his way off the set. There was Captain Dingbat, navigating the Sloop John B through New York Harbor and calling the Statue of Liberty a Hotsy-Totsy. There was the Old Professor, quoting Groucho Marx instead of Karl; and Mister Knickerbocker lip-synching “Mr. Bassman.” And last of all there was Chip Crockett himself again, sitting with a copy of Millions of Cats on his knees and reading to a studio audience of a dozen entranced children.


  Only of course these were only pictures. No voiceovers, no soundtrack, no living color, except in Brendan’s head. Just pictures. And there were only nine of them.


  “That’s it?” Brendan tried to keep his voice from breaking. “What about, you said something about some video clips?”


  “Yeah. Well, sort of. There’s nothing from the actual show, just a couple of outtakes. But they’re not very long. Everything was lost.” Tony sighed. “Just—lost. I mean, can you believe it? They just taped over all of it. That’s like taping over the moon landing, or Nixon’s resignation or something.”


  “Not really,” said Brendan, and he grabbed back the mouse.


  The videoclips were about the size of Brendan’s thumbprint, framed within a little grey TV screen.


  COCOA MARSH COMMERCIAL.


  FUNORAMA BLOOPER.


  CHIP’S THEME.


  “Wow,” said Brendan. A timer underneath the little screen indicated how long each clip was. Sixteen seconds. Twenty-seven seconds. Thirty-two seconds. “There’s not a lot of him left, is there?”


  “Nope. But you know, I was thinking—like, maybe there could be like a hologram or something, you know? Like cloning someone. You have a tiny piece of their DNA and you can make a whole person. So, like, you’d only need a tiny piece of Chip Crockett, and you could bring back a whole episode.”


  “Tony.” Brendan stopped himself before giving his automatic answer of thirty-odd years: Tony, you’re an idiot. “Tony, you’re the Steve Wozniak of Massachusetts Avenue. Do I just click on this?”


  Tony nodded. Brendan clicked. A swirl of black-and-white-and-grey dots filled the tiny screen, danced around jerkily while a hollow voice intoned something Brendan could barely understand, though the words “Cocoa Marsh” seemed prominent. It took nearly sixteen seconds for Brendan’s eyes to force the pixels into an image that resembled a man’s face and a puppet. By then the clip was over.


  “That’s it?”


  “That’s it.”


  Brendan played it again. This time he could make out the image more easily, a closeup of Chip Crockett and Ooga Booga, the puppet holding a glass and trying to drink from it while Chip encouraged him.


  “That’s right, Ooga Booga! Drink your Cocoa Marsh—”


  Bam: the image froze, the screen went blank. Brendan ran it six more times, trying to fix it in his mind’s eye, see if it stirred any memory at all of the original commercial. It didn’t; but just that tiny clip was enough to bring rushing back the wonderful sound of Chip’s voice, the deep and deeply humorous tones that were the echo of some great benign Everydad. You could imagine him telling knock-knock jokes over the barbecue grill of your dreams, holding Ooga Booga as he tucked you into bed at night, taking sips from a can of Rheingold between verses of “They’re Coming to Take Me Away, Ha Ha!” You could imagine all of this, you could live all of this, and sometimes it seemed that you had.


  “Check these out, man!”


  He started, as Tony ran the other clips. They resembled the first: fuzzy black-and-white pointillist figures, tinny voices beamed from a million light years away; cheap sets. The last few notes of Chip’s theme song faded and the screen cut to Ooga Booga nestled against Chip’s face, his little hands clapping spasmodically and Chip’s lips moving, seemingly by remote control.


  “. . . now Ooga Booga, tell all the boys and girls what you just told me—”


  The image froze. It was over. No matter how many times you played it back, you’d never hear Ooga Booga’s secret.


  “Man, this really bites,” said Brendan. He replayed the blooper clip, Chip bumping into a boom mike and pretending to wrestle it. “There’s really nothing else?”


  “Nope.” Tony pulled his hair back, making a ponytail with his fingers. “But if you read through all the letters people have sent, there’s, like, all these rumors of other stuff. Like a couple of people say they’ve heard about some bootleg tapes that were shown on Italian TV in the ’70s, tapes of actual shows that somehow got shipped over there or something. So there’s this entire Chip Crockett Mafia trying to track them down, a bunch of fans and this retired video cameraman from New York. If they find them, they can broadcast them over the Net. They could probably broadcast them on TV, one of those stations that plays old stuff all the time.”


  “I doubt they could do that, Tony. Even if they found the tapes. Which they won’t.”


  Tony swept the curtain of hair from his face and gave Brendan a hurt look. “Hey, don’t believe me. Here, look—”


  Another click, and there were the e-mails from devoted fans: kids grown to doctors, lawyers, teachers, garbage men, rock stars, TV weathermen, editors.


  I’m 45 years old and boy, was I amazed to find an entire Web site devoted to Chip Crockett. . . .


  They were all pretty much like that, though surprisingly well-written and grammatically correct for e-mail. Brendan imagined an entire invisible electronic universe seething with this obsessive stuff, billions of people crowding the ether with their own variations on Chip Crockett—obscure baseball players, writers, musicians, cars, books, dogs. He scanned the Chip Crockett messages, all variations on the themes of Boy, was I amazed and Gee, I remember when and Oh if only, a long lamentation for videos perdus.


  
    
      
        
          	
            If only they’d saved them!

            If only WNEW knew what they were losing when they erased those tapes!

            If only the technicians had done something!

            If only I’d been there!

          
        

      
    

  


  Brendan sighed and ran a hand across his face. “You know, this stuff is sort of depressing me. I think I’m gonna get the coffee going.”


  Tony nodded without looking away from the screen. Reflexively, Brendan glanced back, saw a brief message that seemed to be the very last one.


  
    Happy T’giving, everyone! Has anyone else heard about a bootleg of “Chip Crockett’s Christmas Carol” that’s supposed to air on Christmas Eve? I’d like time/station info so I can tape it.

  


  “You know about that, Tony?”


  “Uh-uh.” Tony frowned, leaning forward until his nose almost touched the screen. “That’s kind of weird. Where would you hear about something like that? I mean, apart from this site?”


  “Probably there’s a thousand other sites like this. You know, weird TV, collectors’ stuff. Christ, Tony, move back, you’re gonna go blind.”


  He put his hands on Tony’s shoulders and gently pulled him away from the screen. “Come on. Time for breakfast. Time for Cocoa Marsh.”


  “Yeah. Yeah, I’m coming.” Tony stood, reluctantly, and yawned. “Christmas. Wow. How could I forget it was Christmas?”


  “It’s not Christmas. It’s the day after Thanksgiving,” said Brendan, seeing the first faint flickers of that other movie starting to burn around the edges of his head. Very deliberately he blinked, snowflakes melting into slush, a forest of evergreens flaming into ash and smoke, a black boot disappearing up a chimney that crumbled into rubble. “You have a whole month to remember Christmas.” But Christmas was what Brendan was already trying to forget.
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  The truth was, over the last few years Brendan had become an expert at forgetting about Christmas. A few days after the start of the Official Holiday Shopping Season, the ubiquitous background soundtrack of “Silver Bells” and “Silent Night” and “Christmas at K-Mart” had diminished to nothing more than a very faint whining echo in his ears, choir boys and rampaging reindeer and Bing Crosby relegated to that same mental dungeon where he banned homeless people on the Metro, magazine ads for starving children, stray cats, and junkies nodding out at Dupont Circle. It didn’t snow, so a whole gauntlet of joyfully shrieking kids on sleds or snowboards or big pieces of cardboard could be avoided. But it was cold, that frigid dank D.C. cold that seeped into your pores and filled the newcasts with reports of homeless people freezing in alleys and cars stalling on the Beltway on their daily exodus to the sprawl.


  It sure didn’t feel like Christmas to Brendan Keegan. But then, he’d been successfully inoculated against the holiday two years ago, right about the time they’d been busy playing that popular parlor game, What’s Wrong With Our Baby? Peter had been a toddler that December, and it was Christmas that had finally triggered Brendan’s realization that something was wrong.


  “Hey, what do you think of this tree, huh, Peter? What do you think, is this the greatest tree ever or what?”


  It was a beautiful tree, a blue spruce that had set Brendan back almost a hundred bucks; but hey, what was Christmas for? There were presents hidden away that he’d bought back when Teri first told him she was pregnant, a baseball mitt and football helmet, plush Redskins mascot and oversized jersey, copies of Winnie-the-Pooh and The Hobbit and a videotape of The March of the Wooden Soldiers that his cousin Kevin had given him. Most of the presents were still too old for Peter, he knew that; but he also knew that this was the age when kids started getting into tearing off the wrapping paper and gazing at Christmas ornaments and stuff like that. A sort of synaesthetic experience of Christmas; and Brendan wanted to be right there, video cam in hand, when Peter got his first look at a real Christmas tree, his very own real Christmas tree.


  Well, Brendan was there, all right, and he got it all down on tape. A few months later, playing it back for doctors and psychiatrists and a few close family members, it amazed Brendan that he hadn’t grabbed Peter and driven directly to GW Hospital.


  Because what the tape showed was a fantastically decorated tree, branches drooping beneath the weight of popcorn strings and cranberry strands, Shiny Brite balls salvaged from Brendan’s own childhood, hand-carved wooden Santas from a shop in Georgetown, and, most wonderful of all, an entire North Pole’s worth of fabulous glass ornaments from Poland—clowns and dragons, cathedrals and polar bears, banana-nosed Puncinellos and one vaguely ominous St. Nick. Eileen and Teri had spent hours hanging baubles and carefully hiding each tiny bulb so only its glow was seen, magically, from within the secret forest of dusky blue-green needles.


  “Close your eyes!” Teri had cried, covering his face with her hand as she led him into the room. “Now—”


  When Brendan saw the tree, he got gooseflesh: that atavistic sense of looking down some endless tunnel, past the window displays at Mazza Gallerie, past the Cratchit children exclaiming over the plum pudding, past the manger and the Romans and the circled stones: all the way back to a forest clearing and falling snow, cold flung against his limbs and the unspeakable wonder of flames leaping beneath an evergreen. He blinked back tears, touched Eileen and Teri each on the arm and mumbled something about incredible, amazing, beautiful; and bent to scoop up his son.


  “Look, Peter, look—”


  But Peter wouldn’t look. His gaze shifted, then his head, and finally his whole body, so that no matter how Brendan turned and twisted, trying to hold Peter so he could have the perfect view of the perfect tree—no matter what he did, his son would not look. It was as though the tree did not exist. Indeed, the more Brendan tried to direct his gaze, the more his son struggled, until he was thrashing in his father’s arms, making those soft nnnhh nnnhh sounds that, so far, were his only efforts at speech.


  “Look, honey, see where Daddy is? Look! Look at the pretty Christmas tree! See where Aunt Eileen is pointing—look at the bird! You like birds—look, look!”


  Look. They had played the tape for Dr. Larriday, after she observed Peter in her office. Waiting for her comments, Brendan and Teri held hands so tightly that Brendan’s knuckles ached for two days. For hours they perched at the edge of the precipice, the doctor’s diagnostic terms whizzing past them like stones—


  
    
      
        
          	
            Lack of affect

            Little receptive language

            Little or no eye contact

            Impaired motor skills

            Ritual behavior

            Failure to speak

            Morbid fear of change in routine

          
        

      
    

  


  Peter had struggled and screamed in his father’s arms while Dr. Larriday went down her list. Finally he had fallen asleep. They had brought an evaluation from their family physician, along with seven hours of videotaped footage of Peter—Peter crying, Peter sleeping, Peter crawling on his knuckles and toes, Peter obsessively pulling himself up and down, up and down, on the edge of his crib. Peter stacking one block on top of a second—clumsily, the wooden pieces flying from his unwieldy grip between pinkie and thumb. Peter sitting in front of the glass door, moving his head back and forth, back and forth, watching the flicker of movement from the corner of his eye. Hours and hours of tape; but Dr. Larriday was most interested in the earliest one, the Christmas tape.


  “Let’s see what we have—”


  And there it was, glistening branches blocked by Brendan’s struggling figure as he crossed and recrossed the living room, towheaded child screaming in his arms. Even now, almost three years later, Brendan couldn’t bear to think of that tree; any Christmas tree. Because watching the tape again in Dr. Larriday’s office that July afternoon, it was apparent that Peter had not been ignoring the tree.


  He was avoiding it. He was terrified of it.


  Morbid fear of change in routine . . .


  Teri had wept, sobbing until the words were lost. “Oh, Christ, how could we—I mean, look at him, it looks like he’s being tortured . . .”


  Dr. Larriday looked, and took notes. Brendan stared straight ahead, his sleeping child in his lap, Peter’s damp face pressed against his arm and his own tears falling, unheeded, onto his son’s cheek.


  That was the end of Christmas for Brendan. The end of everything, really—his marriage, his dream of himself as a father, his dream of a child. Oh, he still did everything he was supposed to, buying presents for Peter, encouraging him to open them under the small artificial tree at Teri’s house, its sparse aluminum branches threaded with a few red plastic balls. Opening the presents for Peter, when he showed no interest in them himself; following the behavioral therapists’s directives as to modeling play behavior with the new blocks and games and trucks.


  But Christmas? Christmas was gone. Brendan didn’t even hate it, because how could you hate something that was dead? Instead he focused on his work, and tried his best to ignore whatever demands the season put upon his senses, if not his time.


  “Mr. Keegan?” His secretary’s voice came through the intercom. “It’s Toys for Tots again.”


  “Thanks.” He put the phone on monitor, his gaze still fixed on the computer screen, a half dozen heavily scrawled-upon yellow legal pads scattered on the desk before him.


  “Mr. Flaherty?” A cheerful voice boomed from the speaker. Brendan winced, reaching to turn the volume down. “This is Don Huchison from the Capitol City Chapter of Toys for Tots. As I’m sure you know, we—”


  “This is Mr. Keegan, not Mr. Flaherty. And I don’t take solicitation calls at the office—”


  “Well, Mr. Keegan, I’ll be happy to note that and request that someone call you at home, at your convenience and when you have time. When might that be?”


  “Never.”


  Don Huchison laughed, a sympathetic, Ain’t that the truth! chuckle. “I hear you! This time of year, there’s never enough time to—”


  “I mean, never call me. Again. Anywhere.” Brendan flipped through a legal pad with one hand, with the other reached to turn off the monitor.


  “Mr. Keegan, I’m sure you’re aware of the difficulties many families have at this time of year, meeting their children’s expectations for a happy—”


  “I don’t give a shit about anyone’s expectations. Remove me permanently from your list, and please don’t call here again.”


  Click.


  That evening he walked home. The cold spell remained unbroken. Pockets of slush filled potholes and broken edges of sidewalk. The eastern sky had a blackened cast to it, like a scorched pan; behind him, the last glowering trails of sunset streaked the horizon blood-red, so that the walls of the Library of Congress seemed to burn as night fell. Clouds of vapor surrounded the crowds hurrying home from work, giving everyone a ghostly familiar. But they were were cheerful ghosts haunting cheerful people: even the rat-tailed mongrel who kept Dave the Grave company on his bench in Stanton Square Park raced excitedly back and forth, rising on its hind legs and walking backwards when smiling passersby tossed coins into Dave’s battered Starbucks coffee mug.


  “God bless ya, god bless ya—”


  Brendan gritted his teeth, staring stonily at a down-clad woman who stooped to put a five-dollar bill into Dave’s hand. “You’re wasting your money,” he said loudly. The woman looked up, startled; Dave swayed back and forth on his bench, his litany uninterrupted. He still wore Tony’s coat—Brendan’s coat—though it was black now with grime, the sleeves and collar disintegrating. “He’s a wino. You’re just feeding his addiction.”


  The woman stared at Brendan coolly. “It’s Christmas. And it’s none of your damn business what I do with my money.”


  “Ha ha!” Dave laughed; the dog did a back flip, to applause from several of Dave’s cronies drinking malt liquor on the brittle grass. “God bless you, darlin, that’s right . . .”


  Brendan started to yell after the woman’s retreating back, but then he noticed that people were stopping to stare at him. Instead he glared contemptuously at Dave, spun on his heel and stalked home.


  “Merry Chrissmas!” Dave called after him, and the other homeless men raised their voices raucously. “Merr’ Chrissmass!”


  He had left work earlier than was his habit. Since his divorce, he’d adjusted his schedule so that he seldom left the office till after dark; an exception had always been those days when he had Peter. No word of his Thanksgiving fall from grace had reached Teri—Brendan silently blessed Kevin and Eileen. But since then, his visits with his son had been cut back, at Brendan’s own suggestion, to every other week. Just until the new year, he assured Teri, pleading pressure from work, a case long pending that now looked as though it would be settled out of court but there was still paperwork, and client interviews, and of course it was the holidays—


  And of course that was it, exactly. Teri had seen it in her ex-husband’s face when they had last met a week earlier, staring out at her from the front of the Volvo.


  “Don’t you want to come in for a minute? It’s so cold.”


  Brendan shook his head. “I’m not cold,” he said, his voice tight. He continued to stare resolutely at the steering column. “Is he ready? I have to get going.”


  “He’s ready.” Teri looked at the house, where Peter stood impassively on the steps, then turned back to the car. “Will Tony be there?”


  “You got a problem with Tony, take it up with your lawyer.” Brendan’s knuckles whitened as he clasped the wheel. “I don’t give a—”


  “I am not being hostile.” Teri’s voice shook. “I’m glad Tony’s there. At least Tony is capable of something resembling an emotion. At least Tony remembers what time of year it is. You know why you don’t feel the cold, Brendan? Do you know why?”


  Brendan turned the key in the ignition. “Get him in the car. I’m leaving.”


  “Because—”


  He tapped the accelerator. The engine roared. On the porch Peter began to cry. Without a word Teri walked back to the house and got her son.


  “You have a good time, sweetheart,” she murmured as she buckled him into his car seat. He had stopped crying almost immediately, and she tucked a scarf around his shoulders. “You have a good time with your Daddy . . .”


  She drew away from the car and stared at Brendan in the front seat. In the back Peter pushed off the scarf, letting it drop to the floor. “You could do something with him, you know.” Her voice was perfectly calm now. “He’s doing so well at school these days. You could take him to see the White House tree, or Santa out at White Flint. Peggy said that might be a good idea. She said—”


  Fuck what she said, thought Brendan. He glanced back to make sure Peter was buckled, then rolled up the window. He had already started to pull away when Teri ran up beside him and pounded at the glass.


  “What?” He stopped and rolled the window down a crack. “Now what?”


  “I wanted to make sure you hadn’t forgotten and made other plans for next week.”


  “What’s next week?”


  “Christmas.” Teri’s smiled tightened. “You said you wanted to have him Christmas Eve—last summer, remember? When we—”


  “I remember.”


  “I thought—I hoped that we could all be together. To give some, some continuity. For Peter. I asked Kevin and Eileen—”


  “Oh, Christ—”


  “And I wanted you to ask Tony for me. If you don’t mind.” Teri’s voice had taken on the same brisk oldest-daughter tone she used with her elderly clients. “If you don’t want to stay you don’t have to. They’re going to come after church, mid-morning. You can just drop him off if you want. Or you’re welcome to stay.”


  “We’ll see. I’ll let Tony know.”


  But tonight, walking up the sidewalk towards his apartment, he remembered that he never had let Tony know. Not that he suspected him of having any big plans for the holiday. Occasionally Brendan could hear music from behind the closed door of his room, Tony playing guitar and singing softly to himself; but that seemed to have stopped with the onset of the holiday season. Unemployment didn’t just suit Tony better than any job he’d had since fronting the Maronis. It was as though he had actually found another job, one that involved getting up each morning promptly at six A.M., showering, shaving, dressing in black jeans and T-shirt and leather jacket, then eating a modest bowl of Grape-Nuts before getting down to work.


  Which, in Tony’s case, seemed to consist of watching every single Christmas special that every single television station on Earth chose to air between the first and twenty-fifth of December. No program was too obscure or too terrible for Tony’s viewing pleasure—not The House Without a Christmas Tree or The Bishop’s Wife; not Andy Williams’ Christmas Special, or Elvis’s, the King Family’s, and Barbara Mandrell’s; not A Very Brady Christmas! or Mickey’s Extra Special Christmas Eve or The Little Drummer Boy Returns.


  And certainly not Rudolph, the Grinch, Charlie Brown, Frosty the Snowman or Mr. Magoo. Tony had It’s a Wonderful Life committed to memory; what was harder to take was that Tony knew every word of Santa Claus Versus the Martians, as well as The Christmas That Almost Wasn’t and Fuzzy the Christmas Donkey.


  “That one ought to be called The Christmas Jackass,” Brendan had snapped one morning when he woke to find Tony already sitting transfixed on the living room couch, steaming coffee mug beside him.


  “You should check this out.” Tony shot a quick grin at Brendan, then hunched closer to the edge of the sofa. “Shh, this is the sad part—”


  Now, as he hurried up the steps, Brendan saw the familiar blue-grey wash of light through his apartment window, the telltale flicker of shadow on the wall behind the sofa where he knew he would find Tony in the exact same place he had left him that morning.


  Only this time when Brendan walked inside it was different. On the floor, staring at the television with the same rapt expression, was Peter.


  “Peter.” Brendan shut the door and dropped his briefcase. “Tony? What’s going on?”


  Tony looked up and smiled. “Oh, hey, man! You’re home early. That’s good, I’m glad—”


  “What’s he doing here? What happened?” Brendan quickly stepped over a small mountain of Peter’s things, knapsack and overnight bags, his pillow, his lunchbox, his duck. “What—”


  “There was a problem . . .”


  “Problem?” He knelt beside his son, fighting the need to hold him, to shout at Tony gazing at them calmly from the couch. Peter edged away, making a small humming sound, his gaze fixed on the TV. “What problem? What happened? Is he—”


  “No, no—Teri had the problem. She tried calling you but she couldn’t get through—”


  Brendan sighed with relief, then nodded. “Right—Ashley left this afternoon, she’ll be gone till next week. But—”


  “I dunno, some client thing? Teri said she’d call from the airport—”


  Right on cue the phone rang. Brendan grabbed it.


  “Brendan.” Brendan could hear her swallow, fighting tears. “Jesus, Brendan. I called and called—”


  “I know. What happened?”


  “Oh, Christ, some stupid thing. Well, not really—old Mr. Wright died, everyone was expecting it but not right before Christmas, I mean he was ninety-three. But I have to go out there to deal with his wife and ex-wife and his sister and his kids. I’m at Dulles now, this case is a mess, you remember me telling you—”


  “But Peter’s okay?”


  “Peter’s fine. He really likes Tony, doesn’t he?”


  “Yeah, yeah, sure. So what’s the deal here?”


  Silence. He heard airport noises in the background, the squawk and boom of flight announcements. “The deal is, Brendan, that I have to be out of town on business right now. And—”


  “How long?”


  “Just till tomorrow. It was impossible to get a flight, they’re completely booked, but—”


  “And Peter’s schedule? All this talk you had about how fucking important it is for everything to be—”


  “Look, Brendan, stuff happens. You can’t control everything. Or maybe you can, but I can’t. Peter is with me every hour, every day, every week—”


  “Except when he’s with me—”


  “—you have no idea how exhausting it is, being with him all the time. It’s killing me, Brendan, it’s—”


  Her voice broke, drowned in a spurt of static as another flight announcement thundered somewhere behind her.—I can’t, Brendan, not anymore, he’s—”


  Brendan shut his eyes and took a long breath. “Teri? Teri?” He turned so that Tony and Peter wouldn’t see him. “Can you hear me? Listen, I’m sorry, really. Don’t cry. We’ll be fine. I know you’re with him all the time, I know how hard it is. He’ll be fine—”


  “Shit. That’s my flight. I’m sorry, Brendan, this is so crazy. But I really did try to call. He’s got school, I gave Tony the schedule. Except for Christmas Eve, but you knew that. His medicine’s in the blue bag with the dinosaurs. Okay, shit, I have to run—kiss him for me, I’ll call you, bye—”


  So.


  “So.” Brendan put down the phone, turned. In the living room, Peter sprawled on the floor, fingers pulling at a thread in the carpet. On the couch behind him sat Tony, pointing excitedly at the screen.


  “—see, remember? Those are the real three Kings, and that guy there, he’s one of the real shepherds. But that other guy with the black beard who’s sneaking up on the little donkey, he’s a Sears shepherd—”


  “Tony. You were here when Teri dropped him off?”


  Tony looked over at Brendan, surprised. “Oh. Hey, I forgot you were home. Yeah, sure I was. I was right here, Peter and I settled down to some serious holiday cheer. Right, Petie?”


  Peter continued to make the same soft nasal humming sound he always did. His eyes were still glued to the screen: when the bad shepherd grabbed the little Puppetoon donkey and stuffed him in a sack, Peter flinched. His father didn’t notice; he was already going through Peter’s bags, looking for the pages of instructions he knew would be there.


  “Well, thanks. What the hell was she going to do if you weren’t here? Why didn’t she go by my office?”


  “She did. She couldn’t even get in the building.”


  Brendan grimaced. “Damn, that’s right. Christmas party next door, they all went down to the Hawk & Dove. And I wasn’t picking up the phone.”


  “You didn’t go to the Christmas party?”


  “No, Tony, I didn’t go to the Christmas party. I mean, what’s the point? They don’t give you a present.”


  Tony looked shocked. “They don’t give you a present?”


  “No, you bonehead.” Brendan bopped him on the shoulder with Teri’s instructions. “Of course they don’t give you a present. That was a joke. But I really am glad you were here when she came. C’mere, Peter—”


  He reached for his son, steeling himself for the boy to turn away or, worse, fail to acknowledge him at all. Instead Peter remained where he was, watching TV. When Brendan touched his arm, he could feel the ripple of muscle beneath his son’s bare skin. Or maybe it wasn’t muscle at all; maybe it was nerve, maybe that was how exposed it all was to Peter, bound sheaves of neurons and ganglions and dendrites, veiled with nothing more than that soft white tissue of baby skin, the tiny hairs like a dusting of snow, the sweet powdery smell of him. For an instant he was close enough to smell him, so close it made him dizzy, made him forget for a moment where or when it was—like when Teri was still breastfeeding and they would lie in bed together and he could smell all of them at once, his own sweat, and Teri’s, and Peter’s scent, a scent he had always thought came from baby powder—strange and warm, like honeysuckle, or bread—but which he knew now came from babies.


  “Peter,” he whispered.


  For a split second, Peter did not move away. Brendan held his breath until it hurt, until he could feel his own nerves shimmering alongside his son’s, the two tines of a broken tuning fork suddenly and miraculously vibrating together. Peter’s skin was warm, warmer than Brendan’s own; there was a sticky spot within the crook of his elbow, jelly or paste or generic childhood crud. He was close enough to see the small red crescent just below his hairline, where another child had accidentally struck him with a block. Still holding his breath, Brendan let his fingers move ever so slightly down his son’s arm, towards his hand—


  —but it was too much. The nasal humming became a grunt, of annoyance or fear or pain; and the boy shrugged him off.


  “Peter.” Brendan spoke his name, louder this time. Peter nodded—a half-nod, really, jerking his chin downward a fraction of an inch—and scooched closer to the television. Brendan watched him, biting his lip; then turned to Tony. “Well. One big happy family. I guess I’ll make dinner.”


  He waited for Tony’s usual offer to help, or clean up, or bring out the trash. But Tony only sprawled on the couch and stared at the television, lips moving as he recited along with King Melchior.


  “. . . greatest gifts are always those that cannot be bought with gold or silver . . .”


  “Ugh.” Brendan rolled his eyes. “I’m outta here.”


  He made dinner, pasta with butter sauce for Peter, with pesto for himself and Tony. While it was cooking he rummaged around for that morning’s Post. It was gone. When he looked outside the back door, the entire stack of papers waiting to be recycled was gone, too.


  “Tony? You do something with today’s paper?”


  “Um, well, yeah. I did.” His expression was distinctly furtive.


  “Um, well, yeah. Could you tell me where it is?”


  Tony shifted uncomfortably, knocking a pillow onto the floor. “Uh. Actually, no. I mean, it’s gone.”


  Brendan frowned. “But the pickup isn’t till tomorrow.” Although, now that he thought about it, he hadn’t seen any newspapers out there all last week, either.


  “I know. I just needed them for something.”


  “What?”


  “Just something. A surprise.”


  “A surprise. Right.” Brendan sighed. “Well, tomorrow leave the damn paper for me to read, okay? I don’t need any more surprises.”


  [image: ]


  Peter went to bed with surprisingly little trouble that night. Usually any change in his routine was enough to send him into a fit of heart-splintering screams, but except for the usual tantrum over brushing his teeth, the evening was calm. Brendan read to him in bed, Goodnight, Moon and “The Owl and the Pussycat”; and before he was finished his son was asleep, hand knuckled up against one cheek, the much-gnawed rubber duck nestled against his breast.


  “Don’t you read him Christmas stories?”


  Brendan gently tugged the blanket up around Peter’s shoulders, motioning Tony to be quiet. “No,” he whispered, and joined him in the hall. “I don’t have any here.”


  “Teri packed some. I saw them. The Grinch, The Night Before Christmas—”


  “Tony.” Brendan poked his friend in the stomach. “You know what? I’m going to tell you a secret. Christmas depresses me. It makes me sad. It totally bums me out.”


  “But why?”


  He sucked his breath in angrily; but when he looked into Tony’s eyes he saw only genuine puzzlement. Brendan sighed, drew his hand back and ran it through his thinning hair.


  “It just does,” he said. “Okay? I just don’t get in much of a Christmas spirit anymore.”


  “You’re not kidding,” said Tony.


  Still, after he’d finished cleaning up and going through his e-mail and sorting out Peter’s clothes for the next day, Brendan found himself in the living room again, sprawled beside Tony on the couch. Outside, icy rain spattered against the windows and tossed red and green confetti onto the ground beneath the traffic light. On the TV screen, snow whipped around a man with shoulders hunched against the cold as he hurried down a narrow lane, rosy-cheeked urchins singing merrily in his wake.


  Brendan nudged Tony with his foot. “Who’s this one?”


  “George C. Scott. The Reagan-era Scrooge. See? His clothes are expensive—nice cut, nice fabric? He just can’t be bothered helping anyone else. Classic Republican Scrooge. As opposed to Alistair Sim, the classic Dickensian Scrooge, who was a genuine miser.” Tony wiggled his fingers. “Holes in his gloves, stuff like that. Then there’s Mr. Magoo, the great Broadway Musical Scrooge.”


  Brendan laughed. “What, are you a Scrooge scientist?”


  “Sure, man. Lionel Barrymore, Reginald Owen—vintage Hollywood. And Scrooge McDuck—what can I say? Quite simply one of the greats.”


  “Yeah? What about me?”


  “You?” Tony scrutinized his friend, rubbing his chin. “You’re the classic post-po-mo Scrooge. Involved with the text, yet denying your own place within it. Definitely post-post-modern.”


  Brendan snorted. “Right.” He leaned forward, picked up the TV Guide from the floor and began flipping through it. “Where do you find all this stuff? I mean, half of it isn’t even listed in here.”


  “I dunno. But I can always find it. Sometimes it takes a while, but . . .” Tony shrugged. “It’s there.”


  “What about that Chip Crockett Christmas thing? Ever hear any more about that?”


  “No.” Tony looked sad. “I keep checking, but nobody seems to know anything except these sort of vague rumors. I figure I’ll just, like, stay up all night Christmas Eve and see what happens.”


  “Great idea, Tony.” Brendan took a deep breath. “But you know what? I’ve kind of had enough of Uncle Ebeneezer. I’m going to bed.”


  Tony nodded absently, engrossed once more in the movie. “Sure. ‘Night, Brenda.”


  It was a scramble to get Peter ready for school the next morning. He refused to eat anything, screaming and throwing first a bagel, then Cheerios, toast, english muffin, cantaloupe, and instant oatmeal on the floor, before his increasingly desperate father gave up and began the struggle to get him dressed. When Peter stayed on the weekend, Brendan always let him wear his pajamas until lunchtime. Now it took both Brendan and Tony a full fifteen minutes to get the boy into his clothes, and even then Peter ended up wearing the same T-shirt he’d gone to sleep in the night before.


  “Hey, Pete, man, calm down,” said Tony when the ordeal was finally over. “It’s only clothes.”


  Brendan shook his head, red-faced and panting, and started shoving plastic containers and juice boxes into Peter’s knapsack. “That’s just it. It’s not just clothes. It’s everything—everything is a battle.” He found himself blinking back tears, and turned to the kitchen counter, waiting until he could speak without his voice breaking. “I swear to god, I don’t know how Teri does it.”


  “No lie.” Tony sighed and began to scoop congealed oatmeal from the floor. In the living room Peter sat rigidly on the couch, watching Cookie Monster eat an aluminum plate. “Does she have to drive him in every day?”


  “Yeah. And she—shit.” Brendan straightened, smacking himself in the forehead with his palm. “How’m I going to do this?”


  “Do what?”


  “Well, I can’t take him on the Metro in rush hour. And it’ll be so late, I’ll never find a parking spot by the office after I drive him in. Let me think, let me think—


  “I know.” Brendan snapped his fingers, pointed at Tony. “You’re not doing anything, right? You mind coming with me? Then you can drop me off at the office and drive back here, and I don’t have to worry about parking.”


  Tony frowned, glancing at the television. “Yeah, I guess. Do I have time to—”


  “No. If the Grinch is on you can damn well tape him. Let’s go—come on, Peter, sweetie, time for school. . . .”


  Out on Maryland Avenue, the city’s ineffectual road crews were doing their usual job of making the morning commute even worse. The night’s sleet had been reduced to a puree of salted slush and dead leaves clogging the roadside, and numerous tow trucks were still doing a brisk business on the narrow side streets.


  Yet despite the mess, the commuters crowding the sidewalks were cheerful, men and women in trenchcoats and lightweight parkas waving to each other as they hurried towards Union Station and the Capitol grounds. Strands of white lights spun through trees and hedges and outlined the fronts of brick rowhouses and storefronts. In Stanton Square Park, an evergreen glittered green and blue and red where some street people had strung together empty beer cans and bottles with strapping tape and bits of aluminum foil.


  “Hey, check it out!” said Tony as the Volvo crawled past. “That looks nice, doesn’t it?”


  Brendan grunted. On a bench by the sidewalk, Dave the Grave and his dog were already settled with a paper bag between them. Dave’s battered tweed jacket had been augmented by a long red muffler and some tinsel; his dog lolled beside him, the ends of the comforter tucked between his paws. At sight of Brendan’s car, Dave lifted his bottle and shouted a greeting.


  “ ‘Aaay, whoa whoa! M’ry ‘issmiss!”


  Tony rolled down his window and leaned out. “Merry Christmas, Dave!”


  “Shut up, Tony.” Brendan pressed a button and sent Tony’s window sliding back up. “He’s a goddam bum.”


  “Aw, give him a break, man! It’s Christmas.”


  “Yeah, well, he can go to the shelter with everyone else, then. Or freeze on a grate.”


  “Jeez, Brendan!” Tony shook his head in dismay. “What about all those poor people in the missions we used to collect for at Sacred Heart? You never wanted them to freeze on a grate.”


  “If they’d been outside my house, I’d have wanted them to freeze. And their little dogs, too.”


  “Boy, what a grouch. Hey, Peter, you ever know your old man was such a grouch?” Peter said nothing; only chewed thoughtfully on his yellow duck and stared out at the bottle-decked tree behind Dave the Grave.


  Brendan continued to be a grouch the whole way to the Birchwood School, immune to Tony’s admiration for the White House Christmas tree, the decorations in the windows of the restaurants at Dupont Circle, the group of kids from Gonzaga High School singing by a subway entrance. In the front seat Tony rocked and sang, too, turning to pick up Peter’s duck when it fell and yelling encouragement at some boys trying to slide down a driveway on a cafeteria tray.


  “Keep your weight in the front—the front—”


  “They’re going to kill themselves,” Brendan said, turning up the side road leading to the school. “And then their parents will hire me to sue the company that makes those trays.”


  “Don’t you remember doing that? Only we had those flying saucers?”


  “Yeah. And we had snow. All right, here we are. Let’s make this snappy, I have a client coming in at ten.”


  Tony slid from the front seat and began gathering Peter’s things. “How come you’re so busy right before Christmas?”


  “Because I want to be,” Brendan said tersely. “Okay, Petie, here we are at school.”


  Inside, everything looked pretty much as it always did. There were green-and-red cutouts on the wall, a few reindeer and trees, some yellow cardboard stars and blue Menorahs; but no Christmas tree, no lights, no scary Santas. There were fewer kids as usual, too, and half as many teachers.


  “Peter! Hi!” Peter looked up, a faint smile on his face as Peggy knelt before him. “I missed you when your Mom picked you up early yesterday—hi!”


  She reached forward and gave him a hug, holding him very tightly for just a moment and then withdrawing. She stood, brushing the hair from her eyes, and smiled. She was wearing a long green sweater with stars on it, and a small red-and-green-striped wool cap. “Brendan! I haven’t seen you for a while—”


  “I know, my schedule changed, I—” Brendan was still staring at his son. “He let you hug him?”


  “Yeah, that’s a new thing, just this week. But we’ve been working up to it for while. He’s really doing great, you know, he’s been making some incredible progress just these last few weeks. Do you have a minute? ‘Cause I can—”


  She looked over and for the first time saw Tony. “Oh! Hi, I’m sorry, I work with Peter here, Peggy Storrs.”


  She stuck out her hand. For a moment Tony just stared at her, with an expression Brendan had last seen when he’d received the new Advent Moth promo. Then,


  “Very pleased to meet you,” he said, grabbing her hand and pumping it. “Anthony Kemper. I’m an old friend of Brendan’s. We went to high school together. In Yonkers. Actually, we’re living together now, if you ever—”


  “That is very temporary.” Brendan glared at him, then turned back to Peggy. “Actually, Peggy, I’m kind of in a rush this morning, but—”


  But Peggy was still looking at Tony, her brow furrowed. “You know, you look very familiar. I mean, really familiar. Have you, like, been in here before? Although I don’t remember—”


  Brendan sighed. “Peggy, meet Tony Maroni.”


  “Tony—Maroni?” Her blue eyes got huge. “You’re like, the real Tony Maroni? Oh my god. You are. I don’t believe it! God, I saw you guys when I was in high school! In Seattle, I guess it was—jeez, it must be fifteen years ago! God, you guys were great, that was like the greatest show I have ever seen in my life!”


  Tony smiled dreamily. “Yeah, yeah . . . I remember that. The Limehouse. That was right before we went to Japan. That was, like, the last time we really played together,” he added wistfully. “I mean, all of us, in the States.”


  “You left after that . . .” Peggy ran a hand over her cap. “God, I was so bummed out. I was only fifteen, and that was it, I felt like I’d missed everything. Tony Maroni.” She shook her head. “This is so amazing. I guess I’d heard once that you lived here in D.C., but—”


  Brendan cleared his throat. “You know, I hate to break up the Rock Trivia Show, but I have a client coming in half an hour and I need Mr. Maroni here to drive me back to my office.”


  “Oh sure, sure.” Peggy glanced down at Peter, then up at Brendan again. She was actually blushing. “But I just can’t believe that—”


  “Oh, please, believe,” said Brendan. He wondered what Peggy would think if she knew that Tony considered This Is Spinal Tap a model for behavioral therapy. “Look, I’m in a real hurry today, that’s all. Maybe tomorrow when I drop him off, we could go over some of this great stuff you’re talking about.”


  “Oh, but there’s no school tomorrow. Christmas Eve. So many kids and teachers are going away or have family stuff, Deirdre decided that we’d just close until the 28th. We have early release today, at noon. It was in the newsletter . . .”


  Brendan swore under his breath. Peggy hunched her shoulders. “I’m really sorry—you didn’t know? That was why Teri was so freaked out about having to go away . . .”


  “Right, right. It’s okay, not a problem . . .” Brendan turned and stooped beside his son. “Peter, Peter, Peter. What am I going to do about you?” he murmured.


  “I’ll be there.” Tony’s voice was so loud that several of the other teachers turned. “I mean, hey, what else do I have going on? It’ll be great, we’ll do Christmas stuff.”


  “Christmas can be a little intimidating for some of these kids.” Peggy smiled. “But you probably know that already if you’re hanging out with this little guy here at home. I still can’t believe you and Brendan went to high school together.”


  Brendan stared at the floor and shook his head despairingly. Tony nodded, bopping back and forth on his heels.


  “You know what?” he said. “I can come pick him up at noon, and you can tell me what I need to know about being with him. I mean, whatever I don’t know already.”


  “Which would fill an encyclopedia,” Brendan muttered darkly. “Listen, Elvis, I really do have to get back to the office. Peggy, Peter will be fine with Tony, you just tell him anything you think he needs to know, okay?”


  Peggy nodded. “I don’t think you’re on the sheet as an authorized pickup, are you, Tony? So maybe you could just come to the office and fill out a form, and Brendan can sign it, and we’ll be all set,” she said, and started for the office.


  “Sure, sure!” Tony loped after her.


  “Do you believe this, Peter?” Brendan shook his head. “I graduated fourth in my class at Georgetown. Plus, I thought she was gay.”


  Peter said nothing. Though if his father had turned his head, he might have seen something like reflected light shining in his son’s eyes, as Peter gazed sideways at Tony jouncing up and down outside the office.


  “Listen, sweetie. Daddy has to go to work now. Uncle Tony’s going to pick you up at lunchtime. Can you remember that? It won’t be me and it won’t be Mommy—”


  “Okay. I’m signed on, Captain Kirk,” Tony announced, sweeping up behind Brendan. “You ready? Want me to drive?”


  “No, I’ll drive.” Brendan sighed. “Yeah, I guess I’m ready. Remember, Peter.” He stood, pointed at Tony. “Uncle Tony here will pick you up.”


  Tony nodded. “Noon, right?”


  “Actually, if you can come a little earlier, it’ll make it easier in case he’s having a rough day.” Peggy smiled. “Or if I am.”


  Brendan groaned. “Let’s go—”


  “Bye, then—see you around noon. Hooray hello, Tony!”


  “Whoa whoa whoa!” Tony called. “Ouch! Jeez, I’m coming, Brenda, for chrissakes—”


  Brendan drove back to Capitol Hill. Tony bopped and drummed on the dashboard and sang “Christmas (Baby Please Come Home)” until Brendan threatened to throw him out and make him walk from Foggy Bottom.


  “Okay, okay, I’ve stopped, see? Man, I just can’t believe that girl Peggy, huh? She’s great, she’s like so great . . .”


  But Brendan was brooding over how Peggy had been able to hug his son. Automatically he glanced into the rearview mirror, looking for Peter in his car seat. For a split second he had a flash of panic, seeing it was empty—


  But of course Peter wasn’t there. Peter was at school, bonding with strangers. Panic subsided into a wash of despair, and Brendan gripped the wheel until his hands hurt.


  “How come you never told me about her?”


  Brendan swallowed, let his breath out. “You never asked.”


  “I can’t believe she saw us at the Limehouse. That was probably the best show we ever did, you know that? I can’t believe she saw it.”


  “At least she’s old enough to vote.” Brendan pulled over near his office. For a moment he just sat there, waiting to see if the despair would fade. It did not. A young woman pushing a stroller around puddles on the sidewalk stopped, pointing at the window of the Trover Shop. Swags of fresh holly hung there, their berries so deep and glistening a red they looked like drops of blood. Brendan shut his eyes, then turned and reached into the backseat for his briefcase.


  “Listen, Tony. Get there early like Peggy said, okay? But don’t forget Peter. Make sure he eats something when he gets home—actually, bring something in the car, there’s some juice boxes and peanut butter crackers in the kitchen. Ask Peggy to check if he needs any medicine before you leave, okay? I’ll try to get out early but probably I won’t be back till five or so.”


  “Sure man, sure, no prob.” Tony clambered into the driver’s seat as Brendan climbed out. “Don’t worry, we’ll be great, it’ll be fun.”


  “Make sure he’s in his car seat!” Brendan shouted as Tony pulled away, an arc of slush rising behind him. “Get there early. And be careful—!”


  Tony was careful, and he got there early. In fact, he got there about an hour after leaving Brendan on Pennsylvania Avenue. It would have been even sooner, but he stopped at the flower vendor’s at Eastern Market and bought a small crimson poinsettia in a green plastic pot shaped like a Christmas tree.


  “Hi,” he said breathlessly when he arrived back at the Birchwood School. A half dozen children were settled at separate tables around the room, each with a grownup and a cookie and a little paper cup full of juice. Peggy looked up from where she sat across from Peter, holding the cookie for him.


  “Tony! You are early.”


  “Here. This is for you. Merry Christmas.” Tony plonked himself on the floor beside Peggy and handed her the poinsettia. “Unless you’re not allowed to accept gifts.”


  “Oh no, gifts are highly encouraged. Look, Peter! See? This is a poinsettia. A flower—this is a flower—”


  “So. Any instructions?” Tony turned and smiled at Peter, stretched his hand out to within a few inches of his face and waved gently. “Hey, Petie. You ready to come home with me? Watch Mister Magoo?”


  Peter moved his head so that he faced away from Tony; but his gaze edged sideways, watching.


  “Mister Magoo!” exclaimed Peggy. “God, I loved that—it used to be my favorite Christmas show. But they never run it anymore. Did you rent it?”


  “Uh-uh.” Tony wiggled his fingers at Peter.


  “Is it on Nickelodeon or something?”


  “No. I mean, I don’t know. I guess.”


  “Huh. Well, I’ll check it out when I get home, maybe I can catch the end.”


  “Wanna come over with me and Pete here? Cause then you could watch it with—”


  Peggy shook her head. “I wish I could. But I have to write up all the weekly reports and stuff like that. Maybe another time.” She smiled across the table at Peter. “So, Peter, are you ready? Tony here’s going to drive you home today. Then your Daddy will be back later. Okay? Let’s finish our snack and get everything ready to go . . .”


  Tony went with her to gather Peter’s things. “So. Is he, like, really doing better? I haven’t seen so much of him the last two weeks, ‘cause he’s been with Teri.”


  Peggy nodded. She turned from the wall of brightly-painted cubbies and leaned against it, cradling Peter’s jacket to her chest. “You know, he really is. We work so intensely with the kids here, and it can take years, but sometimes all of a sudden you just have a breakthrough. And I really think that could happen with Peter. Although,” she added, lowering her voice, “probably I shouldn’t say that. People get very, very sensitive about the issue of ‘curing’ autism.”


  Tony stared at Peter, standing off by himself and staring at a knothole in the wall. “Right,” Tony said softly. “Well, I know his Mom and Dad love him no matter what.”


  Peggy bit her lip, then nodded. “Oh, sure,” she said. “Though I think Brendan has some unresolved issues. He seems a little—distracted lately. Not as focused. But like I said, I shouldn’t be saying this . . .”


  “It’s okay. I’m, like, family,” said Tony. “And let me tell you, Brendan really loves that.”


  He laughed and bent to pick up Peter’s knapsack. “Okay, Petie. Let’s go watch Mister Magoo’s Christmas Carol. One of the very best—”


  Peggy walked them to the front door. A few other parents were waiting by the office now with wrapped packages, greeting teachers and waving at their children.


  “Yvonne! I’ll be right with you—” Peggy touched the shoulder of a woman in a faux-mink coat, then turned back to Tony. “That’s the mother of my other student. I should go. But thanks so much for coming by, Tony.”


  “So, are you, like around? After the holidays maybe?”


  Peggy straightened her little wool cap and smiled. “Maybe. Thanks for the poinsettia. Tell Mister Magoo I said hi. And Peter—”


  She stooped and gave him another quick strong hug. “You have a wonderful Christmas, Peter. I’ll see you very soon. Very, very soon . . .”


  They walked outside, Peter stopping once to stare ruminatively at a spiral of oil sending spectral currents across a puddle. Tony waited with him. “Hey, pretty cool, huh?” he said, and continued to the car. “You know, you’re a lucky guy, Pete.”


  Tony held open the Volvo’s back door and watched as Peter slowly climbed in. “Having a babe like that for a teacher. Man oh man.”


  They returned to Brendan’s apartment. The sky was inked with clouds like slate-colored smoke, the air had that metallic bite that precedes snow. Peter was careful not to look into Tony’s eyes when he glanced back at him. He seemed not to hear Tony when he asked a question or pointed out something—Christmas lights, sidewalk Santa—and after they parked the boy walked in front of him, dragging his backpack and making rhythmic huff-huff noises.


  “Okay. Lunchtime,” announced Tony when they got inside. He cut up an apple and smeared the slices with peanut butter. Peter refused to sit, so Tony fed him standing. Tony ended up eating most of it, but he did manage to get Peter to drink some milk, only half of which ended up on the floor.


  “All right. Now Uncle Tony has to check his e-mail. Come on—”


  Peter ignored him. He walked into the living room and sat on the floor and began pulling at a thread in the carpet. Tony frowned, then turned and walked down the hall.


  “I’ll be right back. You come on down here if you want, okay?”


  He checked his mail and spent a few minutes reading the headlines, then went to Chip Crockett’s Web site. Nothing new there. A few messages from a week ago, Tony’s own unanswered request for information about Chip’s Christmas special. He was just going to log off when he heard a soft huff-huff behind him.


  “Hey, Peter. C’mere, want to check this out?”


  Peter stepped forward, keeping a good distance from where Tony sat. There was still peanut butter on his face, and a clump in his hair where he’d twiddled it into a knot.


  “Look,” said Tony. “See? That’s Chip Crockett. Your Daddy and I liked him when we were little. Like you like Cookie Monster.”


  Peter avoided his eyes, but when Tony turned back to the computer the boy stepped forward, staring at the monitor. “And that’s Ogden Orff. Listen—”


  Tony punched a key. Static; then,


  “That’s my boy—Ogden Orff!”


  Peter moved closer.


  “Wanna hear it again?”


  Tony played the sound bite again; then drew up the black-and-white image of Chip Crockett dressed as Ogden Orff. “See? That’s him? Ogden Orff. And look—here’s Captain Dingbat. And this one, this is my favorite. Ooga Booga. Isn’t he great? Check out that schnozz, man—ever see a nose like that? Hey, you’re blocking me!”


  Peter stepped in front of him, his face scant inches from where the black-and-white image of a puppet with bulbous nose and tiny hands filled the screen.


  “Pretty cool, huh?” asked Tony. Peter shook his head and continued to stare. “Ooga Booga. Good ol’ Ooga Booga.”


  Tony sighed, swiping the hair from his eyes. “But you know, we oughta go check out Mister Magoo. Come on, let me turn it off now.”


  He started to move the mouse, but as the screen changed Peter shook his head again, and when the screen went blank he made a sharp angry sound.


  “Hey man, I know; but I promise, we can come back later. Let’s go watch TV now. Come on, it’s Mister Magoo—you’ll like him, he’s like Ooga Booga only he moves.”


  Tony started for the living room. Peter remained where he was, gazing at the empty monitor.


  “Come on, Petie,” Tony urged. “Let’s go . . .”


  At last Peter followed him. Tony put the television on and slumped onto the couch, remote in hand. Peter sat on the floor. Tony began flipping through the stations until he found what he was looking for.


  “Hey, great, it’s just starting! Watch, Petie, you’re gonna love this show—”


  That was how Brendan found them when he got home hours later. They were onto the Grinch by then, the floor around them scattered with popcorn and broken crackers.


  “Tony. Peter.” Brendan shut the door, shaking moisture from his overcoat. “Man, it’s getting cold out. Hi, guys.”


  “Hey, Brenda Starr! You’re just in time. Look, he’s stealing the Christmas tree!”


  “Yeah, great.” Brendan rolled his eyes. He looked back down at the handful of letters he’d just picked up from the floor beneath the mail slot. “Here, you got something.”


  He handed Tony a letter and set his own mail on the kitchen counter. Tony glanced at the envelope, then shoved it into a pocket.


  “Did he have anything to eat?” asked Brendan. He ran a finger along the counter top, frowning: someone had spilled something there, flour it looked like, or maybe salt. “Beside what’s on the floor?”


  “Some peanut butter and apple and some milk. And a lot of popcorn.”


  “All the major food groups. Well, we’ve got frozen pizza for dinner.” Brendan stepped back into the living room and stood behind his son. “What do you think, Peter? You like this Grinch guy?”


  Peter shook his head slightly. On screen the Grinch covered his ears against the sound of villagers caroling. Brendan crouched down to pick up bits of popcorn.


  “I do,” he said. “I can really relate to him. You know why? Because there is too much noise. Turn it down, Tony.”


  Still, after Peter was in bed the rest of the evening was quiet—too quiet for Tony, who wanted to watch David Bowie and Bing Crosby singing “The Little Drummer Boy” but was forbidden to by Brendan.


  “For the next forty-eight hours, this is a Christmas-free zone,” he announced, shooing Tony from the couch and changing the channel to CNN.


  “Forty-eight hours? Jesus, Christmas’ll be over by then!”


  “You got it.” Brendan stretched out on the couch and yawned, then wrinkled his nose. “What’s that smell? Paint?”


  Tony shrugged. “Mmmm, yeah.” He stood in the hall, looking lost and disconsolate. His T-shirt was spattered with white powder, his hair pulled back in a sloppy ponytail. “I told you, I’m working on something. I just wanted to take a break and hear—”


  “Forget it, Tony.”


  “But—”


  “Good night, Tony.”


  That night his father came to him. At first Brendan thought it was Peter, but as the sound of footsteps grew clearer he recognized it unmistakably as his father’s tread, that familiar pause as he went into the bathroom and after a minute or two returned to the hall, heading down towards Brendan’s room. Brendan was lying in bed, staring at the ceiling where the soft mingled lights from the tree fluttered like blue and green and red moths. He couldn’t wait, how could anyone wait? Surely it was morning now . . .?


  And yes, of course it was, because his father’s shadow filled the doorway, just as it always had. Brendan started, then with a cry sat up. Joy scalded him, and amazement: because there he was, wearing the red L.L. Bean nightshirt he’d gotten for Christmas one year, its sleeves worn and hem frayed, his bare legs still muscular though the hair on them was grey now. His face, however, was young, the way it looked in old family pictures, the way it looked in Brendan’s mind—and that was the other amazing thing, not just that his father should be here, alive, but that he was young. Brendan gasped with delight, realizing anew what he had forgotten since the last time this had happened: that people didn’t really die, or even if they did, you could still be with them again, it didn’t matter that they were dead after all! Relief poured over him like water and he shook himself, feeling the sheets sliding from his arms as he tried to get to his feet, to cross the room and hug him. Because his father saw him, too, it wasn’t like it had been those last two years in the nursing home, he saw Brendan and recognized him and he was smiling, one hand half-raised in the familiar greeting that mimed tossing a baseball, the other stretched out to his son.


  “Dad! Dad—”


  But the words didn’t come out. All the air had been sucked from him, and all the light too—the room was black again, or no, his eyes were closed, he could still see those phantom lights pulsing behind his eyelids and somewhere behind them his father stood, waiting, and all he had to do was open his eyes and he could see him, he could leap from the bed and in two steps he would be there, he would see him again—


  But his eyes would not open. When he tried to cry out his throat closed and he could only grunt, horribly, thrashing at the bed and struggling to rise while his hands sank down and the darkness pressed upon his face like a door falling on him. He screamed then, and as the sound echoed around him he opened his eyes and found himself sitting up in bed. A narrow slab of light fell into the room where the door was cracked, then disappeared as it was flung open.


  “Brendan?” Tony stood there in his boxer shorts, hair a wild nimbus around his face. “You okay?”


  Brendan shook his head, then nodded. When he opened his mouth air rushed in to fill his throat, and he gasped.


  “Jesus . . . I had a nightmare. Or—no—”


  He ran his hands across his face, feeling how cold his skin was, and moist. “—just a—this dream. But I’m fine. Go—go back to bed. I’m sorry I woke you.”


  “I wasn’t asleep.” Tony remained in the doorway, his face creased with worry. “You sure you’re okay? I thought someone was, like, breaking in or something.”


  “No, really, it was just a dream. I—I’ll just check Peter. Go on—”


  He stood shakily, the sheets falling to the floor around him. Tony moved to let him get by, and as he passed him Brendan paused, then put a hand on his shoulder. “Hey. Tony. Sorry I woke you.”


  “No prob, man.” Tony smiled. In the half-light leaking from the bathroom his raggedy features looked gaunt, his hair more silver than grey; and for the first time Brendan thought, he’s old. The notion shook him almost as much as the dream had. He stood there for a moment, gazing at his oldest friend as though trying to recall his name; and finally smiled back.


  “Yeah. Well, ‘scuse me—”


  “Hey, you know what today is?” Tony called after him softly. “Christmas Eve!”


  Brendan took a deep breath. “Yeah,” he said, pausing to lean against the bathroom door. For an instant spectral lights flickered around the perimeter of his vision, red and green and blue, the shadow of a tree. He drew a hand across his face and winced. “Thanks. I—I remembered.”
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  The morning was cold and heavy with moisture, the sky leaden and a few fine flakes already biting Brendan’s cheeks as he hurried to work, his fingers numb where they curled around the handle of his briefcase. He’d forgotten to wear gloves—refused to, actually, indulging in some absurd belief that if he didn’t dress as though it were winter, it wouldn’t be.


  But the day promised more miserable weather, more sleet and freezing rain, maybe even snow. Dave the Grave and his cronies had gotten an early start on the holiday, gathering on a corner opposite the Library of Congress and bopping up and down against the cold. Dave’s wiry dog nosed at a pile of refuse spilling from a trash can, and Dave himself looked pale and rheumy-eyed, the filthy tweed jacket hanging loosely from his stooped shoulders. One of his friends held him up as he waved at passersby. Brendan saw him and started across the street, Dave’s cracked voice trailing forlornly after him.


  “Where’s Whoa Whoa? Whoa . . . c’mere, goddamit . . .”


  “Shut up, goddamit.” Brendan hopped onto the curb, glanced up and saw a well-dressed man passing him with a suspicious look: he must have spoken aloud. He glared back and the man hurried on.


  There was no one in his office when he arrived. He let himself in, trying to summon up some sense of well-being at having the place to himself. But everything looked desolate and abandoned, the computer monitors staring blankly from his partners’ desks, Ashley’s tiny Norfolk pine dropping yellowing needles onto the floor, its branches drooping beneath the weight of three miniature glass balls. Brendan spent a good minute staring at it glumly, before picking the tree up and depositing it in the wastebasket. Then he set to work.


  He’d made a point of scheduling back-to-back client appointments all morning, starting at nine. At just past eight-thirty the phone began to ring with the first of the day’s cancellations.


  “Brendan Keegan.”


  “Yes—hi, Mr. Keegan, this is Paulette Yates? I was supposed to see you this morning? About a personal injury suit?”


  “Yes, Miss Yates.” Brendan swiveled so that he could gaze out the window, took in the Capitol’s scaffolding glazed black with snow and ice, and immediately swiveled back to glance at his appointment book. “Let’s see—yes, that’s at nine.”


  “Well, you see, I—I have to cancel? I forgot it was Christmas Eve, and I have to get the train to see my parents, and—”


  “You’re canceling the appointment.”


  Nervous silence. Then, “Yes. I’m really sorry, I just—”


  “Would you like to reschedule now? Or, no, it’d be better if you called next week, my secretary’s out.”


  Her voice brightened with relief. “Oh! Sure, sure—”


  “Fine. And, um, Miss Yates: you know I have to charge you for the missed appointment.”


  Another silence. “You do? Even though I called?”


  “Well, you called at twenty-five to nine. I can’t put someone else in that slot now.”


  “But—how much?”


  “The hourly rate, one twenty-five.”


  “One hundred—” He heard a brisk intake of breath, and then a softer, muffled sound. “Oh, jesus. That’s, like—can’t you—”


  “I’m afraid I can’t. Now, we can reschedule after—”


  Click.


  He read the morning Post, rescued before Tony could find it and spirit it away for whatever knucklehead purpose he had. He made phone calls, setting up meetings and hearings for after the holiday, responding politely to the Greetings of the Season and Best Wishes For, all carefully worded these days and especially in this place, make sure no one feels excluded: Merry Christmas, Chanukah, Kwaanza, Solstice. In the background, laughter and music, recordings announcing We Will Be Closed Until; receptionists answering phones with breathless voices, already anticipating the afternoon’s office party, early release, Midnight Mass.


  And alone of everyone he spoke to, Brendan felt grounded, sober, adult; already looking to next year, a new year. Like someone on a long international flight, everyone around him fidgeting restlessly while he slept, his watch already set ahead seven hours, his mind at peace, untrammeled by excitement, and cold to the allure of gratis wine, chocolates, movies, smiling fellow passengers.


  Three of his other appointments canceled as well; two, actually, with the other a no-show. Brendan carefully noted all this in his book, copying the information out for Ashley for billing purposes. He researched a case that would be going to trial in February—the thought comforted him, February a nice no-nonsense month, nothing there to worry about except for Valentine’s Day, and God knows that had never been much of a threat.


  At lunchtime he ventured out for a sandwich. Big wet flakes were falling now, whitening black overcoats and Timberland parkas but turning to slush as soon as the flakes made contact with the pavement. The takeout shop was crowded; everyplace was crowded, nothing, seemingly, being out of the running for consideration as a last-minute Christmas gift. Brendan waited impatiently while the man behind the counter prepared cold-cut platters and wrapped a roast beef sandwich in green butcher paper with a gold bow.


  “I’ll have one of those.” Brendan pointed at the sandwich. “Only without the wrapping paper.”


  “That’ll be about five minutes—I’ve got to get this party platter over to Senator Easton’s office—”


  “Forget it.” Brendan jabbed his finger at the glass front of the counter. “Just give me a Kaiser roll.”


  The roll was tasteless. He ate it on his way back to the office, dodging Senate staffers rushing for cabs and giddy interns hugging each other goodbye on their way to the airport. When he got back inside, there was a message on the machine from Teri, giving him her flight arrival time and reminding him to come by with Peter the next morning at ten o’clock for Christmas cheer.


  “Cheer,” Brendan repeated, erasing the message. “Cheer cheer cheer.”


  The phone rang. He answered it, still shrugging out of his wet overcoat and shaking crumbs onto the floor alongside dead Norfolk pine needles. “Brendan Keegan.”


  “Brendan. Kevin.”


  “Kevin.” Brendan hung up his coat, slid into his chair. “How are you.”


  “Well, I’m good. Been thinking about you. See the game the other night?”


  “Wasn’t that something,” Brendan said, his voice sounding like a hollow echo of his cousin’s bluff tone. He hadn’t spoken to Kevin since Thanksgiving. “What’s up?”


  “Well, Eileen and I wanted to invite you and Peter over this evening. If you’re not doing anything. The girls would love to see you. You could even stay over if you want. We’re going to Teri’s tomorrow and we could all go together, if you feel like it.”


  “Well, thank you.” Brendan cleared his throat: why did he and Kevin always sound as though they were trying to arrange a subpoena? “I mean, that would be nice, except that I don’t know when you last talked to Teri—she had to go out of town, and so Peter’s with me until tomorrow morning, and I think probably we’ll just stick to our original plans.”


  “Peter’s there with you right now?”


  “No, no—he’s at home, with Tony.” Brendan cleared his throat again and adjusted the contrast on his monitor. “As a matter of fact, I better get going—I should get back early, make sure everything’s okay.”


  “Oh.” Kevin’s voice rose slightly. He paused, then added, “Well, you know, Tony would be very welcome, too. Eileen’s got a ton of food, there’s plenty of room—”


  “Thanks, Kevin. But, you know, I have a client waiting. We’ll just see you tomorrow, okay?”


  He waited a long moment until Kevin finally replied. “Sure. Sure, Brendan. Give Peter a hug, okay? We’ll see you tomorrow. Merry Christmas—”


  “Right. Thanks, Kevin—”


  He hung up. Around him the room was dim, the windows ash-colored: he’d forgotten to turn the lights back on. He didn’t do so now; just hunched closer to the computer screen, scrolling down a list of dates and names as he punched his home number into the telephone. Tony answered just as the answering machine kicked in, sounding out of breath.


  “Tony? It’s me, Brendan. Everything okay?”


  “Oh, hey, hi. Yeah, it’s okay, I guess. I don’t know what it is—yesterday he was great, but today he doesn’t want to eat at all. He doesn’t want to do anything. I finally just parked him in front of the TV, he seems to be all right there.”


  Brendan felt conflicting emotions, a bitterly gleeful I told you so! and anxiety for his son. “Well, he can be a handful. Are you sure you’re all right?”


  “No kidding he’s a handful. But I think we’re okay . . .”


  There was no concomitant bitterness in Tony’s voice; only exhaustion. And suddenly Brendan wondered what, exactly, he was doing here in his office; what had he been thinking, leaving his child at home alone with a stranger? What the hell was wrong with Teri, taking off like that at the last minute, not even talking to him first? His concern spiked to rage, thinking of Peter hungry, Peter suffering, Peter—


  “Brendan? I gotta go check on him—I’ll see you later, okay—?”


  And Tony was gone. Brendan started to call back, to demand to know what was happening; but as quickly as it had come his anger disappeared. He drew a long shuddering breath, replaced the phone in its cradle. He should have stayed home today; he should be there now. Even thinking of Teri and trying to transfer this granite load of guilt to her didn’t make Brendan feel any better.


  “Ah, shit.”


  He switched his computer off, and for several minutes sat alone in the dark. Snow and freezing rain hissed against the window; now and then he could feel the walls shake as wind buffeted the building. He had to go home, he should never have left this morning, how could he even have dreamed of doing so?


  But the thought of returning there, of facing the hours of tedium and cleaning up and fruitless insistent arguing with a child who never spoke—his child, his son, a boy who would scream if Brendan tried to look him in the eye, a boy who would only bear his father’s touch when he was asleep—the thought of being with Peter in that desolate apartment on Christmas Eve filled him with such despair that he moaned aloud.


  And, at last, stood and dressed to go home. What else could he do? He could no more blame Peter for his own grief than he could blame Teri. And of course Peter did recognize him, he wept sometimes when Brendan dropped him off at school, and when he left the room after tucking him into bed at night; he woke up some nights whimpering, and would only go back to sleep after Brendan spoke to him, murmuring nonsense, snatches of half-remember nursery rhymes, the words to “Meet the Mets.”


  And of course Peter loved him, there was no doubt about it, he was his father. Brendan tried not to hear Teri saying that, or the therapist they’d seen; tried to hear the words in his own voice inside his head; tried to imagine them coming from his son. . . .


  But at that his imagination balked, the thought of Peter speaking made his father feel sick and dizzy with hopelessness. It was too much like his dream; too much like giving in for a few moments, even in sleep, to love and belief and hope. You could not steel yourself against disappointment and loss and grief in this life, if nothing else Brendan knew that; but you could arm yourself against the rest of it. You could arm yourself against desire and hope, you could be a fucking fortress and never fall, never let a single arrow through. And so as the sleet gave way to snow and every radio in the city began to sound, gently or noisily, its welcome to the imminent feast, Brendan Keegan picked up his briefcase, locked the door to his office, and began to trudge home.


  It was a miserable walk. Just as Brendan had spent the last few years trying to ignore the sigils of the season, so he had attempted to ignore its weather, refusing to invest in anything more winter-worthy than his Brooks Brothers overcoat. No down parkas, no Thinsulate-lined gloves, no sturdy L.L. Bean boots with leather uppers to shield his expensive wool trousers from the surging tide of slush and curbstone filth that inevitably caught up with him. In this he was not alone: much of the city’s workforce, save those hardy Congressional underlings from places like Maine or Minnesota, continued to indulge the hopeful but ultimately unsupportable notion that they lived in a Southern city, with weather befitting retirement communities along the Gulf Coast. In reality D.C.‘s weather could be as extreme as it was unpredictable, a fact now underscored for Brendan by the sight of two laughing, red-cheeked young women in Park Police mufti, making their way past Eastern Market on cross-country skis. He shuddered and tugged his collar up around his neck, averting his eyes. It was harder to avoid the row of cut evergreens leaning against the brick facade of the Market itself, or the plastic buckets full of fresh-cut holly and box, the ropes of princess pine and balsam and the ghostly clouds of mistletoe dangling from oak branches sawn from trees along Skyline Drive. He skirted the line of greenery, stepping off the curb into the street; but the fragrance of balsam and boxwood dogged him, along with the sound of pleading children, the faint thrum of a church organ and an unsteady soprano struggling with “O Holy Night.”


  “God damn it,” whispered Brendan through chattering teeth. He spoke aloud, as much to drown the music of the world in his ears, as to protest the cold. But it was so cold, and the expectant world was so tightly wrapped around him that he kept it up the whole way home, the mean rigorous chant rising and falling as he scurried across streets and past driveways packed with cars, kicking at mysterious boxes that had already disgorged their secrets to garages and attics, jostling passers-by who unwisely wished him Merry or Happy, his head down and eyes fixed on nothing but the grey ice-scummed sidewalk before him. “God damn, god damn . . .”


  Finally he reached the corner of Seventh and Maryland. For a long moment he stood there, heedless of his neighbors hurrying past, and stared at the defiantly barren windows of his rowhouse apartment. There were no lights there; no spangled promise of a tree within; no fake plastic candles; no Menorahs or Kwaanza candles. No wreath on the door; just a red paper flyer from the Capitol Hill Food bank—


  SORRY WE MISSED YOU! WE ARE STILL ACCEPTING DONATIONS OF CANNED GOODS FOR OUR HOLIDAY HUNGER DRIVE, PLEASE DROP OFF AT—


  He tore it down, crumpled it and tossed it onto the steps behind him; then went inside.


  The apartment was silent. All was calm, all was bright. Actually, all was an incredible mess.


  “What the—?”


  Brendan frowned, putting down his briefcase and surveying the living room. The TV was on: scampering reindeer, an elf. He switched it off, turned to survey the galaxy of spilled popcorn sweeping from wall to wall, mingled with cracker crumbs and an apple core, an empty juice box, videotapes. There were shreds of newsprint everywhere, a trail of apple juice leading to the kitchen, and smudges of white powder on the carpet.


  And where the fuck was Tony? Brendan could feel the rage knotted inside him starting to uncoil, a slow serpent suddenly awakened. “Peter?” he called. “Tony?”


  “In here, dude—we’re in the bathroom—”


  Brendan shook his head, then lowered himself into a crouch. He dabbed a finger in the white stuff on the floor, brought it to his mouth and hesitantly touched it to his lips.


  “Blech.” He grimaced, standing. Well, at least it wasn’t cocaine. Or heroin. “Tony—?”


  He found him in the bathroom leaning against the tub in a white-streaked RAW POWER T-shirt. Peter sat on the toilet, pants around his ankles, nuzzling his rubber duck and humming to himself.


  “Hey, Brenda.” Tony lifted his head and smiled weakly. For an instant Brendan thought he’d apologize for the mess, but no, he was just tired. “Jeez Louise, I’m glad to see you. We—”


  “What the fuck is going on?” Brendan stared at him, his eyes too bright, his hands white and raw from the sleet outside.


  “Huh?”


  “ ‘Huh’ nothing. What’s this mess? The whole place is a goddam mess—” He moved his hand, too quickly, to point to the living room, and bashed it into the door. “Ow—god damn it—”


  “Hey, man—” Tony glanced uneasily at Peter, then at Brendan. “Take it easy, he’s had kind of a rough day, like—”


  “Oh yeah? Well, I’ve had kind of a rough week. I’ve had kind of a rough fucking life—”


  “Hey, whoa! C’mon, man, you’re too loud, you’ll scare him, Peggy said—”


  “The fuck what Peggy says. What is this goddam mess?”


  He stepped forward and grabbed the shower rod. His entire body shook. In his hand the plastic rod bent, then snapped, and the curtain flopped down around Tony’s head.


  “Whoa, man, who’s making the mess now? Jeez, Brendan! I was just—”


  He smashed the curtain aside, grabbed for Tony’s shoulder; but before he could touch it Tony’s hand curled around his.


  “Brendan,” said Tony, softly but urgently. Tony’s grip was tight, his hand bigger than Brendan’s and his grasp, Brendan realized with a small shock, far stronger than his own. “Calm down, man, I’ll clean it up! But he wouldn’t eat anything, I tried all day until finally he, like, ate a whole gallon of popcorn and I think he got a stomach ache. That’s what we’re dealing with now.”


  Behind him, Brendan could hear a low nhhhh nhhhh nhhhhh. Tony nodded, tipping his head toward Peter; then gazed back at Brendan. His brown eyes were not puzzled so much as they were utterly without comprehension. He stared down at Brendan’s hand, gripped in his own like some remnant of a life-size toy, and abruptly let it fall. He shook his head. “Hey, man—it’s Christmas.”


  Brendan stared back at him; past him, at his own shadow on the shiny white tiles of the shower stall. By some trick of the overhead light Tony’s shadow dwarfed his, but when Tony turned away Brendan’s shadow sprang back up, filling the empty space and the corners of the ceiling. He swallowed, the inside of his mouth tasting sour and chalky, his lips aching and chapped from the cold. “Get out,” he said. It hurt to talk, it hurt to say that but he turned, bending to put his hand gently on Peter’s shoulder where he sat. “Get out.”


  “But.” Tony watched as his friend gazed down at his son. Without looking at his father, the boy twisted, trying to slip from Brendan’s touch. After a moment Brendan let go of him, and Peter began to cry. Tony bit his lip, then turned away.


  “Okay,” he said quietly.


  “Thank you.” Brendan remained standing above the child. Like Tony’s shadow moments before, his son seemed to shrink. Brendan shivered, a wave of dizziness flooding him; then steadied himself by grabbing the back of the toilet. The dizziness passed; his anger hardened, grew small and cold and compact, a stone he swallowed, just one of thousands. He blinked, feeling granite in his chest, a deadening behind his eyes. His child was crying, and he reached for him automatically but knowing he would not give him comfort, could not, not ever. Tony was gone, there was the sound of a door closing and once more Brendan was helping Peter, cleaning him and dressing him and waiting for the boy to follow him from the bathroom back into the kitchen. It was a night like any other, cold, dark, sleet slashing the windows and the curtains drawn against what was outside, the apartment silent, the sounds of song and voices muffled by the steady dull pounding of his heart. He cleaned the living room; Peter stood and watched him from the sides of his eyes but his father did not see him, did not seem to know he was there. When he was finished he dumped the dustpan full of grit and flour and popcorn into the trash, then started on the kitchen, wiping up spilled juice and more kernels and fishing an uneaten apple from beneath the table. He straightened, his hair still damp and unkempt from the walk home, and gazed across the room at the child leaning against the wall: his fist curled against his cheek, the yellow rubber duck with its gnawed head resting against his chin.


  “Peter,” he said. A moment; the boy shook his head, once, his gaze oblique, fixed on a tendril of dust hanging from the side of the refrigerator. “Peter. I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Peter. . . .”


  No reply.


  He put him to bed. There was no fight over changing his clothes, because Brendan didn’t change them; just slid the purple socks from his son’s feet and pulled the blankets over him. Peter kicked them off. Brendan pulled them up again, but when the boy began to thrash he moved aside, letting the blankets fall to the floor.


  “You’ll be cold,” he said. His eyes stung. He reached and turned off the small bedside lamp, Hickory Dickory Dock, and closed his eyes, waiting for the tears to pass. When he opened them he saw the small rigid figure of his son, lying on his back with his head slightly turned away. He was staring at the ceiling, moving the rubber duck back and forth across his lips. “Goodnight, Peter,” Brendan whispered. He leaned down and kissed his son’s forehead, let his hand light upon the child’s cheek, cool and smooth as a pillowcase. “Goodnight.”


  He started for bed, but in the hallway he paused, listening. He could hear a faint ringing music, and at first thought a radio had been left on somewhere. Then he noticed the thread of light beneath Tony’s closed door. He had not left, after all. Brendan took the few steps towards the door, stopped. The music continued, still faint but loud enough that he could make out the chiming chords, sweet and familiar as church bells, and the low, almost whispered sound of Tony singing, his nasal voice hoarser now but still that voice you would never mistake for any another, still that song—


  
    
      
        
          	
            I know that you remember

            How we made our mark

            Oh we had a great time

            Down at Tibbets Park . . .

          
        

      
    

  


  Brendan blinked. He remembered the first time he’d heard it, not at the Maronis’ legendary first show at the Coventry in Queens but years earlier when they were all still kids, him and Tony and Kevin, practicing in Brendan’s basement. He’d had a little snare drum set, bright red with that weird metallic finish, and Kevin had some cheap Sears guitar. Only Tony had a real instrument, a Mosrite that he could barely hold, let alone play. The guitar was a going-away present from his older cousin; the going-away part had been to Viet Nam, and the cousin had not come back. Tony had saved up and bought a small amp, and he’d stuck knitting needles into the front of it, so that it would sound like a fuzztone. He’d made up the song one winter afternoon when they’d all been sitting around watching The Three Stooges and Officer Joe Bolton, trying to learn the chords to “Pleasant Valley Sunday” during the commercials. Finally Tony leaned over and kicked at the little Kenmore Lift N’Play Record Player, sending the Monkees 45 flying, and started to sing.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Hey hey, whoa whoa whoa

            Gonna tell you now

            Where I wanna go


            Running with my friends

            Playing in the dark

            Gonna have a good time

            Down in Tibbets Park!

          
        

      
    

  


  “That’s retarded,” Kevin shouted over the din of Tony’s Mosrite. “That’s the stupidest song I ever—”


  It had ended in a scuffle, as usual, Brendan breaking things up even though he secretly agreed with Kevin. But now . . .


  Now it made him cry. Without a sound, one hand pressed against the wall with such force that his wrist grew numb but he just stood there, listening. The song ran on and the darkness grew complete, he could see nothing before him but a blurred tunnel and, very far away, a gauzy gleam of red and green. The joke had always been that Tony knew only three chords but he had them down straight; yet now when he finished the one song he began another. Strumming the slow somber chords, his voice cracking as he stumbled over the words even as Brendan struggled to recall the song’s name.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Lully, lulla, thou little tiny child,

            By by, lully lullay.

            How may we do

            For to preserve this day

            This poor youngling

            For whom we do sing,

            By by, lully lullay?

          
        

      
    

  


  “Ah, shit,” Brendan whispered. The “Coventry Carol” . . .


  He drew his hands to his face. They had learned it in third grade, for Midnight Mass at Sacred Heart. Now Tony was still trying to sing the boy soprano’s part, his falsetto breaking into a wan croak at the chorus.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Herod the king,

            In his raging

            Charged he hath this day

            His men of might

            In his own sight

            All young children to slay.


            That woe is me,

            Poor child for thee

            And ever mourn and may

            For thy parting

            Neither say nor sing

            By by, lully lullay . . .

          
        

      
    

  


  He could not bear it. He fled down the hall, knocking over a side table and stumbling into his bedroom. The door slammed shut behind him. The lights were already off. He yanked down the shades, shoving them against the window so that no light would get in and then turning to fling himself onto his bed. He groaned, kicking his shoes off and throwing his suit jacket onto the floor, burrowed under the covers and pressed his hands against his ears the way he did during airplane takeoff, trying to drown out the roar of engines, the implicit threat in any flight. Still the phantom lights pulsed behind his eyelids. A child’s hand moved monotonously back and forth, back and forth, tracing the pattern of a solitary dance upon his lips. And a boy’s high clear voice lifted, impossibly sweet and far away, welcoming the first arrivals to Midnight Mass.


  He woke, hours later it seemed. It was a minute before he remembered where he was—the shock of being in his own bed with his clothes on but sober, no remnant of a hangover. It was dark; he recalled that it was Christmas Eve. With a subdued sort of dread he realized that it might even be Christmas Day. For some minutes he lay there, gazing blankly at the ceiling. Now and then he wondered if he actually was staring at the ceiling—it was so dark, the room devoid of anything that might delineate between the abyss behind his eyes and that which awaited him when he rose.


  Which, at last, he did. His limbs felt heavy; his arms, when he sat up and rested them at the edge of the mattress, seemed swollen and cold to the point of numbness. But he had to get up: the thought of lying in bed suddenly filled him with an unease that was close to horror. Because if he was at last able to feel nothing, even on this night—especially on this night—he might as well be dead, he knew that. He might indeed be dead, and unaware. It was this awful thought, unbidden by the customary sirens of alcohol and rage, that spurred him to his feet, and out into the hall.


  Immediately he felt better. The apartment was empty and mundane as ever: no leaking ceiling, no damp footprints on the bare wood floor, no disorder in the few photographs of himself and Peter and Teri in happier days hanging on the wall. He walked slowly, with each step feeling himself grow stronger and more fully awake. He must have had a nightmare, though he could not remember it, and very purposefully he made no effort to. He stopped and peeked into Peter’s room. His son was on his side, sound asleep, his mouth parted and hand cupped before his face. His hand was empty. The beloved yellow duck lay on the floor beneath. Brendan walked in silently and picked it up, placed it gently back into the child’s grasp. Peter’s fingers curled around it and he sighed, deeply; then breathed as before. Brendan stiffened, feeling stones shift within his chest: he had bought no presents for his son this year, not one. Cruel reassurance sprang up immediately—Peter would not notice, he never had—and before grief or sadness could claw at him Brendan hurried back into the hall, closing the door behind him.


  The door to Tony’s room was shut, too. There was no light showing beneath it, and for a moment Brendan thought of looking inside, to check on his friend. Then he thought of what he might see. What if Tony actually did sleep in his leather jacket? Or worse, in a Maronis T-shirt?


  Instead he felt his way through the dim hall to the kitchen. He was fumbling for the light switch when he noticed the blinking light on the answering machine. He touched it and played back a single message, from Teri. She had arrived safely though her flight was four hours late, she was completely exhausted, she was going right to bed, she’d see them in the morning. I love you Peter. Merry Christmas.


  “I forgot to tell you, she called.”


  Brendan started, cracking his head on a cabinet. “Ouch! Jesus Christ, you scared me!” He rubbed his head, wincing. “Tony? Where the hell are you?”


  “Sorry, man. Actually, you were here when she called, but I guess you were asleep, or something . . .”


  Tony’s voice trailed off awkwardly. Blinking, Brendan made his way warily through the kitchen, until he could just make out Tony’s lanky form on the edge of the couch. The glowing numerals on the kitchen clock showed 12:17. In the darkened living room the TV was on, its screen empty of anything but hissing grey static. Tony had his hands on his knees, angular shoulders hunched as he gazed at the television. He didn’t look up when Brendan came in to stand next to him.


  “Tony? What are you doing?”


  Tony continued to stare at the screen. Finally: “Just checking to see what’s on,” he said.


  Brendan glanced from the TV to his friend, wondering if this were a joke. Tony’s expression was intent, almost fierce: apparently not. “Tony. You know what? It doesn’t look like anything is on.”


  Tony nodded. He turned to gaze up at Brendan. “I know.” He smiled sadly, then slid over on the couch, patting the cushion beside him. “C’mon in and set a spell, pardner.”


  Brendan did. There were bits of popcorn on the sofa; he brushed them aside, leaning back and sighing. Tony continued to stare at the screen. After a moment he reached over, absently picked up a handful of the popcorn and ate it. “What time is it?”


  “Midnight. A little past.”


  “Huh.” Tony sat quietly for a while longer. Finally, “Well, Merry Christmas,” he said.


  Brendan hesitated. Then, “Merry Christmas, Tony.”


  Tony nodded but said nothing. Brendan squinted, staring at the television and trying to determine if he was missing something. “Do you want me to, like, change the channel?”


  “No. Well, not yet.”


  Brendan waited. He thought of calling Teri, weighing up the peril of waking her against the notion of his sincerely apologizing for—well, everything. I’m sorry I’m such an asshole, sorry I was such a bad husband, lousy father, shitty lawyer, mean middle-aged baby boom critter who sneers at street people and doesn’t recycle. I’m not making any promises. I’m just sorry. That’s all.


  “Tony?”


  “Mmm?”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Huh?” Tony turned, startled. “What?”


  “For being such an asshole. I’m sorry. For everything.”


  “Well, jeez. It’s okay.” Tony shrugged. “Hey, you weren’t such an asshole. I mean, not always, at least.”


  Brendan looked at him hopefully. “What do you mean, not always?”


  “Well, like, not for the entire last twenty years.” Tony turned away again, brow furrowed as he stared at the hissing set. Suddenly he relaxed, all the lines of his face smoothing as he let his breath out.


  “There,” he said softly. “Look.”


  Brendan looked. On the television there was a test pattern, something he hadn’t seen for twenty years, at least. Black-and-white and grey, the familiar bull’s-eye pattern with large black numerals counting down in the middle.


  -10-


  “Hey,” he said, pointing.


  -9-


  -8-


  “—that’s really weird, it’s a test—”


  -3-


  -2-


  -1-


  The screen cleared. Instead of the ancient Atomic Era Mondrian of numbers and circles, there was now a fireplace. A big fireplace, black-and-white and filled with black-and-white flames, holding a heap of crackling black-and-white logs with white glowing embers beneath. Superimposed on it was a circle with the letters WPIX-NYC written inside.


  “Whoa,” whispered Brendan in awe. “It’s the Yule Log.”


  Tony could only nod. His eyes were huge and round, his open mouth another cartoon O. The crackling of the logs faded in and out of the crackling of the TV. Brendan’s mouth hung open, too, but before he could say anything a man’s voice echoed from the screen.


  “Broadcasting from Gracie Mansion, home of the Mayor of New York City, where we are bringing you our viewers the Christmas Yule Log.”


  An instant of silence. Then music swelled to fill the room. The 1,001 Strings, “The First Noel.” Tony and Brendan turned to each, gaping; and began to laugh.


  “It is the Yule Log!” Tony’s hair whirled around his face as he bounced up and down on the couch. “And listen!”


  “The First Noel” segued into “Jingle Bell Rock.” The fire crackled, the music swelled; a section of the yule log broke and fell onto the hearth. The screen went slightly jerky, and there was the same log—but unbroken now, the tape loop had begun again—still burning merrily in black-and-white.


  “—that’s the Jackie Gleason Orchestra!”


  They listened, to the Carol of the Bells and the Vienna Choir Boys, the Hollywood Strings and Guy Lombardo. All that soupy stuff you never heard anymore, except as a joke, maybe, or archived on some ToonTown Web site. The tape loop of the yule log played and replayed, interrupted now and then by the same ponderous announcement.


  “From Gracie Mansion . . .”


  Brendan felt as though he were dreaming; knew at least once that he was dreaming, because he woke, not with a start but with eyes opening slowly, sleepily, to monochrome flames and the back of Tony’s leather jacket, Tony’s hair the same silver-grey as the screen, his cracked marionette’s face silhouetted against the little bright rectangle in the front of the room.


  Then, abruptly, there was silence. The television went black, scribbled with a few white lines. Brendan sat up and frowned. “What’s the matter? It’s over?”


  “Shhh,” hissed Tony. A moment when they were both balanced at the edge of the sofa, staring intently at an empty screen.


  And suddenly it went white; then grey; then white again. The grainy photographed image of a man’s face appeared, his eyes wide and surprised, his mouth a perfect circle. A Santa Claus hat was superimposed on his head. As Brendan stared, black letters danced across the screen and the first bars of peppy music sounded.


  CHIP CROCKETT’S


  CHRISTMAS CAROL!


  “Holy shit,” whispered Brendan. He didn’t even feel Tony’s hand clutching at his. “It’s on.”


  The words faded. The screen showed a small black-and-white stage, made up to look like a bedroom. A potato-nosed puppet in a long white nightshirt and nightcap stood in front of an open cardboard window, papier-mâché hands clasping a rock.


  “Merry Christmas, Merry Christmas, ha ha ha!” the puppet shouted, and flung the rock out. Silence; then the crash of broken glass and a scream. “Humbug!” shouted the puppet gleefully. It bopped across the stage, picking up more rocks and throwing them.


  “It’s Ooga Booga!” cried Brendan.


  “Scrooga Booga,” said Tony. “Shhh . . .”


  Brendan started to shhh him back, but a sound distracted him. He turned and saw Peter standing in the doorway, staring at the TV.


  “Oh, jeez—poor Peter. We woke you—” Brendan stood, without thinking swept over and scooped up the boy. “Shoot, I’m sorry. But it’s okay, honey, come on, come in and watch with us . . .”


  For once Peter didn’t fight; only gazed at the screen. When his father sat back down on the couch the boy slid from his grasp to the floor, scooching a few inches away and then sitting bolt upright, watching.


  “See?” exclaimed Brendan as the puppet tossed a final rock onto an unseen passer-by. “See? There’s Ooga Booga, see? Ooga Booga. He’s a real grouch. Just like your dad.” He glanced over at Tony. “Fuckin’ A,” he said, and laughed.


  “Shhh!” said Tony. “Watch.”


  They watched, Tony and Brendan leaning so far over it was a wonder they didn’t plummet, face-first, like one of the puppets onto the floor. Peter sat at their feet, silent, now and then shaking his head and looking sideways, the yellow rubber duck pressed against his chin. Onscreen the old old story played out with a few additions—Ratnik in the role of Christmas Past, and of course, Chip himself doing Ogden Orff as Bob Crockett. Brendan whooped, grabbing Tony’s knee and punching his shoulder, laughing so hard his eyes burned and his throat hurt. Ogden Orff decorated a tree with cake frosting. Officer Joe Bolton made a surprise cameo appearance as Jacob Marley and Scrooga Booga hit him in the head with a flashlight. There were commercials for Bosco and Hostess Cream-Filled Cupcakes. Captain Dingbat appeared as the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come, accompanied by a chorus of dancing, chanting finger-puppets.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Don’t be a meanie,

            Show us your bikini!

          
        

      
    

  


  And at the end, all of them were onstage together, miraculously—Ratnik and Ooga Booga and the other puppets, Ogden Orff breaking character to become Chip Crockett laughing over some invisible technician’s backstage antics, a boom mike hovering over Chip’s head and fake snow falling, first in tiny flakes, then in handfuls and finally in huge clumps, until the entire soundstage was adrift with it.


  “Merry Christmas!” shouted Chip Crockett, as the closing music began to play. “Merry Christmas, and God help us, everyone!”


  Brendan and Tony roared. Peter bounced up and down. When the screen went black he began to cry.


  “Oh honey, don’t cry, don’t cry—it’s okay, Peter, look, there’s the Yule Log—”


  Brendan pointed, bending down to take Peter’s shoulders and gently pulling him round to see. “It’s okay. It’s—it will be on again,” he said, then swallowed. He looked over at Tony, who was watching him. Tony shrugged, gazed down at the floor and then at the TV.


  “Yeah. Well, maybe,” he said. For a moment he looked immeasurably sad. Then he hunched his shoulders, his leather jacket slipping forward a little, and smiled. “But hey. We got to see it. Right? I mean, it was on.”


  Brendan nodded. “It was on,” he said. He smiled, bent forward until his face was inches above his son’s head. He shut his eyes, moved his mouth in a silent kiss and felt the brush of Peter’s hair against his lips. “It was great.”


  “And it even lasted more than three minutes!” said Tony.


  Brendan felt his heart lurch. He shut his eyes, feeling the fire burning there, black-and-white; opened them and saw the room again, his son’s yellow duck, the soft auburn cloud of his curls, Tony’s grey hair and the ragged black cuff of his jacket. Onscreen a yule log crackled. “That’s right,” he whispered hoarsely, and reached to touch his friend’s hand. “It even lasted more than three minutes.”


  [image: ]


  He had no idea when he fell asleep. When they all fell asleep, Brendan and Tony on the couch, Peter curled on the floor at his father’s feet. But when he finally woke the sun was shining, the windows slick and brilliant with frost flowers and ice, the floor speckled with bits of popcorn he’d missed the night before. He moved slowly, groaning. Beside him Tony lay slumped and snoring softly, his mouth ajar and a strand of hair caught on his lower lip. In front of them the TV was on, Regis and Kathie Lee wearing red hats and laughing. Brendan reached over and switched it off. On the floor Peter stirred, sat up and looked around, surprised; then began to whine wordlessly.


  “All right, hang on a minute. What time is it? Oh, jeez—”


  Brendan turned and shook Tony. “Tony, hey Tony—we got to get up. If you want to go to Teri’s with us, we have to go, it’s past nine.”


  “Go?” Tony blinked and sat up, stretched, moaning. “Aw, man, it’s so early.”


  “Well, it’s Christmas. And it’s nine-fifteen, so it’s late. Teri’s going to kill me, come on come on come on . . .”


  He unearthed Peter’s knapsack, tore through it until he found a red-and-green sweater and bright red corduroy pants. Peter’s whining turned to shrieks when his father started dressing him, but Brendan only shook his head and pulled off the boy’s T-shirt and pants, pulled on the clean clothes and then started on the socks and shoes. Tony stumbled past, rubbing his eyes, and disappeared into his room. A few minutes later he reappeared, hair dishevelled and a bulky plastic bag tucked under one arm.


  “Aren’t you going to change?” asked Brendan, yanking on one of Peter’s sneakers.


  Tony frowned. “I did change.” He pulled open the front of his leather jacket to display a black t-shirt and faded black jeans. “See?”


  “Right. Well, do me a favor, sit with him for a minute so I can get changed.”


  “Sure, man. C’mere, Petie. Did you like watching Chip Crockett? Yeah, he was pretty good, huh! Did you see Ooga Booga? Huh? Good ol’ Ooga Booga . . .”


  Brendan dressed quickly. He shaved, forgoing a shower, then raced back into the kitchen. For a moment he stood gazing longingly at the coffee machine, but finally turned, gathered up his keys and overcoat, and headed for the door.


  “Grab his coat, will you, Tony? You don’t need to put it on him, just bring it, and his knapsack and that other stuff—”


  Tony got Peter’s things, and Brendan got Peter. “Merry Christmas, Merry Christmas,” Brendan said, hurrying outside and holding the door for Tony. “C’mon, put a spin on it, Tony!”


  “Consider it spun, man,” Tony yelled. He jumped down the steps to the sidewalk. “Ooof &3133;”


  They headed for the car, Peter digging his heels into the sidewalk and starting to cry, Brendan pulling him after him. “We’re going to see Mommy,” he said desperately, as a family in their Yuletide best hurried past him, on the way to church. “Come on, Peter, we’ll be late—”


  At last they were all in the car. Peter was strapped safely in his carseat, Tony was hanging out his open window, waving.


  “Merry Christmas!” he called as another family walked past. The parents smiled and waved back, the children shouted Merry Christmas. “That’s a beautiful coat, ma’am, Santa bring you that?”


  The woman laughed and did a little pirouette on the sidewalk, showing off a bright red duster. “You bet!” she cried.


  “Get your arm in, Tony, before it gets cut off,” yelled Brendan as the engine roared. He backed up and did an illegal U-turn, and started for Teri’s house.


  “Hey, look at Dave the Grave!” Tony waved furiously. “Dave, my man! Nice lid!”


  On his park bench, Dave the Grave sat with a bottle in his lap. As they drove by he doffed a green-and-red-checked fedora. “Whoa Whoa!” he cried. His dog yelped and jumped onto his lap, and Dave pushed him down again. “Murr’ Curssmuss, mrr’ crussmuss—!”


  Brendan smiled in spite of himself. The sun was so bright his eyes hurt, and he drove a little too fast, running a red light. He no longer felt like apologizing to Teri—that would just scare her, probably—but he felt quiet, almost peaceful. Well, not peaceful, really, but resigned, and somehow satisfied. It wouldn’t last, he knew that. Terrible things would happen and just plain bad ones, and most of all the relentless downward toboggan run of his own life as a just-good-enough father and barely tolerable ex-husband. But for now at least the sun was shining and the road crews had somehow managed not to totally screw up holiday traffic. His developmentally challenged child was in the backseat, chewing on a yellow rubber duck, and his oldest friend, the village idiot, was leaning out the window and startling churchgoers as they passed the National Cathedral.


  And, somehow, this was all okay. Somehow it was all good, or at least good enough. Later he knew it would be different; but for now it was enough.


  They arrived at Teri’s house a little after ten. Kevin and Eileen’s red Range Rover was parked in the driveway, and a car Kevin didn’t recognize, an ancient Volvo sedan with a rusting undercarriage held together by virtue of about thirty-five different liberal Wiccan feminist No Nukes bumper stickers.


  “Whose car is that?” asked Tony.


  “I have no idea.” Brendan pulled in behind it, crossly, because now the end of his car was sticking out into the cul-de-sac. “But maybe as a Christmas present you can teach them how to park.”


  He got out, and there on the doorstep was Teri, pale, her eyes shadowed, but smiling in a short black dress with the crimson cloisonne necklace he’d given her their first Christmas together.


  “Peter!” she cried, and ran to greet them. “Brendan, hi, hi. Tony. Merry Christmas!”


  Brendan hugged her stiffly, drew back and smiled. “Merry Christmas, Teri.” He turned and helped her open the back door of the car. “Here’s your present—”


  He reached in for Peter. Teri waited until Brendan set the boy on the driveway, then stooped to hug him. “Peter! I missed you!” She looked up at Brendan and smiled again. “It’s just what I wanted.”


  Peter slipped from her grasp and ran up the drive to the house. Brendan looked after him and saw Kevin and Eileen in the doorway, beside the twins in their Diane Arbus Christmas dresses. “Hi,” he said, and waved.


  “Merry Christmas!” shouted Tony. He reached back in the car for his plastic bag. “Hiya, goils!”


  On the steps, the twins separated to let Peter pass. Another face appeared above theirs, masses of chestnut hair spilling from beneath a long green ski hat. “Hi, guys!”


  “Peggy?” Tony gaped, then whirled towards Teri.


  “I called Peggy to check on things after you picked Peter up Tuesday,” she explained, smiling. “And she said she wasn’t doing anything. So I got all the Christmas orphans.” She glanced at Brendan. “That okay with you?”


  Brendan shrugged. “Sure. Well, it’ll be a very Maroni Christmas, I guess, huh Tony?”


  But Tony was already loping towards the house.


  “Brendan. Come on in,” said Teri. She stared at the snow-glazed lawn, then looked up at him. “Thanks for dropping him off.”


  “Oh. Well, I thought I’d stay,” Brendan said awkwardly. “Just for a little while. If you don’t mind.”


  Teri continued to stare at the grass, finally nodded. “Sure. Sure, of course.” She smiled. “That would be really good for Peter. For everyone, I think.”


  They walked inside. Eileen greeted Brendan at the door, enveloping him in yards of velvet and lace and perfume and hugging him as though it were her house. “Brendan! And you brought Tony!”


  “Oh well, you know. Wouldn’t be Christmas without Tony Maroni.”


  He smiled; his face was starting to hurt from smiling. Beside Eileen, Kevin stood in a tweed suit and tie with a blinking Rudolph on it. He was clapping Tony on the back.


  “Get a damn tie, Tony, don’t you own a tie?” he bellowed, then flopped his own tie in Brendan’s face. “Merry Christmas, cuz! Check out the eggnog—”


  “Eggbeaters,” said Eileen, nodding. “Totally fat-tree and no cholesterol, Eggbeaters, Olestra, sugar substitute—”


  Kevin made a retching sound. Brendan laughed. He stepped into the room, shading his eyes as he looked for Peter. He sighted him off by himself near the TV. It was on but the sound had been turned off. Peter stared at it, puzzled, then slapped the screen gently with his palm.


  “The place looks nice, Teri,” Brendan said as Teri passed him, heading for their son.


  “Thanks.” She stopped and pointed to the small artificial tree by a window. Dark green, its branches slightly furred to resemble, very fleetingly, real evergreens. A handful of green plastic Christmas balls hung from its branches, and there was an enormous pile of presents beneath. “Peggy said maybe we might try a tree again. A little one. And of course I got him too much stuff.”


  She sighed, then bit her lip, watching Peter as he once again pressed his hand against the mute TV screen. “Do you think he’ll be okay with it?”


  “He doesn’t seem to have noticed.”


  “So maybe that’s good?”


  “Maybe.”


  They joined the others in the living room. The twins darted between grownups, sharing details of presents already received and glancing around hopefully for new ones. Brendan sampled Eileen’s ersatz eggnog.


  “Is that good?” asked Peggy. She was wearing a long shapeless wool dress, wooden clogs and a very large button that was rusting around the edges. The button had an old black-and-white picture of Tony’s face on it, and the words HOORAY HELLO WHOA WHOA WHOA!


  “No,” said Brendan. He discreetly put his cup on a table and turned back to her. “Wow. A real Tony Maroni button,” he said, tracing its edges with a finger. “That’s, like, a genuine antique.”


  Behind her Tony appeared, still holding his plastic bag and balancing two crystal cups brimming with eggnog.


  “Here, try this, it’s great,” he said, handing one to Peggy. “I don’t know how Eileen does it.”


  “Jet fuel,” whispered Kevin as he passed them on the way to the kitchen.


  “Well, Peggy.” Brendan cleared his throat and looked at Tony. He had an arm draped around Peggy’s shoulder, and his long grey hair was wisping into her face. “I guess we’ll have to have you over soon. So you can check out Tony’s pad.”


  Tony shook his head. “Hey, no.” He smiled at Peggy, then looked apologetically at Brendan. “I, like, totally forgot to tell you—”


  He shifted, careful to keep his arm around Peggy, careful not to lose the plastic bag still in his hand; and in a complicated manuever dug into his back pocket. “I got this. That letter you gave me the other day?”


  He held a crumpled envelope up for Brendan and Peggy to see. The return address was from a law firm in Century City. “From, like, this attorney. A guy Marty hired?” Tony paused, breathing slightly fast, then went on. “They settled. We settled. Out of court.”


  Brendan looked at him blankly. “You what?”


  “The law suit. Our catalog, all those royalties. We’re getting a settlement.”


  “You’re kidding!” Peggy turned to stare up at him. “You—”


  “Yeah, really.” Tony looked at Brendan and shrugged, then grinned. “Amazing, huh?”


  Brendan just stared at him. Finally he said, “That’s incredible. I mean, that’s fantastic. Tony!”


  He grabbed him by the front of his leather jacket and pulled him forward, until their heads cracked together. “Ow!” yelped Tony.


  “How much, what’d they give you—?”


  “A ton. I mean, there’s Dickie’s ex, she’s got his kids, and the other guys who’re left, but—”


  Tony looked down at Peggy. “I can definitely get my own place.” He started to laugh. “I can get thirteen places—”


  “Tony! Omigod, that’s incredible, that’s just so incredible—”


  Peggy hugged him, and Brendan turned away. In the kitchen, Eileen was helping Teri get things out of the refrigerator. Kevin and the twins were lugging shopping bags full of presents from the foyer into the living room. Peter was still standing by the silent television, frowning, his hands at his sides.


  “Peter?”


  Brendan started towards him, then thought better of it. Peter was being quiet. This was Teri’s house. Instead, Brendan turned and walked slowly over to the artificial Christmas tree. It smelled strongly of pine car deodorizer. He reached out to touch one of the plastic ornaments; then craned his neck and squinted, peering into the heart of the tree. There was no magic there, no hand-carved Santas or meticulously hidden lights; only neat rows of microfiber branches like dark-green spokes, rising to a point.


  “Some tree,” he murmured. Suddenly he felt exhausted. His head ached; he thought of everything that had happened last night, and how he hadn’t gotten much sleep. No matter how you factored it all in, he was tired.


  And sad. Behind him he could hear the twins giggling, the crumple of paper and Kevin scolding one of them.


  “Not yet! And anyhow, those aren’t for you, those are for Peter—”


  “Peter!” Tony’s voice cut through the chatter; as from a great distance Brendan could hear him stomping across the room. “Peter, I almost forgot, I brought you something. Look, Uncle Tony brought you a present . . .”


  Brendan sighed and drew a hand over his eyes. There was a rustling, the girls’ voices squealing; then sudden quiet.


  “What is it?” said Cara.


  Brendan took the end of one of the tree’s branches and pinched it. The whole thing started to pitch towards him and he let go, so that it settled softly back in place. He was dimly aware that the room behind him was still silent. Then:


  “Tony.” Eileen’s voice cracked. “What—where’d you get it?”


  “I made it.”


  “You made it?”


  “Sure. I mean, yeah . . .”


  At Brendan’s feet something crunched. He looked down and saw the corner of a present that he’d stepped on. He closed his eyes, his throat tight. He hadn’t gotten Peter anything, anything at all . . .


  “Deh.”


  One of the girls touched his elbow. He flinched, took a deep breath and tried to compose himself. “Yeah,” he whispered hoarsely. “Yes, I’ll be right there—”


  “Deh . . .” The touch came again, insistently. “Deh. Sss.”


  Brendan looked down. A bulbous-faced puppet stared back up at him, black button eyes and enormous nose, little cloth arms capped by hands like crudely sewn mittens. Its face was uneven, bumps and ridges where the papier-mâché had refused to smooth out, spots where the paint had globbed together and dried unevenly.


  “Deh,” the voice came again. A low voice, hoarse, as the puppet nudged his chest. “Deh—”


  It was Peter.


  “Deh,” he said.


  Brendan stared at him, the boy’s pale blue eyes gazing at his father from behind the puppet’s head, for just a fraction of a second. Then Peter looked away again, back at the puppet in his hand.


  “Ssss? Oog buh.” The puppet thrust upward into Brendan’s face, so close that he could smell it, flour and newsprint, tempera paint. “Deh,” the boy said, impatiently. “Oog buh!”


  “Peter?” Brendan dropped to his knees, his hands shaking, his head; all of him. He stared past the puppet at the boy who held it. “Peter?”


  In the room behind him Eileen gasped. The twins squealed, Kevin made a low sound.


  “Peter?” cried Teri. “Did he—?”


  “Peter,” said Brendan. “Oh, Peter.”


  The boy glanced away, smiling faintly, and bopped him with the puppet.


  “Oog buh,” he said again. “Sss, Deh? Sss?”


  “Yes,” said Brendan. “Oh yes.”


  He smiled. Through his tears he saw them all above him, framed by bits of green plastic greenery and the flickering outline of the TV screen, Teri and Kevin and Eileen and the twins in their halos of lace, Peggy with her hands pressed against her head and beside her Tony, grinning and nodding, the plastic bag and torn wrapping paper dangling from his fist; and last of all his son, still thrusting the puppet at him and chattering, the sounds so thick they were scarcely words at all but Brendan knew, he could understand, suddenly he could see—


  “Sss, Deh? Sss?”


  “Oh yes, Peter, that’s my boy, oh Peter,” Brendan gasped, hugging him and laughing even as he wept and turned to the rest of his family. “I do see it. I see you now. I can—I can see it all.”


  The End


  2001


  Cleopatra Brimstone


  This one just kept growing and growing . . .


  When Liz Hand first talked to me about “Cleopatra Brimstone” (isn’t that a neat title?) she thought it would come in somewhere around eight thousand words. Then it began to grow. The next time we chatted (this is e-mail I’m talking about; which, as I’ve said before, is equivalent to the Victorian postal system—you can get “mail” in the morning, again at noon, and yet again in the late afternoon), she said it would come in at about fourteen thousand words. By that time I was getting tight for space in the book but thought fourteen thousand would be just fine—then the story landed on my doorstep (with a solid ka-thump!) and I noted with horror that it had grown to almost twenty thousand words!


  As things were really tight by that time, I thought about asking Liz to cut the story—but I just couldn’t. Her writing (as in her novels Black Light and Glimmering) is so full-bodied and evocative that I had to present it as written.


  Her earliest memory was of wings. Luminous red and blue, yellow and green and orange; a black so rich it appeared liquid, edible. They moved above her, and the sunlight made them glow as though they were themselves made of light, fragments of another, brighter world falling to earth about her crib. Her tiny hands stretched upward to grasp them but could not: they were too elusive, too radiant, too much of the air.


  Could they ever have been real?


  For years she thought she must have dreamed them. But one afternoon when she was ten she went into the attic, searching for old clothes to wear to a Halloween party. In a corner beneath a cobwebbed window she found a box of her baby things. Yellow-stained bibs and tiny fuzzy jumpers blued from bleaching, a much-nibbled stuffed dog that she had no memory of whatsoever.


  And at the very bottom of the carton, something else. Wings flattened and twisted out of shape, wires bent and strings frayed: a mobile. Six plastic butterflies, colors faded and their wings giving off a musty smell, no longer eidolons of Eden but crude representations of monarch, zebra swallowtail, red admiral, sulphur, an unnaturally elongated skipper and Agrias narcissus. Except for the narcissus, all were common New World species that any child might see in a suburban garden. They hung limply from their wires, antennae long since broken off; when she touched one wing it felt cold and stiff as metal.


  The afternoon had been overcast, tending to rain. But as she held the mobile to the window, a shaft of sun broke through the darkness to ignite the plastic wings, bloodred, ivy green, the pure burning yellow of an August field. In that instant it was as though her entire being were burned away, skin hair lips fingers all ash; and nothing remained but the butterflies and her awareness of them, orange and black fluid filling her mouth, the edges of her eyes scored by wings.


  As a girl she had always worn glasses. A mild childhood astigmatism worsened when she was thirteen: she started bumping into things and found it increasingly difficult to concentrate on the entomological textbooks and journals that she read voraciously. Growing pains, her mother thought; but after two months, Janie’s clumsiness and concomitant headaches became so severe that her mother admitted that this was perhaps something more serious, and took her to the family physician.


  “Janie’s fine,” Dr. Gordon announced after peering into her ears and eyes. “She needs to see the opthamologist, that’s all. Sometimes our eyes change when we hit puberty.” He gave her mother the name of an eye doctor nearby.


  Her mother was relieved, and so was Jane—she had overheard her parents talking the night before her appointment, and the words CAT scan and brain tumor figured in their hushed conversation. Actually, Jane had been more concerned about another odd physical manifestation, one that no one but herself seemed to have noticed. She had started menstruating several months earlier: nothing unusual in that. Everything she had read about it mentioned the usual things—mood swings, growth spurts, acne, pubic hair.


  But nothing was said about eyebrows. Janie first noticed something strange about hers when she got her period for the second time. She had retreated to the bathtub, where she spent a good half hour reading an article in Nature about oriental ladybug swarms. When she finished the article, she got out of the tub, dressed, and brushed her teeth, and then spent a minute frowning at the mirror.


  Something was different about her face. She turned sideways, squinting. Had her chin broken out? No; but something had changed. Her hair color? Her teeth? She leaned over the sink until she was almost nose-to-nose with her reflection.


  That was when she saw that her eyebrows had undergone a growth spurt of their own. At the inner edge of each eyebrow, above the bridge of her nose, three hairs had grown remarkably long. They furled back toward her temple, entwined in a sort of loose braid. She had not noticed them sooner because she seldom looked in a mirror, and also because the hairs did not arch above the eyebrows, but instead blended in with them, the way a bittersweet vine twines around a branch.


  Still, they seemed bizarre enough that she wanted no one, not even her parents, to notice. She found her mother’s tweezers, neatly plucked the six hairs, and flushed them down the toilet. They did not grow back.


  At the optometrist’s, Jane opted for heavy tortoiseshell frames rather than contacts. The optometrist, and her mother, thought she was crazy, but it was a very deliberate choice. Janie was not one of those homely B-movie adolescent girls, driven to science as a last resort. She had always been a tomboy, skinny as a rail, with long slanted violet-blue eyes; a small rosy mouth; long, straight black hair that ran like oil between her fingers; skin so pale it had the periwinkle shimmer of skim milk.


  When she hit puberty, all of these conspired to beauty. And Jane hated it. Hated the attention, hated being looked at, hated that the other girls hated her. She was quiet, not shy but impatient to focus on her schoolwork, and this was mistaken for arrogance by her peers. All through high school she had few friends. She learned early the perils of befriending boys, even earnest boys who professed an interest in genetic mutations and intricate computer simulations of hive activity. Janie could trust them not to touch her, but she couldn’t trust them not to fall in love. As a result of having none of the usual distractions of high school—sex, social life, mindless employment—she received an Intel/Westinghouse Science Scholarship for a computer-generated schematic of possible mutations in a small population of viceroy butterflies exposed to genetically engineered crops. She graduated in her junior year, took her scholarship money, and ran.


  She had been accepted at Stanford and MIT, but chose to attend a small, highly prestigious women’s college in a big city several hundred miles away. Her parents were apprehensive about her being on her own at the tender age of seventeen, but the college, with its elegant, cloisterlike buildings and lushly wooded grounds, put them at ease. That and the dean’s assurances that the neighborhood was completely safe, as long as students were sensible about not walking alone at night. Thus mollified, and at Janie’s urging—she was desperate to move away from home—her father signed a very large check for the first semester’s tuition. That September she started school.


  She studied entomology, spending her first year examining the genitalia of male and female scarce wormwood shark moths, a species found on the Siberian steppes. Her hours in the zoology lab were rapturous, hunched over a microscope with a pair of tweezers so minute they were themselves like some delicate portion of her specimen’s physiognomy. She would remove the butterflies’ genitalia, tiny and geometrically precise as diatoms, and dip them first into glycerine, which acted as a preservative, and next into a mixture of water and alcohol. Then she observed them under the microscope. Her glasses interfered with this work—they bumped into the microscope’s viewing lens—and so she switched to wearing contact lenses. In retrospect, she thought that this was probably a mistake.


  At Argus College she still had no close friends, but neither was she the solitary creature she had been at home. She respected her fellow students and grew to appreciate the company of women. She could go for days at a time seeing no men besides her professors or the commuters driving past the school’s wrought-iron gates.


  And she was not the school’s only beauty. Argus College specialized in young women like Jane: elegant, diffident girls who studied the burial customs of Mongol women or the mating habits of rare antipodean birds; girls who composed concertos for violin and gamelan orchestra, or wrote computer programs that charted the progress of potentially dangerous celestial objects through the Oort cloud. Within this educational greenhouse, Janie was not so much orchid as sturdy milkweed blossom. She thrived.


  Her first three years at Argus passed in a bright-winged blur with her butterflies. Summers were given to museum internships, where she spent months cleaning and mounting specimens in solitary delight. In her senior year Janie received permission to design her own thesis project, involving her beloved shark moths. She was given a corner in a dusty anteroom off the zoology lab, and there she set up her microscope and laptop. There was no window in her corner, indeed there was no window in the anteroom at all, though the adjoining lab was pleasantly old-fashioned, with high-arched windows set between Victorian cabinetry displaying Lepidoptera, neon-carapaced beetles, unusual tree fungi, and (she found these slightly tragic) numerous exotic finches, their brilliant plumage dimmed to dusty hues. Since she often worked late into the night, she requested and received her own set of keys. Most evenings she could be found beneath the glare of the small halogen lamp, entering data into her computer, scanning images of genetic mutations involving female shark moths exposed to dioxane, corresponding with other researchers in Melbourne and Kyoto, Siberia and London.


  The rape occurred around ten o’clock one Friday night in early March. She had locked the door to her office, leaving her laptop behind, and started to walk to the subway station a few blocks away. It was a cold, clear night, the yellow glow of the crime lights giving dead grass and leafless trees an eerie autumn glow. She hurried across the campus, seeing no one, and then hesitated at Seventh Street. It was a longer walk, but safer, if she went down Seventh Street and then over to Michigan Avenue. The shortcut was much quicker, but Argus authorities and the local police discouraged students from taking it after dark. Jane stood for a moment, staring across the road to where the desolate park lay; then, staring resolutely straight ahead and walking briskly, she crossed Seventh and took the shortcut.


  A crumbling sidewalk passed through a weedy expanse of vacant lot, strewn with broken bottles and the spindly forms of half a dozen dusty-limbed oak trees. Where the grass ended, a narrow road skirted a block of abandoned row houses, intermittently lit by crime lights. Most of the lights had been vandalized, and one had been knocked down in a car accident—the car’s fender was still there, twisted around the lamppost. Jane picked her way carefully among shards of shattered glass, reached the sidewalk in front of the boarded-up houses, and began to walk more quickly, toward the brightly lit Michigan Avenue intersection where the subway waited.


  She never saw him. He was there, she knew that; knew he had a face, and clothing; but afterwards she could recall none of it. Not the feel of him, not his smell; only the knife he held—awkwardly, she realized later, she probably could have wrested it from him—and the few words he spoke to her. He said nothing at first, just grabbed her and pulled her into an alley between the row houses, his fingers covering her mouth, the heel of his hand pressing against her windpipe so that she gagged. He pushed her onto the dead leaves and wads of matted windblown newspaper, yanked her pants down, ripped open her jacket, and then tore her shirt open. She heard one of the buttons strike back and roll away. She thought desperately of what she had read once, in a Rape Awareness brochure: not to struggle, not to fight, not to do anything that might cause her attacker to kill her.


  Janie did not fight. Instead, she divided into three parts. One part knelt nearby and prayed the way she had done as a child, not intently but automatically, trying to get through the strings of words as quickly as possible. The second part submitted blindly and silently to the man in the alley. And the third hovered above the other two, her hands wafting slowly up and down to keep her aloft as she watched.


  “Try to get away,” the man whispered. She could not see him or feel him though his hands were there. “Try to get away.”


  She remembered that she ought not to struggle, but from the noises he made and the way he tugged at her realized that was what aroused him. She did not want to anger him; she made a small sound deep in her throat and tried to push him from her chest. Almost immediately he groaned, and seconds later rolled off her. Only his hand lingered for a moment upon her cheek. Then he stumbled to his feet—she could hear him fumbling with his zipper—and fled.


  The praying girl and the girl in the air also disappeared then. Only Janie was left, yanking her ruined clothes around her as she lurched from the alley and began to run, screaming and staggering back and forth across the road, toward the subway.


  The police came, an ambulance. She was taken first to the police station and then to the City General Hospital, a hellish place, starkly lit, with endless underground corridors that led into darkened rooms where solitary figures lay on narrow beds like gurneys. Her pubic hair was combed and stray hairs placed into sterile envelopes; semen samples were taken, and she was advised to be tested for HIV and other diseases. She spent the entire night in the hospital, waiting and undergoing various examinations. She refused to give the police or hospital staff her parents’ phone number or anyone else’s. Just before dawn they finally released her, with an envelope full of brochures from the local Rape Crisis Center, New Hope for Women, Planned Parenthood, and a business card from the police detective who was overseeing her case. The detective drove her to her apartment in his squad car; when he stopped in front of her building, she was suddenly terrified that he would know where she lived, that he would come back, that he had been her assailant.


  But, of course, he had not been. He walked her to the door and waited for her to go inside. “Call your parents,” he said right before he left.


  “I will.”


  She pulled aside the bamboo window shade, watching until the squad car pulled away. Then she threw out the brochures she’d received, flung off her clothes and stuffed them into the trash. She showered and changed, packed a bag full of clothes and another of books. Then she called a cab. When it arrived, she directed it to the Argus campus, where she retrieved her laptop and her research on tiger moths, and then had the cab bring her to Union Station.


  She bought a train ticket home. Only after she arrived and told her parents what had happened did she finally start to cry. Even then, she could not remember what the man had looked like.


  She lived at home for three months. Her parents insisted that she get psychiatric counseling and join a therapy group for rape survivors. She did so, reluctantly, but stopped attending after three weeks. The rape was something that had happened to her, but it was over.


  “It was fifteen minutes out of my life,” she said once at group. “That’s all. It’s not the rest of my life.”


  This didn’t go over very well. Other women thought she was in denial; the therapist thought Jane would suffer later if she did not confront her fears now.


  “But I’m not afraid,” said Jane.


  “Why not?” demanded a woman whose eyebrows had fallen out.


  Because lightning doesn’t strike twice, Jane thought grimly, but she said nothing. That was the last time she attended group.


  That night her father had a phone call. He took the phone and sat at the dining table, listening; after a moment stood and walked into his study, giving a quick backward glance at his daughter before closing the door behind him. Jane felt as though her chest had suddenly frozen, but after some minutes she heard her father’s laugh; he was not, after all, talking to the police detective. When after half an hour he returned, he gave Janie another quick look, more thoughtful this time.


  “That was Andrew.” Andrew was a doctor friend of his, an Englishman. “He and Fred are going to Provence for three months. They were wondering if you might want to house-sit for them.”


  “In London?” Jane’s mother shook her head. “I don’t think—”


  “I said we’d think about it.”


  “I’ll think about it,” Janie corrected him. She stared at both her parents, absently ran a finger along one eyebrow. “Just let me think about it.”


  And she went to bed.


  She went to London. She already had a passport, from visiting Andrew with her parents when she was in high school. Before she left there were countless arguments with her mother and father, and phone calls back and forth to Andrew. He assured them that the flat was secure, there was a very nice reliable older woman who lived upstairs, that it would be a good idea for Janie to get out on her own again.


  “So you don’t get gun-shy,” he said to her one night on the phone. He was a doctor, after all: a homeopath not an allopath, which Janie found reassuring. “It’s important for you to get on with our life. You won’t be able to get a real job here as a visitor, but I’ll see what I can do.”


  It was on the plane to Heathrow that she made a discovery. She had splashed water onto her face, and was beginning to comb her hair when she blinked and stared into the mirror.


  Above her eyebrows, the long hairs had grown back. They followed the contours of her brow, sweeping back toward her temples; still entwined, still difficult to make out unless she drew her face close to her reflection and tilted her head just so. Tentatively she touched one braided strand. It was stiff yet oddly pliant; but as she ran her finger along its length a sudden surge flowed through her. Not an electrical shock: more like the thrill of pain when a dentist’s drill touches a nerve, or an elbow rams against a stone. She gasped; but immediately the pain was gone. Instead there was a thrumming behind her forehead, a spreading warmth that trickled into her throat like sweet syrup. She opened her mouth, her gasp turning into an uncontrollable yawn, the yawn into a spike of such profound physical ecstasy that she grabbed the edge of the sink and thrust forward, striking her head against the mirror. She was dimly aware of someone knocking at the lavatory door as she clutched the sink and, shuddering, climaxed.


  “Hello?” someone called softly. “Hello, is this occupied?”


  “Right out,” Janie gasped. She caught her breath, still trembling; ran a hand across her face, her finger halting before they could touch the hairs above her eyebrows. There was the faintest tingling, a temblor of sensation that faded as she grabbed her cosmetic bag, pulled the door open, and stumbled back into the cabin.


  Andrew and Fred lived in an old Georgian row house just west of Camden Town, overlooking the Regent’s Canal. Their flat occupied the first floor and basement; there was a hexagonal solarium out back, with glass walls and heated stone floor, and beyond that a stepped terrace leading down to the canal. The bedroom had an old wooden four-poster piled high with duvets and down pillows, and French doors that also opened onto the terrace. Andrew showed her how to operate the elaborate sliding security doors that unfolded from the walls, and gave her the keys to the barred window guards.


  “You’re completely safe here,” he said, smiling. “Tomorrow we’ll introduce you to Kendra upstairs and show you how to get around. Camden Market’s just down that way, and that way—”


  He stepped out onto the terrace, pointing to where the canal coiled and disappeared beneath an arched stone bridge. “—that way’s the Regent’s Park Zoo. I’ve given you a membership—”


  “Oh! Thank you!” Janie looked around delighted. “This is wonderful.”


  “It is.” Andrew put an arm around her and drew her close. “You’re going to have a wonderful time, Janie. I thought you’d like the zoo—there’s a new exhibit there, ‘The World Within’ or words to that effect—it’s about insects. I thought perhaps you might want to volunteer there—they have an active docent program, and you’re so knowledgeable about that sort of thing.”


  “Sure. It sounds great—really great.” She grinned and smoothed her hair back from her face, the wind sending up the rank scent of stagnant water from the canal, the sweetly poisonous smell of hawthorn blossom. As she stood gazing down past the potted geraniums and Fred’s rosemary trees, the hairs upon her brow trembled, and she laughed out loud, giddily, with anticipation.


  Fred and Andrew left two days later. It was enough time for Janie to get over her jet lag and begin to get barely acclimated to the city, and to its smell. London had an acrid scent: damp ashes, the softer underlying fetor of rot that oozed from ancient bricks and stone buildings, the thick vegetative smell of the canal, sharpened with urine and spilled beer. So many thousands of people descended on Camden Town on the weekend that the tube station was restricted to incoming passengers, and the canal path became almost impassable. Even late on a weeknight she could hear voices from the other side of the canal, harsh London voices echoing beneath the bridges or shouting to be heard above the din of the Northern Line trains passing overhead.


  Those first days Janie did not venture far from the flat. She unpacked her clothes, which did not take much time, and then unpacked her collecting box, which did. The sturdy wooden case had come through the overseas flight and customs seemingly unscathed, but Janie found herself holding her breath as she undid the metal hinges, afraid of what she’d find inside.


  “Oh!” she exclaimed. Relief, not chagrin: nothing had been damaged. The small glass vials of ethyl alcohol and gel shellac were intact, and the pillboxes where she kept the tiny #2 pins she used for mounting. Fighting her own eagerness, she carefully removed packets of stiff archival paper; a block of Styrofoam covered with pinholes; two bottles of clear Maybelline nail polish and a small container of Elmer’s Glue-All; more pillboxes, empty, and empty gelatine capsules for very small specimens; and last of all a small glass-fronted display box, framed in mahogany and holding her most precious specimen: a hybrid Celerio harmuthi kordesch, the male crossbreed of the spurge and elephant hawkmoths. As long as the first joint of her thumb, it had the hawkmoth’s typically streamlined wings but exquisitely delicate coloring, fuchsia bands shading to a soft rich brown, its thorax thick and seemingly feathered. Only a handful of these hybrid moths had ever existed, bred by the Prague entomologist Jan Pokorny in 1961; a few years afterward, both the spurge hawkmoth and the elephant hawkmoth had become extinct.


  Janie had found this one for sale on the Internet three months ago. It was a former museum specimen and cost a fortune; she had a few bad nights, worrying whether it had actually been a legal purchase. Now she held the display box in her cupped palms and gazed at it raptly. Behind her eyes she felt a prickle, like sleep or unshed tears; then a slow thrumming warmth crept from her brows, spreading to her temples, down her neck and through her breasts, spreading like a stain. She swallowed, leaned back against the sofa, and let the display box rest back within the larger case; slid first one hand and then the other beneath her sweater and began to stroke her nipples. When some time later she came it was with stabbing force and a thunderous sensation above her eyes, as though she had struck her forehead against the floor.


  She had not; gasping, she pushed the hair from her face, zipped her jeans, and reflexively leaned forward, to make certain the hawkmoth in its glass box was safe.


  Over the following days she made a few brief forays to the newsagent and greengrocer, trying to eke out the supplies Fred and Andrew had left in the kitchen. She sat in the solarium, her bare feet warm against the heated stone floor, and drank chamomile tea or claret, staring down to where the ceaseless stream of people passed along the canal path, and watching the narrow boats as they piled their way slowly between Camden Lock and Little Venice, two miles to the west in Paddington. By the following Wednesday she felt brave enough, and bored enough, to leave her refuge and visit the zoo.


  It was a short walk along the canal, dodging bicyclists who jingled their bells impatiently when she forgot to stay on the proper side of the path. She passed beneath several arching bridges, their undersides pleated with slime and moss. Drunks sprawled against the stones and stared at her blearily or challengingly by turns; well-dressed couples walked dogs, and there were excited knots of children, tugging their parents on to the zoo.


  Fred had walked here with Janie, to show her the way. But it all looked unfamiliar now. She kept a few strides behind a family, her head down, trying not to look as though she was following them; and felt a pulse of relief when they reached a twisting stair with an arrowed sign at its top.


  REGENT’S PARK ZOO


  There was an old old church across the street, its yellow stone walls overgrown with ivy, and down and around the corner a long stretch of hedges with high iron walls fronting them, and at last a huge set of gates, crammed with children and vendors selling balloons and banners and London guidebooks. Janie lifted her head and walked quickly past the family that had led her here, showed her membership card at the entrance, and went inside.


  She wasted no time on the seals or tigers or monkeys, but went straight to the newly renovated structure where a multicolored banner flapped in the late-morning breeze.


  AN ALTERNATE UNIVERSE: SECRETS OF THE INSECT WORLD


  Inside, crowds of schoolchildren and harassed-looking adults formed a ragged queue that trailed through a brightly lit corridor, its walls covered with huge glossy color photos and computer-enhanced images of hissing cockroaches, hellgrammites, morpho butterflies, deathwatch beetles, polyphemous moths. Janie dutifully joined the queue, but when the corridor opened into a vast sunlit atrium she strode off on her own, leaving the children and teachers to gape at monarchs in butterfly cages and an interactive display of honeybees dancing. Instead she found a relatively quiet display at the far end of the exhibition space, a floor-to-ceiling cylinder of transparent net, perhaps six feet in diameter. Inside, buckthorn bushes and blooming hawthorn vied for sunlight with a slender beech sapling, and dozens of butterflies flitted upward through the new yellow leaves, or sat with wings outstretched upon the beech tree. They were a type of Pieridae, the butterflies known as whites; though these were not white at all. The females had creamy yellow-green wings, very pale, their wingspans perhaps an inch and a half. The males were the same size; when they were at rest their flattened wings were a dull, rather sulphurous color. But when the males lit into the air, their wings revealed vivid, spectral yellow undersides. Janie caught her breath in delight, her neck prickling with that same atavistic joy she’d felt as a child in the attic.


  “Wow,” she breathed, and pressed up against the netting. It felt like wings against her face, soft, webbed; but as she stared at the insects inside, her brow began to ache as with migraine. She shoved her glasses onto her nose, closed her eyes, and drew a long breath; then she took a step away from the cage. After a minute she opened her eyes. The headache had diminished to a dull throb; when she hesitantly touched one eyebrow, she could feel the entwined hairs there, stiff as wire. They were vibrating, but at her touch the vibrations, like the headache, dulled. She stared at the floor, the tiles sticky with contraband juice and gum; then she looked up once again at the cage. There was a display sign off to one side; she walked over to it, slowly, and read.


  Cleopatra Brimstone


  GONEPTERYX RHAMNI CLEOPATRA


  
    This popular and subtly colored species has a range that extends throughout the northern hemisphere, with the exception of arctic regions and several remote islands. In Europe, the brimstone is a harbinger of spring, often emerging from its winter hibernation under dead leaves to revel in the countryside while there is still snow upon the ground.

  


  “I must ask you please not to touch the cages.”


  Janie turned to see a man, perhaps fifty, standing a few feet away. A net was jammed under his arm; in his hand he held a clear plastic jar with several butterflies at the bottom, apparently dead.


  “Oh. Sorry,” said Jane. The man edged past her. He set his jar on the floor, opened a small door at the base of the cylindrical cage, and deftly angled the net inside. Butterflies lifted in a yellow-green blur from leaves and branches; the man swept the net carefully across the bottom of the cage and then withdrew it. Three dead butterflies, like scraps of colored paper, drifted from the net into the open jar.


  “Housecleaning,” he said, and once more thrust his arm into the cage. He was slender and wiry, not much taller than she was, his face hawkish and burnt brown from the sun, his thick straight hair iron-streaked and pulled back into a long braid. He wore black jeans and a dark-blue hooded jersey, with an ID badge clipped to the collar.


  “You work here,” said Janie. The man glanced at her, his arm still in the cage; she could see him sizing her up. After a moment he glanced away again. A few minutes later he emptied the net for the last time, closed the cage and the jar, and stepped over to a waste bin, pulling bits of dead leaves from the net and dropping them into the container.


  “I’m one of the curatorial staff. You American?”


  Janie nodded. “Yeah. Actually, I—I wanted to see about volunteering here.”


  “Lifewatch desk at the main entrance.” The man cocked his head toward the door. “They can get you signed up and registered, see what’s available.”


  “No—I mean, I want to volunteer here. With the insects—”


  “Butterfly collector, are you?” The man smiled, his tone mocking. He had hazel eyes, deep-set; his thin mouth made the smile seem perhaps more cruel than intended. “We get a lot of those.”


  Janie flushed. “No. I am not a collector,” she said coldly, adjusting her glasses. “I’m doing a thesis on dioxane genital mutation in Cucullia artemisia.” She didn’t add that it was an undergraduate thesis. “I’ve been doing independent research for seven years now.” She hesitated, thinking of her Intel scholarship, and added, “I’ve received several grants for my work.”


  The man regarded her appraisingly. “Are you studying here, then?”


  “Yes,” she lied again. “At Oxford. I’m on sabbatical right now. But I live near here, and so I thought I might—”


  She shrugged, opening her hands, looked over at him, and smiled tentatively. “Make myself useful?”


  The man waited a moment, nodded. “Well. Do you have a few minutes now? I’ve got to do something with these, but if you want you can come with me and wait, and then we can see what we can do. Maybe circumvent some paperwork.”


  He turned and started across the room. He had a graceful, bouncing gait, like a gymnast or circus acrobat: impatient with the ground beneath him. “Shouldn’t take long,” he called over his shoulder as Janie hurried to catch up.


  She followed him through a door marked AUTHORIZED PERSONS ONLY, into the exhibit laboratory, a reassuringly familiar place with its display cases and smells of shellac and camphor, acetone and ethyl alcohol. There were more cages here, but smaller ones, sheltering live specimens—pupating butterflies and moths, stick insects, leaf insects, dung beetles. The man dropped his net onto a desk, took the jar to a long table against one wall, blindingly lit by long fluorescent tubes. There were scores of bottles here, some empty, others filled with paper and tiny inert figures.


  “Have a seat,” said the man, gesturing at two folding chairs. He settled into one, grabbed an empty jar and a roll of absorbent paper. “I’m David Bierce. So where’re you staying? Camden Town?”


  “Janie Kendall. Yes—”


  “The High Street?”


  Janie sat in the other chair, pulling it a few inches away from him. The questions made her uneasy, but she only nodded, lying again, and said, “Closer, actually. Off Gloucester Road. With friends.”


  “Mm.” Bierce tore off a piece of absorbent paper, leaned across to a stainless-steel sink and dampened the paper. Then he dropped it into the empty jar. He paused, turned to her and gestured at the table, smiling. “Care to join in?”


  Janie shrugged. “Sure—”


  She pulled her chair closer, found another empty jar and did as Bierce had, dampening a piece of paper towel and dropping it inside. Then she took the jar containing the dead brimstones and carefully shook one onto the counter. It was a female, its coloring more muted than the males’; she scooped it up very gently, careful not to disturb the scales like dull green glitter upon its wings, dropped it into the jar and replaced the top.


  “Very nice.” Bierce nodded, raising his eyebrows. “You seem to know what you’re doing. Work with other insects? Soft-bodied ones?”


  “Sometimes. Mostly moths, though. And butterflies.”


  “Right.” He inclined his head to a recessed shelf. “How would you label that, then? Go ahead.”


  On the shelf she found a notepad and a case of Rapidograph pens. She began to write, conscious of Bierce staring at her. “We usually just put all this into the computer, of course, and print it out,” he said. “I just want to see the benefits of an American education in the sciences.”


  Janie fought the urge to look at him. Instead she wrote out the information, making her printing as tiny as possible.


  Gonepteryx rhamni cleopatra


  UNITED KINGDOM: LONDON


  Regent’s Park Zoo


  Lat/Long unknown


  21.IE2001


  D. Bierce


  Net/caged specimen


  She handed it to Bierce. “I don’t know the proper coordinates for London.”


  Bierce scrutinized the paper. “It’s actually the Royal Zoological Society,” he said. He looked at her, and then smiled. “But you’ll do.”


  “Great!” She grinned, the first time she’d really felt happy since arriving here. “When do you want me to start?”


  “How about Monday?”


  Janie hesitated: this was only Friday. “I could come in tomorrow—”


  “I don’t work on the weekend, and you’ll need to be trained. Also they have to process the paperwork. Right—”


  He stood and went to a desk, pulling open drawers until he found a clipboard holding sheafs of triplicate forms. “Here. Fill all this out, leave it with me, and I’ll pass it on to Carolyn—she’s the head volunteer coordinator. They usually want to interview you, but I’ll tell them we’ve done all that already.”


  “What time should I come in Monday?”


  “Come at nine. Everything opens at ten; that way you’ll avoid the crowds. Use the staff entrance, someone there will have an ID waiting for you to pick up when you sign in—”


  She nodded and began filling out the forms.


  “All right then.” David Bierce leaned against the desk and again fixed her with that sly, almost taunting gaze. “Know how to find your way home?”


  Janie lifted her chin defiantly. “Yes.”


  “Enjoying London? Going to go out tonight and do Camden Town with all the yobs?”


  “Maybe. I haven’t been out much yet.”


  “Mm. Beautiful American girl—they’ll eat you alive. Just kidding.” He straightened, started across the room toward the door. “I’ll you see Monday then.”


  He held the door for her. “You really should check out the clubs. You’re too young not to see the city by night.” He smiled, the fluorescent light slanting sideways into his hazel eyes and making them suddenly glow icy blue. “Bye then.”


  “Bye,” said Janie, and hurried quickly from the lab toward home.


  That night, for the first time, she went out. She told herself she would have gone anyway, no matter what Bierce had said. She had no idea where the clubs were; Andrew had pointed out the Electric Ballroom to her, right up from the tube station, but he’d also warned her that was where the tourists flocked on weekends.


  “They do a disco thing on Saturday nights—Saturday Night Fever, everyone gets all done up in vintage clothes. Quite a fashion show,” he’d said, smiling and shaking his head.


  Janie had no interest in that. She ate a quick supper, vindaloo from the take-away down the street from the flat; then she dressed. She hadn’t brought a huge amount of clothes—at home she’d never bothered much with clothes at all, making do with thrift-shop finds and whatever her mother gave her for Christmas. But now she found herself sitting on the edge of the four-poster, staring with pursed lips at the sparse contents of two bureau drawers. Finally she pulled out a pair of black corduroy jeans and a black turtleneck and pulled on her sneakers. She removed her glasses and for the first time in weeks inserted her contact lenses. Then she shrugged into her old navy peacoat and left.


  It was after ten o’clock. On the canal path, throngs of people stood, drinking from pints of canned lager. She made her way through them, ignoring catcalls and whispered invitations, stepping to avoid where kids lay making out against the brick wall that ran alongside the path or pissing in the bushes. The bridge over the canal at Camden Lock was clogged with several dozen kids in mohawks or varicolored hair, shouting at each other above the din of a boom box and swigging from bottles of Spanish champagne.


  A boy with a champagne bottle leered, lunging at her.


  “ ’Ere, sweetheart, ’ep youseff—”


  Janie ducked, and he careered against the ledge, his arm striking brick and the bottle shattering in a starburst of black and gold.


  “Fucking cunt!” he shrieked after her. “Fucking bloody cunt!”


  People glanced at her, but Janie kept her head down, making a quick turn into the vast cobbled courtyard of Camden Market. The place had a desolate air: the vendors would not arrive until early next morning, and now only stray cats and bits of windblown trash moved in the shadows. In the surrounding buildings people spilled out onto balconies, drinking and calling back and forth, their voices hollow and their long shadows twisting across the ill-lit central courtyard. Janie hurried to the far end, but there found only brick walls, closed-up shop doors, and a young woman huddled within the folds of a filthy sleeping bag.


  “Couldya—couldya—” the woman murmured.


  Janie turned and followed the wall until she found a door leading into a short passage. She entered it, hoping she was going in the direction of Camden High Street. She felt like Alice trying to find her way through the garden in Wonderland: arched doorways led not into the street but headshops and brightly lit piercing parlors, open for business; other doors opened onto enclosed courtyards, dark and smelling of piss and marijuana. Finally from the corner of her eye she glimpsed what looked like the end of the passage, headlights piercing through the gloom like landing lights. Doggedly she made her way toward them.


  “Ay watchowt watchowt,” someone yelled as she emerged from the passage onto the sidewalk and ran the last few steps to the curb.


  She was on the High Street—rather, in that block or two of curving no-man’s-land where it turned into Chalk Farm Road. The sidewalks were still crowded, but everyone was heading toward Camden Lock and not away from it. Janie waited for the light to change and raced across the street, to where a cobblestoned alley snaked off between a shop selling leather underwear and another advertising “Fine French Country Furniture.”


  For several minutes she stood there. She watched the crowds heading toward Camden Town, the steady stream of minicabs and taxis and buses heading up Chalk Farm Road toward Hampstead. Overhead, dull orange clouds moved across a night sky the color of charred wood; there was the steady low thunder of jets circling after takeoff at Heathrow. At last she tugged her collar up around her neck, letting her hair fall in loose waves down her back, shoved her hands into her coat pockets, and turned to walk purposefully down the alley.


  Before her the cobblestone path turned sharply to the right. She couldn’t see what was beyond, but she could hear voices: a girl laughing, a man’s sibilant retort. A moment later the alley spilled out onto a cul-de-sac. A couple stood a few yards away, before a doorway with a small copper awning above it. The young woman glanced sideways at Janie, quickly looked away again. A silhouette filled the doorway; the young man pulled out a wallet. His hand disappeared within the silhouette, reemerged, and the couple walked inside. Janie waited until the shadowy figure withdrew. She looked over her shoulder and then approached the building.


  There was a heavy metal door, black, with graffiti scratched into it and pale blurred spots where painted graffiti had been effaced. The door was set back several feet into a brick recess; there was a grilled metal slot at the top that could be slid back, so that one could peer out into the courtyard. To the right of the door, on the brick wall within the recess, was a small brass plaque with a single word on it.


  HIVE


  There was no doorbell or any other way to signal that you wanted to enter. Janie stood, wondering what was inside; feeling a small tingling unease that was less fear than the knowledge that even if she were to confront the figure who’d let that other couple inside, she herself would certainly be turned away.


  With a skreek of metal on stone the door suddenly shot open. Janie looked up, into the sharp, raggedly handsome face of a tall, still youngish man with very short blond hair, a line of gleaming gold beads like drops of sweat piercing the edge of his left jaw.


  “Good evening,” he said, glancing past her to the alley. He wore a black sleeveless T-shirt with a small golden bee embroidered upon the breast. His bare arms were muscular, striated with long sweeping scars: black, red, white. “Are you waiting for Hannah?”


  “No.” Quickly Janie pulled out a handful of five-pound notes. “Just me tonight.”


  “That’ll be twenty then.” The man held his hand out, still gazing at the alley; when Janie slipped the notes to him he looked down and flashed her a vulpine smile. “Enjoy yourself.” She darted past him into the building.


  Abruptly it was as though some darker night had fallen. Thunderously so, since the enfolding blackness was slashed with music so loud it was itself like light: Janie hesitated, closing her eyes, and white flashes streaked across her eyelids like sleet, pulsing in time to the music. She opened her eyes, giving them a chance to adjust to the darkness, and tried to get a sense of where she was. A few feet away a blurry grayish lozenge sharpened into the window of a coat-check room. Janie walked past it, toward the source of the music. Immediately the floor slanted steeply beneath her feet. She steadied herself with one hand against the wall, following the incline until it opened onto a cavernous dance floor.


  She gazed inside, disappointed. It looked like any other club, crowded, strobe-lit, turquoise smoke and silver glitter coiling between hundreds of whirling bodies clad in candy pink, sky blue, neon red, rainslicker yellow. Baby colors, Janie thought. There was a boy who was almost naked, except for shorts, a transparent water bottle strapped to his chest and long tubes snaking into his mouth. Another boy had hair the color of lime Jell-O, his face corrugated with glitter and sweat; he swayed near the edge of the dance floor, turned to stare at Janie, and then beamed, beckoning her to join him.


  Janie gave him a quick smile, shaking her head; when the boy opened his arms to her in mock pleading she shouted “No!”


  But she continued to smile, though she felt as though her head would crack like an egg from the throbbing music. Shoving her hands into her pockets she skirted the dance floor, pushed her way to the bar and bought a drink, something pink with no ice in a plastic cup. It smelled like Gatorade and lighter fluid. She gulped it down and then carried the cup held before her like a torch as she continued on her circuit of the room. There was nothing else of interest, just long queues for the lavatories and another bar, numerous doors and stairwells where kids clustered, drinking and smoking. Now and then beeps and whistles like birdsong or insect cries came through the stuttering electronic din, whoops and trilling laughter from the dancers. But mostly they moved in near silence, eyes rolled ceiling-ward, bodies exploding into Catherine wheels of flesh and plastic and nylon, but all without a word.


  It gave Janie a headache—a real headache, the back of her skull bruised, tender to the touch. She dropped her plastic cup and started looking for a way out. She could see past the dance floor to where she had entered, but it seemed as though another hundred people had arrived in the few minutes since then: kids were standing six deep at both bars, and the action on the floor had spread, amoebalike, toward the corridors angling back up toward the street.


  “Sorry—”


  A fat woman in an Arsenal jersey jostled her as she hurried by, leaving a smear of oily sweat on Janie’s wrist. Janie grimaced and wiped her hand on the bottom of her coat. She gave one last look at the dance floor, but nothing had changed within the intricate lattice of dancers and smoke, braids of glow-lights and spotlit faces surging up and down, up and down, while more dancers fought their way to the center.


  “Shit.” She turned and strode off, heading to where the huge room curved off into relative emptiness. Here, scores of tables were scattered, some overturned, others stacked against the wall. A few people sat, talking; a girl lay curled on the floor, her head pillowed on a Barbie knapsack. Janie crossed to the wall and found first a door that led to a bare brick wall, then a second door that held a broom closet. The next was dark-red, metal, official-looking: the kind of door that Janie associated with school fire drills.


  A fire door. It would lead outside, or into a hall that would lead there. Without hesitating she pushed it open and entered. A short corridor lit by EXIT signs stretched ahead of her, with another door at the end. She hurried toward it, already reaching reflexively for the keys to the flat, pushed the door-bar, and stepped inside.


  For an instant she thought she had somehow stumbled into a hospital emergency room. There was the glitter of halogen light on steel, distorted reflections thrown back at her from curved glass surfaces; the abrasive odor of isopropyl alcohol and the fainter tinny scent of blood, like metal in the mouth.


  And bodies: everywhere, bodies, splayed on gurneys or suspended from gleaming metal hooks, laced with black electrical cord and pinned upright onto smooth rubber mats. She stared openmouthed, neither appalled nor frightened but fascinated by the conundrum before her: how did that hand fit there, and whose leg was that? She inched backwards, pressing herself against the door and trying to stay in the shadows—just inches ahead of her ribbons of luminous bluish light streamed from lamps hung high overhead. The chiaroscuro of pallid bodies and black furniture, shiny with sweat and here and there red-streaked, or brown; the mere sight of so many bodies, real bodies—flesh spilling over the edge of tabletops, too much hair or none at all, eyes squeezed shut in ecstasy or terror and mouths open to reveal stained teeth, pale gums—the sheer fluidity of it all enthralled her. She felt as she had, once, pulling aside a rotted log to disclose the ant’s nest beneath, masses of minute fleeing bodies, soldiers carrying eggs and larvae in their jaws, tunnels spiraling into the center of another world. Her brow tingled, warmth flushed her from brow to breast . . .


  Another world, that’s what she had found then, and discovered again now.


  “Out.”


  Janie sucked her breath in sharply. Fingers dug into her shoulder, yanked her back through the metal door so roughly that she cut her wrist against it.


  “No lurkers, what the fuck—”


  A man flung her against the wall. She gasped, turned to run, but he grabbed her shoulder again. “Christ, a fucking girl.”


  He sounded angry but relieved. She looked up: a huge man, more fat than muscle. He wore very tight leather briefs and the same black sleeveless shirt with a golden bee embroidered upon it. “How the hell’d you get in like that?” he demanded, cocking a thumb at her.


  She shook her head, then realized he meant her clothes. “I was just trying to find my way out.”


  “Well you found your way in. In like fucking Flynn.” He laughed: he had gold-capped teeth, and gold wires threading the tip of his tongue. “You want to join the party, you know the rules. No exceptions.”


  Before she could reply he turned and was gone, the door thudding softly behind him. She waited, heart pounding, then reached and pushed the bar on the door.


  Locked. She was out, not in; she was nowhere at all. For a long time she stood there, trying to hear anything from the other side of the door, waiting to see if anyone would come back looking for her. At last she turned, and began to find her way home.


  Next morning she woke early, to the sound of delivery trucks in the street and children on the canal path, laughing and squabbling on their way to the zoo. She sat up with a pang, remembering David Bierce and her volunteer job; then she recalled this was Saturday not Monday.


  “Wow,” she said aloud. The extra days seemed like a gift.


  For a few minutes she lay in Fred and Andrew’s great four-poster, staring abstractedly at where she had rested her mounted specimens atop the wainscoting—the hybrid hawkmoth; a beautiful Honduran owl butterfly, Caligo atreus; a mourning cloak she had caught and mounted herself years ago. She thought of the club last night, mentally retracing her steps to the hidden back room, thought of the man who had thrown her out, the interplay of light and shadow upon the bodies pinned to mats and tables. She had slept in her clothes; now she rolled out of bed and pulled her sneakers on, forgoing breakfast but stuffing her pocket with ten- and twenty-pound notes before she left.


  It was a clear cool morning, with a high pale-blue sky and the young leaves of nettles and hawthorn still glistening with dew. Someone had thrown a shopping cart from the nearby Sainsbury’s into the canal; it edged sideways up out of the shallow water, like a frozen shipwreck. A boy stood a few yards down from it, fishing, an absent, placid expression on his face.


  She crossed over the bridge to the canal path and headed for the High Street. With every step she took the day grew older, noisier, trains rattling on the bridge behind her and voices harsh as gulls rising from the other side of the brick wall that separated the canal path from the street.


  At Camden Lock she had to fight her way through the market. There were tens of thousands of tourists, swarming from the maze of shops to pick their way between scores of vendors selling old and new clothes, bootleg CDs, cheap silver jewelry, kilims, feather boas, handcuffs, cell phones, mass-produced furniture and puppets from Indonesia, Morocco, Guyana, Wales. The fug of burning incense and cheap candles choked her; she hurried to where a young woman was turning samosas in a vat of sputtering oil and dug into her pocket for a handful of change, standing so that the smells of hot grease and scorched chickpea batter canceled out patchouli and Caribbean Nights.


  “Two, please,” Janie shouted.


  She ate and almost immediately felt better; then she walked a few steps to where a spike-haired girl sat behind a table covered with cheap clothes made of ripstock fabric in Jell-O shades.


  “Everything five pounds,” the girl announced. She stood, smiling helpfully as Janie began to sort through pairs of hugely baggy pants. They were cross-seamed with Velcro and deep zippered pockets. Janie held up a pair, frowning as the legs billowed, lavender and green, in the wind.


  “It’s so you can make them into shorts,” the girl explained. She stepped around the table and took the pants from Janie, deftly tugging at the legs so that they detached. “See? Or a skirt.” The girl replaced the pants, picked up another pair, screaming orange with black trim, and a matching windbreaker. “This color would look nice on you.”


  “Okay.” Janie paid for them, waited for the girl to put the clothes in a plastic bag. “Thanks.”


  “Bye now.”


  She went out into Camden High Street. Shopkeepers stood guard over the tables spilling out from their storefronts, heaped with leather clothes and souvenir T-shirts: MIND THE GAP, LONDON UNDERGROUND, shirts emblazoned with the Cat in the Hat toking on a cheroot. THE CAT IN THE HAT SMOKES BLACK. Every three or four feet someone had set up a boom box, deafening sound bites of salsa, techno, “The Hustle,” Bob Marley, “Anarchy in the UK,” Radiohead. On the corner of Inverness and the High Street a few punks squatted in a doorway, looking over the postcards they’d bought. A sign in a smoked-glass window said ALL HAIRCUTS 10 £, MEN WOMEN CHILDREN.


  “Sorry,” one of the punks said as Janie stepped over them and into the shop.


  The barber was sitting in an old-fashioned chair, his back to her, reading the Sun. At the sound of her footsteps he turned, smiling automatically. “Can I help you?”


  “Yes please. I’d like my hair cut. All of it.”


  He nodded, gesturing to the chair. “Please.”


  Janie had thought she might have to convince him that she was serious. She had beautiful hair, well below her shoulders—the kind of hair people would kill for, she’d been hearing that her whole life. But the barber just hummed and chopped it off, the snick snick of his shears interspersed with kindly questions about whether she was enjoying her visit and his account of a vacation to Disney World ten years earlier.


  “Dear, do we want it shaved or buzz-cut?”


  In the mirror a huge-eyed creature gazed at Janie, like a tarsier or one of the owlish caligo moths. She stared at it, entranced, and then nodded. “Shaved. Please.”


  When he was finished she got out of the chair, dazed, and ran her hand across her scalp. It was smooth and cool as an apple. There were a few tiny nicks that stung beneath her fingers. She paid the barber, tipping him two pounds. He smiled and held the door open for her.


  “Now when you want a touch-up, you come see us, dear. Only five pounds for a touch-up.”


  She went next to find new shoes. There were more shoe shops in Camden Town than she had ever seen anywhere in her life; she checked out four of them on one block before deciding on a discounted pair of twenty-hole black Doc Martens. They were no longer fashionable, but they had blunted steel caps on the toes. She bought them, giving the salesgirl her old sneakers to toss into the waste bin. When she went back onto the street it was like walking in wet cement—the shoes were so heavy, the leather so stiff that she ducked back into the shoe shop and bought a pair of heavy wool socks and put them on. She returned outside, hesitating on the front step before crossing the street and heading back in the direction of Chalk Farm Road. There was a shop here that Fred had shown her before he left.


  “Now, that’s where you get your fetish gear, Janie,” he said, pointing to a shop window painted matte black. THE PLACE, it said in red letters, with two linked circles beneath. Fred had grinned and rapped his knuckles against the glass as they walked by. “I’ve never been in; you’ll have to tell me what it’s like.” They’d both laughed at the thought.


  Now Janie walked slowly, the wind chill against her bare skull. When she could make out the shop, sun glinting off the crimson letters and a sad-eyed dog tied to a post out front, she began to hurry, her new boots making a hollow thump as she pushed through the door.


  There was a security gate inside, a thin, sallow young man with dreadlocks nodding at her silently as she approached.


  “You’ll have to check that.” He pointed at the bag with her new clothes in it. She handed it to him, reading the warning posted behind the counter.


  SHOPLIFTERS WILL BE BEATEN,


  FLAYED, SPANKED, BIRCHED, BLED,


  AND THEN PROSECUTED


  TO THE FULL EXTENT OF THE LAW


  The shop was well lit. It smelled strongly of new leather and coconut oil and pine-scented disinfectant. She seemed to be the only customer this early in the day, although she counted seven employees manning cash registers, unpacking cartons, watching to make sure she didn’t try to nick anything. A CD of dance music played, and the phone rang constantly.


  She spent a good half hour just walking through the place, impressed by the range of merchandise. Electrified wands to deliver shocks, things like meat cleavers made of stainless steel with rubber tips. Velcro dog collars, Velcro hoods, black rubber balls and balls in neon shades; a mat embedded with three-inch spikes that could be conveniently rolled up and came with its own lightweight carrying case. As she wandered about more customers arrived, some of them greeting the clerks by name, others furtive, making a quick circuit of the shelves before darting outside again. At last Janie knew what she wanted. A set of wristcuffs and one of anklecuffs, both of very heavy black leather with stainless steel hardware; four adjustable nylon leashes, also black, with clips on either end that could be fastened to cuffs or looped around a post; a few spare S-clips.


  “That it?”


  Janie nodded, and the register clerk began scanning her purchases. She felt almost guilty, buying so few things, not taking advantage of the vast Meccano glory of all those shelves full of gleaming, somber contrivances.


  “There you go.” He handed her the receipt, then inclined his head at her. “Nice touch, that—”


  He pointed at her eyebrows. Janie drew her hand up, felt the long pliant hairs uncoiling like baby ferns. “Thanks,” she murmured. She retrieved her bag and went home to wait for evening.


  It was nearly midnight when she left the flat. She had slept for most of the afternoon, a deep but restless sleep, with anxious dreams of flight, falling, her hands encased in metal gloves, a shadowy figure crouching above her. She woke in the dark, heart pounding, terrified for a moment that she had slept all the way through till Sunday night.


  But, of course, she had not. She showered, then dressed in a tight, low-cut black shirt and pulled on her new nylon pants and heavy boots. She seldom wore makeup, but tonight after putting in her contacts she carefully outlined her eyes with black and then chose a very pale lavender lipstick. She surveyed herself in the mirror critically. With her white skin, huge violet eyes, and hairless skull, she resembled one of the Balinese puppets for sale in the market—beautiful but vacant, faintly ominous. She grabbed her keys and money, pulled on her windbreaker, and headed out.


  When she reached the alley that led to the club, she entered it, walked about halfway, and stopped. After glancing back and forth to make sure no one was coming, she detached the legs from her nylon pants, stuffing them into a pocket, and then adjusted the Velcro tabs so that the pants became a very short orange-and-black skirt. Her long legs were sheathed in black tights. She bent to tighten the laces on her metal-toed boots and hurried to the club entrance.


  Tonight there was a line of people waiting to get in. Janie took her place, fastidiously avoiding looking at any of the others. They waited for thirty minutes, Janie shivering in her thin nylon windbreaker, before the door opened and the same gaunt blond man appeared to take their money. Janie felt her heart beat faster when it was her turn, wondering if he would recognize her. But he only scanned the courtyard, and, when the last of them darted inside, closed the door with a booming clang.


  Inside, all was as it had been, only far more crowded. Janie bought a drink, orange squash, no alcohol. It was horribly sweet, with a bitter, curdled aftertaste. Still, it had cost two pounds: she drank it all. She had just started on her way down to the dance floor when someone came up from behind to tap her shoulder, shouting into her ear.


  “Wanna?”


  It was a tall, broad-shouldered boy a few years older than she was, perhaps twenty-four, with a lean ruddy face, loose shoulder-length blond hair streaked green, and deep-set, very dark blue eyes. He swayed dreamily, gazing at the dance floor and hardly looking at her at all.


  “Sure,” Janie shouted back. He looped an arm around her shoulder, pulling her with him; his striped V-neck shirt smelled of talc and sweat. They danced for a long time, Janie moving with calculated abandon, the boy heaving and leaping as though a dog were biting at his shins.


  “You’re beautiful,” he shouted. There was an almost imperceptible instant of silence as the DJ changed tracks. “What’s your name?”


  “Cleopatra Brimstone.”


  The shattering music grew deafening once more. The boy grinned. “Well, Cleopatra. Want something to drink?”


  Janie nodded in time with the beat, so fast her head spun. He took her hand and she raced to keep up with him, threading their way toward the bar.


  “Actually,” she yelled, pausing so that he stopped short and bumped up against her. “I think I’d rather go outside. Want to come?”


  He stared at her, half-smiling, and shrugged. “Aw right. Let me get a drink first—”


  They went outside. In the alley the wind sent eddies of dead leaves and newspaper flying up into their faces. Janie laughed and pressed herself against the boy’s side. He grinned down at her, finished his drink, and tossed the can aside; then he put his arm around her. “Do you want to go get a drink, then?” he asked.


  They stumbled out onto the sidewalk, turned and began walking. People filled the High Street, lines snaking out from the entrances of pubs and restaurants. A blue glow surrounded the streetlights, and clouds of small white moths beat themselves against the globes; vapor and banners of gray smoke hung above the punks blocking the sidewalk by Camden Lock. Janie and the boy dipped down into the street. He pointed to a pub occupying the corner a few blocks down, a large old green-painted building with baskets of flowers hanging beneath its windows and a large sign swinging back and forth in the wind: THE END OF THE WORLD. “In there, then?”


  Janie shook her head. “I live right here, by the canal. We could go to my place if you want. We could have a few drinks there.”


  The boy glanced down at her. “Aw right,” he said—very quickly, so she wouldn’t change her mind. “That’d be awright.”


  It was quieter on the back street leading to the flat. An old drunk huddled in a doorway, cadging change; Janie looked away from him and got out her keys, while the boy stood restlessly, giving the drunk a belligerent look.


  “Here we are,” she announced, pushing the door open. “Home again, home again.”


  “Nice place.” The boy followed her, gazing around admiringly. “You live here alone?”


  “Yup.” After she spoke Janie had a flash of unease, admitting that. But the boy only ambled into the kitchen, running a hand along the antique French farmhouse cupboard and nodding.


  “You’re American, right? Studying here?”


  “Uh-huh. What would you like to drink? Brandy?”


  He made a face, then laughed. “Aw right! You got expensive taste. Goes with the name, I’d guess.” Janie looked puzzled, and he went on, “Cleopatra—fancy name for a girl.”


  “Fancier for a boy,” Janie retorted, and he laughed again.


  She got the brandy, stood in the living room unlacing her boots. “Why don’t we go in there?” she said, gesturing toward the bedroom. “It’s kind of cold out here.”


  The boy ran a hand across his head, his blond hair streaming through his fingers. “Yeah, aw right.” He looked around. “Um, that the toilet there?” Janie nodded. “Right back, then . . .”


  She went into the bedroom, set the brandy and two glasses on a night table, and took off her windbreaker. On another table, several tall candles, creamy white and thick as her wrist, were set into ornate brass holders. She lit these—the room filled with the sweet scent of beeswax—and sat on the floor, leaning against the bed. A few minutes later the toilet flushed and the boy reappeared. His hands and face were damp, redder than they had been. He smiled and sank onto the floor beside her. Janie handed him a glass of brandy.


  “Cheers,” he said, and drank it all in one gulp.


  “Cheers,” said Janie. She took a sip from hers, then refilled his glass. He drank again, more slowly this time. The candles threw a soft yellow haze over the four-poster bed with its green velvet duvet, the mounds of pillows, forest-green, crimson, saffron yellow. They sat without speaking for several minutes. Then the boy set his glass on the floor. He turned to face Janie, extending one arm around her shoulder and drawing his face near hers.


  “Well, then,” he said.


  His mouth tasted acrid, nicotine and cheap gin beneath the blunter taste of brandy. His hand sliding under her shirt was cold; Janie felt goose pimples rising across her breast, her nipple shrinking beneath his touch. He pressed against her, his cock already hard, and reached down to unzip his jeans.


  “Wait,” Janie murmured. “Let’s get on the bed. . . .”


  She slid from his grasp and onto the bed, crawling to the heaps of pillow and feeling beneath one until she found what she had placed there earlier. “Let’s have a little fun first.”


  “This is fun,” the boy said, a bit plaintively. But he slung himself onto the bed beside her, pulling off his shoes and letting them fall to the floor with a thud. “What you got there?”


  Smiling, Janie turned and held up the wristcuffs. The boy looked at them, then at her, grinning. “Oh, ho. Been in the back room, then—”


  Janie arched her shoulders and unbuttoned her shirt. He reached for one of the cuffs, but she shook her head. “No. Not me, yet.”


  “Ladies first.”


  “Gentleman’s pleasure.”


  The boy’s grin widened. “Won’t argue with that.”


  She took his hand and pulled him, gently, to the middle of the bed. “Lie on your back,” she whispered.


  He did, watching as she removed first his shirt and then his jeans and underwear. His cock lay nudged against his thigh, not quite hard; when she brushed her fingers against it he moaned softly, took her hand and tried to press it against him.


  “No,” she whispered. “Not yet. Give me your hand.”


  She placed the cuffs around each wrist, and his ankles; fastened the nylon leash to each one and then began tying the bonds around each bedpost. It took longer than she had expected; it was difficult to get the bonds taut enough that the boy could not move. He lay there watchfully, his eyes glimmering in the candlelight as he craned his head to stare at her, his breath shallow, quickening.


  “There.” She sat back upon her haunches, staring at him. His cock was hard now, the hair on his chest and groin tawny in the half-light. He gazed back at her, his tongue pale as he licked his lips. “Try to get away,” she whispered.


  He moved slightly, his arms and legs a white X against a deep green field. “Can’t,” he said hoarsely.


  She pulled her shirt off, then her nylon skirt. She had nothing on beneath. She leaned forward, letting her fingers trail from the cleft in his throat to his chest, cupping her palm atop his nipple and then sliding her hand down to his thigh. The flesh was warm, the little hairs soft and moist. Her own breath quickened; sudden heat flooded her, a honeyed liquid in her mouth. Above her brow the long hairs stiffened and furled straight out to either side: when she lifted her head to the candlelight she could see them from the corner of her eyes, twin barbs black and glistening like wire.


  “You’re so sexy.” The boy’s voice was hoarse. “God, you’re—”


  She placed her hand over his mouth. “Try to get away,” she said, commandingly this time. “Try to get away.”


  His torso writhed, the duvet bunching up around him in dark folds. She raked her fingernails down his chest, and he cried out, moaning “Fuck me, god, fuck me . . .”


  “Try to get away.”


  She stroked his cock, her fingers barely grazing its swollen head. With a moan he came, struggling helplessly to thrust his groin toward her. At the same moment Janie gasped, a fiery rush arrowing down from her brow to her breasts, her cunt. She rocked forward, crying out, her head brushing against the boy’s side as she sprawled back across the bed. For a minute she lay there, the room around her seeming to pulse and swirl into myriad crystalline shapes, each bearing within it the same line of candles, the long curve of the boy’s thigh swelling up into the hollow of his hip. She drew breath shakily, the flush of heat fading from her brow; then pushed herself up until she was sitting beside him. His eyes were shut. A thread of saliva traced the furrow between mouth and chin. Without thinking she drew her face down to his, and kissed his cheek.


  Immediately he began to grow smaller. Janie reared back, smacking into one of the bedposts, and stared at the figure in front of her, shaking her head.


  “No,” she whispered. “No, no.”


  He was shrinking: so fast it was like watching water dissolve into dry sand. Man-size, child-size, large dog, small. His eyes flew open and for a fraction of a second stared horrified into her own. His hands and feet slipped like mercury from his bonds, wriggling until they met his torso and were absorbed into it. Janie’s fingers kneaded the duvet; six inches away the boy was no larger than her hand, then smaller, smaller still. She blinked, for a heart-shredding instant thought he had disappeared completely.


  Then she saw something crawling between folds of velvet. The length of her middle finger, its thorax black, yellow-striped, its lower wings elongated into frilled arabesques like those of a festoon, deep yellow, charcoal black, with indigo eyespots, its upper wings a chiaroscuro of black and white stripes.


  Bhutanitis lidderdalii. A native of the eastern Himalayas, rarely glimpsed: it lived among the crowns of trees in mountain valleys, its caterpillars feeding on lianas. Janie held her breath, watching as its wings beat feebly. Without warning it lifted into the air. Janie cried out, falling onto her knees as she sprawled across the bed, cupping it quickly but carefully between her hands.


  “Beautiful, beautiful,” she crooned. She stepped from the bed, not daring to pause and examine it, and hurried into the kitchen. In the cupboard she found an empty jar, set it down, and gingerly angled the lid from it, holding one hand with the butterfly against her breast. She swore, feeling its wings fluttering against her fingers, then quickly brought her hand to the jar’s mouth, dropped the butterfly inside, and screwed the lid back in place. It fluttered helplessly inside; she could see where the scales had already been scraped from its wing. Still swearing she ran back into the bedroom, putting the lights on and dragging her collection box from under the bed. She grabbed a vial of ethyl alcohol, went back into the kitchen and tore a bit of paper towel from the rack. She opened the vial, poured a few drops of ethyl alcohol onto the paper, opened the jar and gently tilted it onto its side. She slipped the paper inside, very slowly tipping the jar upright once more, until the paper had settled on the bottom, the butterfly on top of it. Its wings beat frantically for a few moments, then stopped. Its proboscis uncoiled, finer than a hair. Slowly Janie drew her own hand to her brow and ran it along the length of the antennae there. She sat there staring at it until the sun leaked through the wooden shutters in the kitchen window. The butterfly did not move again.


  The next day passed in a metallic gray haze, the only color the saturated blues and yellows of the lidderdalii’s wings, burned upon Janie’s eyes as though she had looked into the sun. When she finally roused herself, she felt a spasm of panic at the sight of the boy’s clothes on the bedroom floor.


  “Shit.” She ran her hand across her head, was momentarily startled to recall she had no hair. “Now what?”


  She stood there for a few minutes, thinking; then she gathered the clothes—striped V-neck sweater, jeans, socks, Jockey shorts, Timberland knockoff shoes—and dumped them into a plastic Sainsbury’s bag. There was a wallet in the jeans pocket. She opened it, gazed impassively at a driver’s license—KENNETH REED, WOLVERHAMPTON—and a few five-pound notes. She pocketed the money, took the license into the bathroom, and burned it, letting the ashes drop into the toilet. Then she went outside.


  It was early Sunday morning, no one about except for a young mother pushing a baby in a stroller. In the neighboring doorway the same drunk old man sprawled surrounded by empty bottles and rubbish. He stared blearily up at Janie as she approached.


  “Here,” she said. She bent and dropped the five-pound notes into his scabby hand.


  “God bless you, darlin’.” He coughed, his eyes focusing on neither Janie nor the notes. “God bless you.”


  She turned and walked briskly back toward the canal path. There were few waste bins in Camden Town, and so each day trash accumulated in rank heaps along the path, beneath streetlights, in vacant alleys. Street cleaners and sweeping machines then daily cleared it all away again. Like elves, Janie thought. As she walked along the canal path she dropped the shoes in one pile of rubbish, tossed the sweater alongside a single high-heeled shoe in the market, stuffed the underwear and socks into a collapsing cardboard box filled with rotting lettuce, and left the jeans beside a stack of papers outside an unopened newsagent’s shop. The wallet she tied into the Sainsbury’s bag and dropped into an overflowing trash bag outside of Boots. Then she retraced her steps, stopping in front of a shop window filled with tatty polyester lingerie in large sizes and boldly artificial-looking wigs: pink Afros, platinum blond falls, black-and-white Cruella De Vil tresses.


  The door was propped open; Schubert lieder played softly on 3 2. Janie stuck her head in and looked around, saw a beefy man behind the register, cashing out. He had orange lipstick smeared around his mouth and delicate silver fish hanging from his ears.


  “We’re not open yet. Eleven on Sunday,” he said without looking up.


  “I’m just looking.” Janie sidled over to a glass shelf where four wigs sat on Styrofoam heads. One had very glossy black hair in a chin-length flapper bob. Janie tried it on, eyeing herself in a grimy mirror. “How much is this one?”


  “Fifteen. But we’re not—”


  “Here. Thanks!” Janie stuck a twenty-pound note on the counter and ran from the shop. When she reached the corner she slowed, pirouetted to catch her reflection in a shop window. She stared at herself, grinning, then walked the rest of the way home, exhilarated and faintly dizzy.


  Monday morning she went to the zoo to begin her volunteer work. She had mounted the Bhutanitis lidderdalii, on a piece of Styrofoam with a piece of paper on it, to keep the butterfly’s legs from becoming embedded in the Styrofoam. She’d softened it first, putting it into a jar with damp paper, removed it and placed it on the mounting platform, neatly spearing its thorax—a little to the right—with a #2 pin. She propped it carefully on the wainscoting beside the hawkmoth, and left.


  She arrived and found her ID badge waiting for her at the staff entrance. It was a clear morning, warmer than it had been for a week; the long hairs on her brow vibrated as though they were wires that had been plucked. Beneath the wig her shaved head felt hot and moist, the first new hairs starting to prickle across her scalp. Her nose itched where her glasses pressed against it. Janie walked, smiling, past the gibbons howling in their habitat and the pygmy hippos floating calmly in their pool, their eyes shut, green bubbles breaking around them like little fish. In front of the insect zoo a uniformed woman was unloading sacks of meal from a golf cart.


  “Morning,” Janie called cheerfully, and went inside.


  She found David Bierce standing in front of a temperature gauge beside a glass cage holding the hissing cockroaches.


  “Something happened last night, the damn things got too cold.” He glanced over, handed her a clipboard, and began to remove the top of the gauge. “I called Operations but they’re at their fucking morning meeting. Fucking computers—”


  He stuck his hand inside the control box and flicked angrily at the gauge. “You know anything about computers?”


  “Not this kind.” Janie brought her face up to the cage’s glass front. Inside were half a dozen glossy roaches, five inches long and the color of pale maple syrup. They lay, unmoving, near a glass petri dish filled with what looked like damp brown sugar. “Are they dead?”


  “Those things? They’re fucking immortal. You could stamp on one, and it wouldn’t die. Believe me, I’ve done it.” He continued to fiddle with the gauge, finally sighed, and replaced the lid. “Well, let’s let the boys over in Ops handle it. Come on, I’ll get you started.”


  He gave her a brief tour of the lab, opening drawers full of dissecting instruments, mounting platforms, pins; showing her where the food for the various insects was kept in a series of small refrigerators. Sugar syrup, cornstarch, plastic containers full of smaller insects, grubs and mealworms, tiny gray beetles. “Mostly we just keep on top of replacing the ones that die,” David explained, “that and making sure the plants don’t develop the wrong kind of fungus. Nature takes her course, and we just goose her along when she needs it. School groups are here constantly, but the docents handle that. You’re more than welcome to talk to them, if that’s the sort of thing you want to do.”


  He turned from where he’d been washing empty jars at a small sink, dried his hands, and walked over to sit on top of a desk. “It’s not terribly glamorous work here.” He reached down for a Styrofoam cup of coffee and sipped from it, gazing at her coolly. “We’re none of us working on our Ph.D.’s anymore.”


  Janie shrugged. “That’s all right.”


  “It’s not even all that interesting. I mean, it can be very repetitive. Tedious.”


  “I don’t mind.” A sudden pang of anxiety made Janie’s voice break. She could feel her face growing hot, and quickly looked away. “Really,” she said sullenly.


  “Suit yourself. Coffee’s over there; you’ll probably have to clean yourself a cup, though.” He cocked his head, staring at her curiously, and then said, “Did you do something different with your hair?”


  She nodded once, brushing the edge of her bangs with a finger. “Yeah.”


  “Nice. Very Louise Brooks.” He hopped from the desk and crossed to a computer set up in the corner. “You can use my computer if you need to, I’ll give you the password later.”


  Janie nodded, her flush fading into relief. “How many people work here?”


  “Actually, we’re short-staffed here right now—no money for hiring and our grant’s run out. It’s pretty much just me and whoever Carolyn sends over from the docents. Sweet little bluehairs mostly; they don’t much like bugs. So it’s providential you turned up, Jane”


  He said her name mockingly, gave her a crooked grin. “You said you have experience mounting? Well, I try to save as many of the dead specimens as I can, and when there’s any slow days, which there never are, I mount them and use them for the workshops I do with the schools that come in. What would be nice would be if we had enough specimens that I could give some to the teachers, to take back to their classrooms. We have a nice Web site and we might be able to work up some interactive programs. No schools are scheduled today, Monday’s usually slow here. So if you could work on some of those—” He gestured to where several dozen cardboard boxes and glass jars were strewn across a countertop. “—that would be really brilliant,” he ended, and turned to his computer screen.


  She spent the morning mounting insects. Few were interesting or unusual: a number of brown hairstreaks, some Camberwell beauties, three hissing cockroaches, several brimstones. But there was a single Acherontia atropos, the death’s-head hawkmoth, the pattern of gray and brown and pale yellow scales on the back of its thorax forming the image of a human skull. Its proboscis was unfurled, the twin points sharp enough to pierce a finger: Janie touched it gingerly, wincing delightedly as a pinprick of blood appeared on her fingertip.


  “You bring lunch?”


  She looked away from the bright magnifying light she’d been using and blinked in surprise. “Lunch?”


  David Bierce laughed. “Enjoying yourself? Well, that’s good, makes the day go faster. Yes, lunch!” He rubbed his hands together, the harsh light making him look gnomelike, his sharp features malevolent and leering. “They have some decent fish and chips at the stall over by the cats. Come on, I’ll treat you. Your first day.”


  They sat at a picnic table beside the food booth and ate. David pulled a bottle of ale from his knapsack and shared it with Janie. Overhead scattered clouds like smoke moved swiftly southward. An Indian woman with three small boys sat at another table, the boys tossing fries at seagulls that swept down, shrieking, and made the smallest boy wail.


  “Rain later,” David said, staring at the sky. “Too bad.” He sprinkled vinegar on his fried haddock and looked at Janie. “So did you go out over the weekend?”


  She stared at the table and smiled. “Yeah, I did. It was fun.”


  “Where’d you go? The Electric Ballroom?”


  “God, no. This other place.” She glanced at his hand resting on the table beside her. He had long fingers, the knuckles slightly enlarged; but the back of his hand was smooth, the same soft brown as the Acherontia’s wingtips. Her brows prickled, warmth trickling from them like water. When she lifted her head she could smell him, some kind of musky soap, salt; the bittersweet ale on his breath.


  “Yeah? Where? I haven’t been out in months, I’d be lost in Camden Town these days.”


  “I dunno. The Hive?”


  She couldn’t imagine he would have heard of it—far too old. But he swiveled on the bench, his eyebrows arching with feigned shock. “You went to Hive? And they let you in?”


  “Yes,” Janie stammered. “I mean, I didn’t know—it was just a dance club. I just—danced.”


  “Did you.” David Bierce’s gaze sharpened, his hazel eyes catching the sun and sending back an icy emerald glitter. “Did you.”


  She picked up the bottle of ale and began to peel the label from it. “Yes.”


  “Have a boyfriend, then?”


  She shook her head, rolled a fragment of label into a tiny pill. “No.”


  “Stop that.” His hand closed over hers. He drew it away from the bottle, letting it rest against the table edge. She swallowed: he kept his hand on top of hers, pressing it against the metal edge until she felt her scored palm began to ache. Her eyes closed: she could feel herself floating, and see a dozen feet below her own form, slender, the wig beetleblack upon her skull, her wrist like a bent stalk. Abruptly his hand slid away and beneath the table, brushing her leg as he stooped to retrieve his knapsack.


  “Time to get back to work,” he said lightly, sliding from the bench and slinging his bag over his shoulder. The breeze lifted his long graying hair as he turned away. “I’ll see you back there.”


  Overhead the gulls screamed and flapped, dropping bits of fried fish on the sidewalk. She stared at the table in front of her, the cardboard trays that held the remnants of lunch, and watched as a yellow jacket landed on a fleck of grease, its golden thorax swollen with moisture as it began to feed.


  She did not return to Hive that night. Instead she wore a patchwork dress over her jeans and Doc Martens, stuffed the wig inside a drawer, and headed to a small bar on Inverness Street. The fair day had turned to rain, black puddles like molten metal capturing the amber glow of traffic signals and streetlights.


  There were only a handful of tables at Bar Ganza. Most of the customers stood on the sidewalk outside, drinking and shouting to be heard above the sound of wailing Spanish love songs. Janie fought her way inside, got a glass of red wine, and miraculously found an empty stool alongside the wall. She climbed onto it, wrapped her long legs around the pedestal, and sipped her wine.


  “Hey. Nice hair.” A man in his early thirties, his own head shaved, sidled up to Janie’s stool. He held a cigarette, smoking it with quick, nervous gestures as he stared at her. He thrust his cigarette toward the ceiling, indicating a booming speaker. “You like the music?”


  “Not particularly.”


  “Hey, you’re American? Me, too. Chicago. Good bud of mine, works for Citibank, he told me about this place. Food’s not bad. Tapas. Baby octopus. You like octopus?”


  Janie’s eyes narrowed. The man wore expensive-looking corduroy trousers, a rumpled jacket of nubby charcoal-colored linen. “No,” she said, but didn’t turn away.


  “Me neither. Like eating great big slimy bugs. Geoff Lanning—”


  He stuck his hand out. She touched it, lightly, and smiled. “Nice to meet you, Geoff.”


  For the next half hour or so she pretended to listen to him, nodding and smiling brilliantly whenever he looked up at her. The bar grew louder and more crowded, and people began eyeing Janie’s stool covetously.


  “I think I’d better hand over this seat,” she announced, hopping down and elbowing her way to the door. “Before they eat me.”


  Geoff Lanning hurried after her. “Hey, you want to get dinner? The Camden Brasserie’s just up here—”


  “No thanks.” She hesitated on the curb, gazing demurely at her Doc Martens. “But would you like to come in for a drink?”


  He was very impressed by her apartment. “Man, this place’d probably go for a half mil, easy! That’s three quarters of a million American.” He opened and closed cupboards, ran a hand lovingly across the slate sink. “Nice hardwood floors, high-speed access—you never told me what you do.”


  Janie laughed. “As little as possible. Here—”


  She handed him a brandy snifter, let her finger trace the back of his wrist. “You look like kind of an adventurous sort of guy.”


  “Hey, big adventure, that’s me.” He lifted his glass to her. “What exactly did you have in mind? Big-game hunting?”


  “Mmm. Maybe.”


  It was more of a struggle this time, not for Geoff Lanning but for Janie. He lay complacently in his bonds, his stocky torso wriggling obediently when Janie commanded. Her head ached from the cheap wine at Bar Ganza; the long hairs above her eyes lay sleek against her skull, and did not move at all until she closed her eyes and, unbidden, the image of David Bierce’s hand covering hers appeared.


  “Try to get away,” she whispered.


  “Whoa, Nellie,” Geoff Lanning gasped.


  “Try to get away,” she repeated, her voice hoarser.


  “Oh.” The man whimpered softly. “Jesus Christ, what—oh, my God, what—”


  Quickly she bent and kissed his fingertips, saw where the leather cuff had bitten into his pudgy wrist. This time she was prepared when with a keening sound he began to twist upon the bed, his arms and legs shriveling and then coiling in upon themselves, his shaven head withdrawing into his tiny torso like a snail within its shell.


  But she was not prepared for the creature that remained, its feathery antennae a trembling echo of her own, its extraordinarily elongated hind spurs nearly four inches long.


  “Oh,” she gasped.


  She didn’t dare touch it until it took to the air: the slender spurs fragile as icicles, scarlet, their saffron tips curling like Christmas ribbon, its large delicate wings saffron with slate-blue and scarlet eyespots, and spanning nearly six inches. A Madagascan moon moth, one of the loveliest and rarest silk moths, and almost impossible to find as an intact specimen.


  “What do I do with you, what do I do?” she crooned as it spread its wings and lifted from the bed. It flew in short sweeping arcs; she scrambled to blow out the candles before it could get near them. She pulled on a bathrobe and left the lights off, closed the bedroom door and hurried into the kitchen, looking for a flashlight. She found nothing, but recalled Andrew telling her there was a large torch in the basement.


  She hadn’t been down there since her initial tour of the flat. It was brightly lit, with long neat cabinets against both walls, a floor-to-ceiling wine rack filled with bottles of claret and vintage burgundy, compact washer and dryer, small refrigerator, buckets and brooms waiting for the cleaning lady’s weekly visit. She found the flashlight sitting on top of the refrigerator, a container of extra batteries beside it. She switched it on and off a few times, then glanced down at the refrigerator and absently opened it.


  Seeing all that wine had made her think the little refrigerator might be filled with beer. Instead it held only a long plastic box, with a red lid and a red biohazard sticker on the side. Janie put the flashlight down and stooped, carefully removing the box and setting it on the floor. A label with Andrew’s neat architectural handwriting was on the top.


  DR. ANDREW FILD ERMA N


  ST. MARTIN’S HOSPICE


  “Huh,” she said, and opened it.


  Inside there was a small red biohazard waste container and scores of plastic bags filled with disposable hypodermics, ampules, and suppositories. All contained morphine at varying dosages. Janie stared, marveling, then opened one of the bags. She shook half a dozen morphine ampules into her palm, carefully reclosed the bag, put it back into the box, and returned the box to the refrigerator. Then she grabbed the flashlight and ran upstairs.


  It took her a while to capture the moon moth. First she had to find a killing jar large enough, and then she had to very carefully lure it inside, so that its frail wing spurs wouldn’t be damaged. She did this by positioning the jar on its side and placing a gooseneck lamp directly behind it, so that the bare bulb shone through the glass. After about fifteen minutes, the moth landed on top of the jar, its tiny legs slipping as it struggled on the smooth curved surface. Another few minutes and it had crawled inside, nestled on the wad of tissues Janie had set there, moist with ethyl alcohol. She screwed the lid on tightly, left the jar on its side, and waited for it to die.


  Over the next week she acquired three more specimens. Papilio demetrius, a Japanese swallowtail with elegant orange eyespots on a velvety black ground; a scarce copper, not scarce at all, really, but with lovely pumpkin-colored wings; and Graphium agamemnon, a Malaysian species with vivid green spots and chrome-yellow strips on its somber brown wings. She’d ventured away from Camden Town, capturing the swallowtail in a private room in an SM club in Islington and the Graphium agamemnon in a parked car behind a noisy pub in Crouch End. The scarce copper came from a vacant lot near the Tottenham Court Road tube station very late one night, where the wreckage of a chain-link fence stood in for her bedposts. She found the morphine to be useful, although she had to wait until immediately after the man ejaculated before pressing the ampule against his throat, aiming for the carotid artery. This way the butterflies emerged already sedated, and in minutes died with no damage to their wings. Leftover clothing was easily disposed of, but she had to be more careful with wallets, stuffing them deep within rubbish bins, when she could, or burying them in her own trash bags and then watching as the waste trucks came by on their rounds.


  In South Kensington she discovered an entomological supply store. There she bought more mounting supplies and inquired casually as to whether the owner might be interested in purchasing some specimens.


  He shrugged. “Depends. What you got?”


  “Well, right now I have only one Argema mittrei.” Janie adjusted her glasses and glanced around the shop. A lot of morphos, an Atlas moth: nothing too unusual. “But I might be getting another, in which case . . .”


  “Moon moth, eh? How’d you come by that, I wonder?” The man raised his eyebrows, and Janie flushed. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to turn you in. Christ, I’d go out of business. Well, obviously I can’t display those in the shop, but if you want to part with one, let me know. I’m always scouting for my customers.”


  She began volunteering three days a week at the insect zoo. One Wednesday, the night after she’d gotten a gorgeous Urania leilus, its wings sadly damaged by rain, she arrived to see David Bierce reading that morning’s Camden New Journal. He peered above the newspaper and frowned.


  “You still going out alone at night?”


  She froze, her mouth dry, turned, and hurried over to the coffeemaker. “Why?” she said, fighting to keep her tone even.


  “Because there’s an article about some of the clubs around here. Apparently a few people have gone missing.”


  “Really?” Janie got her coffee, wiping up a spill with the side of her hand. “What happened?”


  “Nobody knows. Two blokes reported gone, family frantic, that sort of thing. Probably just runaways. Camden Town eats them alive, kids.” He handed the paper to Janie. “Although one of them was last seen near Highbury Fields, some sex club there.”


  She scanned the article. There was no mention of any suspects. And no bodies had been found, although foul play was suspected. (“Ken would never have gone away without notifying us or his employer . . .”)


  Anyone with any information was urged to contact the police.


  “I don’t go to sex clubs,” Janie said flatly. “Plus those are both guys.”


  “Mmm.” David leaned back in his chair, regarding her coolly. “You’re the one hitting Hive your first weekend in London.”


  “It’s a dance club!” Janie retorted. She laughed, rolled the newspaper into a tube, and batted him gently on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ll be careful.”


  David continued to stare at her, hazel eyes glittering. “Who says it’s you I’m worried about?”


  She smiled, her mouth tight as she turned and began cleaning bottles in the sink.


  It was a raw day, more late November than mid-May. Only two school groups were scheduled; otherwise the usual stream of visitors was reduced to a handful of elderly women who shook their heads over the cockroaches and gave barely a glance to the butterflies before shuffling on to another building. David Bierce paced restlessly through the lab on his way to clean the cages and make more complaints to the Operations Division. Janie cleaned and mounted two stag beetles, their spiny legs pricking her fingertips as she tried to force the pins through their glossy chestnut-colored shells. Afterwards she busied herself with straightening the clutter of cabinets and drawers stuffed with requisition forms and microscopes, computer parts and dissection kits.


  It was well past two when David reappeared, his anorak slick with rain, his hair tucked beneath the hood. “Come on,” he announced, standing impatiently by the open door. “Let’s go to lunch.”


  Janie looked up from the computer where she’d been updating a specimen list. “I’m really not very hungry,” she said, giving him an apologetic smile. “You go ahead.”


  “Oh, for Christ’s sake.” David let the door slam shut as he crossed to her, his sneakers leaving wet smears on the tiled floor. “That can wait till tomorrow. Come on, there’s not a fucking thing here that needs doing.”


  “But—” She gazed up at him. The hood slid from his head; his gray-streaked hair hung loose to his shoulders, and the sheen of rain on his sharp cheekbones made him look carved from oiled wood. “What if somebody comes?”


  “A very nice docent named Mrs. Eleanor Feltwell is out there, even as we speak, in the unlikely event that we have a single visitor.”


  He stooped so that his head was beside hers, scowling as he stared at the computer screen. A lock of his hair fell to brush against her neck. Beneath the wig her scalp burned, as though stung by tiny ants; she breathed in the warm acrid smell of his sweat and something else, a sharper scent, like crushed oak-mast or fresh-sawn wood. Above her brows the antennae suddenly quivered. Sweetness coated her tongue like burnt syrup. With a rush of panic she turned her head so he wouldn’t see her face.


  “I—I should finish this—”


  “Oh, just fuck it, Jane! It’s not like we’re paying you. Come on, now, there’s a good girl—”


  He took her hand and pulled her to her feet, Janie still looking away. The bangs of her cheap wig scraped her forehead, and she batted at them feebly. “Get your things. What, don’t you ever take days off in the States?”


  “All right, all right.” She turned and gathered her black vinyl raincoat and knapsack, pulled on the coat, and waited for him by the door. “Jeez, you must be hungry,” she said crossly.


  “No. Just fucking bored out of my skull. Have you been to Ruby in the Dust? No? I’ll take you then, let’s go—”


  The restaurant was down the High Street, a small, cheerfully claptrap place, dim in the gray afternoon, its small wooden tables scattered with abandoned newspapers and overflowing ashtrays. David Bierce ordered a steak and a pint. Janie had a small salad, nasturtium blossoms strewn across pale green lettuce, and a glass of red wine. She lacked an appetite lately, living on vitamin-enhanced, fruity bottled drinks from the health food store and baklava from a Greek bakery near the tube station.


  “So.” David Bierce stabbed a piece of steak, peering at her sideways. “Don’t tell me you really haven’t been here before.”


  “I haven’t!” Despite her unease at being with him, she laughed, and caught her reflection in the wall-length mirror. A thin plain young woman in shapeless Peruvian sweater and jeans, bad haircut, and ugly glasses. Gazing at herself she felt suddenly stronger, invisible. She tilted her head and smiled at Bierce. “The food’s good.”


  “So you don’t have someone taking you out to dinner every night? Cooking for you? I thought you American girls all had adoring men at your feet. Adoring slaves,” he added dryly. “Or slave girls, I suppose. If that’s your thing.”


  “No.” She stared at her salad, shook her head demurely, and took a sip of wine. It made her feel even more invulnerable. “No, I—”


  “Boyfriend back home, right?” He finished his pint, flagged the waiter to order another, and turned back to Janie. “Well, that’s nice. That’s very nice—for him,” he added, and gave a short harsh laugh.


  The waiter brought another pint, and more wine for Janie. “Oh really, I better—”


  “Just drink it, Jane.” Under the table, she felt a sharp pressure on her foot. She wasn’t wearing her Doc Martens today but a pair of red plastic jellies. David Bierce had planted his heel firmly atop her toes; she sucked in her breath in shock and pain, the bones of her foot crackling as she tried to pull it from beneath him. Her antennae rippled, then stiffened, and heat burst like a seed inside her.


  “Go ahead,” he said softly, pushing the wineglass toward her. “Just a sip, that’s right—”


  She grabbed the glass, spilling wine on her sweater as she gulped at it. The vicious pressure on her foot subsided, but as the wine ran down her throat she could feel the heat thrusting her into the air, currents rushing beneath her as the girl at the table below set down her wineglass with trembling fingers.


  “There.” David Bierce smiled, leaning forward to gently cup her hand between his. “Now this is better than working. Right, Jane?”


  He walked her home along the canal path. Janie tried to dissuade him, but he’d had a third pint by then; it didn’t seem to make him drunk but coldly obdurate, and she finally gave in. The rain had turned to a fine drizzle, the canal’s usually murky water silvered and softly gleaming in the twilight. They passed few other people, and Janie found herself wishing someone else would appear, so that she’d have an excuse to move closer to David Bierce. He kept close to the canal itself, several feet from Janie; when the breeze lifted she could catch his oaky scent again, rising above the dank reek of stagnant water and decaying hawthorn blossom.


  They crossed over the bridge to approach her flat by the street. At the front sidewalk Janie stopped, smiled shyly, and said, “Thanks. That was nice.”


  David nodded. “Glad I finally got you out of your cage.” He lifted his head to gaze appraisingly at the row house. “Christ, this where you’re staying? You split the rent with someone?”


  “No.” She hesitated: she couldn’t remember what she had told him about her living arrangements. But before she could blurt something out he stepped past her to the front door, peeking into the window and bobbing impatiently up and down.


  “Mind if I have a look? Professional entomologists don’t often get the chance to see how the quality live.”


  Janie hesitated, her stomach clenching; decided it would be safer to have him in rather than continue to put him off.


  “All right,” she said reluctantly, and opened the door.


  “Mmmm. Nice, nice, very nice.” He swept around the living room, spinning on his heel and making a show of admiring the elaborate molding, the tribal rugs, the fireplace mantel with its thick ecclesiastical candles and ormolu mirror. “Goodness, all this for a wee thing like you? You’re a clever cat, landing on your feet here, Lady Jane.”


  She blushed. He bounded past her on his way into the bedroom, touching her shoulder; she had to close her eyes as a fiery wave surged through her and her antennae trembled.


  “Wow,” he exclaimed.


  Slowly she followed him into the bedroom. He stood in front of the wall where her specimens were balanced in a neat line across the wainscoting. His eyes were wide, his mouth open in genuine astonishment.


  “Are these yours?” he marveled, his gaze fixed on the butterflies. “You didn’t actually catch them—?”


  She shrugged.


  “These are incredible!” He picked up the Graphium agamemnon and tilted it to the pewter-colored light falling through the French doors. “Did you mount them, too?”


  She nodded, crossing to stand beside him. “Yeah. You can tell, with that one—” She pointed at the Urania leilus in its oak-framed box. “It got rained on.”


  David Bierce replaced the Graphium agamemnon and began to read the labels on the others.


  Papilio demetrius


  UNITED KINGDOM: LONDON


  Highbury Fields, Islington


  7.V.2001


  J. Kendall


  Isopa katinka


  UNITED KINGDOM: LONDON


  Finsbury Park


  09.V.2001


  J. Kendall


  Argema mittrei


  UNITED KINGDOM: LONDON


  Camden Town


  13.IV.2001


  J. Kendall


  He shook his head. “You screwed up, though—you wrote London for all of them.” He turned to her, grinning wryly. “Can’t think of the last time I saw a moon moth in Camden Town.”


  She forced a laugh. “Oh—right.”


  “And, I mean, you can’t have actually caught them—”


  He held up the Isopa katinka, a butter-yellow Emperor moth, its peacock’s-eyes russet and jet-black. “I haven’t seen any of these around lately. Not even in Finsbury.”


  Janie made a little grimace of apology. “Yeah. I meant, that’s where I found them—where I bought them.”


  “Mmmm.” He set the moth back on its ledge. “You’ll have to share your sources with me. I can never find things like these in North London.”


  He turned and headed out of the bedroom. Janie hurriedly straightened the specimens, her hands shaking now as well, and followed him.


  “Well, Lady Jane.” For the first time he looked at her without his usual mocking arrogance, his green-flecked eyes bemused, almost regretful. “I think we managed to salvage something from the day.”


  He turned, gazing one last time at the flat’s glazed walls and highly waxed floors, the imported cabinetry and jewel-toned carpets. “I was going to say, when I walked you home, that you needed someone to take care of you. But it looks like you’ve managed that on your own.”


  Janie stared at her feet. He took a step toward her, the fragrance of oak-mast and honey filling her nostrils, crushed acorns, new fern. She grew dizzy, her hand lifting to find him; but he only reached to graze her cheek with his finger.


  “Night then, Janie,” he said softly, and walked back out into the misty evening.


  When he was gone she raced to the windows and pulled all the velvet curtains, then tore the wig from her head and threw it onto the couch along with her glasses. Her heart was pounding, her face slick with sweat—from fear or rage or disappointment, she didn’t know. She yanked off her sweater and jeans, left them on the living room floor and stomped into the bathroom. She stood in the shower for twenty minutes, head upturned as the water sluiced the smells of bracken and leafmold from her skin.


  Finally she got out. She dried herself, let the towel drop, and went into the kitchen. Abruptly she was famished. She tore open cupboards and drawers until she found a half-full jar of lavender honey from Provence. She opened it, the top spinning off into the sink, and frantically spooned honey into her mouth with her fingers. When she was finished she grabbed a jar of lemon curd and ate most of that, until she felt as though she might be sick. She stuck her head into the sink, letting water run from the faucet into her mouth, and at last walked, surfeited, into the bedroom.


  She dressed, feeling warm and drowsy, almost dreamlike; pulling on red-and-yellow-striped stockings, her nylon skirt, a tight red T-shirt. No bra, no panties. She put in her contacts, then examined herself in the mirror. Her hair had begun to grow back, a scant velvety stubble, bluish in the dim light. She drew a sweeping black line across each eyelid, on a whim took the liner and extended the curve of each antenna until they touched her temples. She painted her lips black as well and went to find her black vinyl raincoat.


  It was early when she went out, far too early for any of the clubs to be open. The rain had stopped, but a thick greasy fog hung over everything, coating windshields and shop windows, making Janie’s face feel as though it were encased in a clammy shell. For hours she wandered Camden Town, huge violet eyes turning to stare back at the men who watched her, dismissing each of them. Once she thought she saw David Bierce, coming out of Ruby in the Dust; but when she stopped to watch him cross the street saw it was not David at all but someone else. Much younger, his long dark hair in a thick braid, his feet clad in knee-high boots. He crossed High Street, heading toward the tube station. Janie hesitated, then darted after him.


  He went to the Electric Ballroom. Fifteen or so people stood out front, talking quietly. The man she’d followed joined the line, standing by himself. Janie waited across the street, until the door opened and the little crowd began to shuffle inside. After the long-haired young man had entered she counted to one hundred, crossed the street, paid her cover, and went inside.


  The club had three levels; she finally tracked him down on the uppermost one. Even on a rainy Wednesday night it was crowded, the sound system blaring Idris Mohammed and Jimmy Cliff. He was standing alone near the bar, drinking bottled water.


  “Hi!” she shouted, swaying up to him with her best First Day of School Smile. “Want to dance?”


  He was older than she’d thought—thirtyish, still not as old as Bierce. He stared at her, puzzled, and then shrugged. “Sure.”


  They danced, passing the water bottle between them. “What’s your name?” he shouted.


  “Cleopatra Brimstone.”


  “You’re kidding!” he yelled back. The song ended in a bleat of feedback, and they walked, panting, back to the bar.


  “What, you know another Cleopatra?” Janie asked teasingly.


  “No. It’s just a crazy name, that’s all.” He smiled. He was handsomer than David Bierce, his features softer, more rounded, his eyes dark brown, his manner a bit reticent. “I’m Thomas Raybourne. Tom.”


  He bought another bottle of Pellegrino and one for Janie. She drank it quickly, trying to get his measure. When she finished she set the empty bottle on the floor and fanned herself with her hand.


  “It’s hot in here.” Her throat hurt from shouting over the music. “I think I’m going to take a walk. Feel like coming?”


  He hesitated, glancing around the club. “I was supposed to meet a friend here. . . .” he began, frowning. “But—”


  “Oh.” Disappointment filled her, spiking into desperation. “Well, that’s okay. I guess.”


  “Oh, what the hell.” He smiled: he had nice eyes, a more stolid, reassuring gaze than Bierce. “I can always come back.”


  Outside she turned right, in the direction of the canal. “I live pretty close by. Feel like coming in for a drink?”


  He shrugged again. “I don’t drink, actually.”


  “Something to eat then? It’s not far—just along the canal path a few blocks past Camden Lock—”


  “Yeah, sure.”


  They made desultory conversation. “You should be careful,” he said as they crossed the bridge. “Did you read about those people who’ve gone missing in Camden Town?”


  Janie nodded but said nothing. She felt anxious and clumsy—as though she’d drunk too much, although she’d had nothing alcoholic since the two glasses of wine with David Bierce. Her companion also seemed ill at ease; he kept glancing back, as though looking for someone on the canal path behind them.


  “I should have tried to call,” he explained ruefully. “But I forgot to recharge my mobile.”


  “You could call from my place.”


  “No, that’s all right.”


  She could tell from his tone that he was figuring how he could leave, gracefully, as soon as possible.


  Inside the flat he settled on the couch, picked up a copy of Time Out and flipped through it, pretending to read. Janie went immediately into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of brandy. She downed it, poured a second one, and joined him on the couch.


  “So.” She kicked off her Doc Martens, drew her stockinged foot slowly up his leg, from calf to thigh. “Where you from?”


  He was passive, so passive she wondered if he would get aroused at all. But after a while they were lying on the couch, both their shirts on the floor, his pants unzipped and his cock stiff, pressing against her bare belly.


  “Let’s go in there,” Janie whispered hoarsely. She took his hand and led him into the bedroom.


  She only bothered lighting a single candle before lying beside him on the bed. His eyes were half-closed, his breathing shallow. When she ran a fingernail around one nipple he made a small surprised sound, then quickly turned and pinned her to the bed.


  “Wait! Slow down,” Janie said, and wriggled from beneath him. For the last week she’d left the bonds attached to the bedposts, hiding them beneath the covers when not in use. Now she grabbed one of the wristcuffs and pulled it free. Before he could see what she was doing it was around his wrist.


  “Hey!”


  She dived for the foot of the bed, his leg narrowly missing her as it thrashed against the covers. It was more difficult to get this in place, but she made a great show of giggling and stroking his thigh, which seemed to calm him. The other leg was next, and finally she leapt from the bed and darted to the headboard, slipping from his grasp when he tried to grab her shoulder.


  “This is not consensual,” he said. She couldn’t tell if he was serious or not.


  “What about this, then?” she murmured, sliding down between his legs and cupping his erect penis between her hands. “This seems to be enjoying itself.”


  He groaned softly, shutting his eyes. “Try to get away,” she said. “Try to get away.”


  He tried to lunge upward, his body arcing so violently that she drew back in alarm. The bonds held; he arched again, and again, but now she remained beside him, her hands on his cock, his breath coming faster and faster and her own breath keeping pace with it, her heart pounding and the tingling above her eyes almost unbearable.


  “Try to get away,” she gasped. “Try to get away—”


  When he came he cried out, his voice harsh, as though in pain, and Janie cried out as well, squeezing her eyes shut as spasms shook her from head to groin. Quickly her head dipped to kiss his chest; then she shuddered and drew back, watching.


  His voice rose again, ended suddenly in a shrill wail, as his limbs knotted and shriveled like burning rope. She had a final glimpse of him, a homunculus sprouting too many legs. Then on the bed before her a perfectly formed Papilio krishna swallowtail crawled across the rumpled duvet, its wings twitching to display glittering green scales amidst spectral washes of violet and crimson and gold.


  “Oh, you’re beautiful, beautiful,” she whispered.


  From across the room echoed a sound: soft, the rustle of her kimono falling from its hook as the door swung open. She snatched her hand from the butterfly and stared, through the door to the living room.


  In her haste to get Thomas Raybourne inside she had forgotten to latch the front door. She scrambled to her feet, naked, staring wildly at the shadow looming in front of her, its features taking shape as it approached the candle, brown and black, light glinting across his face.


  It was David Bierce. The scent of oak and bracken swelled, suffocating, fragrant, cut by the bitter odor of ethyl alcohol. He forced her gently onto the bed, heat piercing her breast and thighs, her antennae bursting out like quills from her brow and wings exploding everywhere around her as she struggled fruitlessly.


  “Now. Try to get away,” he said.


  2002


  Pavane for a Prince of the Air


  When I came back from visiting my family at Christmas, Tina’s message was on the answering machine. I hadn’t even taken my coat off, just dumped a suitcase on the floor as the kids ran past and I punched the Play button. The voice was so faint I had to play it back three times to decipher parts of it, and then another two times to make sure it was Tina’s voice at all; and finally one last time to convince myself that this was real, this was happening, this was how one part of my life was going to play out.


  Carrie, it’s Tina. Something really, really bad has happened. Cal’s in the hospital, he got sick the day after Christmas. He has brain cancer. I’m taking him home tonight, I’ll call you later.


  I had seen them three days before. Everything was fine then.


  Click.
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  This was what was supposed to happen: me and Tina and Cal had been talking off and on for years about buying land, starting a commune, maybe here in Maine or up in Nova Scotia, someplace where we and a few of our friends could live together as we got older. The getting older part hadn’t started yet, of course, not in earnest. Tina and I were the same age, forty-two, Cal had ten years on us, and most of our friends fell into the same demographic, skewing a few years older or younger but with the same dazed, weathered look of people whose party-barge ran aground while they were sleeping, and who now found themselves wandering about onshore, looking for fellow survivors, bits of sea-wreck to salvage, anyone got some smoke? Boisterously or apologetically middle-aged, their appetites—for sex, drugs, booze, music, magic, general larking about—tempered by time but not diminished, not extinguished, no not yet.


  Yet.


  I wrote a story about these people, I have written a lot of stories about them. In the stories things happen. People get sick but magic saves them, or else the world ends but then everyone dies anyway, which makes it easier, not so much to clean up. But no matter what happens in the stories, when they were finished, I could call them, Cal and Tina, on the phone and we could have dinner, they could smoke pot and I could drink red wine and we could watch a movie, something about King Arthur or pirates, something with Uma Thurman or Johnny Depp in it. Then we’d go home and the next day we’d talk on the phone and make plans for next time.


  Then this happened.
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  I never found out exactly what kind of brain cancer it was. Cal and Tina were not the sort of people who remembered and reported details from the oncology reports. I was going to find out what kind, only it all came down so fast, it was like a freak storm, spring snow, thunder in December; and pretty soon it was obvious that knowing what kind wouldn’t make any difference.


  It was lung cancer that metastasized to the brain. Cal had been having headaches for the last few weeks, but figured it was pressure from work—he was designing sets for an independent film, an adaptation of an early Stephen King story scheduled to begin shooting in Bangor right after New Year’s. The day after Christmas, Cal felt so nauseated he could do nothing but lie down with a towel covering his eyes; it finally got so bad Tina took him to the ER, fearing it was food poisoning. The ER doctor thought it might be meningitis, and ordered a CAT scan. The CAT scan showed it wasn’t meningitis but a constellation of small black stars, the largest slowly going nova, engulfing his optic nerve.


  Tina didn’t bring him home that night. They were at the hospital for two more days. I spent that time in bed, too stunned to do anything but down valerian capsules and Nyquil, trying to be anything but awake. Robert took care of the kids. As I slept I realized I had been dreaming this for the past year or more, recurring dreams with an urgency attached to my finding Cal, to seeing him as soon as I could. After waking from these dreams I called him and Tina, making arrangements to get together, dinners at their place where Cal made enchiladas with tomatillo sauce, dinners where Tina and my daughter sat in a corner whispering while Cal told me stories about his years with the Merry Pranksters in San Francisco, his stint as one of the first people to deal LSD, flying coast-to-coast with vials and blotters of Owlsey acid, selling to rock bands and socialites and university professors. He told me about his years in Nepal, where he’d seen the corpse of a young man burning on a pyre on the rock-strewn road outside Katmandu. He and his first wife lived ten miles outside the city; they would walk back and forth every day, buying and trading rugs, temple bells, cakes of hashish, statues of demons and gods, prayer wheels. Later they moved back to Austin, where Cal sold antiquities and cocaine to private collectors and rock bands. That was where he’d met Tina. She was nineteen and working at a radio station. He was thirty-three and called the station incessantly, to request “Tupelo Honey.” Three months later they got married and moved to live on a wooden sailboat in Maine.


  “I’m having a hard time adjusting to this,” he whispered when I finally saw him, when Tina finally brought him home from the hospital in Bangor. There were tears in his eyes. He wore what he always wore, an extravagantly embroidered shirt and bell-bottoms, wool or denim depending on the time of year, wool now, a week after Christmas. His hands were on his knees, the skin asphalt-grey and stretched so that as I lay my hand on his I could feel bone and vein and muscle beneath, sharp as the tines of a rake. “Those doctors, they looked at me. Fifty-two, no kids, a man, cigarettes. They said all they could do was check me in. They said I should just check in and stay there till I die.”


  I grabbed his shoulders and hugged him. “I’m right here. We’re all going to be here. We’ll all help.”


  Tina told me later that she had already made the arrangements with the hospice in Ellsworth, for nurses to come check him daily. Cal would not go back to the hospital. They had no health insurance. There would be no chemo or radiation treatments, no second opinion. They would try other things. I told her about someone I knew, a nutritionist who worked with cancer patients. Tina had heard of an alternative treatment made from Venus flytrap. It was only available in Germany; when Cal felt better they were going to Germany to try it.


  “He doesn’t want to do anything,” Tina whispered when Cal went to the bathroom. He was throwing up a lot, from the tumor’s pressure on the optic nerve. It was like being seasick twenty-four hours a day. “I can’t push him, it’s not my decision.” Her voice was breaking with anger. “It’s his life and he has to make his own decision.”


  “What about some sort of operation?” I asked. “Wouldn’t that relieve the pressure, at least?”


  She shook her head. “A long time ago a shaman told Cal never to let anyone cut him. He won’t have any surgery.”


  So that was that. In the meantime, the phone rang nonstop and the machine picked up the messages, hours’ worth of messages: from other pagans, massage therapists, nurses, acupuncturists, carpenters, boatbuilders, filmmakers, lapsed Episcopalians from the Unitarian Church where Cal and Tina performed solstice rituals.


  “I can help,” I said. I had cared for terminally ill people, and lived with my grandmothers when they were dying. “I know how to do this.”


  “We’re going to need you, Carrie,” she said. “All of you. Probably very soon.”


  It happened fast. For two weeks I helped out when I could, driving Cal to a dentist appointment, staying with him while Tina was at her job as an assistant to a documentary filmmaker. He couldn’t drive anymore.


  “He can’t be left alone. He has seizures. Kenny and Lisa next door can come over if you have to leave.”


  Outside it was snowing. For the last few years we’d had little or no snow, only ice storms. This winter it snowed, it seemed to snow every day. Sometimes I had to leave Cal because school was canceled and I had to go meet my kids; I’d call Kenny and Lisa and they would come and sit with him, keep the woodstove going, roll him joints and cigarettes. He had a medical prescription for marijuana, something that he and Tina were gleefully triumphant about. Marijuana, laetrile, apricot kernels. I wondered what would happen if I got stopped by the police, driving around with Cal next to me smoking a joint.


  “Do you carry your doctor’s note with you?” I asked.


  “Always.” He laughed but very quietly, so he wouldn’t start to cough. That was one of things you had to get used to, laughing was like talking for Cal, he always laughed, stoned or not. Now he was so quiet.


  During one snowstorm while he could still talk we sat and he saved my book. He always helped me, reading my books and telling me, usually too late, what I’d done wrong. He was an avid and acute reader, loved heroic fantasy and Arthurian epics. My own books were too dark for his taste but he read them because he loved me.


  “The last one was really good, Carrie. But it’s sort of the same, isn’t it? You have the plucky heroine and her cynical best friend sidekick and the blood sacrifice.”


  “And sex,” said Tina. “Don’t forget the sex.”


  “And sex. But they’re always so young. You should write about grownups now, Carrie.”


  I hadn’t written much for months. I was depressed, battling the black dog for the hundredth time. It was only in the weeks before Christmas that I’d started to feel better.


  Still, in the past I’d always managed to write, even through the worst parts. But since last summer this novel felt dead. The voices in my head had gone silent, and more terrible than any despair or fear was the discovery, day after day, that they would no longer speak to me.


  “I need you to help me with my book, Cal.” We were sitting in their living room, Tina putting on boots and parka and funny Lapplander hat, getting ready to leave. “You too, Tina.”


  She smiled. “Cal will be better than I am.”


  All three of us knew this was something for Cal, something for him to look forward to: he loved talking about writing, about stories, about magicians and shamans and drugs.


  I ran my hands through my hair. “I’m completely stalled. I’ll tell you the story, okay, Cal? I’ll tell you what I’ve done so far. All the elements are there but I don’t know what to do with them, I can’t see it anymore.”


  He could see it. While the snow fell outside and the wind hammered the windows and Tina drove to an appointment in Skowhegan, I sat and told Cal my story, and he fixed it. He blinked a lot because his eyes hurt, but he laughed too, and paced back and forth like he used to. For a few hours we talked, me spinning my story and Cal smoothing it out. By the time the call came that school had been canceled, again, we had finished.


  “You’re amazing.” I hugged him and we both laughed. “You’re a miracle worker. You saved my ass.”


  “I’m really glad, Carrie.” He smiled, tired but happy. I helped him back into his chair.


  “Robert’s been trying to help me too, he’s been trying but it’s different, he has a different point of view.”


  Cal smiled again. “He doesn’t believe in it.”


  “That’s right.” I hugged and kissed him goodbye. “Jesus, Cal, thank you. I’ll be back tomorrow—”


  I could never say, to him or Tina, that I didn’t believe in it, either. But that night I dreamed I was in the city, in a vast apartment building that’s a frequent site for my dreams; and there I met all the characters from my books, the characters and the people they were based on, coming by to say hello like guests at a party, a few of them introducing their real-life counterparts to me. When I woke the structure of my novel was as clear to me as if I had been given a map.


  So I’m not sure what I believe in anymore.
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  Cal and Tina believed in everything. Fairies, elves, spirits of earth air water fire; Tibetan gods, Minoan sea goddesses, totemic animals, reincarnation, Iroquois spirits. Their names for each other were Fox and Wolf; when they were married, fourteen years before, it was a marriage by capture, with Tina and her attendants dressed as sprites and Cal and his men like Fafhrd and the Grey Mouser. Their house was a renovated bam filled with masks they’d made, columns and porticos and temples from sets Cal had built, Tina’s galaxies of scarves and capes and hats, posters from Grateful Dead shows they’d attended over the course of decades. Cal’s canvases covered the walls, and the gorgeous leather bags they made and sold, with Tina’s elaborate beadwork and braiding and Cal’s painting and leatherwork. There were papier-mâché skeletons everywhere, crowned with paper roses; animal skulls on ribboned standards; grinning Day of the Dead figures holding chalices and hash pipes between bony fingers. The cats prowled among them, and slept beneath daturas drooping with waxy white blossoms, or alongside the marijuana plants growing in plastic pots by the big picture window, or in the tiny head-crunching loft above Cal and Tina’s bed.


  That was where I slept. After the first two weeks there was a small group of us who took turns staying over, two or even three at a time, so we could spell each other during the night. I was usually there for two nights a week; Robert took care of the children.


  Cal and Tina’s friend Loki often stayed over with me. Loki was unusually quiet, for a friend of theirs; he wore chinos and polo shirts or, sometimes, a very old faded Star Wars T-shirt. He lived forty-five minutes away, in Rockland, where he worked as a paralegal. A few mornings a week before work he would drive over and take their laundry home with him, wash and dry it and then return it that evening, sometimes staying overnight. I knew Loki from the elaborate solstice and equinoctial rituals Cal and Tina had staged over the years, where Loki wore an otter’s mask he had made, and his usual beige pants and topsiders.


  When Loki and I stayed over we didn’t talk much. He was strong and serious but occasionally laughed unexpectedly; he was very fond of the cats. I wasn’t as useful as I wanted to be. I wasn’t a masseuse, like Luna, or strong, like Loki, although I had a strong stomach. I showed Loki how to give Cal morphine injections, after the hospice nurse taught me; then how to administer the morphine IV, morphine suppositories, morphine spikes, morphine pump.


  “You know, I could get you a job down on Fifty-Second Street,” another friend, Jerry remarked one day. We laughed: Jerry and his wife, Pansy, laughed a lot. They stayed over together, and in the morning when I arrived they’d report on the previous night and show me the yellow legal lad where we kept track of Cal’s injections, meds, liquid intake.


  “Tina still hasn’t slept,” Pansy whispered hoarsely. She ran a greenhouse in Verona and looked like a flower herself, slender with huge violet-circled eyes, fine silvery hair, voice husky from sleeplessness and pot smoke. “See if you can get her to sleep.”


  “We can’t,” said Jerry. He was a boatbuilder who’d helped make the pagan standards that he and Pansy had put out on the porch, to billow in the winter wind. “She’s getting kinda crazed.”


  “The nurse says if she doesn’t sleep she’ll have no strength left for when he goes.” Pansy’s eyes were bloodshot; she fingered a little leather bag around her neck, an amulet made by Cal with loons painted on it. “See if you can get her to sleep.”


  For five weeks that was my job: getting Cal and Tina to sleep. The morphine made Cal restless, struggling reflexively to rise from the futon but he was too weak and dizzy to stand. If there was no one there to catch him he would fall, and did, lacerating his skull; or else he would have seizures. The medication to control these would knock him out for five or six hours, but Tina didn’t like to give it to him. She was afraid he would die in his sleep; she was afraid to sleep herself, thinking he would die then. I would practically force her onto the futon beside him, tucking the two of them in, Cal unconscious, Tina wild-eyed and speaking slowly, purposefully, crazily, like a child with night terrors. Sometimes she would read to him, from Hans Christian Andersen. He would say, “I love you, Fox,” she would say, “I love you, Little Wolf,” and curl around him like a cat. He couldn’t move by himself; she would lift her head every few minutes, checking that he was breathing and then looking around until she saw me, sitting in a chair and reading old issues of Vogue. A few times I got her to go up to the loft, where she finally would pass out for an hour, maybe two, before climbing back down the ladder again. Several times we had to contact the hospice nurse who was on call, to come help when an IV popped out, or to talk us through the process of administering a new type of painkiller—opium suppositories, the morphine pump. The morphine continued to make Cal restless; he hadn’t eaten for ten days, was taking in very little fluid, but he still tried to stand and walk to the bathroom. He couldn’t walk, of course, and what water he did drink he would vomit up again within an hour, along with black bile.


  One night while Tina was in the loft sleeping I read aloud to Cal, “The Seven Swans” from the Brothers Grimm. As I read his eyes flickered, so sunken in his white face they were like marbles buried in the snow.


  “That’s nice, Carrie,” he whispered when I’d finished. “Thank you.”


  It was the last time he said my name. Afterwards, as he slept, I read “The Juniper Tree.”


  
    Meanwhile, Marlene gathered all the bones, tied them up in her silk kerchief and carried them outside. There she wept bitter tears and buried the bones beneath the juniper tree. But as she put them there, she suddenly felt relieved and stopped crying. That was when the juniper tree began to sway, its branches moving as though they were clapping. At the same time smoke came out of the tree, and a flame that seemed to be burning. Then a beautiful bird flew out of the fire and began to sing, the most beautiful song she had ever heard . . .

  


  When I finished “The Juniper Tree” I started on the book of pagan death rituals that I found in the living room, alongside articles on cancer therapy and acupuncture left by Luna and Pansy. I prayed that up in the loft Tina was sleeping. But every time Cal stirred she would peer down, and I despaired of her ever resting at all. If Tina slept for two hours it was a triumph. I would always pass out before dawn and feel like Peter in Gethsemane, waking to the sound of Tina ringing a pair of piercingly clear Tibetan temple bells as she stood before the window facing the sun, reciting an incantation.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Spirits of the East, of water and sky and starlight, I welcome you.

            Spirits of the West, land of fire and the dying sun, I welcome you.

            Spirits of the North, hear us . . .
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  As the weeks passed, Cal grew frailer and weaker, though his hands when I helped him to stand were painfully strong, fingers like claws digging into my arm. There were always people around now, sometimes only two or three of us; at other times the house was full, like a party. Cal’s ex-wife Yala came from Vermont and stayed for three weeks. Some cousins and an elderly aunt flew in from Texas and stayed for several days. That was the last time I saw Cal really happy, just beaming with delight, his eyes widening behind the morphine cloud when he saw them walking slowly towards him, like people on the moon.


  “Hey Cal, you ol’ peckerwood!” Cousin Bub shouted, and Cal laughed and fell into his arms—really fell, Bub yelped as he caught him. “Hooboy, too much of that reefer, huh!”


  Before Cal got sick, their house had always seemed like backstage at Mardi Gras, masks and marijuana smoke, patchouli and the Neville Brothers or Joe Ely blasting from the speakers. But as the weeks passed it became more and more like a cave. The windows were covered with scarves and Tibetan hangings. Tiny blue Christmas lights blinked on the ceiling like phosphorescent insects; there were votive candles burning everywhere, in blue glasses and on plates, lined up in front of the corner altar where statues of goddesses and wolves and foxes peered out from thickets of ivy and datura blossoms. The smell of marijuana grew choking; sage and juniper burned in ashtrays and abalone shells, so that there was a constant sweet blue fume. When I smoothed out the bedclothes I found crystals the size of my fist beneath Cal’s pillow, amethyst and rose quartz, and necklaces of red thread. The music was soft Japanese flute music, the shakahatchi flutes that Cal loved and played himself. We got in the habit of always whispering, of touching each other as we passed each other, not so much for solace but as though finding our way in the dark. On the futon Cal lay, eyes closed, breathing softly and sometimes it seemed he did not breathe at all. He did not speak anymore, or wake. He smelled of marijuana and sweat, a harsh strong smell scarcely obviated by sponge baths and lavender oil and aloe ointment for his bedsores. His auburn hair lay in two long unraveling braids upon his breast, his hands and arms were curled like ferns. He had always worn gorgeous heathen jewelry, of bone and ivory and silver, Celtic torques and lunulas, wristbands wide and weighty as manacles, strings of turquoise and lapis lazuli, earrings and dragon pendants and bones threaded in his hair and beard. On his finger he wore a heavy gold ring with a dragon on it, from Nepal.


  But little by little the jewelry had been removed, to make it easier to probe veins for the IV, to get him in and out of his clothes, to turn him so the bedsores would not get worse. He seemed to have only two modes of being now, anguish or unconsciousness. He was on eight different kinds of morphine, but when he was awake none of them really cut the pain. I became obsessed with giving him shots, and later with the morphine IV. I could not bear to see him, that beautiful face twisted in pain, the way he whispered, Oh, oh, oh fuck, too weak to even turn his head, too weak almost to blink.


  Someone asked me once, someone who didn’t know Cal, “Have you thought of, you know?” Meaning, had I thought of killing him, of ending that interminable unendurable pain.


  No, I said, never; and did not say what I did think, the impossible bargains I made at three o’ clock in the morning with the pagan deities flitting about the room: what I would give up to save him, which digits, which hand, which leg; eyesight, the power of speech, an ear; two; my tongue.
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  One day when only Tina and I were home, a woman named Deirdre came. Deirdre was a friend of Luna’s. Neither Tina nor I knew her.


  “Are you a massage therapist?” I asked.


  “No.” Deirdre was my age, beautifully dressed in stark clothes, black soft trousers, white silk shirt, her dark hair sleek and expensively cut. She had strong patrician features and wore no makeup; her eyes were pale blue and sharply intelligent. “I’m a holistic advisor and a clairvoyant. I help people make transitions from one life-stage to the next. I can see their auras, and help them through the Seven Gates. I’m going to do some work with Cal. But I think Tina is the one who needs some help,” she added softly. Her voice was calm, reassuring yet businesslike; she reminded me of the midwife who had delivered my children. “She looks exhausted.”


  “She is. She won’t sleep. She hasn’t slept for days.” I didn’t say that Tina seemed almost demented from sleeplessness and grief. She paced around the house, her long dark hair loose or hidden beneath one of her Lapplander hats, a syringe in her hand or a mug of tea or a joint. Right now she was carrying an eagle feather and an abalone shell with juniper burning in it; she was fanning the smoke, moving quickly from corner to corner and returning again and again to Cal’s motionless figure, wafting smoke over his face as she chanted.


  “I’ll work with her,” said Deirdre. “But I’ll see Cal first.”


  For over an hour she knelt on the floor behind Cal, cradling his head in her hands. Shakahatchi flute music played softly, incense burned, the cats crept across the beams overhead and light snow fell outside. I felt as though I had been here all my life; that life had shrunk and tightened like a telescoping lens to this pinpoint of being, Tina in the shower, myself doing the dishes and picking up newspapers and feeding the woodstove, a woman kneeling with a dying man’s head in her hands, her eyes closed and her lips moving silently. When at last she finished, Deirdre stood, stretching, then came into the kitchen where Tina and I were drinking green tea.


  “How is he?” asked Tina. Her eyes were huge and black, her wet hair neatly brushed and hanging down her back. “Is he still here? Is he still here?”


  “He’s here,” said Deirdre. She smiled. She looked tired but peaceful, her face unlined, unmarked by her travels. When she looked at you, you felt as though she were shining a flashlight into your eyes. “He hasn’t left. I’ve gone with him, we walked through all the gates but the last one. He’s been there before—”


  “He has!” Tina nodded urgently. “He has, lots of times—he’s not afraid of dying, he’s done it before and he’s never been afraid! That’s why I’m so confused—I think it’s the morphine, he can’t remember what he’s supposed to do.”


  “That could be. He’s worried about you. He doesn’t want to leave you—”


  “I know!” Tina wailed. “I know, I know—but I don’t want him to stay because of me, not if it’s his time! But I don’t want him to go, and he knows, and I’m afraid I’m confusing him, I’m keeping him when it’s his time to go—”


  She began to cry. Deirdre put her arms around her. She stared past Tina’s shoulder into my eyes and I felt as though I had walked in on a mother nursing her child. “That’s right, that’s right, let it out, let it go. You’re mad, aren’t you? You’re so angry at him—”


  “I am, I am! It wasn’t supposed to be like this! We did everything we could! We did everything! There’s no time—it happened so fast, it wasn’t supposed to be this fast—he’s gone and I’ll be alone, I don’t know how to do anything, I just wanted to be able to make love to him again, I want to fight and have him make dinner for me, oh Little Wolf, Little Wolf—”


  She began to sob, wrenchingly. I turned and tiptoed into the back room, where Cal and Tina’s clothes hung on racks and were stacked in neatly-folded piles; a hippie queen and king’s ransom in brocade and velvet and hand-embroidered cowboy shirts. From the next room I could hear Tina’s grief rushing out like water into a pool, Deirdre’s soft voice comforting her and calling out loudly, encouragingly when Tina’s sorrow choked into rage. Now and then I peeked through the india-print curtain, and these glimpses underscored the sense of watching someone give birth: the screaming, the agony, the constant strong presence of a woman who held you and talked you through it. The same knowledge of an inevitable outcome; the same exhaustion afterwards, when I finally came back out to hug both of them. There was even a sort of terrible joy, a radiance in Tina’s face as she held me and the tears came again as I stared over her shoulder at Deirdre, so calm and strong. And I was helpless to do anything at all.


  Tina went back to sit with Cal, kneeling to wipe his forehead with a washcloth. I walked Deirdre to the door, watching as she pulled on boots and coat and scarf.


  “What can I do?” I asked. “For Tina? What can I do?”


  “I know you want to make everything better, Carrie. I know you want to help her, and that’s really good, she needs someone to take care of her. But you need to be open with your own grieving, and let Tina see that. Show her it’s okay that she feels this way.”


  Deirdre’s gaze met mine and I knew she saw right through me. I could only grieve like a teenager, alone in my room at night. At the benefit concert where famous and near-famous and formerly famous singers and musicians raised money for Cal’s medical expenses, I sat in the front row and clenched my jaws so hard I had a headache. But I would not cry.


  “And see if you can get her to sleep,” Deirdre finished. She touched my hand and I nodded.


  “Right,” I said. I went back inside and watched Tina, curled up beside her husband with the cats sleeping at their feet, like Hansel and Gretel, Jorinda and Joringel, all those lost children. I stayed until Luna arrived for her night shift, and then drove home through the snow, not crying then either because I didn’t want to go off the road; not crying until I woke up in the middle of the night from a dream where Cal was hugging me, strong and straight as ever. It was only a dream, but for a little while, at least, he had been there. And I was able to cry.
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  Things started happening even faster then. Or rather, things stopped happening. Cal’s periods of lucidity and consciousness became fewer and fewer. The hospice nurses told us it was only a matter of a day or two; but in fact it was nine days. Deirdre came again, and I listened as she and Tina discussed Cal’s silent journeying.


  “I know he’ll come back, but will I know him?” One of the nurses had managed to get Tina to take some sleeping pills. She was sleeping as many as four hours a night now, and seemed less manic. “Do you think he might actually become a wolf? Or another person, do you think he might be a person? Maybe I could find him and we could do this all again? Will I recognize him? Will I know him?”


  “No one knows.” Deirdre leaned against the kitchen counter, sipping green tea. “I think it’s partly a matter of luck and partly a matter of being in the right place at the right time. You just never know. But if you’re mindful, if you’re aware and consciously looking for him, you might find him sooner rather than later.”


  “I hope so,” Tina said fervidly. “Oh god, I hope so.”


  There was a constant stream of people in and out of the house. Some stayed all day, talking quietly, taking turns to sit at Cal’s side, stroking his head, chanting in low voices or kneeling with eyes closed and hands upturned. Praying, I guess, or looking for those seven gates, tapping into some secret stream of healing energy that evaded me. We stacked firewood, folded clothes, washed dishes, fed cats; unpacked groceries and heated the huge vats of chowder Lisa brought from next door.


  I continued to drop by once and occasionally twice a day, if I wasn’t staying over. Pansy was often there, and I’d kneel beside her and Tina, the three of us gently stroking Cal’s face while Tina read from Lorca’s poems. I could hardly bear to touch Cal, I was so afraid I might hurt or wake him; but he seemed very far away now. He lay curled upon his side, shrunken, his arms held close to his chest; he looked like a praying mantis, with his eyes so deep-set and his limbs withered. It was two weeks since he had eaten anything at all, and then only a few bites of applesauce. Always wiry, he now seemed as insubstantial as one of the delicate papier-mâché figures in the room around him, skeletons wearing crowns of roses, a steer’s skull ringed round with dried blossoms. I would close my eyes and try to find him, try to see the gates that Deirdre had described. I would picture Cal and Tina walking in a field of bluebonnets, their long hair streaming, or imagine mountains and Cal flying above them, not a wolf but an eagle.


  Be there now, I thought, trying to make it real, to scale my own stony disbelief and somehow give him peace. Be there.


  But still he would twitch and moan, so softly it was like a sigh. His skin was oily with sweat; Tina had washed and braided his hair, but reddish strands had come loose and stuck damply to his forehead. Each time I left I would kiss him, murmuring, I love you, Cal, I love you. It would be hours before the scent of his dying left my skin, the smell of candle-wax and incense, marijuana, sweat, the heavy odor of farewell he exhaled.


  We began to make plans for what happened next, what happened after. That was how we said it. Weeks before, Tina had asked me if I would make arrangements for cremation.


  “Cal wants to be burned on a bonfire here in the woods,” she told me. “Can you see if we can do that?”


  “Sure,” I said.


  I went outside, huddled in my parka against heavy blowing snow, and in the middle of the dirt road hung out for a while with some of the other people caught between arriving and leaving.


  “You’re taking care of the cremation?” asked Jorge. He was one of Cal’s oldest friends, lived just a few miles down Route 52. He stopped by every day, bringing carafes of coffee and fresh donuts from town, but he wouldn’t stay inside. His inside expression was distant, almost bored; as though he were listening to radio reports of bad news far away. But once outside again he grew animated and could give way to worry and, sometimes, anger. “Tina said she asked you . . .?”


  “Yeah. But I’m pretty sure the whole Darth Vader trip is totally illegal.”


  Jorge laughed. “I figured. Larry and Paul want to build a coffin shaped like a boat, and then just push it into the harbor.”


  “I’m pretty sure that’s illegal, too.”
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  Larry and Paul did end up making the coffin, a beautiful thing of dovetailed pine and maple and very old, hand-hammered nails. They painted it with runes and sacred symbols, Tibetan prayers and, on its sides, two enormous Argus eyes, like those on ancient Greek triremes. The coffin was immense, nearly seven feet long; but I’d made sure we’d gotten the correct dimensions from the crematorium, so that we’d be certain it would fit into the retort.


  Previously, my only knowledge of cremation came from having watched Jules and Jim numerous times, taking especial note of those scenes at the end showing the lovers’ coffins disappearing into the furnace. But that week I got to be on a first-name basis with the crematorium staff. Tina wanted to keep Cal’s body at home for forty-eight hours after he died, and then arrange for our own transportation to the crematory facility in Lewiston, more than three hours away. To do this involved a draconian process of obtaining death certificates and medical examiner’s reports, notarized forms from doctors, county clerks, the hospice. A Burial Transport Permit was needed, and a permit for the Disposition of Human Remains. Certain lines of the forms could only be handwritten in black ink. While being transported, the body could never be in public view. I spent hours and hours on the telephone sorting all this out and discussing the more salient aspects of cremation with Mr. Brusher, the crematorium director.


  Mr. Brusher was polite, patient, and professionally dubious about the prospect of the bereaved, nonprofessionals all, performing the pagan duty of driving a corpse in an old red International pickup truck to his crematorium. He had a pleasantly oleaginous voice and seemed to enjoy discussing his work. After he had spent six or seven hours advising me on how best to obtain the proper papers, his tone became one of furtive and confiding amusement.


  “The most efficient thing to do, Miss Waverley, would be to contact us as soon as possible, after the death has occurred. That way we can make certain we schedule you for the appropriate time.


  “Between you and me,” he added, giving a soft apologetic snort of laughter, “this has been a very high volume week. Mmm. You understand. And you see, we need time in between to thoroughly clean out the retort. Some people—”


  He lowered his voice conspiratorially. “—some people, when they bring the casket in, can be quite distressed when they first see the interior of the retort. Because occasionally there is something left over, we do our best to clean it thoroughly but sometimes there might be a little piece of bone, or metal. Teeth. And this can be upsetting.”


  I knew he was trying to talk me out of doing any of this ourselves. I was not afraid of bones, although I was worried about Tina. Apart from any visceral shock or fear, there probably was some pagan proscription against somebody else’s Judeo-Christian bones being included with your loved one’s.


  So I spared her the more graphic details provided by Mr. Brasher. I wished I could spare her all of them. Still, she would not be dissuaded; she had a kind of moral strength that was almost nunlike in its purity and the unwavering belief that she was doing the one true right thing.


  Which, of course, she was. I could only watch, my chest aching as she braided and rebraided her husband’s hair, dampened his cracked lips with a washcloth or her own mouth, kissed his forehead and hands and the staved-in curve of his shoulder blades. And I did what I could to prepare for Death, to lay down a paper trail, or at least provide a sort of map that would indicate where the paper trail would be. I was very, very organized.


  But when I was in my own home, I would wake in the middle of the night and lie there for hours in a cold sweat. What terrified me was something so banal I was ashamed to even speak it aloud: I could not bear the thought of Cal’s body being burned; of all that beauty, his long red hair and Viking jewelry, his gorgeous clothes and long slender fingers heavy with rings—of all that being consigned to the air.


  And that was how I thought of it, not of smoke or ash or flame but of air and nothingness, an eternal blue sweep of sky and Cal nowhere to be seen. I had studied archeology in college and always loved bones, fragments of stone and crushed beads, the patterns of livelihood and ritual that you could discern within a cubic yard of rich humus and potsherds, tibia and skulls and broken glass. I had no belief in resurrection beyond this.


  But when I thought of that beautiful casket, painstakingly made and carved by men who loved their friend, and of my friend within it with all his treasure laid upon his breast—when I thought of that, I imagined Cal as a prince of the earth, one who might be found a thousand years hence, buried in a rocky northern graveyard. And when he was discovered, by archeologists to whom he would be as remote as Scythian horselords were to me—why then he would live again! Cal would be a mystery, but he would be known. He would be alive, and not forgotten, even if no one knew his name; even if no one understood the meaning of the tattoos upon his wrists or the runestones he carried in a leather bag at his side.


  But if all of that were consigned to the air there would be nothing that remained of my friend; nothing at all.
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  Cal died early on Thursday evening, during a snowstorm. I wasn’t there; I would be snowed in with my children for the next forty-eight hours, and so I missed everything I had tried to plan for so diligently. Tina was there, of course, in the next room, talking to Leenamarie, the Wiccan priestess who would oversee the death rites. Later, Tina told me about everything.


  “I walked back into the room and without even looking at him, I knew he was gone. I just knew. I walked over and looked at him. Then I went into the kitchen. I picked up a bowl, that heavy blue glass bowl? And I smashed it into the sink. I was screaming at the top of my lungs.


  “You bastard, you sonofabitch, I spent the last two months never leaving you and now you go? Now you go?


  “I don’t know what Leenamarie thought. Then I looked down at my hand. I hadn’t felt anything when I smashed the bowl, but I was bleeding, like, a lot. And I thought, Hmmm. I better get a grip on this.”


  Within a few hours, the tribe had gathered around her. Tina and Leenamarie and Luna washed Cal’s body and anointed it; Tina braided his hair, snipping a single long plait and putting it on the altar, to keep. They dressed him in his nineteenth-century naval captain’s uniform, the one he had worn when he was Captain Ahab one Hallowe’en, and laid him out on a makeshift table made from planks and sawhorses, in the keeping room out back. It was so cold there that your fingers and nose grew numb within minutes, but everyone took turns keeping a vigil by his body. The men prepared a huge bonfire in the field behind the woods, and as the snow fell Leenamarie led a mooncircle out there, with dozens of friends chanting, singing, howling like wolves as the storm subsided and the full moon rose above the trees. Inside, Tina sat on a stool in the kitchen while her friend Doreen shaved her head. Doreen worked as a veterinary assistant; she used sheep shears on Tina, and then a series of disposable razors until her skull was smooth and yellow as a monk’s. Afterward, Tina showed me a series of pictures, the women seeming never to change position, save their eyes and mouths, which were twisted between hysterical laughter and ravaged weeping. It was like some weird time-lapse film that recorded emotion and not movement.


  “He looked so beautiful, Carrie.” There were photographs of Cal, too. Tina made a little album of them. “He lost that old-man look and he looked the way he used to, the way he did when we first met. He was so beautiful, I couldn’t stop touching him. I just kept going back into the back room and touching his face.


  “But then, after about thirty-six hours, he changed. It happened really suddenly. And I went back into the house and said, Dead Body! Get him out of here!”
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  The night that Cal died, I had a dream about him. In my dream I was calling Tina on the phone, but Cal answered, his voice as strong and full of laughter as it had been once, three months gone by, oh so long ago. That was my only knowledge of his presence, his voice, and it filled me with an overwhelming mix of confusion and joy—had there, after all, been a mistake?


  But no: even in my dream I couldn’t let go of the facts.


  “Cal,” I said. “Aren’t you—”


  I stopped. I didn’t want to embarrass him by pointing out he was a ghost.


  “No, Carrie.” He sounded amused, slightly annoyed, the way he’d sounded when we’d argued about politics during the Gulf War. “No, Carrie. I’m still here. I’m right here, Carrie. I’m here.”


  I woke, feeling not frightened but bemused and oddly exhilirated, which I guess was the closest I ever came to experiencing some kind of faith.
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  Early Friday morning I had called Mr. Brusher and informed him of the time of Cal’s death, and told him when to expect the little procession of pickups and old four-wheel drive Subarus and Saabs.


  “The widow is aware that, after forty-eight hours, the body will start to—decay?”


  “Yes, she is.” I had been warned about this by the hospice nurses, too; one of them advised me that we should all put Noxzema around and inside our nostrils. “They’ll be there Saturday afternoon.”


  Saturday morning they put Cal into his coffin. They laid him upon a bed of marijuana, tucking it around his thin shoulders and wasted legs, and then filled his pockets with semi-precious stones, agates and Maine tourmaline, jade from Nepal and Indian cinnabar. Tina slipped coins into his pockets, and hand-rolled cigarettes, a six-ounce green glass bottle of Coca-Cola, a Defenders of Wildlife coffee mug with wolves on it. In one hand she put the last of the Owsley acid he’d hung onto since his days of dealing it thirty years before. His paints went into the casket, and his pastels; his shakahatchi flute and the new hand-beaded moccasins that were a Christmas present he’d never been able to wear. He wore most of his jewelry, save a few pieces that Tina had decided to keep; and so the casket was made that much heavier by golden rings and thick silver bracelets embossed with dragons and waves, his ivory torque, the yards and yards of Tibetan necklaces strung with little brass and bronze and copper and silver and jade dragons. Tina placed one of his painted and embroidered leather bags beside him. Inside were his well-worn tarot deck and favorite books—Howard Pyle’s King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, the Rockwell Kent Moby Dick, paperbacks of Dostoevsky and Tolstoy. Another leather bag held his runestones. Last of all, on his breast there was an exquisite wooden model of a Viking ship under full sail.


  She had color photographs of all this, too, and when I saw them I thought how Cal truly did look like a pagan prince, a shaman and not a man who had been born in Dimebox, Texas, fifty-two years before.
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  And so I missed the cremation. They drove in a little caravan to Lewiston, Cal’s casket inside Jorge’s old pickup truck, a big blue tarp covering it and a Tibetan silk painting like a flag draped across the tarp. During that weekend I continued to speak to Tina several times a day. I finally saw her the day after the cremation.


  “I missed you so much, Carrie,” she said. She was dressed all in black, black linen tunic and loose black trousers, a star-spangled black scarf around her neck. “I wished you’d been there, it felt so wrong you weren’t there.”


  “I know,” I said, and held her for a long time. She looked exhausted but beautiful, her gaunt face even more striking now that her head was shaved. “I’m sorry, I . . . “


  “But I have something I’d like for you to do. I have Cal’s ashes and I’d like to sift through them with you.”


  “Sure,” I said. I had wondered about this. Mr. Brusher had asked me whether the widow would like the remains crushed.


  “Most people do,” he said. “But it takes a few extra hours, and we need to schedule that time in. Can you let me know?”


  This was one command decision I was not prepared to make. I hadn’t even mentioned it to Tina, but now I learned that she had not opted to do what most people would have done.


  “Sure,” I told her. “Of course. It would be an honor.”


  “Okay.” She turned and picked up a little book from the coffee table. There was a largish cardboard carton there as well, sealed with tape and with Cal’s name and address written on it in magic marker. Someone had drawn swirly moons and stars on the box in red and gold glitter ink. Tina ignored the box and opened the little book, flipping quickly through it. “Next Tuesday, nothing will be in retrograde, after—hmm, let’s see, twelve-forty-seven p.m. Can you come then?”


  “Sure. I’ll take you to lunch first, how’s that?”


  So our date was set, as though we were going to Belfast to have a manicure from the woman who used only nontoxic, vegetable-based nail products. That night, when I told Robert about what I was going to do, he frowned and shook his head.


  “This sounds a bit dangerous to me. Psychologically risky, I mean.”


  “For Tina, you mean?”


  “Well, yes. And you. There’s no cultural safety net for this sort of thing, Carrie.”


  I nodded again but said nothing. But I thought, it was like everything else Cal and Tina and their friends did, part of their crazy-beautiful patchwork of belief. Magic mushrooms, shamans giving medical advice, moonrise and silver temple bells at dawn. Seat-of-the-pants religion: but who was I, a nonbeliever, to say it was wrong? I went into another room and put on the radio. Yet another DJ on the little local station was doing a tribute show for Cal, a scratchy vinyl recording of an old old song, a woman’s husky vibrato and in the background noisy echoing feedback—


  
    
      
        
          	
            But Magic is no instrument

            Magic is the end.
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  The following Tuesday I picked up Tina, and we went to have an early lunch in town. We both ordered the same thing, Japanese somen noodles with fresh ginger and garlic. We spoke about how she and Cal had first met, about all the emails she’d received from friends all over the world, all the letters. Afterwards we drove around for a little while, to give Tina a chance to talk more, I thought. But then I glanced at the clock on the dashboard of the old Saab and remembered that nothing would be in retrograde until close to one o’clock. At twelve-forty-five we were driving back down the dirt road to Tina’s house, dodging frost heaves and patches of black ice, listening to Cab Calloway on the radio.


  “Well,” she said when we finally pulled into the driveway. “Here we are.”


  Inside, I boiled water for tea, while Tina prepared a space in the living room. First she laid a white sheet on the floor atop the old kilim rug. Then she set down four candles in star-shaped glass holders, one at each corner of the sheet. In the middle she set the cardboard carton and a pair of scissors. At the edge of the sheet were dozens of containers—cookie tins, beautiful blown-glass decanters, tiny glass and metal vials, antique silver urns from Nepal, carved wooden boxes, terra cotta pots with lids. There were also several boxes of Ziploc bags in varying sizes.


  “I’m going to bury some of his ashes in the backyard,” said Tina. “Along with whatever else we find.”


  The rest she was going to take with her on a months-long pilgrimage, first across the United States, then to Europe, India, and Nepal: all the places Cal had ever lived, all the places they had ever visited together, all the places they had planned to go. She would scatter his ashes everywhere, and bury some of whatever else we found in Dimebox, Chaco Canyon, on the road outside Katmandu.


  “Well,” Tina said at last. She seemed edgy, anxious to start but also uneasy: the first time in all the weeks of Cal’s dying that I had seen her actually fearful about something. Outside the sun was shining; a sudden thaw had melted most of the snow over the last few days, and on the maple trees tiny red buds were swelling. “I guess we should begin. Do you need to go to the bathroom or anything?”


  I said no. We walked into the living room, set down our tea mugs. Tina went back and got the cardboard box from the coffee table and carried it to the white sheet laid out on the floor. She put the box in its center, then performed the ritual of charging the circle, lighting each of the four candles in turn and making a little recitation as she rang the silvery Tibetan temple bells.


  “Spirits of the West, of Fire and—no, wait. I think East is Fire—”


  She began again, while I knelt and listened. I knew that once the circle was charged we were not supposed to leave it; only children and cats could pass through a charged circle without disrupting the force, or something. When Tina was finished she knelt opposite me, her glasses glinting in the candlelight.


  “Well,” she said.


  She took the scissors and slit open the heavy tape on the cardboard carton. Inside was a bag of heavy clear plastic, its sides opaque with grey dust. There was a twistie-tie at the top; Tina undid this and set it aside, then unfolded the plastic and smoothed it down over the sides of the box.


  “Oh, wow,” she breathed. “Oh, wow.”


  I gazed down and felt every hair on my body lift. I have never experienced anything like it. Tina’s hands hovered above the bag’s opening; then dipped down and into what the carton held. “Oh, oh, Little Wolf, my Little Wolf . . ”


  “Jesus,” I whispered; then slipped my hand inside.


  It was not ashes, of course. Even ashes are not technically ashes, but a gritty substance more like kitty litter or medium-fine gravel.


  What the box contained was not that at all, but bones. Most of them burned or broken up, but nearly all immediately recognizable. A forensic anthropologist would have been able to piece some of them together to form part of an arm, or hand; ribcage and spine and shoulder blade. Everything was covered with a fine layer of ash, pale-grey, almost white. I picked up a slender bone the length of my hand, hollow, like a bone flute, set it to one side and filled my palm with soft dust and shattered tibia, a lovely wing-shaped fragment of vertebra.


  “Look,” murmured Tina. Her eyes were huge, transfixed; she held up the tiny intact figure of a dragon, its ruby eyes winking as she rubbed the ash from them.


  “That’s amazing,” I said, shaking my head. “Look—”


  I let the fine ash trickle through my fingers, then plucked a curved smooth shard of green glass from my palm. “The Coke bottle!”


  Tina nodded. She rubbed at her glasses, leaving a smear of ash; then said, “I’m going to get some bandannas, so we don’t breathe this in—”


  She stood, moving her hands back and forth above a candle as she recited the words that would let her leave the circle. She returned a few minutes later, closed the circle again and handed me a bright-red kerchief. I cleaned my glasses with it, then tied it over my mouth and bent back over the box. Very carefully, I began taking handfuls of what was inside and laying it on the sheet in front of me. Without discussing it, we began sorting everything in small heaps splayed in a long sweep across the white sheet. Larger bones here; glass there, melted blobs from the Coke bottle; here unidentifiable bits of charred and twisted metal.


  What was extraordinary was not just how many things could be identified, but how many had not been destroyed by the incandescent heat of the furnace. We found Cal’s gold-rimmed spectacles, the frames bent but the glass intact. We found dozens of tiny animal figurines of bronze and silvery metal, and the twin circlets of steel which were part of his leather bag. There were shards of semiprecious stone, and the wire that had formed the rigging of the Viking ship. There were the rimestones, some of them split in two; only those that Cal had painted himself, with tiny V-shaped symbols and letters, still retained their color and whatever arcane meaning he had charged them with. As the hours passed the piles in front of us grew larger, and Tina began to make another series of orderly heaps, objects that she would keep, ultimately placing them on the little corner shrine where incense and candles burned round the clock.


  “What do you think these are?” I asked, holding up a small, smooth cylinder. It was grey-white, the same color as the ashes. I had quite a little pile of them.


  “Bones?”


  “No. I think they’re his pastels.”


  “That’s it!” Tina picked one up and turned it to the light. “The color got all burned away . . .”


  We found the metal ferrules from his paintbrushes, scores of beads and other remnants of jewelry. Tina was dismayed and surprised that none of his heavy bracelets or torques had survived, save for a tiny bit of silvery filigree, melted and charred like burned lace. Amazingly, we did find several small pieces of cloth that had somehow come through unscathed, dark wool soft and worn as felt, a shred of leather. And there was his wolf coffee mug, in three pieces, and a triangular piece of scorched paper, the corner of a page from one of the paperbacks.


  He set out on his, it read.


  Hours passed. I felt as though I had slipped through a crack in time, my back bent as I sifted and sorted and held fragments of bone before the candle-flame, enacting some nameless ritual that women had performed for a thousand thousand years, before ritual had a name; before women did. The world smelled of ash—it would take more than a faded red bandanna to keep that from me—of scorched metal and bone. My fingers felt as though they were gloved in something at once soft and slightly abrasive, the inside of an animal skin perhaps, or feathers. The sun had gone down, the room around us was growing almost too dark for us to see what we were doing; but we were almost done. In front of me was the pile of bones. Tina had a long line of smaller heaps beside her, jewelry and runestones and metal and tiny figurines. The only bones she had put aside were those of Cal’s skull, which were larger than most of the others. There was a surprising number of these; I think you could probably have pieced his entire skull back together, like one of those ancient figures in a barrow, their skeletons dusted with ochre and pollen.


  But at last, nothing remained in the box but very fine white ash. Tina looked around, dazed, at everything that surrounded us, bones and charred metal, a soft sifting of grey veiling her face.


  “Carrie. You must want something. What would you like to have?”


  I sat back on my heels, gazing at her and then at the orderly piles that surrounded us. “You choose for me,” I said. “I will take this—”


  I picked up the slender hollow bone I had first seen, cupped it in my hand. “And some of his pastels.”


  “Okay.” Tina frowned studiously, then reached over and plucked the two metal rings that had come from Cal’s leather bag. “And here—”


  She placed them in my hand. They felt warm, as though they still held some of the retort’s heat and flame. I put them, along with the bone and the pastels, into the leather bag Cal had made for me years before. “Thank you, Tina,” I said, and leaned across the grey-streaked sheet to embrace her.


  “I guess I better start putting this into the containers.” She smiled weakly as she withdrew from me. She pushed at the kerchief covering her shaven skull, and I saw where dark ashy fingerprints covered her forehead. “God, I had no idea there would be so much. I hope I have enough to hold everything . . .”


  As it turned out, she didn’t. After she had filled as many containers as she could, sorting them out as to what would go to Texas, what remain here in the woods behind the house, what would go to England, to India, to Nepal; after all that, enough remained that I filled several large Ziploc bags with the smallest fragments of bone, and several more with ashes.


  “Well,” Tina said at last. She looked exhausted, more in the grips of some intense hallucinogen than grief. And I imagined I must look exactly the same. “I guess we’d better stop.”


  I stood, my back aching, as she walked around the perimeter of the white sheet, reciting the words that would open the circle to us once more. Against one wall was the cardboard box, filled now with sealed Ziploc bags, and the dozens of containers that held Cal’s remains. When Tina was finished, I picked up the white sheet and folded it, then walked out onto the back porch. The wind tugged at the sheet as I opened it and shook it out, and at that moment I felt how strange all this was, how I might have been shaking out a white tablecloth but instead was consigning the last of my friend to the cold night air.


  Later, after I had kissed Tina goodbye and made plans to see her before she left on her pilgrimage, I went home. The taste of ash was in my mouth, not a bitter or horrible taste at all but warm, pleasantly acrid. When I got home I checked on the children and Robert, the three of them already asleep, then went into the bathroom and lit a series of votive candles in red glasses. I undressed, my clothes powdery with white dust, and took a bath and drank half a bottle of red wine as I soaked in the tub. When I slept that night I had no dreams that I could recall, no mystic voices or faces greeting me; but neither did I wake and lie for hours in the dark, haunted by the thought of empty blue air, of silence and the sound of the wind.
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  It is nearly two months now since Cal died. Just this morning I got another postcard from Tina, from Venice this time—a place Cal had never visited, but where the two of them had planned to go on their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. She loved the city so much she was staying longer than she had planned, after having dropped some of his ashes into the Grand Canal; but she would be leaving within the week, with Tangiers her next stop. She couldn’t wait to see me again, to tell me about all of her adventures: she had seen some amazing things, really unbelievable stuff, and of course she was always looking for Cal, always keeping her eyes and mind opened, so that she would recognize him when they met again.


  Here in Maine spring has come earlier than usual, the snow melt deepening the lakes and rivers, the daffodils already starting to bloom even though it’s only the second week of April, far too early for northern New England, the earliest spring I can remember. Outside the earth smells sweet, almost perfumed, bacteria thriving in the warm moist soil and the lake releasing its muddy hyacinth scent.


  Last week, a bird appeared at the window where I work. I was hunched over my computer, writing, my back to the glass, when I heard a soft insistent tapping. When I turned I saw a tiny brown bird on the sill ouside. As I stared it began to peck at the glass, gently but without stopping, like a thrush cracking a snail on a stone.


  “Hello,” I said. I sat and watched it for several minutes, expecting it to fly away. It did not. I finally turned back to my computer, but the bird remained where it was, still tapping at the window.


  “What’re you doing?” I asked it. “Hmm? You want to see me?”


  Moving slowly, I opened the window, letting in the cool April air, the faintest whiff of narcissus. To my surprise the bird did not fly away, but instead hopped onto the inside sill. It cocked its head and stared at me. I stared back, then laughed.


  “Hey, what’re you doing?” I held my hand out. The bird looked at my finger but would not step onto it. Neither did it fly away. Instead, it turned and began hopping along the sill, stopping to examine the things I have there: an old magic-lantern slide of Red Riding Hood and the Big Bad Wolf, a photograph of Robert and the children; Cal’s bone, his pastels, the two steel rings from his leather bag, the small reddish curl of braid that Tina had given me the day I drove her to the airport. The bird looked at all of these, then turned and flew back outside.


  It comes every day now and stays, watching me. I looked it up in my nature guides, going from one to another until I found the right description: the European wren, troglodytes troglodytes, a diminutive brown bird with white bars on its wings and breast, native to western Europe and the British Isles, but not North America. I called my friend Lucy, who writes the wildlife column for our local paper, and asked if she had ever heard of anyone seeing a European wren in Maine before. She had not, and when she posed the question to her readers, none of them had, either.


  Still, the bird is here. I researched it online, and in some books of folklore I have, and learned that the European wren is the bird that was the subject of the annual wren hunt, an ancient pre-Christian ritual of death and resurrection, still practiced in obscure parts of Ireland and the Isle of Man. It is a creature known for its cheer and its valor, its bravery suiting a bird of far greater size; and also for its song, which is piercingly sweet and flutelike, carrying for miles on a clear day.


  I can attest to this, writing as I do while the bird sits on the sill behind me and watches me work, as it plucks the last strands of Cal’s hair from the braid and flies off to build its nest, somewhere in the rowan tree outside. There it sings, its voice rising and drowning out the songs of redwing blackbirds and chickadees, northern loons and kingfishers and the tapping of my fingers on the keyboard. It sings, day after day after day, and sometimes into the night as well. I never cease to marvel at the sound.


  The Least Trumps


  IN THE LONELY HOUSE there is a faded framed LIFE magazine article from almost half a century ago, featuring a color photograph of a beautiful woman with close-cropped blonde hair and rather sly gray eyes, wide crimson-lipsticked mouth, a red-and-white striped bateauneck shirt. The woman is holding a large magnifying lens and examining a very large insect, a plastic scientific model of a common black ant, Formica componatus, posed atop a stack of children’s picture books. Each book displays the familiar blocky letters and illustrated image that has been encoded into the dreamtime DNA of generations of children: that of a puzzled-looking, goggle-eyed ant, its antenna slightly askew as though trying, vainly, to tune in to the signal from some oh-so-distant station.


  Wise Aunt or Wise Anti reads the caption beneath the photo. Blake E. Tun Examines a Friend.


  The woman is the beloved children’s book author and illustrator, Blake Eleanor Tun, known to her friends as Blakie. The books are the six classic Wise Ant books, in American and English editions and numerous translations. Wise Ant, Brave Ant, Curious Ant; Formi Sage, Weise Ameise, Una Ormiga Visionaria. In the room behind Blakie, you can just make out the figure of a toddler, out of focus as she runs past. You can see the child’s short blonde hair cut in a pageboy, and a tiny hand that the camera records as a mothlike blur. The little girl with the Prince Valiant haircut, identified in the article as Miss Tun’s adopted niece, is actually Blakie’s illegitimate daughter, Ivy Tun. That’s me.


  Here in her remote island hidey-hole, the article begins, Blake Eleanor Tun brings to life an imaginary world inhabited by millions.


  People used to ask Blakie why she lived on Aranbega. Actually, just living on an island wasn’t enough for my mother. The Lonely House stood on an islet in Green Pond, so we lived on an island on an island.


  “Why do I live here? Because enchantresses always live on islands,” she’d say, and laugh. If she fancied the questioner she might add, “Oh, you know. Circe, Calypso, the Lady in the Lake. . . .”


  Then she’d give her, or very occasionally him, one of her mocking sideways smiles, lowering her head so that its fringe of yellow hair would fall across her face, hiding her eyes so that only the smile remained.


  “The smile on the face of the tiger,” Katherine told me once when I was a teenager. “Whenever you saw that smile of hers, you’d know it was only a matter of time.”


  “Time till what?” I asked.


  But by then her attention had already turned back to my mother: the sun to Katherine’s gnomon, the impossibly beautiful bright thing that we all circled, endlessly.


  Anyway, I knew what Blakie’s smile meant. Her affairs were notorious even on the island. For decades, however, they were carefully concealed from her readers, most of whom assumed (as they were meant to) that Blake E. Tun was a man—that LIFE magazine article caused quite a stir among those not already in the know. My mother was Blakie to me as to everyone else. When I was nine she announced that she was not my aunt but my mother, and produced a birth certificate from a Boston hospital to prove it.


  “No point in lying. It would however be more convenient if you continued to call me Blakie.” She stubbed out her cigarette on the sole of her tennis shoe and tossed it over the railing into Green Pond. “But it’s no one’s business who you are. Or who I am in relation to you, for that matter.”


  And that was that. My father was not a secret kept from me; he just didn’t matter that much, not in Blakie’s scheme of things. The only thing she ever told me about him was that he was very young.


  “Just a boy. Not much older than you are now, Ivy,” which at the time was nineteen. “Just a kid.”


  “Never knew what hit him,” agreed my mother’s partner, Katherine, as Blakie glared at her from across the room.


  It never crossed my mind to doubt my mother, just as it never crossed my mind to hold her accountable for any sort of duplicity she might have practiced, then or later. The simple mad fact was that I adored Blakie. Everyone did. She was lovely and smart and willful and rich, a woman who believed in seduction, not argument; when seduction failed, which was rarely, she was not above abduction, of the genteel sort involving copious amounts of liquor and the assistance of one or two attractive friends.


  The Wise Ant books she had written and illustrated when she was in her twenties. By her thirtieth birthday they had made her fortune. Blakie had a wise agent named Letitia Thome and a very wise financial adviser named William Dunlap, both of whom took care that my mother would never have to work again unless she wanted to.


  Blakie did not want to work. She wanted to seduce Dunlap’s daughter-in-law, a twenty-two-year-old Dallas socialite named Katherine Mae Moss. The two women eloped to Aranbega, a rocky spine of land some miles off the coast of Maine. There they built a fairy-tale cottage in the middle of a lake, on a tamarack- and fern-covered bump of rock not much bigger than the Bambi Airstream trailer they’d driven up from Texas. The cottage had two small bedrooms, a living room and dining nook and wraparound porch overlooking the still silvery surface of Green Pond. There was a beetle-black cast-iron Crawford woodstove for heat and cooking, kerosene lanterns and a small red hand pump in the slate kitchen sink. No electricity; no telephone. Drinking water was pumped up from the lake. Septic and gray water disposal was achieved through an ancient holding tank that was emptied once a year.


  They named the cottage the Lonely House, after the tiny house where Wise Ant lived with her friends Grasshopper and Bee. Here they were visited by Blakie’s friends, artistic sorts from New York and Boston, several other writers from Maine, and by Katherine’s relatives, a noisy congeries of cattle heiresses, disaffected oilmen and Ivy league dropouts, first-wave hippies and draft dodgers, all of whom took turns babysitting me when Blakie took off for Crete or London or Taos in pursuit of some new amour. Eventually, of course, Katherine would find her and bring her home: as a child I imagined my mother engaged in some world-spanning game of hide-and-seek, where Katherine was always It. When the two of them returned to the Lonely House, there would always be a prize for me as well. A rainbow map of California, tie-dyed on a white bedsheet; lizard-skin drums from Angola; a meerschaum pipe carved in the likeness of Richard Nixon.


  “You’ll never have to leave here to see the world, Ivy,” my mother said once, after presenting me with a Maori drawing on bark of a stylized honeybee. “It will all come to you, like it all came to me.”


  My mother was thirty-seven when I was born, old to be having a baby, and paired in what was then known as a Boston marriage. She and Katherine are still together, two old ladies now living in a posh assisted-living community near Rockland, no longer scandalizing anyone. They’ve had their relationship highlighted on an episode of This American Life, and my mother is active in local liberal causes, doing benefit readings of The Vagina Monologues and signings of Wise Ant for the Rockland Domestic Abuse Shelter. Katherine reconciled with her family and inherited a ranch near Goliad, where they still go sometimes in the winter. The Wise Ant books are now discussed within the context of midcentury American lesbian literature, a fact which annoys my mother no end.


  “I wrote those books for children,” she cries whenever the topic arises. “They are children’s books,” as though someone had confused the color of her mailbox, red rather than black. “For God’s sake.”


  Of course Wise Ant will never be anything more than her antly self—wise, brave, curious, kind, noisy, helpful—just as Blakie at eighty-two remains beautiful, maddening, forgetful, curious, brave; though seldom, if ever, quiet. We had words when I converted the Lonely House to solar power—


  “You’re spoiling it. It was never intended to have electricity—”


  Blakie and Katherine were by then well established in their elegant cottage at Penobscot Fields. I looked at the room around me—Blakie’s study, small but beautifully appointed, with a Gustav Stickley lamp that she’d had rewired by a curator at the Farnsworth, her laptop screen glowing atop a quartersawn oak desk; Bose speakers and miniature CD console.


  “You’re right,” I said. “I’ll just move in here with you.”


  “That’s not the—”


  “Blakie. I need electricity to work. The generator’s too noisy, my customers don’t like it. And expensive. I have to work for a living—”


  “You don’t have to—”


  “I want to work for a living.” I paused, trying to calm myself. “Look, it’ll be fun—doing the wiring and stuff. I got all these photovoltaic cells, when it’s all set up, you’ll see. It’ll be great.”


  And it was. The cottage is south facing: two rows of cells on the roof, a few extra batteries boxed in under the porch, a few days spent wiring, and I was set. I left the bookshelves in the living room, mostly my books now, and a few valuable first editions that I’d talked Blakie into leaving. Eliot’s Four Quartets and some Theodore Roethke; Gormenghast; a Leonard Baskin volume signed For Blakie. One bedroom I kept as my own, with a wide handcrafted oak cupboard bed, cleverly designed to hold clothes beneath and more books all around. At the head of the bed were those I loved best, a set of all six Wise Ant books and the five volumes of Walter Burden Fox’s unfinished Five Windows One Door sequence.


  The other bedroom became my studio. I set up a drafting table and autoclave and lightbox, a shelf with my ultrasonic cleaner and dri-clave. On the floor was an additional power unit just for my machine and equipment; a tool bench holding soldering guns, needle bars, and jigs; a tall stainless steel medicine cabinet with enough disinfectant and bandages and gloves and hemostats to outfit a small clinic; an overhead cabinet with my inks and pencils and acetates. Empty plastic caps await the colored inks that fill the machine’s reservoir. A small sink drains into a special tank that I bring to the Rockland dump once a month, when everyone else brings in their empty paint cans. A bookshelf holds albums filled with pictures of my own work and some art books—Tibetan stuff, pictures from Chauvet Cavern, Japanese woodblock prints.


  But no flash sheets; no framed flash art; no fake books. If customers want flash, they can go to Rockland or Bangor. I do only my own designs. I’ll work with a customer, if she has a particular image in mind, or come up with something original if she doesn’t. But if somebody has her heart set on a prancing unicorn, or Harley flames, or Mister Natural, or a Grateful Dead logo, I send her elsewhere.


  This doesn’t happen much. I don’t advertise. All my business is word of mouth, through friends or established customers, a few people here on Aranbega. But mostly, if someone wants me to do her body work, she really has to want me, enough to fork out sixty-five bucks for the round-trip ferry and at least a couple hundred for the tattoo, and three hundred more for the Aranbega Inn if she misses the last ferry, or if her work takes more than a single day. Not to mention the cost of a thick steak dinner afterward, and getting someone else to drive her home. I don’t let people stay at the Lonely House, unless it’s someone I’ve known for a long time, which usually means someone I was involved with at some point, which usually means she wouldn’t want to stay with me in any case. Sue is an exception, but Sue is seeing someone else now, one of the other occupational therapists from Penobscot Fields, so she doesn’t come over as much as she used to.


  That suits me fine. My customers are all women. Most of them are getting a tattoo to celebrate some milestone, usually something like finally breaking with an abusive boyfriend, leaving a bad marriage, coming to grips with the aftermath of a rape. Breast cancer survivors—I do a lot of breast work—or tattoos to celebrate coming out, or giving birth. Sometimes anniversaries. I get a lot of emotional baggage dumped in my studio, for hours or days at a time; it always leaves when the customers do, but it pretty much fulfills my need for any kind of emotional connection, which is pretty minimal anyway.


  And, truth to tell, it fulfills most of my sexual needs too; at least any baseline desire I have for physical contact. My life is spent with skin: cupping a breast in my hand, pulling the skin taut between my fingers while the needle etches threadlike lines around the aureole, tracing yellow above violet veins, turning zippered scars into coiled serpents, an explosion of butterfly wings, flames or phoenixes rising from a puckered blue-white mound of flesh; or drawing secret maps, a hidden cartography of grottoes and ravines, rivulets and waves lapping at beaches no bigger than the ball of my thumb; the ball of my thumb pressed there, index finger there, tissue film of latex between my flesh and hers, the hushed drone of the machine as it chokes down when the needle first touches skin and the involuntary flinch that comes, no matter how well she’s prepared herself for this, no matter how many times she’s lain just like this, paper towels blotting the film of blood that wells, nearly invisible, beneath the moving needle bar’s tip, music never loud enough to drown out the hum of the machine. Hospital smells of disinfectant, blood, antibacterial ointment, latex.


  And sweat. A stink like scorched metal: fear. It wells up the way blood does, her eyes dilate and I can smell it, even if she doesn’t move, even if she’s done this enough times to be as controlled as I am when I draw the needle across my own flesh: she’s afraid, and I know it, needle-flick, soft white skin pulled taut, again, again, between my fingers.


  I don’t want a lot of company, after a day’s work.


  I knew something was going to happen the night before I found the Trumps. Sue teases me, but it’s true, I can tell when something is going to happen. A feeling starts to swell inside me, as though I’m being blown up like a balloon, my head feels light and somehow cold, there are glittering things at the edges of my eyes. And sure enough, within a day or two someone turns up out of the blue, or I get a letter or e-mail from someone I haven’t thought of in ten years, or I see something—a mink, a yearling moose, migrating elvers—and I just know.


  I shouldn’t even tell Sue when it happens. She says it’s just a manifestation of my disorder, like a migraine aura.


  “Take your fucking medicine, Ivy. It’s an early warning system: take your Xanax!”


  Rationally I can understand that, rationally I know she’s right. That’s all it is, a chain of neurons going off inside my head, like a string of firecrackers with a too-short fuse. But I can never explain to her the way the world looks when it happens, that green glow in the sky not just at twilight but all day long, the way I can see the stars sometimes at noon, sparks in the sky.


  I was outside the Lonely House, cutting some flowers to take to Blakie. Pink and white cosmos; early asters, powder blue and mauve; white sweet-smelling phlox, their stems slightly sticky, green aphids like minute beads of dew beneath the flower heads. From the other shore a chipmunk gave its warning cheeet. I looked up, and there on the bank a dozen yards away sat a red fox. It was grinning at me; I could see the thin black rind of its gums, its yellow eyes shining as though lit from within by candles. It sat bolt upright and watched me, its white-tipped brush twitching like a cat’s.


  I stared back, my arms full of asters. After a moment I said, “Hello there. Hello. What are you looking for?”


  I thought it would lope off then, the way foxes do, but it just sat and continued to watch me. I went back to gathering flowers, putting them into a wooden trug and straightening to gaze back at the shore. The fox was still there, yellow eyes glinting in the late-summer light. Abruptly it jumped to its feet. It looked right at me, cocking its head like a dog waiting to be walked.


  It barked—a shrill, bone-freezing sound, like a child screaming. I felt my back prickle; it was still watching me, but there was something distracted about its gaze, and I saw its ears flatten against its narrow skull. A minute passed. Then, from away across Cameron Mountain there came an answer, another sharp yelp, higher-pitched and ending in a sort of yodeling wail. The fox turned so quickly it seemed to somersault through the low grass, and arrowed up the hillside toward the birch grove. In a moment it was gone. There was only the frantic chatter of red squirrels in the woods and, when I drew the dory up on the far shore a quarter-hour later, a musky sharp smell like crushed grapes.


  I got the last ferry over to Port Symes, me and a handful of late-season people from away, sunburned and loud, waving their cell phones over the rail as they tried to pick up a signal from one of the towers on the mainland.


  “We’ll never get a reservation,” a woman said accusingly to her husband. “I told you to have Marisa do it before she left—”


  At Port Symes I hopped off before any of them, heading for where I’d left Katherine’s car parked by an overgrown bank of dog roses. The roses were all crimson hips and thorns by now, the dark green leaves already burning to yellow; there were yellow beech leaves across the car’s windshield, and as I drove out onto the main road I saw acorns like thousands of green-and-bronze marbles scattered across the gravel road. Summer lingers for weeks on the islands, trapped by pockets of warmer air, soft currents and gray fog holding it fast till mid-October some years. Here on the mainland it was already autumn.


  The air had a keen winey scent that reminded me of the fox. As I headed down the peninsula toward Rockland I caught the smell of burning leaves, the dank odor of smoke snaking through a chimney that had been cold since spring. The maples were starting to turn, pale gold and pinkish red. There had been a lot of rain in the last few weeks; one good frost would set the leaves ablaze. On the seat beside me Blakie’s flowers sat in their mason jar, wrapped in a heavy towel; one good frost and they might be the last ones I’d pick this year.


  I got all the way to the main road before the first temblors of panic hit. I deliberately hadn’t taken my medication—it made me too sleepy, I couldn’t drive, and Sue would have had to meet me at the ferry, I would be asleep before we got to her place. The secondary road ended; there was a large green sign with arrows pointing east and west.


  THOMASTON


  OWL’S HEAD


  ROCKLAND


  I turned right, toward Rockland. In the distance I could see the slate-covered reach of Penobscot Bay, a pine-pointed tip of land protruding into the waters, harsh white lights from Rockland Harbor; miles and miles off, a tiny smudge like a thumbprint upon the darkening sky.


  Aranbega. I was off island.


  The horror comes down, no matter how I try to prepare myself for it, no matter how many times I’ve been through it: an incendiary blast of wind, the feeling that an iron helmet was tightening around my head. I began to gasp, my heart starting to pound and my entire upper body going cold. Outside was a cool September twilight, the lights of the strip malls around Rockland starting to prick through the gold-and-violet haze, but inside the car the air had grown black, my skin icy. There was a searing fire in my gut. My T-shirt was soaked through. I forced myself to breathe, to remember to exhale: to think You’re not dying, nobody dies of this, it will go, it will go. . . .


  “Fuck.” I clutched the steering wheel and crept past the Puffin Shop convenience store, past the Michelin tire place, the Dairy Queen; through one set of traffic lights, a second. You won’t die, nobody dies of this; don’t look at the harbor.


  I tried to focus on the trees—two huge red oaks, there, you could hardly see where the land had been cleared behind them to make way for a car wash. It’s just a symptom, you’re reacting to the symptoms, nobody dies of this, nobody. At a stop sign I grabbed my cell phone and called Sue.


  “I’m by the Rite-Aid.” Don’t look at the Rite-Aid. “I’ll be there, five minutes—”


  An SUV pulled up behind me. I dropped the phone, feeling like I was going to vomit; turned sharply onto the side street. My legs shook so I couldn’t feel the pedals under my feet. How can I drive if my legs are numb!


  The SUV turned in behind me. My body trembled, I hit the gas too hard and my car shot forward, bumping over the curb then down again. The SUV veered past, a great gray blur, its lights momentarily blinding me. My eyes teared and I forced my breath out in long hoots, and drove the last few hundred feet to Sue’s house.


  She was in the driveway, still holding the phone in one hand.


  “Don’t,” I said. I opened the car door and leaned out, head between my knees, waiting for the nausea to pass. When she came over I held my hand up and she stopped, but I heard her sigh. From the corner of my eye I could see the resigned set to her mouth, and that her other hand held a prescription bottle.


  Always before when I came over to visit my mother, I’d stay with Sue and we’d sleep together, comfortably, not so much for old time’s sake as to sustain some connection at once deeper and less enduring than talk. Words I feel obliged to remember, skin I can afford to forget. A woman’s body inevitably evokes my own, small wet mouths, my own breath, my own legs, breasts, arms, shoulders, back. Even after Sue started seeing someone else, we’d ease into her wide bed with its wicker headboard, cats sliding to the floor in a gray heap like discarded laundry, radio playing softly, Tea and oranges, So much more.


  “I think you’d better stay on the couch,” Sue said that night. “Lexie isn’t comfortable with this arrangement, and . . .”


  She sighed, glancing at my small leather bag, just big enough to hold a change of underwear, hairbrush, toothbrush, wallet, a battered paperback of Lorca in New York. “I guess I’m not either. Anymore.”


  I felt my mouth go tight, stared at the mason jar full of flowers on the coffee table.


  “Yup,” I said.


  I refused to look at her. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of seeing how I felt.


  But of course Sue wouldn’t be gleeful, or vindictive. She’d just be sad, maybe mildly annoyed. I was the one who froze and burned; I was the one who scarred people for a living.


  “It’s fine,” I said after a minute, and, looking at her, smiled wryly. “I have to get up early anyway.”


  She looked at me, not smiling, dark brown eyes creased with regret. What a waste, I could hear her thinking. What a lonely wasted life.


  I think the world is like this: beautiful, hard, cold, unmoving. Oh, it turns, things change—clouds, leaves, the ground beneath the beech trees grows thick with beechmast and slowly becomes black fragrant earth ripe with hellgrammites, millipedes, nematodes, deer mice. Small animals die, we die; a needle moves across honey-colored skin and the skin turns black, or red, or purple. A freckle or a mole becomes an eye; given enough time an eye becomes an earthworm.


  But change, the kind of change Sue believes in—Positive Change, Emotional Change, Cultural Change—I don’t believe in that. When I was young, I thought the world was changing: there was a time, years-long, when the varicolored parade of visitors through the Lonely House made me believe that the world Outside must have changed its wardrobe as well, from sere black suits and floral housedresses to velvet capes and scarlet morning coats, armies of children and teenagers girding themselves for skirmish in embroidered pants, feathered headdresses, bare feet, bare skin. I dressed myself as they did—actually, they dressed me, as Blakie smoked and sipped her whiskey sour, and Katherine made sure the bird feeders and woodbox were full. And one day I went out to see the world.


  It was only RISD—the Rhode Island School of Design—and it should have been a good place, it should have been a Great Place for me. David Byrne and a few other students were playing at someone’s house, other students were taking off for Boston and New York, squatting in Alphabet City in burned-out tenements with a toilet in the kitchen, getting strung out, but they were doing things, they were having adventures, hocking bass guitars for Hasselblad cameras, learning how to hold a tattoo machine in a back room on St. Mark’s Place, dressing up like housewives and shooting five hours of someone lying passed out in bed while a candle flickered down to a shiny red puddle and someone else laughed in the next room. It didn’t look like it at the time, but you can see it now, when you look at their movies and their photographs and their vinyl forty-fives and their installations: it didn’t seem so at the time, but they were having a life.


  I couldn’t do that. My problem, I know. I lasted a semester, went home for Christmas break and never went back. For a long time it didn’t matter—maybe it never mattered—because I still had friends, people came to see me even when Blakie and Katherine were off at the ranch, or bopping around France. Everyone’s happy to have a friend on an island in Maine. So in a way it was like Blakie had told me long ago: the world did come to me.


  Only of course I knew better.


  Saturday was Sue’s day off. She’d been at Penobscot Fields for eleven years now and had earned this, a normal weekend; I wasn’t going to spoil it for her. I got up early, before seven, fed the cats and made myself coffee, then went out.


  I walked downtown. Rockland used to be one of the worst-smelling places in the United States. There was a chicken-processing plant, fish factories, the everyday reek and spoils of a working harbor. That’s all changed, of course. Now there’s a well-known museum, and tourist boutiques have filled up the empty storefronts left when the factories shut down. Only the sardine-processing plant remains, down past the Coast Guard station on Tilson Avenue; when the wind is off the water you can smell it, a stale odor of fishbones and rotting bait that cuts through the scents of fresh-roasted coffee beans and car exhaust.


  Downtown was nearly empty. A few people sat in front of Second Read, drinking coffee. I went inside and got coffee and a croissant, walked back onto the sidewalk and wandered down to the waterfront. For some reason seeing the water when I’m on foot usually doesn’t bother me. There’s something about being in a car, or a bus, something about moving, the idea that there’s more out there, somewhere; the idea that Aranbega is floating in the blue pearly haze and I’m here, away: disembodied somehow, like an astronaut untethered from a capsule, floating slowly beyond that safe closed place, unable to breathe and everything gone to black, knowing it’s just a matter of time.


  But that day, standing on the dock with the creosote-soaked wooden pilings beneath my sneakers, looking at orange peels bobbing in the black water and gulls wheeling overhead—that day I didn’t feel bad at all. I drank my coffee and ate my croissant, tossed the last bit of crust into the air and watched the gulls veer and squabble over it. I looked at my watch. A little before eight, still too early to head to Blakie’s. She liked to sleep in, and Katherine enjoyed the peace and quiet of a morning.


  I headed back toward Main Street. There was some early-morning traffic now, people heading off to do their shopping at Shaw’s and Wal-Mart. On the corner I waited for the light to change, glanced at a storefront, and saw a sign taped to the window.


  [image: ]


  Penobscot Fields had once been the lupine-strewn meadow behind St. Bruno’s; proximity to the church was one of the reasons Blakie and Katherine had first signed on to the retirement community. I wasn’t a churchgoer, but during the summer I was an avid hunter of yard sales in the Rockland area. You don’t get many of them after Labor Day, but the rummage sale at St. Bruno’s almost makes up for it. I made sure I had wallet and checkbook in my bag then hurried to get there before the doors opened.


  There was already a line. I recognized a couple of dealers, a few regulars who smiled or nodded at me. St. Bruno’s is a late-nineteenth-century neo-Gothic building, designed in the late Arts and Crafts style by Halbert Liston; half-timbered beams, local dove gray fieldstone, slate shingles on the roof. The rummage sale was not in the church, of course, but the adjoining parish house. It had whitewashed walls rather than stone, the same half-timbered upper story, etched with arabesques of dying clematis and sere Virginia creeper. In the door was a diamond-shaped window through which a worried elderly woman peered out every few minutes.


  “Eight o’clock!” someone called good-naturedly from the front of the line. Bobby Day, the graying hippie who owned a used bookstore in Camden. “Time to go!”


  From inside, the elderly woman gave one last look at the crowd, then nodded. The door opened; there was a surge forward, laughter and excited murmurs, someone crying, “Marge, look out! Here they come!” Then I was inside.


  Long tables of linens and clothing were at the front of the hall, surrounded by women with hands already full of flannel sheets and crewelwork. I scanned these quickly, then glanced at the furniture. Nice stuff—a Morris chair and old oak settle, some wicker, a flax wheel. Episcopalians always have good rummage sales, better quality than Our Lady of the Harbor or those off-brand churches straggling down toward Warren.


  But the Lonely House was already crammed with my own nice stuff, besides which it would be difficult to get anything back to the island. So I made my way to the rear of the hall, where Bobby Day was going through boxes of books on the floor. We exchanged hellos, Bobby smiling but not taking his eyes from the books; in deference to him I continued on to the back corner. An old man wearing a canvas apron with a faded silhouette of St. Bruno on it stood over a table covered with odds and ends.


  “This is whatever didn’t belong anywhere else,” he said. He waved a hand at a hodgepodge of beer steins, Tupperware, mismatched silver, shoeboxes overflowing with candles, buttons, mason jar lids. “Everything’s a dollar.”


  I doubted there was anything there worth fifty cents, but I just nodded and moved slowly down the length of the table. A chipped Poppy Trails bowl and a bunch of ugly glass ashtrays. Worn Beanie Babies with the tags clipped off. A game of Twister. As I looked, a heavyset woman barreled up behind me. She had a rigidly unsmiling face and an overflowing canvas bag—I caught glints of brass and pewter, the telltale dull green glaze of a nice Teco pottery vase. A dealer. She avoided my gaze, her hand snaking out to grab something I’d missed, a tarnished silver flash hidden behind a stack of plastic Easter baskets.


  I tried not to grimace. I hated dealers and their greedy bottomfeeder mentality. By this afternoon she’d have polished the flask and stuck a seventy-five-dollar price tag on it. I moved quickly to the end of the table. I could see her watching me whenever my hand hovered above something; once I moved on she’d grab whatever I’d been examining, give it a cursory glance before elbowing up beside me once more. After a few minutes I turned away, was just starting to leave when my gaze fell upon a swirl of violet and orange tucked within a Pyrex dish.


  “Not sure what that is,” the old man said as I pried it from the bowl. Beside me the dealer watched avidly. “Lady’s scarf, I guess.”


  It was a lumpy packet a bit larger than my hand, made up of a paisley scarf that had been folded over several times to form a thick square, then wrapped and tightly knotted around a rectangular object. The cloth was frayed, but it felt like fine wool. There was probably enough of it to make a nice pillow cover. Whatever was inside felt compact but also slightly flexible; it had a familiar heft as I weighed it in my palm.


  An oversized pack of cards. I glanced up to see the dealer watching me with undisguised impatience.


  “I’ll take this,” I said, and handed the old man a dollar. “Thanks.”


  A flicker of disappointment across the dealer’s face. I smiled at her, enjoying my mean little moment of triumph, and left.


  Outside the parish hall a stream of people were headed for the parking lot, carrying lamps and pillows and overflowing plastic bags. The church bell tolled eight-thirty. Blakie would just be getting up. I killed a few more minutes by wandering around the church grounds, past a well-kept herb garden and stands of yellow chrysanthemums. Behind a neatly trimmed hedge of boxwood I discovered a statue of St. Bruno himself, standing watch over a granite bench. Here I sat with my paisley-wrapped treasure, and set about trying to undo the knot.


  For a while I thought I’d have to just rip the damn thing apart, or wait till I got to Blakie’s to cut it open. The cloth was knotted so tightly I couldn’t undo it, and the paisley had gotten wet at some point then shrunk—it was like trying to pick at dried plaster, or Sheetrock.


  But gradually I managed to tease one corner of the scarf free, tugging it gently until, after a good ten minutes, I was able to undo the wrappings. A faint odor wafted up, the vanilla-tinged scent of pipe tobacco. There was a greasy feel to the frayed cloth, sweat, or maybe someone had dropped it on the damp grass. I opened it carefully, smoothing its folds till I could finally see what was tucked inside.


  It was a large deck of cards, bound with a rubber band. The rubber band fell to bits when I tried to remove it, and something fluttered onto the bench. I picked it up: a scrap of paper with a few words scrawled in pencil.


  The least trumps


  I frowned. The Greater Trumps, those were the picture cards that made up the Major Arcana in a tarot deck—the Chariot, the Magician, the Empress, the Hierophant. Eight or nine years ago I had a girlfriend with enough New Age tarots to channel the entire Order of the Golden Dawn. Marxist tarots, lesbian tarots, African, Zen, and Mormon tarots; Tarots of the Angels, of Wise Mammals, poisonous snakes and smiling madonni; Aleister Crowley’s tarot, and Shirley Maclaine’s; the dread Feminist Tarot of the Cats. There were twenty-two Major Arcana cards, and the lesser trumps were analogous to the fifty-two cards in an ordinary deck, with an additional four representing knights.


  But the least trumps? The phrase stabbed at my memory, but I couldn’t place it. I stared at the scrap of paper with its rushed scribble, put it aside, and examined the deck.


  The cards were thick, with the slightly furry feel of old pasteboard. Each was printed with an identical and intricate design of spoked wheels, like old-fashioned gears with interlocking teeth. The inks were primitive, too-bright primary colors, red and yellow and blue faded now to periwinkle and pale rose, a dusty gold like smudged pollen. I guessed they dated to the early or mid-nineteenth century. The images had the look of old children’s picture books from that era, at once vivid and muted, slightly sinister, as though the illustrators were making a point of not revealing their true meaning to the casual viewer. I grinned, thinking of how I’d wrested them from the clutches of an antiques dealer, then turned them over.


  The cards were all blank. I shook my head, fanning them out on the bench before me. A few of the cards had their corners neatly clipped, but others looked as though they had been bitten off in tiny crescent-shaped wedges. I squinted at one, trying to determine if someone had peeled off a printed image. The surface was rough, flecked with bits of darker gray and black, or white, but it didn’t seem to have ever had anything affixed to it. There was no trace of glue or spirit gum that I could see, no jots of ink or colored paper.


  A mistake then. The deck had obviously been discarded by the printer. Not even a dealer would have been able to get more than a couple of bucks for it.


  Too bad. I gathered the cards into a stack, started wrapping the scarf around them when I noticed that one card was thicker than the rest. I pulled it out; not a single card after all, but two that had become stuck together. I set the rest of the deck aside, safe within the paisley shroud, then gingerly slid my thumbnail between the stuck cards. It was Eke prizing apart sheets of mica—I could feel where the pasteboard held fast toward the center, but if I pulled at it too hard or too quickly the cards would tear.


  But very slowly, I felt the cards separate. Maybe the warmth of my touch helped, or the sudden exposure to air and moisture. For whatever reason, the cards suddenly slid apart so that I held one in each hand.


  “Oh.”


  I cried aloud, they were that wonderful. Two tiny, brilliantly inked tableaux like medieval tapestries, or paintings by Brueghel glimpsed through a rosace window. One card was awhirl with minute figures, men and women but also animals, dogs dancing on their hind legs, long-necked cranes and crabs that lifted clacking claws to a sky filled with pennoned airships, exploding suns, a man being carried on a litter and a lash-fringed eye like a greater sun gazing down upon them all. The other card showed only the figure of a naked man, kneeling so that he faced the viewer, but with head bowed so that you saw only his broad back, a curve of neck like a quarter-moon, a sheaf of dark hair spilling to the ground before him. The man’s skin was painted in gold leaf; the ground he knelt upon was the dreamy green of old bottle glass, the sky behind him crocus yellow, with a tinge upon the horizon like the first flush of sun, or the protruding tip of a finger. As I stared at them I felt my heart begin to beat, too fast too hard but not with fear this time, not this time.


  The Least Trumps. The term was used, just once, in the first chapter of the unfinished, final volume of Five Windows One Door. I remembered it suddenly, the way you recall something from early childhood, the smell of marigolds towering above your head, a blue plush dog with one glass eye, thin sunlight filtering through a crack in a frosted glass cold frame. My mouth filled with liquid and I tasted sour cherries, salt and musk, the first time my tongue probed a girl’s cunt. A warm breeze stirred my hair. I heard distant laughter, a booming bass note that resolved into the echo of a church clock tolling nine.


  
    Only when he was certain that Mabel had fallen fast asleep beside him would Tarquin remove the cards from their brocade pouch, her warm limbs tangled in the stained bedcovers where they emitted a smell of yeast and limewater, the surrounding room suffused with twilight so that when he held the earth before her mouth, one by one, he saw how her breath brought to life the figures painted upon each, as though she breathed upon a winter windowpane where frostroses bloomed: Pavell Saved From Drowning, The Bangers, One Leaf Left, Hermalchio and Lachrymatory, Villainous Saltpetre, The Ground-Nut, The Widower: all the recusant figures of the Least Trumps quickening beneath Mabel’s sleeping face.

  


  Even now the words came to me by heart. Sometimes, when I couldn’t fall asleep, I would lie in bed and silently recite the books from memory, beginning with Volume One, The First Window: Love Plucking Rowanberries, with its description of Mabel’s deflowering that I found so tragic when I first read it. Only later in my twenties, when I read the books for the fifth or seventh time, did I realize the scene was a parody of the seduction scene in Rigoletto. In this way Walter Burden Fox’s books eased my passage into the world, as they did in many others. Falling in love with fey little Clytie Winton then weeping over her death; making my first forays into sex when I masturbated to the memory of Tarquin’s mad brother Elwell taking Mabel as she slept; realizing, as I read of Mabel’s great love affair with the silent film actress Nola Flynn, that there were words to describe what I did sometimes with my own friends, even if those words had a lavender must of the attic to them: tribadism, skylarking, sit Venus in the garden with Her Gate unlocked.


  My mother never explained any of this to me: sex, love, suffering, patience. Probably she assumed that her example alone was enough, and for another person it might well have been. But I never saw my mother unhappy, or frightened. My first attack came not long after Julia Sa’adah left me. Julia who inked my life Before and After; and while at the time I was contemptuous of anyone who suggested a link between the two events, breakup and crackup, I can see now that it was so. In Fox’s novels, love affairs sometimes ended badly, but for all the lessons his books held, they never readied me for the shock of being left.


  That was more than eleven years ago. I still felt the aftershocks, of course. I still dream about her: her black hair, so thick it was like oiled rope streaming through my fingers; her bronzy skin, its soft glaucous bloom like scuppernongs; the way her mouth tasted. Small mouth, smaller than my own, cigarettes and Wintergreen, tea oil, coriander seed. The dream is different each time, though it always ends the same way, it ends the way it ended: Julia looking at me as she packs up her Rockland studio, arms bare so I can see my own apprentice work below her elbow, vine leaves, stylized knots. My name there, and hers, if you knew where to look. Her face sad but amused as she shakes her head. “You never happened, Ivy.”


  “How can you say that?” This part never changes either, though in my waking mind I say a thousand other things. “Six years, how can you fucking say that?”


  She just shakes her head. Her voice begins to break up, swallowed by the harsh buzz of a tattoo machine choking down; her image fragments, hair face eyes breasts tattoos spattering into bits of light, jabs of black and red. The tube is running out of ink. “That’s not what I mean. You just don’t get it, Ivy. You never happened. You. Never. Happened.”


  Then I wake and the panic’s full-blown, like waking into a room where a bomb’s exploded. Only there’s no bomb. What’s exploded is all inside my head.


  It was years before anyone figured out how it worked, this accretion of synaptic damage, neuronal misfirings, an overstimulated fight-or-flight response; the way one tiny event becomes trapped within a web of dendrites and interneurons and triggers a cascade of cortisol and epinephrine, which in turn wakes the immense black spider that rushes out and seizes me so that I see and feel only horror, only dread, the entire world poisoned by its bite. There is no antidote—the whole disorder is really just an accumulation of symptoms, accelerated pulse rate, racing heartbeat, shallow breathing. There is no cure, only chemicals that lull the spider back to sleep. It may be that my repeated tattooing of my own skin has somehow oversensitized me, like bad acupuncture, caused an involuntary neurochemical reaction that only makes it worse.


  No one knows. And it’s not something Walter Burden Fox ever covered in his books.


  I stared at the illustrated cards in my hands. Fox had lived not far from here, in Tenants Harbor. My mother knew him years before I was born. He was much older than she was, but in those days—this was long before e-mail and cheap long-distance servers—writers and artists would travel a good distance for the company of their own kind, and certainly a lot further than from Tenants Harbor to Aranbega Island. It was the first time I can remember being really impressed by my mother, the way other people always assumed I must be. She had found me curled up in the hammock, reading Love Plucking Rowanberries.


  “You’re reading Burdie’s book.” She stooped to pick up my empty lemonade glass.


  I corrected her primly. “It’s by Walter Burden Fox.”


  “Oh, I know. Burdie, that’s what he liked to be called. His son was Walter too. Wally, they called him. I knew him.”


  Now, behind me, St. Bruno’s bell rang the quarter hour. Blakie would be up by now, waiting for my arrival. I carefully placed the two cards with their fellows inside the paisley scarf, put the bundle inside my bag, and headed for Penobscot Fields.


  Blakie and Katherine were sitting at their dining nook when I let myself in. Yesterday’s New York Times was spread across the table, and the remains of breakfast.


  “Well,” my mother asked, white brows raised above calm gray eyes as she looked at me. “Did you throw up?”


  “Oh, hush, you,” said Katherine.


  “Not this time.” I bent to kiss my mother, then turned to hug Katherine. “I went to the rummage sale at St. Bruno’s, that’s why I’m late.”


  “Oh, I meant to give them my clothes!” Katherine stood to get me coffee. “I brought over a few boxes of things, but I forgot the clothes. I have a whole bag, some nice Hermes scarves, too.”


  “You shouldn’t give those away.” Blakie patted the table, indicating where I should sit beside her. “That consignment shop in Camden gives us good credit for them. I got this sweater there.” She touched her collar, dove gray knit, three pearl buttons. “It’s lamb’s wool. Bonwit Teller. They closed ages ago. Someone must have died.”


  “Oh hush,” said Katherine. She handed me a coffee mug. “Like we need credit for clothes.”


  “Look,” I said. “Speaking of scarves . . .”


  I pulled the paisley packet from the purse, clearing a space amidst the breakfast dishes. For a fraction of a second Blakie looked surprised, then she blinked, and along with Katherine leaned forward expectantly. As I undid the wrappings the slip of paper fell onto the table beside my mother’s hand. Her gnarled fingers scrabbled at the table, finally grabbed the scrap.


  “I can’t read this,” she said, adjusting her glasses as she stared and scowled. I set the stack of cards on the scarf, then slid them all across the table. I had withheld the two cards that retained their color; now I slipped them into my back jeans pocket, carefully, so they wouldn’t get damaged. The others lay in a neat pile before my mother.


  “ ‘The Least Trumps.’ ” I pointed at the slip of paper. “That’s what it says.”


  She looked at me sharply, then at the cards. “What do you mean? It’s a deck of cards.”


  “What’s written on the paper. It says, ‘The Least Trumps.’ I don’t know if you remember, but there’s a scene in one of Fox’s books, the first one? The Least Trumps is what he calls a set of tarot cards that one of the characters uses.” I edged over beside her, and pointed at the bit of paper she held between thumb and forefinger. “I was curious if you could read that. Since you knew him? I was wondering if you recognized it. If it was his handwriting.”


  “Burdie’s?” My mother shook her head, drew the paper to her face until it was just a few inches from her nose. It was the same pose she’d assumed when pretending to gaze at Wise Ant through a magnifying glass for LIFE magazine, only now it was my mother who looked puzzled, even disoriented. “Well, I don’t know. I don’t remember.”


  I felt a flash of dread, that now of all times would be when she started to lose it, to drift away from me and Katherine. But no. She turned to Katherine and said, “Where did we put those files? When I was going through the letters from after the war. Do you remember?”


  “Your room, I think. Do you want me to get them?”


  “No, no. . . .” Blakie waved me off as she stood and walked, keeping her balance by touching chair, countertop, wall on the way to her study.


  Katherine looked after her, then at the innocuous shred of paper, then at me. “What is it?” She touched one unraveling corner of the scarf. “Where did you get them?”


  “At the rummage sale. They were wrapped up in that, I didn’t know what they were till I got outside and opened it.”


  “Pig in a poke.” Katherine winked at me. She still had her silvery hair done every Thursday, in the whipped-up spray-stiffened bouffant of her Dallas socialite days—not at the beauty parlor at the retirement center, either, but the most expensive salon in Camden. She had her nails done too, even though her hands were too twisted by arthritis to wear the bijoux rings she’d always favored, square-cut diamonds and aquamarines and the emerald my mother had given her when they first met. “I’m surprised you bought a pig in a poke, Ivy Bee.”


  “Yeah. I’m surprised too.”


  “Here we are.” My mother listed back into the room, settling with a thump in her chair. “Now we can see.”


  She jabbed her finger at the table, where the scrap of paper fluttered like an injured moth, then handed me an envelope. “Open that, please, Ivy dear. My hands are so clumsy now.”


  It was a white letter-sized envelope, unsealed, tipsy typed address.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Miss Blakie Tun,

            The Lonely House,

            Aranbega Island, Maine

          
        

      
    

  


  Before zip codes, even, one faded blue four-cent stamp in one corner. The other corner with the typed return address: W. B. Fox, Sand Hill Road, T. Harbor, Maine.


  “Look at it!” commanded Blakie.


  Obediently I withdrew the letter, unfolded it, and scanned the handwritten lines, front and back, until I reached the end. Blue ink, mouse-tail flourish on the final e. Very Fondly Yours, Burdie.


  “I think it’s the same writing.” I scrutinized the penmanship, while trying not to actually absorb its content. Which seemed dull in any case, something about a dog, and snow, and someone’s car getting stuck, and Be glad when summer’s here, at least we can visit again.


  Least. I picked up the scrap of paper to compare the two words.


  “You know, they are the same,” I said. There was something else, too. I brought the letter to my face and sniffed it. “And you know what else? I can smell it. It smells like pipe tobacco. The scarf smells like it, too.”


  “Borkum Riff.” My mother made a face. “Awful sweet stuff, I couldn’t stand it. So.”


  She looked at me, gray eyes narrowed, not sly but thoughtful. “We were good friends, you know. Burdie. Very lovable man.”


  Katherine nodded. “Fragile.”


  “Fragile. He would have made a frail old man, wouldn’t he?” She glanced at Katherine—two strong old ladies—then at me. “I remember how much you liked his books. I’m sorry now we didn’t write to each other more, I could have given you his letters, Ivy. He always came to visit us, once or twice a year. In the summer.”


  “But not after the boy died,” said Katherine.


  My mother shook her head. “No, not after Wally died. Poor Burdie.”


  “Poor Wally,” suggested Katherine.


  It was why Fox had never completed the last book of the quintet. His son had been killed in the Korean War. I knew that; it was one of the only really interesting, if tragic, facts about Walter Burden Fox. There had been one full-length biography, written in the 1970s, when his work achieved a minor cult status boosted by the success of Tolkien and Mervyn Peake, a brief vogue in those days for series books in uniform paperback editions. The Alexandria Quartet, Children of Violence, A Dance to the Music of Time. Five Windows One Door had never achieved that kind of popularity, of course, despite the affection for it held by figures like Anais Nin, Timothy Leary, and Virgil Thomson, themselves eclipsed now by brighter, younger lights.


  Fox died in 1956. I hadn’t been born yet. I could never have met him.


  Yet, in a funny way, he made me who I am—well, maybe not me exactly. But he certainly changed the way I thought about the world; made it seem at once unabashedly romantic and charged with a sense of imminence, as ripe with possibility as an autumn orchard is ripe with fruit. Julia and I were talking once about the 1960s—she was seven years older than me, and had lived through them as an adult, communes in Tennessee, drug dealing in Malibu, before she settled down in Rockland and opened her tattoo studio.


  She said, “You want to know what the sixties were about, Ivy? The sixties were about It could happen.”


  And that’s what Fox’s books were like. They gave me the sense that there was someone leaning over my shoulder, someone whispering It could happen.


  So I suppose you could say that Walter Burden Fox ruined the real world for me, when I didn’t find it as welcoming as the one inhabited by Mabel and Nola and the Sienno brothers. Could there ever have been a real city as marvelous as his imagined Newport? Who would ever choose to bear the weight of this world? Who would ever want to?


  Still, that was my weakness, not his. The only thing I could really fault him for was his failure to finish that last volume. But, under the circumstances, who could blame him for that?


  “So these are his cards? May I?” Katherine glanced at me. I nodded, and she picked up the deck tentatively, turned it over, and gave a little gasp. “Oh! They’re blank—”


  She looked embarrassed and I laughed. “Katherine! Now look what you’ve done!”


  “But were they like this when you got them?” She began turning the cards over, one by one, setting them out on the table as though playing an elaborate game of solitaire. “Look at this! They’re every single one of them blank. I’ve never seen such a thing.”


  “All used up,” said Blakie. She folded the scarf and pushed it to one side. “You should wash that, Ivy. Who knows where it’s been.”


  “Well, where has it been? Did he always go to church there? St. Bruno’s?”


  “I don’t remember.” Blakie’s face became a mask: as she had aged, Circe became the Sphinx. She was staring at the cards lying face-up on the table. Only of course there were no faces, just a grid of gray rectangles, some missing one or two corners or even three corners. My mother’s expression was watchful but wary; she glanced at me, then quickly looked away again. I thought of the two cards in my back pocket but said nothing. “His wife died young, he raised the boy alone. He wanted to be a writer too, you know. Probably they just ended up in someone’s barn.”


  “The cards, you mean,” Katherine said mildly. Blakie looked annoyed. “There. That’s all of them.”


  “How many are there?” I asked. Katherine began to count, but Blakie said, “Seventy-three.”


  “Seventy-three?” I shook my head. “What kind of deck uses seventy-three cards?”


  “Some are missing, then. There’s only seventy.” Katherine looked at Blakie. “Seventy-three? How do you know?”


  “I just remember, that’s all,” my mother said irritably. She pointed at me. “You should know. You read all his books.”


  “Well.” I shrugged and stared at the bland pattern on the dining table, then reached for a card. The top right corner was missing; but how would you know it was the top? “They were only mentioned once. As far as I recall, anyway. Just in passing. Why do you think the corners are cut off?”


  “To keep track of them.” Katherine began to collect them back into a pile. “That’s how card cheats work. Take off a little teeny bit, just enough so they can tell when they’re dealing ’em out. Which one’s an ace, which one’s a trey.”


  “But these are all the same,” I said. “There’s no point to it.”


  Then I noticed Blakie was staring at me. Suddenly I began to feel paranoid, like when I was a teenager out getting high, walking back into the Lonely House and praying she wouldn’t notice how stoned I was. I felt like I’d been lying, although what had I done, besides stick two cards in my back pocket?


  But then maybe I was lying, when I said there was no point; maybe I was wrong. Maybe there was a point. If two of the cards had a meaning, maybe they all did; even if I had no clue what their meaning was. Even if nobody had a clue: they still might mean something.


  But what? It was like one of those horrible logic puzzles—you have one boat, three geese, one fox, an island: how do you get all the geese onto the island without the fox eating them? Seventy-three cards; seventy that Katherine had counted, the pair in my back pocket: where was the other one?


  I fought an almost irresistible urge to reveal the two picture cards I’d hidden. Instead I looked away from my mother, and saw that now Katherine was staring at me, too. It was a moment before I realized she was waiting for the last card, the one that was still in my hand. “Oh. Thanks—”


  I gave it to her, she put it on top of the stack, turned, and gave the stack to Blakie, who gave it to me. I looked down at the cards and felt that cold pressure starting to build inside my head, helium leaking into my brain, something that was going to make me float away, talk funny.


  “Well.” I wrapped the cards in the paisley scarf. It still smelled faintly of pipe tobacco, but now there was another scent too, my mother’s Chanel No. 5. I stuck the cards in my bag, turned back to the dining table. “What should we do now?”


  “I don’t have a clue,” said my mother, and gave me the smile of an octogenarian tiger. “Ivy? You decide.”


  Julia’s father was Egyptian, a Coptic diplomat from Cairo. Her mother was an artist manque from a wealthy Boston family that had a building at Harvard named for it. Her father, Narouz, had been married and divorced four times; Julia had a much younger half brother and several half sisters. The brother died in a terrorist attack in Egypt in the early nineties, a year or so before she left me. After her mother’s death from cancer the same year, Julia refused to have anything else to do with Narouz or his extended family. A few months later, she refused to have anything to do with me as well.


  Julia claimed that Five Windows One Door could be read as a secret text of ancient Coptic magic, that there were meanings encoded within the characters’ ceaseless and often unrequited love affairs, that the titles of Nola Flynn’s silent movies corresponded to oracular texts in the collections of the Hermitage and the Institut Franqais d’Archeologie Orientale in Cairo, that the scene in which Tarquin sodomizes his twin is in fact a description of a ritual to leave a man impotent and protect a woman from sexual advances. I asked her how such a book could possibly be conceived and written by a middle-aged communicant at St. Bruno’s in Maine, in the middle of the twentieth century.


  Julia just shrugged. “That’s why it works. Nobody knows. Look at Lorca.”


  “Lorca?” I shook my head, trying not to laugh. “What, was he in Maine, too?”


  “No. But he worked in the twentieth century.”


  That was almost the last thing Julia Sa’adah ever said to me. This is another century. Nothing works anymore.


  I caught an earlier ferry back than I’d planned. Katherine was tired; I had taken her and my mother to lunch at the small café they favored, but it was more crowded than usual, with a busload of blue-haired leaf-peepers from Newburyport who all ordered the specials so that the kitchen ran out and we had to eat BLTs.


  “I just hate that.” Blakie glowered at the table next to us, four women the same age as she was, scrying the bill as though it were tea leaves. “Look at them, trying to figure out the tip! Fifteen percent, darling,” she said loudly. “Double the tax and add one.”


  The women looked up. “Oh, thank you!” one said. “Isn’t it pretty here?”


  “I wouldn’t know,” said Blakie. “I’m blind.”


  The woman looked shocked. “Oh, hush, you,” scolded Katherine. “She is not,” but the women were already scurrying to leave.


  I drove them back to their tidy modern retirement cottage, the made-for-TV version of the Lonely House.


  “I’ll see you next week,” I said, after helping them inside. Katherine kissed me and made a beeline for the bathroom. My mother sat on the couch, waiting to catch her breath. She had congestive heart disease, payback for all those years of smoking Kents and eating heavily marbled steaks.


  “You could stay here if you wanted,” she said, and for almost the first time I heard a plaintive note in her voice. “The couch folds out.”


  I smiled and hugged her. “You know, I might do that. I think Sue wants a break from me. For a little while.”


  For a moment I thought she was going to say something. Her mouth pursed and her gray eyes once again had that watchful look. But she only nodded, patting my hand with her strong cold one, then kissed my cheek, a quick furtive gesture like she might be caught.


  “Be careful, Ivy Bee,” she said. “Goodbye.”


  On the ferry I sat on deck. The boat took no cars, and there were only a few other passengers. I had the stem to myself, a bench sheltered by the engine house from spray and chill wind. The afternoon had turned cool and gray. There was a bruised line of clouds upon the horizon, violet and slate blue; it made the islands look stark as a Rockwell Kent woodblock, the pointed firs like arrowheads.


  It was a time of day, a time of year, I loved; one of the only times when things still seemed possible to me. Something about the slant of the late year’s light, the sharp line between shadows and stones, as though if you slid your hand in there you’d find something unexpected.


  It made me want to work.


  I had no customers lined up that week. Idly I ran my right hand along the top of my left leg, worn denim and beneath it muscle, skin. I hadn’t worked on myself for a while. That was one of the first things I learned when I was apprenticed to Julia: a novice tattoo artist practices on herself. If you’re right-handed, you do your left arm, your left leg; just Eke a good artist makes her own needles, steel flux and solder, jig and needles, the smell of hot tinning fluid on the tip of the solder gun. That way people can see your work. They know they can trust you.


  The last thing I’d done was a scroll of oak leaves and eyes, fanning out above my left knee. My upper thigh was still taut white skin. I was thin and rangy like my mother had been, too fair to ever have tanned. I flexed my hand, imagining the weight of the machine, its pulse a throbbing heart. As I stared at the ferry’s wake, I could see the lights of Rockland Harbor glimmer then disappear into the growing dusk. When I stuck my head out to peer toward the bow, I saw Aranbega rising from the Atlantic, black firs and granite cliffs buffed to pink by the failing sun.


  I stood, keeping my balance as I gently pulled the two cards from my back pocket. I glanced at both, then put one into my wallet, behind my driver’s license; sat and examined the other, turning so that the wall of the engine house kept it safe from spray. It was the card that showed only the figure of a kneeling man. A deceptively simple form, a few fluid lines indicating torso, shoulders, offertory stance—that crescent of bare neck, his hands half hidden by his long hair.


  Why did I know it was a man? I’m not sure. The breadth of his shoulders, maybe; some underlying sense that any woman in such a position would be inviting disaster. This figure seemed neither resigned nor abdicating responsibility. He seemed to be waiting.


  It was amazing, how the interplay of black and white and a few drops of gold leaf could conjure up an entire world. Like Pamela Colman Smith’s designs for the Waite tarot—the High Priestess; the King of Wands—or a figure that Julia had shown me once. It was from a facsimile edition of a portfolio of Coptic texts on papyrus, now in the British Library. There were all kinds of spells—


  
    
      
        
          	
            For I am having a clash with a headless dog, seize him when

            he comes. Grasp this pebble with both your hands, flee east-

            ward to your right, while you journey on up.


            A stinging ant: In this way, while it is still fresh, burn it, grind

            it with vinegar, put it with incense. Put it on eyes that have

            discharge. They will get better.

          
        

      
    

  


  The figure was part of a spell to obtain a good singing voice. Julia.


  The figure was part of a spell to obtain a good singing voice. Julia translated the text for me as she had the others:


  
    Yea, yea, for I adjure you in the name of the seven letters that are tattooed on the chest of the father, namely AAAAAAA, EEEEEEE, EEEEEEE, mini, OOOOOOO, UUUUUUU, OOOOOOO. Obey my mouth, before it passes and another one comes in its place! Offering: wild frankincense, wild mastic, cassia.

  


  The Coptic figure that accompanied the text had a name: DAVI-THEA RACHOCHI ADONIEL. It looked nothing like the figure on the card in front of me; it was like something you’d see scratched on the wall of a cave.


  Yet it had a name. And I would never know the name of this card. But I would use it, I decided. The least trumps. Beneath me the ferry’s engine shifted down, its dull steady groan deepening as we drew near Aranbega’s shore. I slid the card into the Lorca book I’d brought, stuffed it into my bag, and waited to dock.


  I’d left my old GMC pickup where I always did, parked behind the Island General Store. I went inside and bought a sourdough baguette and a bottle of Tokaji. I’d gotten a taste for the wine from Julia; now the store ordered it especially for me, though some of the well-heeled summer people bought it as well.


  “Working tonight?” said Mary, the store’s owner.


  “Yup.”


  Outside it was full dusk. I drove across the island on the rugged gravel road that bisected it into north and south, village and wild places. To get to Green Pond you drive off the main road, following a rutted lane that soon devolves into what resembles a washed-out streambed. Soon this rudimentary road ends, at the entrance to a large grove of hundred-and-fifty-year-old pines. I parked here and walked the rest of the way, a quarter mile beneath high branches that stir restlessly, making a sound like the sea even on windless days. The pines give way to birches, ferns growing knee-high in a spinney of trees like bones. Another hundred feet and you reach the edge of Green Pond, before you the Lonely House rising on its gray islet, a dream of safety. Usually this was when the last vestiges of fear would leave me, blown away by the cool wind off the lake and the sight of my childhood home, my wooden dory pulled up onto the shore a few feet from where I stood.


  But tonight the unease remained. Or no, not unease exactly; more a sense of apprehension that, very slowly, resolved into a kind of anticipation. But anticipation of what? I stared at the Lonely House with its clumps of asters and yellow coneflowers, the ragged garden I deliberately didn’t weed or train. Because I wanted the illusion of wilderness, I wanted to pretend I’d left something to chance. And suddenly I wanted to see something else.


  If you walk to the other side of the small lake—I hardly ever do—


  you find that you’re on the downward slope of a long boulder-strewn rise, a glacial moraine that eventually plummets into the Atlantic Ocean. Scattered white pines and birches grow here, and ancient white oaks, some of the very few white oaks left in the entire state, in fact, the rest having been harvested well over a century before, as masts for the great schooners. The lesser trees—red oaks, mostly, a few sugar maples—have been cut, for the Lonely House’s firewood and repairs, so that if you stand in the right place you can actually look down the entire southeastern end of the island and see the ocean: scumbled gray cliffs and beyond that nothing, an unbroken darkness that might be fog, or sea, or the end of the world.


  The right place to see this is from an outcropping of granite that my mother named the Ledges. On a foggy day, if you stand there and look at the Lonely House, you have an illusion of gazing from one sea island to another. If you turn, you see only darkness. The seas are too rough for recreational sailors, far from the major shipping lanes, too risky for commercial fishermen. The entire Grand Banks fishery has been depleted, so that you can stare out for hours or maybe even days and never see a single light, nothing but stars and maybe the blinking red eye of a distant plane flying the Great Circle Route to Gander or London.


  It was a vista that terrified me, though I would dutifully point it out to first-time visitors, showing them where they could sit on the Ledges.


  “On a clear day you can see Ireland,” Katherine used to say; the joke being that on a Maine island you almost never had a clear day.


  This had not been a clear day, of course, and with evening high gray clouds had come from the west. Only the easternmost horizon held a pale shimmer of blue-violet, lustrous as the inner curve of a mussel shell. Behind me the wind moved through the old pines, and I could hear the rustling of the birch leaves. Not so far off a fox barked. The sound made my neck prickle.


  But I’d left a single light on inside the Lonely House, and so I focused on that, walking slowly around the perimeter of Green Pond with the little beacon always at the edge of my vision, until I reached the far side, the eastern side. Ferns crackled underfoot; I smelled the sweet odor of dying bracken, and bladder wrack from the cliffs far below. The air had the bite of rain to it, and that smell you get sometimes, when a low pressure system carries the reek of places much farther south—a soupy, thick smell, like rotting vegetation, mangroves or palmettos. I breathed it in and thought of Julia, and realized that for the first time in years, an hour had gone by and I had not thought about her at all. From the trees on the other side of Green Pond the fox barked again, even closer this time.


  For one last moment I stood, gazing at the Ledges. Then I turned and walked back to where my dory waited, clambered in and rowed myself home.


  The tattoo took me till dawn to finish. Once inside the Lonely House I opened the bottle of Tokaii. Poured myself a glassful. and drank it. Then I went to retrieve the card, stuck inside that decrepit New Directions paperback in my bag. The book was the only thing of Juha’s I had retained. She’d made a point of going through every single box of clothes and books I’d packed, through every sagging carton of dishware, and removed anything that had been hers. Anything we’d purchased together, anything that it had been her idea to buy. So that by the time she was done, it wasn’t just like I’d never happened. It was like she’d never happened, either.


  Except for this book. I found it a few months after the breakup. It had gotten stuck under the driver’s seat of my old Volvo, wedged between a broken spring and the floor. In all the years I’d been with Juba, I’d never read it, or seen her reading it; but just a few weeks earlier I started flipping through the pages, casually, more to get the poet’s smell than to actually understand him. Now I opened the book to the page where the card was stuck, and noticed several lines that had been highlighted with yellow marker.


  
    The duende, then, is a power and not a construct, is a struggle and not a concept. That is to say, it is not a question of aptitude, but of a true and viable style—of blood, in other words; of creation made act.

  


  A struggle, not a concept. I smiled, and dropped the book on the couch; took the card and went into my studio to work.


  I spent over an hour just getting a feel for the design, trying to copy it freehand onto paper before giving up. I’m a good draftsman, but one thing I’ve learned over the years is that the simpler a good drawing appears to be, the more difficult it is to copy. Try copying one of Picasso’s late minotaur drawings and you’ll see what I mean. Whoever did the design on this particular card probably wasn’t Picasso, but the image still defeated me. There was a mystery to it, a sense of waiting that was charged with power, like that D. H. Lawrence poem, those who have not exploded. I finally traced it on my light board, the final stencil image exactly the same size as that on the card, outlined in black hectograph ink.


  Then I prepped myself. My studio is as sterile as I can make it. There’s no carpet on the bare wood floor, which I scrub every day. Beneath a blue plastic cover, the worktable is white formica, so blood or dirt shows, or spilled ink. I don’t bother with an apron or gloves when I’m doing myself, and between the lack of protection and a couple of glasses of Tokaji, I always get a slightly illicit-feeling buzz. I feel like I’m pulling something over, even though there’s never anyone around but myself. I swabbed the top of my thigh with seventy percent alcohol, used a new, disposable razor to shave it; swabbed it again, dried it with sterile gauze soaked in more alcohol. Then I coated the shaved skin with betadine, tossing the used gauze into a small metal biohazard bin.


  I’d already set up my inks in their plastic presterilized caps—black, yellow and red to get the effect of gold leaf, white. I got ready to apply the stencil, rubbing a little bit of stick deodorant onto my skin, so that the ink would adhere, then pressing the square of stenciled paper and rubbing it for thirty seconds. Then I pulled the paper off. Sometimes I have to do this more than once, if the customer’s skin is rough, or the ink too thick. This time, though, the design transferred perfectly.


  I sat for a while, admiring it. From my angle, the figure was upside down—I’d thought about it, whether I should just say the hell with it and do it so I’d be the only one who’d ever see it properly. But I decided to go with convention, so that now I’d be drawing a reverse of what everyone else would see. I’m a bleeder, so I had a good supply of Vaseline and paper towels at hand. I went into the living room and knocked back one last glass of Tokaji, returned to the studio, switched on my machine, and went at it.


  I did the outlines first. There’s always this frisson when the needles first touch my own skin, sterilized metal skimming along the surface so that it bums, as though I’m running a flame-tipped spike along my flesh. Before Julia did my first tattoo I’d always imagined the process would be like pricking myself with a needle, a series of fine precise jabs of pain.


  It’s not like that at all. It’s more Eke carving your own skin with the slanted nib of a razor-sharp calligraphy pen, or writing on flesh with a soldering iron. The pain is excruciating, but contained: I look down at the vibrating tattoo gun, its tip like a wasp’s sting, and see beneath the needles a flowing line of black ink, red weeping from the black: my own blood. My left hand holds the skin taut—this also hurts like hell—while my right fingers manipulate the machine and the wad of paper towel that soaks up blood as the needle moves on, its tip moving in tiny circles, being careful not to press too hard, so it won’t scab. I trace a man’s shoulders, a crescent that becomes a neck, a skull’s crown above a single thick line that signals a cascade of hair. Then down and up to outline his knees, his arms.


  When the pain becomes too much I stop for a bit, breathing deeply.


  When the pain becomes too much I stop for a bit, breathing deeply. Then I smooth Vaseline over the image on my thigh, take a bit of gauze and clean the needle tip of blood and ink. After twenty minutes or so of being scarred with a vibrating needle your endorphins kick in, but they don’t block the pain; they merely blur it, so that it diffuses over your entire body, not just a few square inches of stretched skin burning like a fresh brand. It’s perversely like the aftermath of a great massage, or great sex; exhausting, unbearable, exhilarating. I finished the outline and took a break, turning on the radio to see if WERU had gone off the air. Two or three nights a week they sign off at midnight, but Saturdays sometimes the DJ stays on.


  This was my lucky night. I turned the music up and settled back into my chair. My entire leg felt sore, but the outline looked good. I changed the needle tip and began to do the shading, the process that would give the figure depth and color. The tip of the needle tube is flush against my skin, but only for an instant; then I flick it up and away. This way the ink is dispersed beneath the epidermis, deepest black feathering up to create gray.


  It takes days and days of practice before you get this technique down, but I had it. When I was done edging the figure’s hair, I cleaned and changed the needle tube again, mixing gamboge yellow and crimson until I got just the hue I wanted, a brilliant tiger-lily orange. I sprayed the tattoo with disinfectant, gave it another swipe of Vaseline, then went to with the orange. I did some shading around the man’s figure, until it looked even better than the original, with a numinous glow that made it stand out from the other designs around it.


  It was almost two more hours before I was done. At the very last I put in a bit of white, a few lines here and there, ambient color, really, the eye didn’t register it as white but it charged the image with a strange, almost eerie brilliance. White ink pigment is paler than human skin; it changes color the way skin does, darkening when exposed to the sun until it’s almost indistinguishable from ordinary flesh tone.


  But I don’t spend a lot of time outside; inks don’t fade much on my skin. When I finally put down the machine, my hand and entire right arm ached. Outside, rain spattered the pond. The wind rose, and moments later I heard droplets lashing the side of the house. A barred owl called its four querulous notes. From my radio came a low steady hum of static. I hadn’t even noticed when the station went off the air. Soon it would be 5:00 a.m., and the morning DJ would be in. I cleaned my machine and work area quickly, automatically; washed my tattoo, dried it, and covered the raw skin with antibacterial ointment, and finally taped on a Telfa bandage. In a few hours, after I woke, I’d shower and let the warm water soften the bandage until it slid off. Now I went into the kitchen, stumbling with fatigue and the postorgasmic glow I get from working on myself.


  I’d remembered to leave out a small porterhouse steak to defrost. I heated a cast-iron skillet, tossed the steak in and seared it, two minutes on one side, one on the other. I ate it standing over the sink, tearing off meat still cool and bloody in the center. There are some good things about living alone. I knocked back a quart of skim milk, took a couple of ibuprofen and a high-iron formula vitamin, went to bed, and passed out.


  The central conceit of Five Windows One Door is that the same story is told and retold, with constantly shifting points of view, abrupt changes of narrator, of setting, of a character’s moral or political beliefs. Even the city itself changed, so that the bistro frequented by Nola’s elderly lover, Hans Liep, was sometimes at the end of Tufnell Street; other times it could be glimpsed in a cul-de-sac near the Boulevard El-Baz. There were madcap scenes in which Shakespearean plot reversals were enacted—the violent reconciliation between Mabel and her father; Nola Flynn’s decision to enter a Carmelite convent after her discovery of the blind child Kelson; Roberto Metropole’s return from the dead; even the reformation of the incomparably wicked Elwell, who, according to the notes discovered after Fox’s death, was to have married Mabel and fathered her six children, the eldest of whom grew up to become Amantine, Popess of Tuckahoe and the first saint to be canonized in the Reformed Catholic Church.


  Volume Five, Ardor ex Cathedra, was unfinished at the time of Fox’s death. He had completed the first two chapters, and in his study was a box full of hand-drawn genealogical charts and plot outlines, character notes, a map of the city, even names for new characters—Billy Tyler, Gordon MacKenzie-Hart, Paulette Houdek, Ruben Kirstein. Fox’s editor at Griffin/Sage compiled these remnants into an unsatisfactory final volume that was published a year after Fox died. I bought a copy, but it was a sad relic, like the blackened lump of glass that is all that remains of a stained-glass window destroyed by fire. Still, I kept it with its brethren on a bookshelf in my bedroom, the five volumes in their uniform dust jackets, scarlet letters on a brilliant indigo field with the author’s name beneath in gold.


  I dreamed I heard the fox barking, or maybe it really was the fox barking. I turned, groaning as my leg brushed against the bedsheet. The bandage had fallen off while I slept. I groped under the covers till I found it, a clump of sticky brown gauze; tossed it on the floor, sat up, and rubbed my eyes. It was morning. My bedroom window was blistered with silvery light, the glass flecked with rain. I looked down at my thigh. The tattoo had scabbed over, but not much. The figure of the kneeling man was stark and precise, its orange nimbus glazed with clear fluid. I got up and limped into the bathroom, sat on the edge of the tub and laved my thigh tenderly, warm water washing away dead skin and dried blood. I patted it dry and applied another thin layer of antibiotic ointment, and headed for the kitchen to make coffee.


  The noise came again—not barking at all but something tapping against a window. It took me a minute to figure out what it was: the basket the Lonely House used as a message system. Blakie had devised it forty years ago, a pulley and old-fashioned clothesline, strung between the Lonely House and a birch tree on the far shore. A small wicker basket hung from the line, with a plastic ziplock bag inside it, and inside the bag Magic Markers and a notepad. Someone could write a note on shore, then send the basket over; it would bump against the front window, alerting us to a visitor. A bit more elegant than standing on shore and shouting, it also gave the Lonely House’s inhabitants the chance to hide, if we weren’t expecting anyone.


  I couldn’t remember the last time someone had used it. I had a cell phone now, and customers made appointments months in advance. I’d almost forgotten the clothesline was there.


  I went to the front window and peered out. Fog had settled in during the night; on the northern side of the island the foghorn moaned. No one would be leaving Aranbega today. I could barely discern the other shore, thick gray mist striated with white birch trees. I couldn’t see anyone.


  But sure enough, there was the basket dangling between the window and the front door. I opened the window and stuck my hand out, brushing aside a mass of cobwebs strung with dead crane flies and mosquitoes to get at the basket. Inside was the ziplock bag and the notebook, the latter pleached with dark green threads. I grimaced as I pulled it out, the pages damp and molded into a block of viridian pulp.


  But stuck to the back of the notebook was a folded square of yellow legal paper. I unfolded it and read the message written in strong square letters.


  Ivy-


  Christopher Sa’adah here, I’m staying in Aran.


  Harbor, stopped by to say hi. You there? Call me @


  462-1117. Hope you’re okay.


  C.


  I stared at the note for a full minute. Thinking, this is a mistake, this is a sick joke; someone trying to torment me about Julia. Christopher was dead. Nausea washed over me, that icy chill like a shroud, my skin clammy and the breath freezing in my lungs.


  “Ivy? You there?”


  I rested my hand atop the open window and inhaled deeply. “Christopher.” I shook my head, gave a gasping laugh. “Jesus—”


  I leaned out the open window. “Christopher?” I shouted. “Is that really you?”


  “It’s really me,” a booming voice yelled back.


  “Hold on! I’ll get the dory and come right over—”


  I ran into the bedroom and pulled on a pair of loose cutoffs and faded T-shirt, then hurried outside. The dory was where I’d left it, pulled up on shore just beyond the fringe of cattails and bayberries. I pushed it into the lake, a skein of dragonflies rising from the dark water to disappear in the mist. There was water in the boat, dead leaves that nudged at my bare feet; I grabbed the oars and rowed, twenty strong strokes that brought me to the other shore.


  “Ivy?”


  That was when I saw him, a tall figure like a shadow breaking from the fog thick beneath the birches. He was so big that I had to blink to make sure that this, too, wasn’t some trick of the mist: a black-haired, bearded man, strong enough to yank one of the birch saplings up by the roots if he’d wanted to. He wore dark brown corduroys, a flannel shirt, and brown Carhartt jacket; heavy brown work boots. His hair was long and pushed back behind his ears; his hands were shoved in his jacket pockets. He was a bit stooped, his shoulders raised in a way that made him look surprised, or unsure of himself. It made him look young, younger than he really was; it made him look like Christopher, Julia’s thirteen-year-old brother.


  He wasn’t thirteen anymore. I did the math quickly, bringing the boat round and grabbing the wet line to toss on shore. Christopher was Narouz Sa’adah’s son by his third wife. He was eighteen years younger than Julia; that would make him eleven years younger than me, which would make him—


  “Little Christopher!” I looked up at him from the dory, grinning. “How the hell old are you?”


  He shrugged, leaned down to grab the end of the line and loop it around the granite post at the shoreline. He took out a cigarette and lit it, inhaled rapidly—nervously, I see now—and let his arm dangle so that the smoke coiled up around his wrist.


  “I’m thirty-four.” He had an almost comically basso voice that echoed across Green Pond like the foghorn. An instant later I heard a loon give its warning cry. Christopher dropped his cigarette and stubbed it out, cocking his head toward the dory. “Is that the same boat you used to have?”


  “Sure is.” I hopped into the water, wincing at the cold, then waded to shore. “Jesus. Little Christopher. I can’t believe it’s you. You—Christ! I—well, I thought you were dead.”


  “I got better.” He stared down at me and for the first time smiled, his teeth still a little crooked and nicotine stained, not Julia’s teeth at all; his face completely guileless, close-trimmed black beard, long hair falling across tawny eyes. “After the bombing? I was in hospital for a long time, outside Cairo. It wasn’t just you—everyone thought I was dead. My father finally tracked me down and brought me back to Washington. I think you and Julia had broken up by then.”


  I just stared at him. I felt dizzy: even though it was a small piece of the world, of history, it meant everything was different. Everything was changed. I blinked and looked away from him, saw the birch leaves spinning in the breeze, pale gold and green, goldenrod past its prime, tall stalks of valerian with their flower heads blown to brown vein. I looked back at Christopher: everything was the same.


  He said, “I can’t believe it’s you either, Ivy.”


  I threw my arms around him. He hugged me awkwardly—he was so much bigger than I was!—and started laughing in delight. “Ivy! I walked all the way over here! From the village, I’m staying at the inn. That lady at the general store?”


  “Mary?”


  “Right, Mary—she remembered me, she said you still lived here—”


  “Why didn’t you call?”


  He looked startled. “You have a phone?”


  “Of course I have a phone! Actually, it’s a cell phone, and I only got it a year ago, after they put up a tower over on Blue Hill.” I drew away from him, balancing on my heels to make myself taller. “Jeez, you’re all growed up, Christopher. I’m trying to think, when was the last time I saw you—”


  “Twelve years ago. I was just starting grad school in Cairo. I came to see you and Julia in Rockland before I left. Remember?”


  I tried, but couldn’t; not really. I’d never known him well. He’d been a big ungainly teenager, extremely quiet and sitting at the edges of the room, where he always seemed to be listening carefully to everything his older sister or her friends said. He’d grown up in D.C. and Cairo, but he spent his summers in the States. I first met him when he was twelve or thirteen, a gangly kid into Dungeons & Dragons and Star Wars, who’d recently read Tolkien and had just started on Terry Brooks.


  “Jesus, don’t read that,” I’d said, snatching away The Sword of Shannara and shoving my own copy of Love Plucking Rowanberries into his big hands. For a moment he looked hurt. Then, “Thanks,” he said, and gave me that sweet slow smile. He spent the rest of that summer in our apartment overlooking Rockland Harbor, hunched into a wicker chair on the decrepit back deck as he worked his way through Sybylla and the Summer Sky, Mellors’ Plasma Bistro, Love Regained in Idleness, and finally the tattered remnants of Ardor ex Cathedra.


  “Of course I remember,” I said. I swiped at a mosquito, looked up, and grinned. “Gosh. You were still a kid then. How’re you doing? What are you doing? Are you married?”


  “Divorced.” He raised his arms, yawning, and stretched. His silhouette blotted out the gray sky, the blurred shapes of trees and boulders. “No kids, though. I’m at the Center for Remote Sensing at B.U., coordinating a project near the Chephren Quarries, in the Western Desert. Upper Egypt.”


  He dropped his arms and looked down at me again. “So Ivy—would you—how’d you feel about company? I could use a cup of coffee. We can walk back to town if you want. Have a late lunch. Or early dinner. . . .”


  “Christ, no.” I glanced at my raw tattoo. “I should clean that again, before I do anything. And I haven’t even had breakfast yet.”


  “Really? What were you doing? I mean, are you with a customer or something?”


  I shook my head. “I was up all night, doing this—” I splayed my fingers above the figure on my thigh. “What time is it, anyway?”


  “Almost four.”


  “Almost four?” I grabbed his hand and twisted it to see his wristwatch. “I don’t believe it! How could I, I—” I shivered. “I slept through the whole day.”


  Christopher stared at me curiously. I was still holding his wrist, and he turned his hand, gently, his fingers brushing mine. “You okay, Ivy? Did I get you in the middle of something? I can come back.”


  “I don’t know.” I shook my head and withdrew my hand from his, but slowly, so I wouldn’t hurt his feelings. “I mean no, I’m fine, just—”


  I looked at my thigh. A thread of blood ran down my leg, and as I stared a damselfly landed beneath the tattoo, its thorax a metallic blue needle, wings invisible against my skin. “I was up all night, doing that—”


  I pointed at the kneeling man; only from my angle he wasn’t kneeling but hanging suspended above my knee, like a bat. “I—I don’t think I finished until five o’clock this morning. I had no idea it was so late. . . .”


  I could hear the panic in my own voice. I took a deep breath, trying to keep my tone even, but Christopher just put one hand lightly one my shoulder and said, “Hey, it’s okay. I really can come back. I just wanted to say hi.”


  “No. Wait.” I counted ten heartbeats, twelve. “I’m okay. I’ll be okay. Just, can you row us back?”


  “Sure.” He stooped to grab a leather knapsack leaning against a tree. “Let’s go.”


  With Christopher in it, the dory sat a good six inches lower in the water, and it took a little longer with him rowing. Halfway across the brief stretch of pond I finally asked him.


  “How is Julia?”


  My voice was shaky, but he didn’t seem to notice. “I don’t know. One of my sisters talked to her about five years ago. She was in Toronto, I think. No one’s heard from her.” He strained at the oars, then glanced at me measuringly. “I never really knew her, you know. She was so much older. I always thought she was kind of a bitch, to tell you the truth. The way she treated you . . . it made me uncomfortable.”


  I was silent. My leg ached from the tattoo, searing pain Eke a bad sunburn. I focused on that, and after a few minutes I could bear to talk.


  “Sorry,” I said. The dory ground against the shore of the islet. The panic was receding; I could breathe again. “I get these sometimes. Panic attacks. Usually it’s not at home, though; only when I go off island.”


  “That’s no fun.” Christopher gave me an odd look. Then he clambered out and helped me pull the dory into the reeds. He followed me through the overgrown stands of phlox and aster, up the steps and into the Lonely House. The floor shuddered at his footsteps. I closed the door, looked up at him, and laughed.


  “Boy, you sure fill this place up—watch your head, no, wait—”


  Too late. As he turned he cracked into a beam. He clutched his head, grimacing. “Shit—I forgot how small this place is—”


  I led him to the couch. “Here, sit—I’ll get some ice.”


  I hurried into the kitchen and pulled a tray from the freezer. I was still feeling a little wonky. For about twenty-four hours after you get tattooed, it’s like you’re coming down with the flu. Your body’s been pretty badly treated; your entire immune system fires up, trying to heal itself. I should have just crawled back into bed. Instead I called, “You want something to drink?”


  I walked back in with a bowl of ice and a linen towel. Christopher was on the sofa, yanking something from his knapsack.


  “I brought this.” He held up a bottle of tequila. “And these—”


  He reached into the knapsack again and pulled out three limes. They looked like oversized marbles in his huge hand. “I remember you liked tequila.”


  I smiled vaguely. “Did I?” It had been Julia who liked tequila, going through a quart every few days in the summer months. I sat beside him on the couch, wrapped the ice in the towel, and held it out. He lowered his head, childlike, and after a moment I very gently touched it. His hair was thick and coarse, darker than his sister’s; when I extended my fingers I felt his scalp, warm as though he’d been sitting in the sun all day. “You’re hot,” I said softly, and felt myself flush. “I mean your head—your skin feels hot. Like heatstroke.”


  He kept his head lowered, saying nothing. His long hair grazed the top of my thigh. He reached to take my hand, and his was so much bigger, it was as though my own hand was swallowed in a heated glove, his palm calloused, fingertips smooth and hard; soft hairs on the back of his wrist. I said nothing. I could smell him, an acrid smell, not unpleasant but strange; he smelled of limes and sweat, and raw earth, stones washed by the sea. My mouth was dry, and as I moved to place the ice-filled towel on his brow I felt his hand slip from mine, to rest upon the couch between us.


  “There.” I could feel my heart racing, the frantic thought. It’s just a symptom, there’s nothing to be scared of, it’s just a symptom, it’s just—


  “Christopher,” I said thickly. “Just—sit. For a minute.”


  We sat. My entire body felt hot, and damp; I was sweating now myself, not cold anymore, my heartbeat slow and even. From outside came the melancholy sound of the foghorn, the ripple of rain across the lake. The room around us was full of that strange, translucent green light you get here sometimes: being on an island on an island suspended in fog, droplets of mist and sea and rain mingling to form a shimmering glaucous veil. Outside the window the world seemed to tremble and break apart into countless motes of silver, steel-gray, emerald, then cohere again into a strangely solid-looking mass. As though someone had tossed a stone into a viscous pool, or probed a limb with a needle; that sense of skin breaking, parting then closing once more around the wound, the world, untold unseen things flickering and diving, ganglia, axons, otters, loons. A bomb goes off, and it takes twelve years to hear its explosion. I lifted my head and saw Christopher watching me. His mouth was parted, his amber eyes sad, almost anguished.


  “Ivy,” he said. When his mouth touched mine I flinched, not fear but shock at how much bigger it was than my own, than Julia’s, any woman’s. I had not touched a man since I was in high school, and that was a boy, boys; I had never kissed a man. His face was rough; his mouth tasted bitter, of nicotine and salt. And blood, too—he’d bitten his lip from nervousness, my tongue found the broken seam just beneath the hollow of his upper lip, the hollow hidden beneath soft hair, not rough as I had thought it would be, and smelling of some floral shampoo.


  It was like nothing I had imagined—and I had imagined it, of course. I’d imagined everything, before I fell in love with Julia Sa’adah. I’d fallen in love with her—her soul, her duende, she would have called it—but in a way it had almost nothing to do with her being another woman. I’d seen movies, porn films even, lots of them, watching with Julia and some of her friends, the ones who were bisexual, or beyond bisexual, whatever that might be; read magazines, novels, pornography, glanced at sites online; masturbated to dim images of what it was like, what I thought it might be like. Even watched once as a couple we knew went at it in our big untidy bed, slightly rewed-up antics for our benefit, I suspect, a lot of whimpering and operatic sound effects.


  This was nothing like that. This was slow, almost fumbling; even formal. He seemed afraid, or maybe it was just that he couldn’t believe it, that it wasn’t real to him, yet.


  “I was always in love with you.” He was lying beside me on the couch; not a lot of room left for me, but his broad arm kept me from rolling off. Our shirts were stuffed behind our heads for pillows, I still wore my cutoffs, and he still had his corduroy jeans on. We hadn’t gotten further than this. On the floor beside us was the half-empty bottle of tequila, Christopher’s pocketknife, and the Ernes, cloven in two so that they looked like enormous green eyes. He was tracing the designs on my body; the full sleeve on my left arm, Chinese water dragons, stylized waves, all in shades of turquoise and indigo and green. Green is the hardest ink to work with—you mix it with white, the white blends into your skin tone, you don’t realize the green pigment is there and you overdo, going over and over until you scar. I’d spent a lot of time with green when I started out; yellow too, another difficult pigment.


  “You are so beautiful. All this . . .” His finger touched coils of vines, ivy that thrust from the crook of my elbow and extended up to my shoulder. His own body was unblemished, as far as I could see. Skin darker than Julia’s, shading more to olive than bronze; an almost hairless chest, dappled line of dark hair beneath his navel. He tapped the inside of my elbow, tender soil overgrown with leaves. “That must have hurt.”


  I shrugged. “I guess. You forget. All you remember afterward is how intense it was. And then you have these—”


  I ran my hand down my arm, turned to sit up. “This is what I did last night.” I flexed my leg, pulled up the edge of my shorts to better expose the new tattoo. “See?”


  He sat up, ran a hand through his black hair, then leaned forward to examine it. His hair spilled down from his forehead; he had one hand on my upper thigh, the other on his own knee. His broad back was to me, olive skin, a paler crescent just above his shoulders where his neck was bent: a scar. There were others, jagged smooth lines, some deep enough to hide a fingertip. Shrapnel, or glass thrown off by the explosion. His long hair grazed my leg, hanging down like a dark waterfall.


  I swallowed, my gaze flicking from his back to what I could glimpse of my tattoo, a small square of flesh framed between his arms, his hair, the ragged blue line of my cutoffs. A tall man, leaning forward so that his hair fell to cover his face. A waterfall. A curtain. Christopher lifted his head to stare at me.


  A veil, tom away.


  “Shit,” I whispered. “Shit, shit . . .”


  I pushed away from him and scrambled to my feet. “What? What is it?” He looked around as though expecting to see someone else in the room with us. “Ivy—”


  He tried to grasp me but I pulled away, grabbing my T-shirt from the couch and pulling it on. “Ivy! What happened?” His voice rose, desperate; I shook my head, then pointed at the tattoo.


  “This—” He looked at the tattoo, then at me, not comprehending. “That image? I just found it yesterday. On a card. This sort of tarot card, this deck. I got it at a rummage sale—”


  I turned and ran into my studio. Christopher followed.


  “Here!” I darted to my work table and yanked off the protective blue covering. The table was empty. “It was here—”


  I whirled, went to my light table. Acetates and sheets of rag paper were still strewn across it, my pencils and inks were where I’d left them. A dozen pages with failed versions of the card were scattered across the desk, and on the floor. I grabbed them, holding up each sheet and shaking it as though it were an envelope, as though something might fall out. I picked up the pages from the floor, emptied the stainless steel wastebasket, and sifted through torn papers and empty ink capsules. Nothing.


  The card was gone.


  “Ivy?”


  I ignored him and ran back into the living room. “Here!” I yanked the paisley-wrapped deck from my purse. “It was like this, it was one of these—”


  I tore the scarf open. The deck was still there. I let the scarf fall and fanned the cards out, facedown, a rainbow arc of labyrinthine wheels; then twisted my hand to show the other side.


  “They’re blank,” said Christopher.


  “That’s right. They’re all blank. Only there was one—last night—”


  I pointed at the tattoo. “That design. There was one card with that design. I copied it. It was with me in the studio, I had it on my drafting table. I ended up tracing it for the stencil.”


  “And now you can’t find it.”


  “No. It’s gone.” I let my breath out in a long, low whoosh, I felt sick at my stomach, but it was more like seasickness than panic, a nausea I could override if I wanted to. “It’s—I won’t find it. It’s just gone.”


  My eyes teared. Christopher stood beside me, his face dark with concern. After a minute he said, “May I?”


  He held out his hand, and I nodded and gave him the cards. He riffled through them, frowning. “Are they all like this?”


  “All except two. There’s another one—” I gestured at my purse. “I put it aside. I got them at the rummage sale at St. Bruno’s yesterday. They were—”


  I stopped. Christopher was still examining the cards, holding them up to the light as though that might reveal some hidden pattern. I said, “You read Walter Burden Fox, right?”


  He glanced up at me. “Sure. Five Windows One Door! You gave it to me, remember? That first summer I stayed with you down at that place you had by the water. I loved those books.” His tone softened; he smiled, a sweet, sad half smile, and held the cards up as though to show a winning hand. “That really changed my life, you know. After I read them; when I met you. That’s when I decided to become an archaeologist. Because they were—well, I don’t know how to explain it. . . .”


  He tapped the cards thoughtfully against his chin. “I loved those books so much. I couldn’t believe it, when I got to the end? That he never finished them. I used to think, if I had only one wish, it would be that somehow he finished that last book. Like maybe if his son hadn’t died, or something. Those books just amazed me!”


  He shook his head, still marveling. “They made me think how the world might be different than what it was; what we think it is. That there might be things we still don’t know, even though we think we’ve discovered everything. Like the work I do? We scan all these satellite images of the desert, and we can see where ancient sites were, under the sand, under the hills. Places so changed by wind erosion you would never think anything else was ever there—but there were temples and villages, entire cities! Empires! Like in the third book, when you read it and find out there’s this whole other history to everything that happened in the first two. The entire world is changed.”


  The entire world is changed. I stared at him, then nodded. “Christopher—these cards are from his books. The last one. ‘The least trumps.’ When I got them, there was a little piece of paper—”


  My gaze dropped to the floor. The scrap was there, by Christopher’s bare foot. I picked up the scrap and handed it to him. “ ‘The least trumps.’ It’s in the very first chapter of the last book, the one he never finished. Mabel’s in bed with Tarquin and he takes out this deck of cards. He holds them in front of her, and when she breathes on them it somehow makes them come alive. There’s an implication that everything that happened before has to maybe do with the cards. But he died before he ever got to that part.”


  Christopher stared at the fragment of paper. “I don’t remember,” he said at last. He looked at me. “You said there’s one other card. Can I see it?”


  I hesitated, then went to get my bag. “It’s in here.”


  I took out my wallet. Everything around me froze; my hand was so numb I couldn’t feel it when I slid my finger behind my license. I couldn’t feel it, it wasn’t there at all—


  But it was. The wallet fell to the floor. I stood and held the card in both hands. The last one: the least trump. The room around me was gray, the air motionless. In my hands a lozenge of spectral color glimmered and seemed to move. There were airships and flaming birds, two old women dancing on a beach, an exploding star above a high-rise building. The tiny figure of a man was not being carried in a litter. I saw now. But living in a bed borne by red-clad women. Above them all a lash-fringed eye stared down.


  I blinked and rubbed my eye, then gave the card to Christopher. When I spoke my voice was thick. “I—I forgot it was so beautiful. That’s it. The last one.”


  He walked over to the window, leaned against the wall, and angled the card to catch the light. “Wow. This is amazing. Was the other one like it? All this detail . . .”


  “No. It was much simpler. But it was still beautiful. It makes you realize how hard it is, drawing something that simple.”


  I looked down at my leg and smiled wryly. “But you know, I think I got it right.”


  For some minutes he remained by the window, silent. Suddenly he looked up. “Could you do this, Ivy? On me?”


  I stared at him. “You mean a tattoo? No. It’s far too intricate. It would take days, something Eke that. Days, just to make a decent stencil. The tattoo would probably take a week, if you were going to do it right.”


  “This, then.” He strode over to me, pointing to the sun that was an eye. “Just that part, there—could you do just that? Like maybe on my arm?”


  He flexed his arm, a dark sheen where the bicep rose, like a wave. “Right there—”


  I ran my hand across the skin appraisingly. There was a scar, a small one. I could work around it, make it part of the design. “You should think about it. But yeah, I could do it.”


  “I have thought about it. I want you to do it. Now.”


  “Now?” I looked at the window. It was getting late. Light was leaking from the sky, everything was fading to lavender-gray, twilight. The fog was coming in again, pennons of mist trailing above Green Pond. I could no longer see the far shore. “It’s kind of late. . . .”


  “Please.” He stood above me; I could feel the heat radiating from him, see the card glinting in his hand like a shard of glass. “Ivy—”


  His deep voice dropped, a whisper I felt more than heard. “I’m not my sister. I’m not Julia. Please.”


  He touched the outer corner of my eye, where it was still damp. “Your eyes are so blue,” he said. “I forgot how blue they are.”


  We went into the studio. I set the card on the light table, with the deck beside it, used a loupe to get a better look at the image he wanted. It would not be so hard to do, really, just that one thing. I sketched it a few times on paper, finally turned to where Christopher sat waiting in the chair beside my worktable.


  “I’m going to do it freehand. I usually don’t, but this is pretty straightforward, and I think I can do it. You sure about this?”


  He nodded. He looked a little pale, there beneath the bright lights I work under, but when I walked over to him he smiled. “I’m sure.”


  I prepped him, swabbing the skin, then shaving his upper arm twice, to make sure it was smooth enough. I made sure my machine was thoroughly cleaned, and set up my inks. Black, cerulean and cobalt, Spaulding and Rogers Bright Yellow.


  “Ready?”


  He nodded, and I set to.


  It took about four hours, though I pretty much lost track of the time. I did the outline first, a circle. I wanted it to look very slightly uneven, like this drawing by Odile Redon I liked—you can see how the paper absorbed his ink, it made the lines look powerful, like black lightning. After the circle was done I did the eye inside it, a half circle of white, because in the card the eye is looking down, at the world beneath. Then I did the flattened ovoid of the pupil. Then the flickering lashes all around it. Christopher didn’t talk. Sweat ran in long lines from beneath his arms; he swallowed a lot, and sometimes closed his eyes. There was so much muscle beneath his skin that it was difficult to keep it taut—no fat, and the skin wasn’t loose enough—so I had to keep pulling it tight. I knew it hurt.


  “That’s it, take a deep breath. I can stop, if you need to take a break. I need to take a break, anyway.”


  But I didn’t. My hand didn’t cramp up; there was none of that fuzzy feeling that comes after holding a vibrating machine for hours at a stretch. Now and then Christopher would shift in his chair, never very much. Once I moved to get a better purchase on his arm, sliding my knee between his legs: I could feel his cock, rigid beneath his corduroys, and hear his breath catch.


  He didn’t bleed much. His olive skin made the inks seem to glow, the blue-and-gold eye within its rayed penumbra, wriggling lines like cilia. At the center of the pupil was the scar. You could hardly see it now, it looked like a shadow, the eye’s dark heart.


  “There.” I drew back, shut the machine off, and nestled it in my lap. “It’s finished. What do you think?”


  He pulled his arm toward him, craning his head to look. “Wow. It’s gorgeous.” He looked at me and grinned ecstatically. “It’s fucking gorgeous.”


  “All right then.” I stood and put the machine over by the sink, turned to get some bandages. “I’ll just clean it up, and then—”


  “Not yet. Wait, just a minute. Ivy.”


  He towered above me, his long hair lank and skin sticky with sweat, pink fluid weeping from beneath the radiant eye. When he kissed me I could feel his cock against me, heat arcing above my groin. His leg moved, it rubbed against my tattoo, and I moaned but it didn’t hurt, I couldn’t feel it, anything at all, just heat everywhere now, his hands tugging my shirt off then drawing me into the bedroom.


  Not like Julia. His mouth was bigger, his hand; when I put my arms around him my fingers scarcely met, his back was so broad. The scars felt smooth and glossy; I thought they would hurt if I touched them but he said no, he liked my fingernails against them, he liked to press my mouth against his chest, hard, as I took his nipple between my lips, tongued it then held it gently between my teeth, the aureole with its small hairs radiating beneath my mouth. He went down on me and that was different too, his beard against the inside of my thighs, his tongue probing deeper; my fingers tangled in his hair and I felt his breath on me, his tongue still inside me when I came. He kissed me and I tasted myself, held his head between my hands, his beard wet. He was laughing. When he came inside me he laughed again, almost shouted; then collapsed alongside me.


  “Ivy. Ivy . . .”


  “Shhh.” I lay my palm against his face and kissed him. The sheet between us bore the image of a blurred red sun. “Christopher.”


  “Don’t go.” His warm hand covered my breast. “Don’t go anywhere.”


  I laughed softly. “Me? I never go anywhere.”


  We slept. He breathed heavily, but I was so exhausted I passed out before I could shift toward my own side of the bed. If I dreamed, I don’t remember; only knew when I woke that everything was different, because there was a man in bed beside me.


  “Huh.” I stared at him, his face pressed heavily into the pillow. Then I got up, as quietly as I could. I tiptoed into the bathroom, peed, washed my face and cleaned my teeth. I thought of making coffee, and peered into the living room. Outside all was still fog, dark gray, shredded with white to mark the wind’s passing. The clock read 6:30. I turned and crept back to the bedroom.


  Christopher was still asleep. I sat on the edge of the bed, languidly, and let my hand rest upon my tattoo. Already it hurt less; it was healing. I looked up at the head of the bed, where my mother’s books were, and Walter Burden Fox’s. The five identical dust jackets, deep blue, with their titles and Fox’s name in gold letters.


  Something was different. The last volume, the one completed posthumously by Fox’s editor, with the spine that read ARDOR EX CATHEDRA * WALTER BURDEN FOX.


  I yanked it from the shelf, holding it so the light fell on the spine.


  ARDOR EX CATHEDRA * WALTER BURDEN FOX & W. F. FOX


  My heart stopped. Around me the room was black. Christopher moved on the bed behind me, yawning. I swallowed, leaning forward until my hands rested on my knees as I opened the book.


  ARDOR EX CATHEDRA


  By Walter Burden Fox


  Completed by Walter F. Fox


  “No,” I whispered. Frantically I turned to the end, the final twenty pages that had been nothing but appendices and transcriptions of notes.


  Chapter Seventeen: The Least Trumps.


  I flipped through the pages in disbelief, and yes, there they were, new chapter headings, every one of them—


  Pavell Saved From Drowning. One Leaf Left. Hermalchio and Lachrymatory. Villainous Saltpetre. The Scars. The Radiant Eye. I gasped, so terrified my hands shook and I almost dropped it, turning back to the frontispiece.


  Completed by Walter F. Fox


  I went to the next page—the dedication.


  To the memory of my father


  I cried out. Christopher sat up, gasping. “What is it? Ivy, what happened—”


  “The book! It’s different!” I shook it at him, almost screaming. “He didn’t die! The son—he finished it, it’s all different! It’s changed.”


  He took the book from me, blinking as he tried to wake up. When he opened it I stabbed the frontispiece with my finger.


  “There! See—it’s all changed. Everything has changed.”


  I slapped his arm, the raw image that I’d never cleaned and never bandaged. “Hey! Stop—Ivy, stop—”


  I started crying, sat on the edge of the bed with my head in my hands. Behind me I could hear him turning pages. Finally he sighed, put a hand on my shoulder, and said, “Well, you’re right. But—well, couldn’t it be a different edition? Or something?”


  I shook my head. Grief filled me, and horror; something deeper than panic, deeper even than fear. “No,” I said at last. My voice was hoarse. “It’s the book. It’s everything. We changed it, somehow—the card . . .”


  I stood and walked into my studio, slowly, as though I were drunk. I put the light on and looked at my worktable.


  “There,” I said dully. In the middle of the table, separate from the rest of the deck, was the last card. It was blank. “The last one. The last trump. Everything is different.”


  I turned to stare at Christopher. He looked puzzled, concerned but not frightened. “So?” He shook his head, ventured a small smile. “Is that bad? Maybe it’s a good book.”


  “That’s not what I mean.” I could barely speak. “I mean, everything will be different. Somehow. Even if it’s just in little ways—it won’t be what it was. . . .”


  Christopher walked into the living room. He looked out the window, then went to the door and opened it. A bar of pale gold light slanted into the room and across the floor, to end at my feet. “Sun’s coming up.” He stared at the sky. “The fog is lifting. It’ll be nice, I think. Hot, though.”


  He turned and looked at me. I shook my head. “No. No. I’m not going out there.”


  Christopher laughed, then gave me that sad half-smile. “Ivy—”


  He walked over and tried to put his arms around me, but I pushed him away and walked into the bedroom. I began pulling on the clothes I’d worn last night. “No. No. Christopher—I can’t, I won’t.”


  “Ivy.” He watched me, then shrugged and came into the room and got dressed, too. When he was done, he took my hand.


  “Ivy, listen.” He pulled me to his side, with his free hand pointed at the book lying on the bed. “Even if it is different—even if everything is different—why does that have to be so terrible? Maybe it’s not. Maybe it’s better.”


  I began to shake my head, crying again. “No, no, no . . .”


  “Look—”


  Gently he pulled me into the living room. Full sun was streaming through the windows now; outside, on the other side of Green Pond, a deep blue sky glowed above the green treetops. There was still mist close to the ground but it was lifting. The pines moved in the wind, and the birches; I heard a fox barking, no, not a fox: a dog. “Look,” Christopher said, and pointed at the open front door. “Why don’t we do this—you come with me, I’ll stay right by you—shit, I’ll carry you if you want—we’ll just go look, okay?”


  I shook my head no, but when he eased slowly through the door I followed, his hand tight around mine but not too tight: I could slip free if I wanted. He wouldn’t keep me. He wouldn’t make me go.


  “Okay,” I whispered. I shut my eyes, then opened them. “Okay, okay.”


  Everything looked the same. A few more of the asters had opened, deep mauve in the misty air. One tall yellow coneflower was still in bloom. We walked through them, to the shore, to the dory. There were dragonflies and damselflies inside it, and something else. A butterfly, brilliant orange edged with cobalt blue, its wings fringed, like an eye. We stepped into the boat and the butterfly lifted into the air, hanging between us then fluttering across the water, toward the western shore. My gaze followed it, watching as it rose above the Ledges then continued down the hillside.


  “I’ve never been over there,” said Christopher. He raised one oar to indicate where the butterfly had gone. “What’s there?”


  “You can see.” It hurt to speak, to breathe, but I did it. I didn’t die. You can’t die, from this. “Katherine—she always says you can see Ireland from there, on a clear day.”


  “Really? Let’s go that way, then.”


  He rowed to the farther shore. Everything looked different, coming up to the bank; tall blue flowers like irises, a yellow sedge that had a faint fragrance like lemons. A turtle slid into the water, its smooth black carapace spotted with yellow and blue. As I stepped onto the shore I saw something like a tiny orange crab scuttling into the reeds.


  “You all right?” Christopher cocked his head and smiled. “Brave little ant. Brave Ivy.”


  I nodded. He took my hand, and we walked down the hillside. Past the Ledges, past some boulders I had never even known were there; through a stand of trees like birches only taller, thinner, their leaves round and shimmering, silver-green. There was still a bit of fog here but it was lifting, I felt it on my legs as we walked, a damp, cool kiss upon my left thigh. I looked over at Christopher, saw a golden rayed eye gazing back at me, a few flecks of dried blood beneath. Overhead the trees moved and made a high rustling sound in the wind. The ground beneath us grew steeper, the clefts between rocks overgrown with thick masses of small purple flowers. I had never known anything to bloom so lushly this late in the year. Below us I could hear the sound of waves, not the crash and violent roar of the open Atlantic but a softer sound; and laughter, a distant voice that sounded like my mother’s. The fog was almost gone but I still could not glimpse the sea; only through the moving scrim of leaves and mist a sense of vast space, still dark because the sun had not struck it yet in full, pale gray-blue, not empty at all, not anymore. There were lights everywhere, gold and green and red and silver, stationary lights and lights that wove slowly across the lifting veil, as through wide streets and boulevards, haloes of blue and gold hanging from ropes across a wide sandy shore.


  “There,” said Christopher, and stopped. “There, do you see?”


  He turned and smiled at me, reached to touch the corner of my eye, blue and gold; then pointed. “Can you see it now?”


  I nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”


  The laughter came again, louder this time; someone calling a name. The trees and grass shivered as a sudden brilliance overtook them, the sun breaking at last from the mist behind me.


  “Come on!” said Christopher, and, turning, he sprinted down the hill. I took a deep breath, looked back at what was behind us. I could just see the gray bulk of the Ledges, and beyond them the thicket of green and white and gray that was the Lonely House. It looked like a picture from one of my mother’s books, a crosshatch hiding a hive, a honeycomb, another world. “Ivy!”


  Christopher’s voice echoed from not very far below me. “Ivy, you have to see this!”


  “Okay,” I said, and followed him.
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  Wonderwall


  Elizabeth Hand, besides being a heck of a short-story writer (her two collections to date: Bibliomancy: Four Novellas and Last Summer at Mars Hill), is also the author of seven novels, including her latest, Mortal Love. She lives on the coast of Maine.


  Here she writes about the nature of the beast: the beast, in this case, being the creative artist.


  A long time ago, nearly thirty years now, I had a friend who was waiting to be discovered. His name was David Baldanders; we lived with two other friends in one of the most disgusting places I’ve ever seen, and certainly the worst that involved me signing a lease.


  Our apartment was a two-bedroom third-floor walkup in Queenstown, a grim brick enclave just over the District line in Hyattsville, Maryland. Queenstown Apartments were inhabited mostly by drug dealers and bikers who met their two-hundred-dollars-a-month leases by processing speed and bad acid in their basement rooms; the upper floors were given over to wasted welfare mothers from P. G. County and students from the University of Maryland, Howard, and the University of the Archangels and Saint John the Divine.


  The Divine, as students called it, was where I’d come three years earlier to study acting. I wasn’t actually expelled until the end of my junior year, but midway through that term, my roommate, Marcella, and I were kicked out of our campus dormitory, precipitating the move to Queenstown. Even for the mid-1970s, our behavior was excessive; I was only surprised the university officials waited so long before getting rid of us. Our parents were assessed for damages to our dorm room, which were extensive; among other things, I’d painted one wall floor-to-ceiling with the image from the cover of Transformer, surmounted by JE SUIS DAMNE PAR L’ARC-EN-CIEL scrawled in foot-high letters. Decades later, someone who’d lived in the room after I left told me that, year after year, Rimbaud’s words would bleed through each successive layer of new paint. No one ever understood what they meant.


  Our new apartment was at first an improvement on the dorm room, and Queenstown itself was an efficient example of a closed ecosystem. The bikers manufactured Black Beauties, which they sold to the students and welfare mothers upstairs, who would zigzag a few hundred feet across a wasteland of shattered glass and broken concrete to the Queenstown Restaurant, where I worked making pizzas that they would then cart back to their apartments. The pizza boxes piled up in the halls, drawing armies of roaches. My friend Oscar lived in the next building; whenever he visited our flat, he’d push open the door, pause, and then look over his shoulder dramatically.


  “Listen—!” he’d whisper.


  He’d stamp his foot, just once, and hold up his hand to command silence. Immediately we heard what sounded like surf washing over a gravel beach. In fact, it was the susurrus of hundreds of cockroaches clittering across the warped parquet floors in retreat.


  There were better places to await discovery.


  David Baldanders was my age, nineteen. He wasn’t much taller than me, with long thick black hair and a soft-featured face: round cheeks, full red lips between a downy black beard and mustache, slightly crooked teeth much yellowed from nicotine, small well-shaped hands. He wore an earring and a bandanna that he tied, pirate-style, over his head; filthy jeans, flannel shirts, filthy black Converse high-tops that flapped when he walked. His eyes were beautiful—indigo, black-lashed, soulful. When he laughed, people stopped in their tracks—he sounded like Herman Munster, that deep, goofy, foghorn voice at odds with his fey appearance.


  We met in the Divine’s Drama Department and immediately recognized each other as kindred spirits. Neither attractive nor talented enough to be in the center of the golden circle of aspiring actors that included most of our friends, we made ourselves indispensable by virtue of being flamboyant, unapologetic fuckups. People laughed when they saw us coming. They laughed even louder when we left. But David and I always made a point of laughing loudest of all.


  “Can you fucking believe that?” A morning, it could have been any morning: I stood in the hall and stared in disbelief at the Department’s sitting area. White walls, a few plastic chairs and tables overseen by the glass windows of the secretarial office. This was where the other students chainsmoked and waited, day after day, for news: casting announcements for Department plays; cattle calls for commercials, trade shows, summer reps. Above all else, the Department prided itself on graduating Working Actors—a really successful student might get called back for a walk-on in Days of Our Lives. My voice rose loud enough that heads turned. “It looks like a fucking dentist’s office.”


  “Yeah, well, Roddy just got cast in a Trident commercial,” David said, and we both fell against the wall, howling.


  Rejection fed our disdain, but it was more than that. Within weeks of arriving at the Divine, I felt betrayed. I wanted—hungered for, thirsted for, craved like drink or drugs—High Art. So did David. We’d come to the Divine expecting Paris in the 1920s, Swinging London, Summer of Love in the Haight.


  We were misinformed.


  What we got was elocution taught by the department head’s wife; tryouts where tone-deaf students warbled numbers from The Magic Show; Advanced Speech classes where, week after week, the beefy department head would declaim Macduff’s speech—All my pretty ones? Did you say all?—never failing to move himself to tears.


  And there was that sitting area. Just looking at it made me want to take a sledgehammer to the walls: all those smug faces above issues of Variety and Theatre Arts; all those sheets of white paper neatly taped to white cinder block with lists of names beneath: callbacks, cast lists, passing exam results. My name was never there. Nor was David’s.


  We never had a chance. We had no choice.


  We took the sledgehammer to our heads.


  Weekends my suitemate visited her parents, and while she was gone, David and I would break into her dorm room. We drank her vodka and listened to her copy of David Live, playing “Diamond Dogs” over and over as we clung to each other, smoking, dancing cheek to cheek. After midnight we’d cadge a ride down to Southwest, where abandoned warehouses had been turned into gay discos—the Lost and Found, Grand Central Station, Washington Square, Half Street. A solitary neon pentacle glowed atop the old Washington Star printing plant; we heard gunshots, sirens, the faint bass throb from funk bands at the Washington Coliseum, ceaseless boom and echo of trains uncoupling in the rail yards that extended from Union Station.


  I wasn’t a looker. My scalp was covered with henna-stiffened orange stubble that had been cut over three successive nights by a dozen friends. Marcella had pierced my ear with a cork and a needle and a bottle of Gordon’s gin. David usually favored one long drop earring, and sometimes I’d wear its mate. Other times I’d shove a safety pin through my ear, then run a dog leash from the safety pin around my neck. I had two-inch-long black-varnished fingernails that caught fire when I lit my cigarettes from a Bic lighter. I kohled my eyes and lips, used Marcella’s Chloe perfume, shoved myself into Marcella’s expensive jeans even though they were too small for me.


  But mostly I wore a white poet’s blouse or frayed striped boatneck shirt, droopy black wool trousers, red sneakers, a red velvet beret my mother had given me for Christmas when I was seventeen. I chain-smoked Marlboros, three packs a day when I could afford them. For a while I smoked clay pipes and Borkum Riff tobacco. The pipes cost a dollar apiece at the tobacconist’s in Georgetown. They broke easily, and club owners invariably hassled me, thinking I was getting high right under their noses. I was, but not from Borkum Riff. Occasionally I’d forgo makeup and wear army khakis and a boiled wool navy shirt I’d fished from a Dumpster. I used a mascara wand on my upper lip and wore my bashed-up old cowboy boots to make me look taller.


  This fooled no one, but that didn’t matter. In Southeast, I was invisible—or nearly so. I was a girl, white, not pretty enough to be either desirable or threatening. The burly leather-clad guys who stood guard over the entrances to the L & F were always nice to me, though there was a scary dyke bouncer whom I had to bribe, sometimes with cash, sometimes with rough foreplay behind the door.


  Once inside, all that fell away. David and I stumbled to the bar and traded our drink tickets for vodka and orange juice. We drank fast, pushing upstairs through the crowd until we reached a vantage point above the dance floor. David would look around for someone he knew, someone he fancied, someone who might discover him. He’d give me a wet kiss, then stagger off; and I would stand, and drink, and watch.


  The first time it happened, David and I were tripping. We were at the L & F, or maybe Washington Square. He’d gone into the men’s room. I sat slumped just outside the door, trying to bore a hole through my hand with my eyes. A few people stepped on me; no one apologized, but no one swore at me, either. After a while I stumbled to my feet, lurched a few feet down the hallway, and turned.


  The door to the men’s room was painted gold. A shining film covered it, glistening with smeared rainbows like oil-scummed tarmac. The door opened with difficulty because of the number of people crammed inside. I had to keep moving so they could pass in and out. I leaned against the wall and stared at the floor for a few more minutes, then looked up again.


  Across from me, the wall was gone. I could see men, pissing, talking, kneeling, crowding stalls, humping over urinals, cupping brown glass vials beneath their faces. I could see David in a crowd of men by the sinks. He stood with his back to me, in front of a long mirror framed with small round lightbulbs. His head was bowed. He was scooping water from the faucet and drinking it, so that his beard glittered red and silver. As I watched, he slowly lifted his face, until he was staring into the mirror. His reflected image stared back at me. I could see his pupils expand like drops of black ink in a glass of water, and his mouth fall open in pure panic.


  “David,” I murmured.


  Beside him, a lanky boy with dirty-blond hair turned. He, too, was staring at me, but not with fear. His mouth split into a grin. He raised his hand and pointed at me, laughing.


  “Poseur!”


  “Shit—shit . . .” I looked up, and David stood there in the hall. He fumbled for a cigarette, his hand shaking, then sank onto the floor beside me. “Shit, you, you saw—you—”


  I started to laugh. In a moment David did, too. We fell into each other’s arms, shrieking, our faces slick with tears and dirt. I didn’t even notice that his cigarette scorched a hole in my favorite shirt till later, or felt where it burned into my right palm, a penny-size wound that got infected and took weeks to heal. I bear the scar even now, the shape of an eye, shiny white tissue with a crimson pupil that seems to wink when I crease my hand.


  It was about a month after this happened that we moved to Queenstown. Me, David, Marcy, a sweet spacy girl named Bunny Flitchins, all signed the lease. Two hundred bucks a month gave us a small living room, a bathroom, two small bedrooms, a kitchen squeezed into a corner overlooking a parking lot filled with busted Buicks and shockshot Impalas. The place smelled of new paint and dry-cleaning fluid. The first time we opened the freezer, we found several plastic Ziploc bags filled with sheets of white paper. When we removed the paper and held it up to the light, we saw where rows of droplets had dried to faint grey smudges.


  “Blotter acid,” I said.


  We discussed taking a hit. Marcy demurred. Bunny giggled, shaking her head. She didn’t do drugs, and I would never have allowed her to: it would be like giving acid to your puppy.


  “Give it to me,” said David. He sat on the windowsill, smoking and dropping his ashes to the dirt three floors below. “I’ll try it. Then we can cut them into tabs and sell them.”


  “That would be a lot of money,” said Bunny delightedly. A tab of blotter went for a dollar back then, but you could sell them for a lot more at concerts, up to ten bucks a hit. She fanned out the sheets from one of the plastic bags. “We could make thousands and thousands of dollars.”


  “Millions,” said Marcy.


  I shook my head. “It could be poison. Strychnine. I wouldn’t do it.”


  “Why not?” David scowled. “You do all kinds of shit.”


  “I wouldn’t do it ’cause it’s from here.”


  “Good point,” said Bunny.


  I grabbed the rest of the sheets from her, lit one of her gas jets on the stove, and held the paper above it. David cursed and yanked the bandanna from his head.


  “What are you doing?”


  But he quickly moved aside as I lunged to the window and tossed out the flaming pages. We watched them fall, delicate spirals of red and orange like tiger lilies corroding into black ash then grey then smoke.


  “All gone,” cried Bunny, and clapped.


  We had hardly any furniture. Marcy had a bed and a desk in her room, nice Danish Modern stuff. I had a mattress on the other bedroom floor that I shared with David. Bunny slept in the living room. Every few days she’d drag a broken box spring up from the curb. After the fifth one appeared, the living room began to look like the interior of one of those pawnshops down on F Street that sold you an entire roomful of aluminum-tube furniture for fifty bucks, and we yelled at her to stop. Bunny slept on the box springs, a different one every night, but after a while she didn’t stay over much. Her family lived in Northwest, but her father, a professor at the Divine, also had an apartment in Turkey Thicket, and Bunny started staying with him.


  Marcy’s family lived nearby, as well, in Alexandria. She was a slender, Slavic beauty with a waterfall of ice-blond hair and eyes like aqua headlamps, and the only one of us with a glamorous job—she worked as a model and receptionist at the most expensive beauty salon in Georgetown. But by early spring, she had pretty much moved back in with her parents, too.


  This left me and David. He was still taking classes at the Divine, getting a ride with one of the other students who lived at Queenstown, or else catching a bus in front of Giant Food on Queens Chapel Road. Early in the semester he had switched his coursework: instead of theater, he now immersed himself in French language and literature.


  I gave up all pretense of studying or attending classes. I worked a few shifts behind the counter at the Queenstown Restaurant, making pizzas and ringing up beer. I got most of my meals there, and when my friends came in to buy cases of Heineken, I never charged them. I made about sixty dollars a week, barely enough to pay the rent and keep me in cigarettes, but I got by. Bus fare was eighty cents to cross the District line; the newly opened subway was another fifty cents. I didn’t eat much. I lived on popcorn and Reuben sandwiches from the restaurant, and there was a sympathetic waiter at the American Cafe in Georgetown who fed me ice cream sundaes when I was bumming around in the city. I saved enough for my cover at the discos and for the Atlantis, a club in the basement of a fleabag hotel at 930 F Street that had just started booking punk bands. The rest I spent on booze and Marlboros. Even if I was broke, someone would always spring me a drink and a smoke; if I had a full pack of cigarettes, I was ahead of the game. I stayed out all night, finally staggering out into some of the District’s worst neighborhoods with a couple of bucks in my sneaker, if I was lucky. Usually I was broke.


  Yet I really was lucky. Somehow I always managed to find my way home. At two or three or four a.m., I’d crash into my apartment, alone except for the cockroaches—David would have gone home with a pickup from the bars, and Marcy and Bunny had decamped to the suburbs. I’d be so drunk, I stuck to the mattress like a fly mashed against a window. Sometimes I’d sit cross-legged with the typewriter in front of me and write, naked because of the appalling heat, my damp skin grey with cigarette ash. I read Tropic of Cancer, reread Dhalgen and A Fan’s Notes and a copy of Illuminations held together by a rubber band. I played Pere Ubu and Wire at the wrong speed, because I was too wasted to notice, and would finally pass out only to be ripped awake by the apocalyptic scream of the firehouse siren next door—I’d be standing in the middle of the room, screaming at the top of my lungs, before I realized I was no longer asleep. I saw people in my room, a lanky boy with dark-blond hair and clogs who pointed his finger at me and shouted Poseur! I heard voices. My dreams were of flames, of the walls around me exploding outward so that I could see the ruined city like a freshly tilled garden extending for miles and miles, burning cranes and skeletal buildings rising from the smoke to bloom, black and gold and red, against a topaz sky. I wanted to burn, too, tear through the wall that separated me from that other world, the real world, the one I glimpsed in books and music, the world I wanted to claim for myself.


  But I didn’t burn. I was just a fucked-up college student, and pretty soon I wasn’t even that. That spring I flunked out of the Divine. All my other friends were still in school, getting boyfriends and girlfriends, getting cast in University productions of An Inspector Calls and Arturo Roi. Even David Baldanders managed to get good grades for his paper on Verlaine. Meanwhile I leaned out my third-floor window and smoked and watched the speed freaks stagger across the parking lot below. If I jumped, I could be with them: that was all it would take.


  It was too beautiful for words, too terrifying to think this was what my life had shrunk to. In the mornings I made instant coffee and tried to read what I’d written the night before. Nice words but they made absolutely no sense. I cranked up Marcy’s expensive stereo and played my records, compulsively transcribing song lyrics as though they might somehow bleed into something else, breed with my words and create a coherent storyline. I scrawled more words on the bedroom wall:


  I HAVE BEEN DAMNED BY THE RAINBOW


  I AM AN AMERICAN ARTIST, AND I HAVE NO CHAIRS


  It had all started as an experiment. I held the blunt, unarticulated belief that meaning and transcendence could be shaken from the world, like unripe fruit from a tree; then consumed.


  So I’d thrown my brain into the Waring blender along with vials of cheap acid and hashish, tobacco and speed and whatever alcohol was at hand. Now I wondered: Did I have the stomach to toss down the end result?


  Whenever David showed up it was a huge relief.


  “Come on,” he said one afternoon. “Let’s go to the movies.”


  We saw a double bill at the Biograph, The Story of Adele H and Jules et Jim. Torturously uncomfortable chairs, but only four bucks for four hours of air-conditioned bliss. David had seen Adele H six times already; he sat beside me, rapt, whispering the words to himself. I struggled with the French and mostly read the subtitles. Afterwards we stumbled blinking into the long ultraviolet D.C. twilight, the smell of honeysuckle and diesel, coke and lactic acid, our clothes crackling with heat like lightning and our skin electrified as the sugared air seeped into it like poison. We ran arm-in-arm up to the Cafe de Paris, sharing one of David’s Gitanes. We had enough money for a bottle of red wine and a baguette. After a few hours, the waiter kicked us out, but we gave him a dollar anyway. That left us just enough for the Metro and the bus home.


  It took us hours to get back. By the time we ran up the steps to our apartment, we’d sobered up again. It was not quite nine o’clock on a Friday night.


  “Fuck!” said David. “What are we going to do now?”


  No one was around. We got on the phone, but there were no parties, no one with a car to take us somewhere else. We riffled the apartment for a forgotten stash of beer or dope or money, turned our pockets inside out looking for stray seeds, Black Beauties, fragments of green dust.


  Nada.


  In Marcy’s room we found about three dollars in change in one of her jeans pockets. Not enough to get drunk, not enough to get us back into the city.


  “Damn,” I said. “Not enough for shit.”


  From the parking lot came the low thunder of motorcycles, a baby crying, someone shouting.


  “You fucking motherfucking fucker.”


  “That’s a lot of fuckers,” said David.


  Then we heard a gunshot.


  “Jesus!” yelled David, and yanked me to the floor. From the neighboring apartment echoed the crack of glass shattering. “They shot out a window!”


  “I said, not enough money for anything.” I pushed him away and sat up. “I’m not staying here all night.”


  “Okay, okay, wait . . .”


  He crawled to the kitchen window, pulled himself onto the sill to peer out. “They did shoot out a window,” he said admiringly. “Wow.”


  “Did they leave us any beer?”


  David looked over his shoulder at me. “No. But I have an idea.”


  He crept back into the living room and emptied out his pockets beside me. “I think we have enough,” he said after he counted his change for the third time. “Yeah. But we have to get there now—they close at nine.”


  “Who does?”


  I followed him back downstairs and outside.


  “Peoples Drug,” said David. “Come on.”


  We crossed Queens Chapel Road, dodging Mustangs and blasted pickups. I watched wistfully as the 80 bus passed, heading back into the city. It was almost nine o’clock. Overhead the sky had that dusty gold-violet bloom it got in late spring. Cars raced by, music blaring; I could smell charcoal burning somewhere, hamburgers on a grill and the sweet far-off scent of apple blossom.


  “Wait,” I said.


  I stopped in the middle of the road, arms spread, staring straight up into the sky and feeling what I imagined David must have felt when he leaned against the walls of Mr. P’s and Grand Central Station: I was waiting, waiting, waiting for the world to fall on me like a hunting hawk.


  “What the fuck are you doing?” shouted David as a car bore down and he dragged me to the far curb. “Come on.”


  “What are we getting?” I yelled as he dragged me into the drugstore.


  “Triaminic.”


  I had thought there might be a law against selling four bottles of cough syrup to two messed-up looking kids. Apparently there wasn’t, though I was embarrassed enough to stand back as David shamelessly counted pennies and nickels and quarters out onto the counter.


  We went back to Queenstown. I had never done cough syrup before; not unless I had a cough. I thought we would dole it out a spoonful at a time, over the course of the evening. Instead David unscrewed the first bottle and knocked it back in one long swallow. I watched in amazed disgust, then shrugged and did the same.


  “Aw, fuck.”


  I gagged and almost threw up, somehow kept it down. When I looked up, David was finishing off a second bottle, and I could see him eyeing the remaining one in front of me. I grabbed it and drank it, as well, then sprawled against the box spring. Someone lit a candle. David? Me? Someone put on a record, one of those Eno albums, Another Green World. Someone stared at me, a boy with long black hair unbound and eyes that blinked from blue to black and then shut down for the night.


  “Wait,” I said, trying to remember the words. “I. Want. You. To—”


  Too late: David was out. My hand scrabbled across the floor, searching for the book I’d left there, a used New Directions paperback of Rimbaud’s work. Even pages were in French; odd pages held their English translations.


  I wanted David to read me “Le lettre du voyant,” Rimbaud’s letter to his friend Paul Demeny; the letter of the seer. I knew it by heart in English and on the page but spoken French eluded me and always would. I opened the book, struggling to see through the scrim of cheap narcotic and nausea until at last I found it.


  
    Je dis qu’il faut etre voyant, se faire voyant.


    Le Poète se fait voyant par un long, immense et raisonne dérèglement de tous les sens. Toutes les formes d’amour, de souffrance, de folie; il cherche lui-même . . .


    I say one must be a visionary, one must become a seer.


    The poet becomes a seer through a long, boundless and systematic derangement of all the senses. All forms of love, of suffering, of madness; he seeks them within himself . . .

  


  As I read I began to laugh, then suddenly doubled over. My mouth tasted sick, a second sweet skin sheathing my tongue. I retched, and a bright-red clot exploded onto the floor in front of me; I dipped my finger into it then wrote across the warped parquet.


  Dear Dav


  I looked up. There was no light save the wavering flame of a candle in a jar. Many candles, I saw now; many flames. I blinked and ran my hand across my forehead. It felt damp. When I brought my finger to my lips, I tasted sugar and blood. On the floor David sprawled, snoring softly, his bandanna clenched in one hand. Behind him the walls reflected candles, endless candles; though as I stared I saw they were not reflected light after all but a line of flames, upright, swaying like figures dancing. I rubbed my eyes, a wave cresting inside my head then breaking even as I felt something splinter in my eye. I started to cry out but could not: I was frozen, freezing. Someone had left the door open.


  “Who’s there?” I said thickly, and crawled across the room. My foot nudged the candle; the jar toppled and the flame went out.


  But it wasn’t dark. In the corridor outside our apartment door, a hundred-watt bulb dangled from a wire. Beneath it, on the top step, sat the boy I’d seen in the urinal beside David. His hair was the color of dirty straw, his face sullen. He had muddy green-blue eyes, bad teeth, fingernails bitten down to the skin; skeins of dried blood covered his fingertips like webbing. A filthy bandanna was knotted tightly around his throat.


  “Hey,” I said. I couldn’t stand very well, so slumped against the wall, slid until I was sitting almost beside him. I fumbled in my pocket and found one of David’s crumpled Gitanes, fumbled some more until I found a book of matches. I tried to light one, but it was damp; tried a second time and failed again.


  Beside me, the blond boy swore. He grabbed the matches from me and lit one, turned to hold it cupped before my face. I brought the cigarette close and breathed in, watched the fingertip flare of crimson then blue as the match went out.


  But the cigarette was lit. I took a drag, passed it to the boy. He smoked in silence, after a minute handed it back to me. The acrid smoke couldn’t mask his oily smell, sweat and shit and urine; but also a faint odor of green hay and sunlight. When he turned his face to me, I saw that he was older than I had first thought, his skin dark-seamed by sun and exposure.


  “Here,” he said. His voice was harsh and difficult to understand. He held his hand out. I opened mine expectantly, but as he spread his fingers only a stream of sand fell onto my palm, gritty and stinking of piss. I drew back, cursing. As I did, he leaned forward and spat in my face.


  “Poseur.”


  “You fuck,” I yelled. I tried to get up, but he was already on his feet. His hand was tearing at his neck; an instant later something lashed across my face, slicing upward from cheek to brow. I shouted in pain and fell back, clutching my cheek. There was a red veil between me and the world; I blinked and for an instant saw through it. I glimpsed the young man running down the steps, his hoarse laughter echoing through the stairwell; heard the clang of the fire door swinging open then crashing shut; then silence.


  “Shit,” I groaned, and sank back to the floor. I tried to staunch the blood with my hand. My other hand rested on the floor. Something warm brushed against my fingers: I grabbed it and held it before me: a filthy bandanna, twisted tight as a noose, one whip-end black and wet with blood.


  I saw him one more time. It was high summer by then, the school year over. Marcy and Bunny were gone till the fall, Marcy to Europe with her parents, Bunny to a private hospital in Kentucky. David would be leaving soon, to return to his family in Philadelphia. I had found another job in the city, a real job, a GS-1 position with the Smithsonian; the lowest-level job one could have in the government, but it was a paycheck. I worked three twelve-hour shifts in a row, three days a week, and wore a mustard-yellow polyester uniform with a photo ID that opened doors to all the museums on the Mall. Nights I sweated away with David at the bars or the Atlantis; days I spent at the newly opened East Wing of the National Gallery of Art, its vast open white-marble space an air-conditioned vivarium where I wandered stoned, struck senseless by huge moving shapes like sharks spun of metal and canvas: Calder’s great mobile, Miro’s tapestry, a line of somber Rothko’s, darkly shimmering waterfalls in an upstairs gallery. Breakfast was a Black Beauty and a Snickers bar; dinner whatever I could find to drink.


  We were at the Lost and Found, late night early August. David as usual had gone off on his own. I was, for once, relatively sober: I was in the middle of my three-day workweek—normally I wouldn’t have gone out, but David was leaving the next morning. I was on the club’s upper level, an area like the deck of an ocean liner, where you could lean on the rails and look down onto the dance floor below. The club was crowded, the music deafening. I was watching the men dance with each other, hundreds of them, maybe thousands, strobe-lit beneath mirrorballs and shifting layers of blue and grey smoke that would ignite suddenly with white blades of laser light, strafing the writhing forms below so they let out a sudden single-voiced shriek, punching the air with their fists and blasting at whistles. I rested my arms on the rounded metal rail and smoked, thinking how beautiful it all was, how strange, how alive. It was like watching the sea.


  And as I gazed, slowly it changed; slowly something changed. One song bled into another, arms waved like tendrils, a shadow moved through the air above them. I looked up, startled, glanced aside and saw the blond young man standing there a few feet from me. His fingers grasped the railing; he stared at the dance floor with an expression at once hungry and disdainful and disbelieving. After a moment, he slowly lifted his head, turned and stared at me.


  I said nothing. I touched my hand to my throat, where his bandanna was knotted there, loosely. It was stiff as rope beneath my fingers: I hadn’t washed it. I stared back at him, his green-blue eyes hard and somehow dull—not stupid, but with the obdurate matte gleam of unpolished agate. I wanted to say something, but I was afraid of him; and before I could speak, he turned his head to stare back down at the floor below us.


  “Cela s’est passe,” he said, and shook his head.


  I looked to where he was gazing. I saw that the dance floor was endless, eternal: the cinder-block warehouse walls had disappeared. Instead, the moving waves of bodies extended for miles and miles until they melted into the horizon. They were no longer bodies but flames, countless flickering lights like the candles I had seen in my apartment, flames like men dancing; and then they were not even flames but bodies consumed by flame, flesh and cloth burned away until only the bones remained and then not even bone but only the memory of motion, a shimmer of wind on the water then the water gone and only a vast and empty room, littered with refuse: glass vials, broken plastic whistles, plastic cups, dog collars, ash.


  I blinked. A siren wailed. I began to scream, standing in the middle of my room, alone, clutching at a bandanna tied loosely around my neck. On the mattress on the floor David turned, groaning, and stared up at me with one bright blue eye.


  “It’s just the firehouse,” he said, and reached to pull me back beside him. It was five a.m. He was still wearing the clothes he’d worn to the Lost and Found. So was I: I touched the bandanna at my throat and thought of the young man at the railing beside me. “C’mon, you’ve hardly slept yet,” urged David. “You have to get a little sleep.”


  He left the next day. I never saw him again.


  A few weeks later my mother came, ostensibly to visit her cousin in Chevy Chase, but really to check on me. She found me spread-eagled on my bare mattress, screenless windows open to let the summer’s furnace heat pour like molten iron into the room. Around me were the posters I’d shredded and torn from the walls; on the walls were meaningless phrases, crushed remains of cockroaches and waterbugs, countless rust-colored handprints, bullet-shaped gouges where I’d dug my fingernails into the drywall.


  “I think you should come home,” my mother said gently. She stared at my hands, fingertips netted with dried blood, my knuckles raw and seeping red. “I don’t think you really want to stay here. Do you? I think you should come home.”


  I was too exhausted to argue. I threw what remained of my belongings into a few cardboard boxes, gave notice at the Smithsonian, and went home.


  It’s thought that Rimbaud completed his entire body of work before his nineteenth birthday; the last prose poems, Illuminations, indicate he may have been profoundly moved by the time he spent in London in 1874. After that came journey and exile, years spent as an arms trader in Abyssinia until he came home to France to die, slowly and painfully, losing his right leg to syphilis, electrodes fastened to his nerveless arm in an attempt to regenerate life and motion. He died on the morning of November 10, 1891, at ten o’clock. In his delirium, he believed that he was back in Abyssinia, readying himself to depart upon a ship called Aphinar. He was thirty-seven years old.


  I didn’t live at home for long—about ten months. I got a job at a bookstore; my mother drove me there each day on her way to work and picked me up on her way home. Evenings I ate dinner with her and my two younger sisters. Weekends I went out with friends I’d gone to high school with. I picked up the threads of a few relationships begun and abandoned years earlier. I drank too much but not as much as before. I quit smoking.


  I was nineteen. When Rimbaud was my age, he had already finished his life work. I hadn’t even started yet. He had changed the world; I could barely change my socks. He had walked through the wall, but I had only smashed my head against it, fruitlessly, in anguish and despair. It had defeated me, and I hadn’t even left a mark.


  Eventually I returned to D.C. I got my old job back at the Smithsonian, squatted for a while with friends in Northeast, got an apartment, a boyfriend, a promotion. By the time I returned to the city, David had graduated from the Divine. We spoke on the phone a few times: he had a steady boyfriend now, an older man, a businessman from France. David was going to Paris with him to live. Marcy married well and moved to Aspen. Bunny got out of the hospital and was doing much better; over the next few decades, she would be my only real contact with that other life, the only one of us who kept in touch with everyone.


  Slowly, slowly, I began to see things differently. Slowly I began to see that there were other ways to bring down a wall: that you could dismantle it, brick by brick, stone by stone, over years and years and years. The wall would always be there—at least for me it is—but sometimes I can see where I’ve made a mark in it, a chink where I can put my eye and look through to the other side. Only for a moment; but I know better now than to expect more than that.


  I spoke to David only a few times over the years, and finally not at all. When we last spoke, maybe fifteen years ago, he told me that he was HIV positive. A few years after that, Bunny told me that the virus had gone into full-blown AIDS, and that he had gone home to live with his father in Pennsylvania. Then a few years after that she told me no, he was living in France again, she had heard from him and he seemed to be better.


  Cela s’est passe, the young man had told me as we watched the men dancing in the L & F twenty-six years ago. That is over.


  Yesterday I was at Waterloo Station, hurrying to catch the train to Basingstoke. I walked past the new Eurostar terminal, the sleek Paris-bound bullet trains like marine animals waiting to churn their way back through the Chunnel to the sea. Curved glass walls separated me from them; armed security patrols and British soldiers strode watchfully along the platform, checking passenger IDs and waving people towards the trains.


  I was just turning towards the old station when I saw them. They were standing in front of a glass wall like an aquarium’s: a middle-aged man in an expensive-looking dark blue overcoat, his black hair still thick though greying at the temples, his hand resting on the shoulders of his companion. A slightly younger man, very thin, his face gaunt and ravaged, burned the color of new brick by the sun, his fair hair gone to grey. He was leaning on a cane; when the older man gestured he turned and began to walk, slowly, painstakingly down the platform. I stopped and watched: I wanted to call out, to see if they would turn and answer, but the blue-washed glass barrier would have muted any sound I made.


  I turned, blinking in the light of midday, touched the bandanna at my throat and the notebook in my pocket, and hurried on. They would not have seen me anyway. They were already boarding the train. They were on their way to Paris.


  2005


  Kronia


  Nothing sorts out memories from ordinary


  moments. It is only later that they claim


  remembrance, when they show their scars.


  —Chris Marker, La Jetée


  WE NEVER MET. No, not never; just fleetingly: five times in the last eighteen years. The first time I don’t recall; you say it was late spring, a hotel bar. But I see you entering a restaurant five years later, stooping beneath the lintel behind our friend Andrew. You don’t remember that.


  We grew up a mile apart. The road began in Connecticut and ended in New York. A dirt road when we moved in, we both remember that; it wasn’t paved till much later. We rode our bikes back and forth. We passed each other twenty-three times. We never noticed. I fell once, rounding that curve by the golf course, a long scar on my leg now from ankle to knee, a crescent colored like a peony. Grit and sand got beneath my skin, there was blood on the bicycle chain. A boy with glasses stopped his bike and asked was I OK. I said yes, even the boy with glasses stopped his bike and asked was I OK. I said yes, even though I wasn’t. You rode off. I walked home, most of the mile, my leg black, sticky with dirt, pollen, deerflies. I never saw the boy on the bike again.


  We went to different schools. But in high school we were at the same party. Your end, Connecticut. How did I get there? I have no clue. I knew no one. A sad fat girl’s house, a girl with red kneesocks, beanbag chairs. She had one album: the Shaggs. More sad girls, a song called “Foot Foot.” You stood by a table and ate pretzels and drank so much Hi-C you threw up. I left with my friends. We got stoned in the car and drove off. A tall boy was puking in the azaleas out front.


  Wonder what he had? I said.


  Another day. The New Canaan Bookstore, your end again. I was looking at a paperback.


  That’s a good book, said a guy behind me. My age, sixteen or seventeen. Very tall, springy black hair, wire-rimmed glasses. You like his stuff?


  I shook my head. No, I said. I haven’t read it. I put the book back. He took it off the shelf again. As I walked off I heard him say Time Out of Joint.


  We went to different colleges in the same city. The Metro hadn’t opened yet. I was in Northeast, you were in Northwest. Twice we were on the same bus going into Georgetown. Once we were at a party where a guy threw a drink in my face.


  Hey! yelled my boyfriend. He dumped his beer on the guy’s head.


  You were by a table, watching. I looked over and saw you laugh. I started laughing, too, but you immediately looked down then turned then walked away.


  Around that time I first had this dream. I lived in the future. My job was to travel through time, hunting down evildoers. The travel nauseated me. Sometimes I threw up. I kept running into the same man, my age, dark haired, tall. Each time I saw him my heart lurched. We kissed furtively, beneath a table, while bullets zipped overhead, beside a waterfall in Hungary. For two weeks we hid in a shack in the Northwest Territory, our radio dying, waiting to hear that the first wave of fallout had subsided. A thousand years, back and forth, the world reshuffled. Our child was born, died, grew old, walked for the first time. Sometimes your hair was gray, sometimes black. Once your glasses shattered when a rock struck them. You still have the scar on your cheek. Once I had an abortion. Once the baby died. Once you did. This was just a dream.


  You graduated and went to the Sorbonne for a year to study economics. I have never been to France. I got a job at NASA collating photographs of spacecraft. You came back and started working for the newspaper. Those years, I went to the movies almost every night. Flee the sweltering heat, sit in the Biograph’s crippling seats for six hours, Pasolini, Fellini, Truffaut, Herzog, Fassbinder, Weir. La Jetée, a lightning bolt: that illuminated moment when a woman’s black-and-white face moves in the darkness. A tall man sat in front of me and I moved to another seat so I could see better; he turned and I glimpsed your face. Unrecognized: I never knew you. Later in the theater’s long corridor you hurried past me, my head bent over an elfin spoonful of cocaine.


  Other theaters. We didn’t meet again when we sat through Berlin Alexanderplatz, though I did read your review. Our Hitler was seven hours long; you stayed awake, I fell asleep halfway through the last reel, curled on the floor, but after twenty minutes my boyfriend shook me so I wouldn’t miss the end.


  How could I have missed you then? The theater was practically empty.


  I moved far away. You stayed. Before I left the city I met your colleague Andrew: we corresponded. I wrote occasionally for your paper. You answered the phone sometimes when I called there.


  You say you never did.


  But I remember your voice: you sounded younger than you were, ironic, world-weary. A few times you assigned me stories. We spoke on the phone. I knew your name.


  At some point we met. I don’t remember. Lunch, maybe, with Andrew when I visited the city? A conference?


  You married and moved three thousand miles away. E-mail was invented. We began to write. You sent me books.


  We met at a conference: we both remember that. You stood in a hallway filled with light, midday sun fogging the windows. You shaded your eyes with your hand, your head slightly downturned, your eyes glancing upward, your glasses black against white skin. Dark eyes, dark hair, tall and thin and slightly round-shouldered. You were smiling; not at me, at someone talking about the mutability of time. Abruptly the sky darkened, the long rows of windows turned to mirrors. I stood in the hallway and you were everywhere, everywhere.


  You never married. I sent you books.


  I had children. I never wrote you back.


  You and your wife traveled everywhere: Paris, Beirut, London, Cairo, Tangier, Cornwall, Fiji. You sent me postcards. I never left this country.


  I was vacationing in London with my husband when the towers fell. I e-mailed you. You wrote back:


  Oh sure, it takes a terrorist attack to hear from you!


  That was when we really met.


  I was here alone by the lake when I found out. A brilliant cloudless day, the loons calling outside my window. I have no TV or radio; I was online when a friend e-mailed me:


  Terrorism. An airplane flew into the Trade Center. Bombs. Disaster.


  I tried to call my partner but the phone lines went down. I drove past the farmstand where I buy tomatoes and basil and stopped to see if anyone knew what had happened. A van was there with D.C. plates: the woman inside was talking on a cell phone and weeping. Her brother worked in one of the towers: he had rung her to say he was safe. The second tower fell. He had just rung back to say he was still alive.


  When the phone lines were restored that night I wrote you. You didn’t write back. I never heard from you again.


  I was in New York. I had gone to Battery Park. I had never been there before. The sun was shining. You never heard from me again.


  I had no children. At the National Zoo, I saw a tall man walking hand in hand with a little girl. She turned to stare at me: gray eyes, glasses, wispy dark hair. She looked like me.


  Two years ago you came to see me here on the lake. We drank two bottles of champagne. We stayed up all night talking. You slept on the couch. When I said good night, I touched your forehead. I had never touched you before. You flinched.


  Once in 1985 we sat beside each other on the Number 80 bus from North Capitol Street. Neither of us remembers that.


  I was fifteen years old, riding my bike on that long slow curve by the golf course. The Petro Oil truck went by too fast, and I lost my balance and went careening into the stone wall. I fell and blacked out. When I opened my eyes, a tall boy with glasses knelt beside me, so still he was like a black-and-white photograph. A sudden flicker: for the first time he moved. He blinked, dark eyes, dark hair. It took a moment for me to understand he was talking to me.


  “Are you OK?” He pointed to my leg. “You’re bleeding. I live just down there—”


  He pointed to the Connecticut end of the road.


  I tried to move but it hurt so much I threw up, then started to cry.


  He hid my ruined bike in the ferns. “Come on.”


  You put your arm around me and we walked very slowly to your house. A plane flew by overhead. This is how we met.


  Calypso in Berlin


  Yesterday morning, he left. I had known he would only be here for those seven days. Now, just like that, they were gone.


  It had stormed all night, but by the time I came downstairs to feed the woodstove, the gale had blown out to sea. It was still dark, chill October air sifting through cracks in the walls. Red and yellow leaves were flung everywhere outside. I stepped into the yard to gather a handful and pressed my face against them, cold and wet.


  From the other side of the island a coyote yelped. I could hear the Pendletons’ rooster and a dog barking. Finally I went back inside, sat and watched the flames through the stove’s isinglass window. When Philip finally came down, he took one look at me, shook his head, and said, “No! I still have to go, stop it!”


  I laughed and turned to touch his hand. He backed away quickly and said, “None of that.”


  I saw how he recoiled. I have never kept him here against his will.


  When Odysseus left, he was suspicious, accusatory. They say he wept for his wife and son, but he slept beside me each night for seven years and I saw no tears. We had two sons. His face was imprinted upon mine, just as Philip’s was centuries later: unshaven, warm, my cheeks scraped and my mouth swollen. In the morning I would wake to see Philip watching me, his hand moving slowly down the curve of my waist.


  “No hips, no ass,” he said once. “You’re built like a boy.”


  He liked to hold my wrists in one hand and straddle me. I wondered sometimes about their wives: were they taller than me? Big hips, big tits? Built like a woman?


  Calypso. The name means the concealer. “She of the lovely braids”—that’s how Homer describes me. One morning Philip walked about my cottage, taking photos off the bookshelves and looking at them.


  “Your hair,” he said, holding up a picture. “It was so long back then.”


  I shrugged. “I cut it all off a year ago. It’s grown back—see?” Shoulder-length now, still blond, no gray.


  He glanced at me, then put the picture back. “It looked good that way,” he said.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  This is what happens to nymphs: they are pursued or they are left. Sometimes, like Echo, they are fled. We turn to trees, seabirds, seafoam, running water, the sound of wind in the leaves. Men come to stay with us, they lie beside us in the night, they hold us so hard we can’t breathe. They walk in the woods and glimpse us: a diving kingfisher, an owl caught in the headlights, a cold spring on the hillside. Alcyone, Nyctimene, Peirene, Echo, Calypso: these are some of our names. We like to live alone, or think we do. When men find us, they say we are lovelier than anything they have ever seen: wilder, stranger, more passionate. Elemental. They say they will stay forever. They always leave.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  We met when Philip missed a flight out of Logan. I had business at the gallery that represents me in Cambridge and offered him a place to stay for the night: my hotel room.


  “I don’t know too many painters,” he said. “Free spirits, right?”


  He was intrigued by what I told him of the island. The sex was good. I told him my name was Lyssa. After that we’d see each other whenever he was on the East Coast. He was usually leaving for work overseas but would add a few days to either end of his trip, a week even, so we could be together. I had been on the island for—how long? I can’t remember now.


  I began sketching him the second time he came here. He would never let me do it while he was awake. He was too restless, jumping up to pull a book off the shelf, make coffee, pour more wine.


  So I began to draw him while he slept. After we fucked he’d fall heavily asleep; I might doze for a few minutes, but sex energizes me, it makes me want to work.


  He was perfect for me. Not conventionally handsome, though. His dark eyes were small and deep set, his mouth wide and uneven. Dark, thick hair, gray-flecked. His skin unlined. It was uncanny—he was in his early fifties but seemed as ageless as I was, as though he’d been untouched by anything, his time in the Middle East, his children, his wife, his ex-wife, me. I see now that this is what obsessed me—that someone human could be not merely beautiful but untouched. There wasn’t a crack in him; no way to get inside. He slept with his hands crossed behind his head, long body tipped across the bed. Long arms, long legs; torso almost hairless; a dark bloom on his cheeks when he hadn’t shaved. His cock long, slightly curved; moisture on his thigh.


  I sketched and painted him obsessively, for seven years. Over the centuries there have been others. Other lovers, always; but only a few whom I’ve drawn or painted on walls, pottery, tapestry, paper, canvas, skin. After a few years I’d grow tired of them—Odysseus was an exception—and gently send them on their way. As they grew older they interested me less, because of course I did not grow old. Some didn’t leave willingly. I made grasshoppers of them, or mayflies, and tossed them into the webs of the golden orbweaver spiders that follow me everywhere I live.


  But I never grew tired of Philip.


  And I never grew tired of painting him. No one could see the paintings, of course, which killed me. He was so paranoid that he would be recognized, by his wife, his ex, one of his grown children. Coworkers.


  I was afraid of losing him, so I kept the canvases in a tiny room off the studio. The sketchbooks alone filled an entire shelf. He still worried that someone would look at them, but no one ever came to visit me, except for him. My work was shown in the gallery just outside Boston. Winter landscapes of the bleak New England countryside I loved; skeletons of birds, seals. Temperas, most of them; some pen-and-ink drawings. I lived under Andrew Wyeth’s long shadow, as did everyone else in my part of the country. I thought that the paintings I’d done of Philip might change that perception. Philip was afraid that they would.


  “Those could be your Helga paintings,” he said once. It was an accusation, not encouragement.


  “They would be Calypso’s paintings,” I said. He didn’t understand what I meant.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  Odysseus’s wife was a weaver. I was, too. It’s right there in Homer. When Hermes came to give me Zeus’s command to free Odysseus, I was in my little house on the island, weaving scenes into tunics for Odysseus and the boys. They were little then, three and five. We stood on the shore and watched him go. The boys ran screaming after the boat into the water. I had to grab them and hold them back; I thought the three of us would drown, they were fighting so to follow him.


  It was horrible. Nothing was as bad as that, ever; not even when Philip left.


  Penelope. Yes, she had a son, and like me she was a weaver. But we had more in common than that. I was thinking about her unraveling her loom each night, and it suddenly struck me: this was what I did with my paintings of Philip. Each night I would draw him for hours as he slept. Each day I would look at my work, and it was beautiful. They were by far my best paintings. They might even have been great.


  And who knows what the critics or the public might have thought? My reputation isn’t huge, but it’s respectable. Those paintings could have changed all that.


  But I knew that would be it: if I showed them, I would never see him again, never hear from him, never smell him, never taste him.


  Yet even that I could live with. What terrified me was the thought that I would never paint him again. If he was gone, my magic would die. I would never paint again.


  And that would destroy me: to think of eternity without the power to create. Better to draw and paint all night; better to undo my work each dawn by hiding it in the back room.


  I thought I could live like that. For seven years I did.


  And then he left. The storm blew out to sea, the leaves were scattered across the lake. The house smelled of him still, my breath smelled of him, my hair. I stood alone at the sink, scrubbing at the pigments caked under my fingernails; then suddenly doubled over, vomiting on the dishes I hadn’t done yet from last night’s dinner.


  I waited until I stopped shaking. Then I cleaned the sink, cleaned the dishes, squeezed lemons down the drain until the stink was gone. I put everything away. I went into the back room, stood for a long time and stared at the paintings there.


  Seven years is a long time. There were a lot of canvases; a lot of sheets of heavy paper covered with his body, a lot of black books filled with his eyes, his cock, his hands, his mouth. I looked up at the corner of the room by the window, saw the web woven by the big yellow spider, gray strands dusted with moth wings, fly husks, legs. I pursed my lips and whistled silently, watched as the web trembled and the spider raced to its center, her body glistening like an amber bead. Then I went to my computer and booked a flight to Berlin.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  It was a city that Philip loved, a city he had been to once, decades ago, when he was studying in Florence. He spent a month there—this was long before the Wall fell—never went back, but we had spoken, often, of going there together.


  I had a passport—I’m a nymph, not an agoraphobe—and so I e-mailed my sister Arethusa, in Sicily. We are spirits of place; we live where the world exhales in silence. As these places disappear, so do we.


  But not all of us. Arethusa and I kept in touch intermittently. Years ago she had lived on the Rhine. She said she thought she might still know someone in Germany. She’d see what she could do.


  It turned out the friend knew someone who had a sublet available. It was in an interesting part of town, said Arethusa; she’d been there once. I was a little anxious about living in a city—I’m attached to islands, to northern lakes and trees, and I worried that I wouldn’t thrive there, that I might in fact sicken.


  But I went. I paid in advance for the flat, then packed my paintings and sketchbooks and had them shipped over. I carried some supplies and one small sketchbook, half-filled with drawings of Philip, in my carry-on luggage. I brought my laptop. I closed up the cottage for the winter, told the Pendletons I was leaving and asked them to watch the place for me. I left them my car as well.


  Then I caught the early morning ferry to the mainland, the bus to Boston. There was light fog as the plane lifted out of Logan, quickly dispersing into an arctic blue sky. I looked down and watched a long, serpentine cloud writhing above the Cape and thought of Nephele, a cloud nymph whom Zeus had molded to resemble Hera.


  Why do they always have to change us into something else? I wondered, and sat back to watch the movie.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  Berlin was a shock. We are by nature solitary and obsessive, which has its own dangers—like Narcissus, we can drown in silence, gazing at a reflection in a still pool.


  But in a city, we can become disoriented and exhausted. We can sicken and die. We are long-lived, but not immortal.


  So Arethusa had chosen my flat carefully. It was in Schöneberg, a quiet, residential part of the city. There were no high-rises. Chestnut trees littered the sidewalks with armored fruit. There were broad streets where vendors sold sunflowers and baskets of hazelnuts; old bookstores, a little shop that stocked only socks, several high-end art galleries; green spaces and much open sky.


  “Poets lived there,” Arethusa told me, her voice breaking up over my cell phone. “Before the last big war.”


  My flat was in a street of century-old apartment buildings. The foyer was high and dim and smelled of pipe tobacco and pastry dough. The flat itself had been carved from a much larger suite of rooms. There was a pocket-sized kitchenette, two small rooms facing each other across a wide hallway, a tiny, ultramodern bath.


  But the rooms all had high ceilings and polished wooden floors glossy as bronze. And the room facing a courtyard had wonderful northern light.


  I set this up as my studio. I purchased paints and sketchpads, a small easel. I set up my laptop, put a bowl of apples on the windowsill where the cool fall air moved in and out. Then I went to work.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  I couldn’t paint.


  Philip said that would happen. He used to joke about it—you’re nothing without me, you only use me, what will you do if ever I’m gone, hmmmm?


  Now he was gone, and it was true. I couldn’t work. Hours passed, days; a week.


  Nothing.


  I flung open the casement windows, stared down at the enclosed courtyard and across to the rows of windows in other flats just like mine. There were chestnut trees in the yard below, neat rows of bicycles lined up beneath them. Clouds moved across the sky as storms moved in from the far lands to the north. The wind tore the last yellow leaves from the trees and sent them whirling up toward where I stood, shivering in my moth-eaten sweater.


  The wind brought with it a smell: the scent of pine trees and the sea, of rock and raw wool. It was the smell of the north, the scent of my island—my true island, the place that had been my home, once. It filled me not with nostalgia or longing but with something strange and terrible; the realization that I had no longer had a home. I had only what I made on the page or canvas. I had bound myself to a vision.


  Byblis fell hopelessly in love and became a fountain. Echo wasted into a sound in the night. Hamadryads die when their trees die.


  What would become of me?


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  I decided to go for a walk.


  It is a green city. Philip had never told me that. He spoke of the wars, the Nazis, the bombs, the Wall. I wandered along the Ebersstrasse to the S-Bahn station; then traveled to the eastern part of the city, to the university, and sat at a cafe beneath an elevated railway, where I ate roasted anchovies and soft white cheese while trains racketed overhead. The wall behind me was riddled with bullet holes. If this building had been in the western part of the city, it would have been repaired or torn down. In the east there was never enough money for such things. When I placed my hand upon the bullet holes they felt hot, and gave off a faint smell of blood and scorched leather. I finished my lunch and picked up a bit of stone that had fallen from the wall, put it in my pocket with some chestnuts I had gathered, and walked on.


  The sun came out after a bit. Or no, that may have been another day—almost certainly it was. The leaves were gone from the linden trees, but it was still lovely. The people were quiet, speaking in low voices.


  But they were seemingly as happy as people ever are. I began to take my sketchbooks with me when I walked, and I would sit in a cafe or a park and draw. I found that I could draw Philip from memory. I began to draw other things, too—the lindens, the ugly modern buildings elbowing aside the older terraces that had not been destroyed by the bombings. There were empty fountains everywhere; and again, here in the eastern part of the city there had been no money to restore them or to keep the water flowing. Bronze Nereids and Neptunes rose from them, whitened with bird droppings. Lovers still sat beside the empty pools, gazing at drifts of dead leaves and old newspapers while pigeons pecked around their feet. I found this beautiful and strange, and also oddly heartening.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  A few weeks after my arrival, Philip called. I hadn’t replied to his e-mails, but when my cell phone rang, I answered.


  “You’re in Berlin?” He sounded amused but not surprised. “Well, I wanted to let you know I’m going to be gone again, a long trip this time. Damascus. I’ll come see you for a few days before I go.”


  He told me his flight time, then hung up.


  What did I feel then? Exhilaration, desire, joy: but also fear. I had just begun to paint again; I was just starting to believe that I could, in fact, work without him.


  But if he were here?


  I went into the bedroom. On the bed, neatly folded, was another thing I had brought with me: Philip’s sweater. It was an old, tweed-patterned wool sweater, in shades of umber and yellow and russet, with holes where the mice had nested in it back in the cottage. He had wanted to throw it out, years ago, but I kept it. It still smelled of him, and I slept wearing it, here in the flat in Schöneberg, the wool prickling against my bare skin. I picked it up and buried my face in it, smelling him, his hair, his skin, sweat.


  Then I sat down on the bed. I adjusted the lamp so that the light fell upon the sweater in my lap; and began, slowly and painstakingly, to unravel it.


  It took a while, maybe an hour. I was careful not to fray the worn yarn, careful to tie the broken ends together. When I was finished, I had several balls of wool; enough to make a new sweater. It was late by then, and the shops were closed. But first thing next morning I went to the little store that sold only socks and asked in my halting German where I might find a knitting shop. I had brought a ball of wool to show the woman behind the counter. She laughed and pointed outside, then wrote down the address. It wasn’t far, just a few streets over. I thanked her, bought several pairs of thick argyle wool socks, and left.


  I found the shop without any trouble. I know how to knit, though I haven’t done so for a long time. I found a pattern I liked in a book of Icelandic designs. I bought the book, bought the special circular needles you use for sweaters, bought an extra skein of wool in a color I liked because it reminded me of woad, not quite as deep a blue as indigo. I would work this yarn into the background. Then I returned home.


  I had nearly a week before Philip arrived. I was too wound up to paint. But I continued to walk each day, finding my way around the hidden parts of the city. Small forgotten parks scarcely larger than a backyard, where European foxes big as dogs peered from beneath patches of brambles; a Persian restaurant near my flat, where the smells of coriander and roasting garlic made me think of my island long ago. A narrow canal like a secret outlet of the Spree, where I watched a kingfisher dive from an overhanging willow. I carried my leather satchel with me, the one that held my sketchbooks and charcoal pencils and watercolors. I wanted to try using watercolors.


  But now the satchel held my knitting, too, the balls of wool and the pattern book and the half-knit sweater. When I found I couldn’t paint or draw, I’d take the sweater out and work on it. It was repetitive work, dreamlike, soothing. And one night, back in the flat, I dug around in the bureau drawer until I found something else I’d brought with me, an envelope I’d stuck into one of my notebooks.


  Inside the envelope was a curl of hair I’d cut from Philip’s head one night while he slept. I set the envelope in a safe place and, one by one, carefully teased out the hairs. Over the next few days I wove them into the sweater. Now and then I would pluck one of my own hairs, much longer, finer, ash gold, and knit that into the pattern as well.


  They were utterly concealed, of course, his dark curls, my fair, straight hair: all invisible. I finished the sweater the morning Philip arrived.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  It was wonderful seeing him. He took a taxi from the airport. I had coffee waiting. We fell into bed. Afterward I gave him the sweater.


  “Here,” I said. “I made you something.”


  He sat naked on the bed and stared at it, puzzled. “Is this mine?”


  “Try it on. I want to see if it fits.”


  He shrugged, then pulled it on over his bare chest.


  “Does it fit?” I asked. “I had to guess the measurements.”


  “It seems to.” He smoothed the thick wool, October gold and russet flecked with woad; then tugged at a loose bit of yarn on the hem.


  “Oops,” I said, frowning. “Don’t worry, I’ll fix that.”


  “It’s beautiful. Thank you. I didn’t know you knew how to knit.”


  I adjusted it, tugging to see if it hung properly over his broad shoulders.


  “It does,” I said, and laughed in relief. “It fits! Does it feel right?”


  “Yeah. It’s great.” He pulled it off then got dressed again, white T-shirt, blue flannel shirt, the sweater last of all. “Didn’t I used to have a sweater like this, once?”


  “You did,” I said. “Come on, I’m hungry.”


  We walked arm in arm to the Persian restaurant, where we ate chicken simmered in pomegranates and crushed walnuts, and drank wine the color of oxblood. Later, on the way back to the flat, we ambled past closed shops, pausing to look at a display of icons, a gallery showing the work of a young German artist I had read about.


  “Are you thinking of showing here?” Philip asked. “I don’t mean this gallery, but here, in Berlin?”


  “I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought about it much.” In truth I hadn’t thought about it at all, until that very moment. “But yes, I guess I might. If Anna could arrange it.”


  Anna owned the gallery back in Cambridge. Philip said nothing more, and we turned and walked home.


  But back in the flat, he started looking around. He went into my studio and glanced at the canvas on the easel, already primed, with a few blocked-in shapes—a barren tree, scaffolding; an abandoned fountain.


  “These are different,” he said. He glanced around the rest of the studio and I could tell, he was relieved not to see anything else. The other paintings, the ones I’d done of him, hadn’t arrived yet. He didn’t ask after them, and I didn’t tell him I’d had them shipped from the island.


  We went back to bed. Afterward, he slept heavily. I switched on the small bedside lamp, turning it so it wouldn’t awaken him, and watched him sleep. I didn’t sketch him. I watched the slow rise of his chest, the beard coming in where he hadn’t shaved, grayer now than it had been; the thick black lashes that skirted his closed eyes. His mouth. I knew he was going to leave me. This time, he wouldn’t come back.


  If he had wakened then and seen me, would anything have changed? If he had ever seen me watching him like this . . . would he have changed? Would I?


  I watched him for a long time, thinking. At last I curled up beside him and fell asleep.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  Next morning, we had breakfast, then wandered around the city like tourists. Philip hadn’t been back in some years, and it all amazed him. The bleak emptiness of the Alexanderplatz, where a dozen teenagers sat around the empty fountain, each with a neon-shaded Mohawk and a ratty mongrel at the end of a leash; the construction cranes everywhere, the crowds of Japanese and Americans at the Brandenburg Gate; the disconcertingly elegant graffiti on bridges spanning the Spree, as though the city, half-awake, had scrawled its dreams upon the brickwork.


  “You seem happy here,” he said. He reached to stroke my hair, and smiled.


  “I am happy here,” I said. “It’s not ideal, but . . .”


  “It’s a good place for you, maybe. I’ll come back.” He was quiet for a minute. “I’m going to be gone for a while. Damascus—I’ll be there for two months. Then Deborah’s going to meet me, and we’re going to travel for a while. She found a place for us to stay, a villa in Montevarchi. It’s something we’ve talked about for a while.”


  We were scuffing through the leaves along a path near the Grunewald, the vast and ancient forest to the city’s west. I went there often, alone. There were wild animals, boar and foxes; there were lakes, and hollow caves beneath the earth that no one was aware of. So many of Berlin’s old trees had been destroyed in the bombings, and more died when the Wall fell and waves of new construction and congestion followed.


  Yet new trees had grown, and some old ones flourished. These woods seemed an irruption of a deep, rampant disorder: the trees were black, the fallen leaves deep, the tangled thorns and hedges often impenetrable. I had found half-devoured carcasses here, cats or small dogs, those pretty red squirrels with tufted ears; as well as empty beer bottles and the ashy remnants of campfires in stone circles. You could hear traffic, and the drone of construction cranes; but only walk a little further into the trees and these sounds disappeared. It was a place I wanted to paint, but I hadn’t yet figured out where, or how.


  “I’m tired.” Philip yawned. Sun filtered through the leafless branches. It was cool, but not cold. He wore the sweater I’d knitted, beneath a tweed jacket. “Jet lag. Can we stop a minute?”


  There were no benches, not even any large rocks; just the leaf-covered ground, a few larches, many old beeches. I dropped the satchel holding my watercolors and sketchpad and looked around. A declivity spread beneath one very large old beech, a hollow large enough for us to lie in, side by side. Leaves had drifted to fill the space like water in a cupped hand; tender yellow leaves, soft as tissue and thin enough that when I held one to the sun I could see shapes behind the fretwork of veins. Trees. Philip’s face.


  The ground was dry. We lay side by side. After a few minutes he turned and pulled me to him. I could smell the sweet mast beneath us, beechnuts buried in the leaves. I pulled his jacket off and slid my hands beneath his sweater, kissed him as he pulled my jeans down; then tugged the sweater free from his arms, until it hung loose like a cowl around his neck. The air was chill despite the sun, there were leaves in his hair. A fallen branch raked my bare back, hard enough to make me gasp. His eyes were closed, but mine were open; there was grit on his cheek and a fleck of green moss, a tiny greenfly with gold-faceted eyes that lit upon his eyelid then rubbed its front legs together then spun into the sunlight. All the things men never see. When he came he was all but silent, gasping against my chest. I laid my hand upon his face, before he turned aside and fell asleep.


  For a moment I sat, silent, and looked for the greenfly. Then I pulled my jeans back up and zipped them, shook the leaves from my hair and plucked a beechnut husk from my shirt. I picked up Philip’s jacket and tossed it into the underbrush, then knelt beside him. His flannel shirt had ridden up, exposing his stomach; I bent my head and kissed the soft skin beneath his navel. He was warm and tasted of semen and salt, bracken. For a moment I lingered,; then sat up.


  A faint buzzing sounded, but otherwise the woods were still. The sweater hung limp round his neck. I ran my fingers along the hem until I found the stray bit of yarn there. I tugged it free, the loose knot easily coming undone; then slowly and with great care, bit by bit by bit while he slept, I unraveled it. Only at the very end did Philip stir, when just a ring of blue and brown and gold hung about his neck, but I whispered his name and, though his eyelids trembled, they did not open.


  I got to my feet, holding the loose armful of warm wool, drew it to my face and inhaled deeply.


  It smelled more of him than his own body did. I teased out one end of the skein and stood above him, then let the yarn drop until it touched his chest. Little by little, I played the yarn out, like a fisherman with his line, until it covered him. More greenflies came and buzzed about my face.


  Finally I was done. A gust sent yellow leaves blowing across the heap of wool and hair as I turned to retrieve my satchel. The greenflies followed me. I waved my hand impatiently and they darted off, to hover above the shallow pool that now spread beneath the beech tree. I had not consciously thought of water, but water is what came to me; perhaps the memory of the sea outside the window where I had painted Philip all those nights, perhaps just the memory of green water and blue sky and gray rock, an island long ago.


  The small, still pool behind me wasn’t green but dark brown, with a few spare strokes of white and gray where it caught the sky, and a few yellow leaves. I got my bag and removed my pencils and watercolors and sketchpad, then folded Philip’s jacket and put it at the bottom of the satchel, along with the rest of his clothes. Then I filled my metal painting cup with water from the pool. I settled myself against a tree and began to paint.


  It wasn’t like my other work. A broad wash of gold and brown, the pencil lines black beneath the brushstrokes, spattered crimson at the edge of the thick paper. The leaves floating on the surface of the pool moved slightly in the wind, which was hard for me to capture—I was just learning to use watercolors. Only once was I worried, when a couple walking a dog came through the trees up from the canal bank.


  “Guten Tag,” the woman said, smiling. I nodded and smiled politely but kept my gaze fixed on my painting. I wasn’t worried about the man or the woman; they wouldn’t notice Philip. No one would. They walked toward the pool, pausing as their dog, a black dachshund, wriggled eagerly and sniffed at the water’s edge, then began nosing through the leaves.


  “Strubbel!” the man scolded.


  Without looking back at him, the dog waded into the pool and began lapping at the water. The man tugged at the leash and started walking on; the dog ran after him, shaking droplets from his muzzle.


  I finished my painting. It wasn’t great—I was still figuring it out, the way water mingles with the pigments and flows across the page—but it was very good. There was a disquieting quality to the picture; you couldn’t quite tell if there was a face there beneath the water, a mouth, grasping hands; or if it was a trick of the light, the way the thin yellow leaves lay upon the surface. There were long shadows across the pool when at last I gathered my things and replaced them in my satchel, heavier now because of Philip’s clothes.


  I disposed of these on my way back to the flat. I took a long, circuitous route on the U, getting off at one stop then another, leaving a shoe in the trash bin here, a sock there, dropping the flannel shirt into the Spree from the bridge at Oberbaumbrucke. The pockets of the tweed jacket were empty. At the Alexanderplatz I walked up to the five or six punks who still sat by the empty fountain and held up the jacket.


  “Anyone want this?” I asked in English.


  They ignored me, all save one boy, older than the rest, with blue-white skin and a shy indigo gaze.


  “Bitte.” He leaned down to pat his skinny mongrel, then reached for the jacket. I gave it to him and walked away. Halfway across the plaza I looked back. He was ripping the sleeves off; as I watched he walked over to a trash bin and tossed them inside, then pulled the sleeveless jacket over his T-shirt. I turned and hurried home, the chill wind blowing leaves like brown smoke into the sky.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  For the first few months I read newspapers and checked online to see if there was any news of Philip’s disappearance. There were a few brief articles, but his line of work had its perils, and it was assumed these had contributed to his fate. His children were grown. His wife would survive. No one knew about me, of course.


  I painted him all winter long. Ice formed and cracked across his body; there was a constellation of bubbles around his mouth and open eyes. People began to recognize me where I set up my easel and stool in the Grunewald, but, respectful of my concentration, few interrupted me. When people did look at my work, they saw only an abstract painting, shapes that could be construed as trees or building cranes, perhaps, etched against the sky; a small pool where the reflection of clouds or shadows bore a fleeting, eerie similarity to a skeletal figure, leaves trapped within its arched ribs.


  But nearly always I was alone. I’d crack the ice that skimmed the pool, dip my watercolor cup into the frigid water, then retreat a few feet away to paint. Sometimes I would slide my hand beneath the surface to feel a soft mass like a decomposing melon, then let my fingers slip down to measure the almost imperceptible pulse of a heart, cold and slippery as a carp. Then I would return to work.


  As the winter wore on, it grew too cold for me to work outdoors. There was little snow or rain, but it was bitterly cold. The pool froze solid. Ice formed where my watercolor brush touched the heavy paper, and the ink grew sluggish in my Rapidograph pen.


  So I stayed at home in the studio, where the orbweavers again hung beside the windows, and used the watercolor studies to begin work on other, larger, paintings—oils on canvas, urban landscapes where a small, frozen woodland pool hinted that a green heart still beat within the city. These paintings were extremely good. I took some digital photos of them and sent them to Anna, along with the name of two galleries in Schöneberg and one in Kreuzberg. Then I went to visit Arethusa in Sicily.


  I had planned on staying only a few weeks, but the Mediterranean warmth, the smell of olive groves and sight of flying fish skimming across the blue sea, seduced me. I stayed in Sicily until early spring and then returned briefly to Ogygia, my true island. I could not recall the last time I had visited—a steamship brought me, I do remember that, and the trip then took many hours.


  Now it was much faster, and the island itself noisier, dirtier, more crowded. I found myself homesick—not for any island, but for the flat in Schöneberg and the quiet place in the Grunewald where Philip was. I had thought that the time in Sicily might give me other distractions; that I might find myself wanting to paint the sea, the bone white sand and stones of Ogygia.


  Instead I found that my heart’s needle turned toward Philip. I breathed in the salt air above the cliffs, but it was him I smelled, his breath, the scent of evergreen boughs beside shallow water, the leaves in his hair. I returned to Berlin.


  I’d deliberately left my laptop behind and asked Anna not to call while I was gone. Now I found a number of messages from her. Two of the galleries were very interested in my paintings. Could I put together a portfolio for a possible show the following autumn?


  I arranged for my most recent canvases to be framed. The sleeping nudes I had done of him back in Maine had arrived some months earlier; I chose the best of these and had them mounted as well. All of this took some time to arrange, and so it was mid-April before I finally took my satchel and my easel and returned to the pool in the Grunewald to paint again.


  It was a soft, warm morning, the day fragrant with young grass pushing its way through the soil. The flower vendors had baskets of freesia and violets on the sidewalk. On the Landwehrcanal, gray cygnets struggled in the wake of the tourist boat as the adult swans darted after crusts of sandwiches tossed overboard. The captain of the boat waved to me from his cockpit. I waved back, then continued on to an S-Bahn station and the train that would bear me to the Grunewald.


  There was no one in the forest when I arrived. High above me the sky stretched, the pale blue-green of a frog’s belly. Waxwings gave their low whistling cries and fluttered in the upper branches of the beeches, where tiny new leaves were just starting to unfurl. I stopped hurrying, the sun’s warmth tugging at my skin, the sunlight saying slow, slow. A winter storm had brought down one of the larches near the pool; I had to push my way through a scrim of fallen branches, yellow hawthorn shoots already covering the larch’s trunk. I could smell the sweet green scent of new growth; and then I saw it.


  The pool was gone: there had been no snow to replenish it. Instead, a cloud of blossoms moved above the earth, gold and azure, crimson and magenta and shining coral. Anenomes, adonis, hyacinth, clematis: all the windflowers of my girlhood turned their yellow eyes toward me. I fell to my knees and buried my face in them so that they stained my cheeks with pollen, their narrow petals crushed beneath my fingertips.


  I cried as though my heart would break as the wind stirred the blossoms and a few early greenflies crawled along their stems. I could see Philip there beneath them. His hair had grown, twining with the white roots of the anemones and pale beetle grubs. Beneath rose-veined lids his eyes twitched, and I could see each iris contract then swell like a seed. He was dreaming. He was beautiful.


  I wiped my eyes. I picked up my satchel, careful not to step on the flowers, and got out my easel and brushes. I began to paint.


  Anemones, adonis, hyacinth, clematis. I painted flowers, and a man sleeping, and the black scaffolding of a city rising from the ruins. I painted in white heat, day after day after day, then took the watercolors home and transferred what I had seen to canvases that took up an entire wall of my flat. I worked at home, through the spring and into the first weeks of summer, and now the early fall, thinking how any day I will have to return to the pool in the Grunewald, harvest what remains of the windflowers, and set him free.


  But not yet.


  Last week my show opened at the gallery in Akazienstrasse. Anna, as always, did her job in stellar fashion. The opening was well-attended by the press and wealthy buyers. The dark winterscapes were hung in the main room, along with the nudes I had painted for those seven years. I had thought the nudes would get more attention than they did—not that anyone would have recognized Philip. When I look at those drawings and paintings now, I see a naked man, and that’s what everyone else sees as well. Nothing is concealed, and these days there is nothing new in that.


  But the other ones, the windflower paintings, the ones where only I know he is there—those are the paintings that people crowd around. I’m still not certain how I feel about exposing them to the world. I still feel a bit unsure of myself—the shift in subject matter, what feels to me like a tenuous, unsteady grasp of a medium that I will need to work much harder at if I’m to be as good as I want to be. I’m not certain if I know yet how good these paintings really are, and maybe I never will be sure. But the critics—the critics say they are revelatory.


  Echo


  Just in case you know Ms. Hand only by the perceptive book reviews she contributes to our pages, let us make note that she is the author of several novels, including Winterlong, Waking the Moon, Black Light, and Mortal Love. She’s currently working on her eighth novel, Generation Loss. Her short fiction has been published in Sei Fiction, Conjunctions, and elsewhere. “Echo” is her first story to appear in our pages since “Last Summer at Mars Hill” in the August 1994 issue. It’s part of a sequence of thematically linked stories that draw on ancient Greek texts.


  THIS IS NOT THE FIRST TIME this has happened. I’ve been here every time it has. Always I learn about it the “ask. same way, a message from someone five hundred miles away, a thousand, comes flickering across my screen. There’s no TV here on the island, and the radio reception is spotty: the signal comes across Penobscot Bay from a tower atop Mars Hill, and any kind of weather—thunderstorms, high winds, blizzards—brings the tower down. Sometimes I’m listening to the radio when it happens, music playing, Nick Drake, a promo for the Common Ground Country Fair; then a sudden soft explosive hiss like damp hay falling onto a bonfire. Then silence.


  Sometimes I hear about it from you. Or, well, I don’t actually hear anything: I read your messages, imagine your voice, for a moment neither sardonic nor world-weary, just exhausted, too fraught to be expressive. Words like feathers falling from the sky, black specks on blue.


  The Space Needle. Sears Tower. LaGuardia Airport. Golden Gate Bridge. The Millennium Eye. The Bahrain Hilton. Sydney, Singapore, Jerusalem.


  Years apart at first; then months; now years again. How long has it been since the first tower fell? When did I last hear from you?


  I can’t remember.


  This morning I took the dog for a walk across the island. We often go in search of birds, me for my work, the wolfhound to chase for joy. He ran across the ridge, rushing at a partridge that burst into the air in a roar of copper feathers and beech leaves. The dog dashed after her fruitlessly, long jaw open to show red gums, white teeth, a panting unfurled tongue.


  “Finn!” I called and he circled round the fern brake, snapping at bracken and crickets, black splinters that leapt wildly from his jaws. “Finn, get back here.”


  He came. Mine is the only voice he knows now.


  There was a while when I worried about things like food and water, whether I might need to get to a doctor. But the dug well is good. I’d put up enough dried beans and canned goods to last for years, and the garden does well these days. The warming means longer summers here on the island, more sun; I can grow tomatoes now, and basil, scotch bonnet peppers, plants that I never could grow when I first arrived. The root cellar under the cottage is dry enough and cool enough that I keep all my medications there, things I stockpiled back when I could get over to Ellsworth and the mainland—albuterol inhalers, alprazolam, amoxicillin, Tylenol and codeine, ibuprofen, aspirin; cases of food for the wolfhound. When I first put the solar cells up, visitors shook their heads: not enough sunny days this far north, not enough light. But that changed too as the days got warmer.


  Now it’s the wireless signal that’s difficult to capture, not sunlight. There will be months on end of silence and then it will flare up again, for days or even weeks, I never know when. If I’m lucky, I patch into it, then sit there, waiting, holding my breath until the messages begin to scroll across the screen, looking for your name. I go downstairs to my office every day, like an angler going to shore, casting my line though I know the weather’s wrong, the currents too strong, not enough wind or too much, the power grid like the Grand Banks scraped barren by decades of trawlers dragging the bottom. Sometimes my line would latch onto you: sometimes, in the middle of the night, it would be the middle of the night where you were, too, and we’d write back and forth. I used to joke about these letters going out like messages in bottles, not knowing if they would reach you, or where you’d be when they did.


  London, Paris, Petra, Oahu, Moscow. You were always too far away. Now you’re like everyone else, unimaginably distant. Who would ever have thought it could all be gone, just like that? The last time I saw you was in the hotel in Toronto, we looked out and saw the spire of the CN Tower like Cupid’s arrow aimed at us. You stood by the window and the sun was behind you and you looked like a cornstalk I’d seen once, burning, your gray hair turned to gold and your face smoke.


  I can’t see you again, you said. Deirdre is sick and I need to be with her.


  I didn’t believe you. We made plans to meet in Montreal, in Halifax, Seattle. Gray places; after Deirdre’s treatment ended. After she got better.


  But that didn’t happen. Nobody got better. Everything got worse.


  In the first days I would climb to the highest point on the island, a granite dome ringed by tamaracks and hemlock, the gray stone covered with lichen, celadon, bone-white, brilliant orange: as though armfuls of dried flowers had been tossed from an airplane high overhead. When evening came the aurora borealis would streak the sky, crimson, emerald, amber; as though the sun were rising in the west, in the middle of the night, rising for hours on end. I lay on my back wrapped in an old Pendleton blanket and watched, the dog Finn stretched out alongside me. One night the spectral display continued into dawn, falling arrows of green and scarlet, silver threads like rain or sheet lightning racing through them. The air hummed, I pulled up the sleeve of my flannel shirt and watched as the hairs on my arm rose and remained erect; looked down at the dog, awake now, growling steadily as it stared at the trees edging the granite, its hair on end like a cat’s. There was nothing in the woods, nothing in the sky above us. After perhaps thirty minutes I heard a muffled sound to the west, like a far-off sonic boom; nothing more.


  After Toronto we spoke only once a year; you would make your annual pilgrimage to mutual friends in Paris and call me from there. It was a joke, that we could only speak like this.


  I’m never closer to you than when I’m in the seventh arrondissement at the Bowlses’, you said.


  But even before then we’d seldom talked on the phone. You said it would destroy the purity of our correspondence, and refused to give me your number in Seattle. We had never seen that much of each other anyway, a handful of times over the decades. Glasgow once, San Francisco, a long weekend in Liverpool, another in New York. Everything was in the letters; only of course they weren’t actual letters but bits of information, code, electrical sparks; like neurotransmitters leaping the chasm between synapses. When I dreamed of you, I dreamed of your name shining in the middle of a computer screen like a ripple in still water. Even in dreams I couldn’t touch you: my fingers would hover above your face and you’d fragment into jots of gray and black and silver. When you were in Basra I didn’t hear from you for months. Afterward you said you were glad; that my silence had been like a gift.


  FOR A while, the first four or five years, I would go down to where I kept the dinghy moored on the shingle at Amonsic Cove. It had a little two-horsepower engine that I kept filled with gasoline, in case I ever needed to get to the mainland.


  But the tides are tricky here, they race high and treacherously fast in the Reach; the Ellsworth American used to run stories every year about lobstermen who went out after a snagged line and never came up, or people from away who misjudged the time to come back from their picnic on Egg Island, and never made it back. Then one day I went down to check on the dinghy and found the engine gone. I walked the length of the beach two days running at low tide, searching for it, went out as far as I could on foot, hopping between rocks and tidal pools and startling the cormorants where they sat on high boulders, wings held out to dry like black angels in the thin sunlight. I never found the motor. A year after that the dinghy came loose in a storm and was lost as well, though for months I recognized bits of its weathered red planking when they washed up onshore.


  The book I was working on last time was a translation of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. The manuscript remains on my desk beside my computer, with my notes on the nymph “whose tongue did not still when others spoke,” the girl cursed by Hera to fall in love with beautiful, brutal Narkissos. He hears her pleading voice in the woods and calls to her, mistaking her for his friends.


  But it is the nymph who emerges from the forest. And when he sees her Narkissos strikes her, repulsed; then flees. Emoriar quam sit tibi copia nostril he cries; and with those words condemns himself.


  Better to die than be possessed by you.


  And see, here is Narkissos dead beside the woodland pool, his hand trailing in the water as he gazes at his own reflection. Of the nymph,


  
    
      
        
          	
            She is vanished, save for these:

            her bones and a voice that calls out

            amongst the trees.

            Her bones are scattered in the rocks.

            She moves now in the laurels and beeches, she moves unseen

            across the mountaintops.

            You will hear her in the mountains and wild places,

            but nothing of her remains save her voice, her voice

            alone, alone upon the mountaintop.

          
        

      
    

  


  Several months ago, midsummer, I began to print out your letters. I was afraid something would happen to the computer and I would lose them forever. It took a week, working off and on. The printer uses a lot of power and the island had become locked in by fog; the rows of solar cells, for the first time, failed to give me enough light to read by during the endless gray days, let alone run the computer and printer for more than fifteen minutes at a stretch. Still, I managed, and at the end of a week held a sheaf of pages. Hundreds of them, maybe more; they made a larger stack than the piles of notes for Ovid.


  I love the purity of our relationship, you wrote from Singapore. Trust me, it’s better this way. You’ll have me forever!


  There were poems, quotes from Cavafy, Sappho, Robert Lowell, W. S. Merwin. It’s hard for me to admit this, but the sad truth is that the more intimate we become here, the less likely it is we’ll ever meet again in real life. Some of the letters had my responses copied at the beginning or end, imploring, fractious; lines from other poems, songs.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Swept with confused alarms of

            I long and seek after

            You can’t put your arms around a memory.

          
        

      
    

  


  THE FIRST TIME, air traffic stopped. That was the eeriest thing, eerier than the absence of lights when I stood upon the granite dome and looked westward to the mainland. I was used to the slow constant flow overhead, planes taking the Great Circle Route between New York, Boston, London, Stockholm, passing above the islands, Labrador, Greenland, gray space, white. Now, day after day after day the sky was empty. The tower on Mars Hill fell silent. The dog and I would crisscross the island, me throwing sticks for him to chase across the rocky shingle, the wolfhound racing after them and returning tirelessly, over and over.


  After a week the planes returned. The sound of the first one was like an explosion after that silence, but others followed, and soon enough I grew accustomed to them again. Until once more they stopped.


  I wonder sometimes, How do I know this is all truly happening? Your letters come to me, blue sparks channeled through sunlight; you and your words are more real to me than anything else. Yet how real is that? How real is all of this? When I lie upon the granite I can feel stone pressing down against my skull, the trajectory of satellites across the sky above me a slow steady pulse in time with the firing of chemical signals in my head. It’s the only thing I hear, now: it has been a year at least since the tower at Mars Hill went dead, seemingly for good.


  One afternoon, a long time ago now, the wolfhound began barking frantically and I looked out to see a skiff making its way across the water. I went down to meet it: Rick Osgood, the part-time constable and volunteer fire chief from Mars Hill.


  “We hadn’t seen you for a while,” he called. He drew the skiff up to the dock but didn’t get out. “Wanted to make sure you were okay.”


  I told him I was, asked him up for coffee but he said no. “Just checking, that’s all. Making a round of the islands to make sure everyone’s okay.”


  He asked after the children. I told him they’d gone to stay with their father. I stood waving, as he turned the skiff around and it churned back out across the dark water, a spume of black smoke trailing it. I have seen no one since.


  Three weeks ago I turned on the computer and, for the first time in months, was able to patch into a signal and search for you. The news from outside was scattered and all bad. Pictures, mostly; they seem to have lost the urge for language, or perhaps it is just easier this way, with so many people so far apart. Some things take us to a place where words have no meaning. I was readying myself for bed when suddenly there was a spurt of sound from the monitor. I turned and saw the screen filled with strings of words. Your name: they were all messages from you. I sat down elated and trembling, waiting as for a quarter-hour they cascaded from the sky and moved beneath my fingertips, silver and black and gray and blue. I thought that at last you had found me; that these were years of words and yearning, that you would be back. Then, as abruptly as it had begun, the stream ceased; and I began to read.


  They were not new letters; they were all your old ones, decades old, some of them. 2009, 2007, 2004, 2001, 1999, 1998, 1997, 1996. I scrolled backward in time, a skein of years, words; your name popping up again and again like a bright bead upon a string. I read them all, I read them until my eyes ached and the floor was pooled with candle wax and broken light bulbs. When morning came I tried to tap into the signal again but it was gone. I go outside each night and stare at the sky, straining my eyes as I look for some sign that something moves up there, that there is something between myself and the stars. But the satellites too are gone now, and it has been years upon years since I have heard an airplane.


  In fall and winter I watch those birds that do not migrate. Chickadees, nuthatches, ravens, kinglets. This last autumn I took Finn down to the deep place where in another century they quarried granite to build the Cathedral of Saint John the Divine. The quarry is filled with water, still and black and bone-cold. We saw a flock of wild turkeys, young ones; but the dog is so old now he can no longer chase them, only watch as I set my snares. I walked to the water’s edge and gazed into the dark pool, saw my reflected face but there is no change upon it, nothing to show how many years have passed for me here, alone. I have burned all the old crates and cartons from the root cellar, though it is not empty yet. I bum for kindling the leavings from my wood bench, the hoops that did not curve properly after soaking in willow-water, the broken dowels and circlets. Only the wolfhound’s grizzled muzzle tells me how long it’s been since I’ve seen a human face. When I dream of you now I see a smooth stretch of water with only a few red leaves upon its surface.


  We returned from the cottage, and the old dog fell asleep in the late afternoon sun. I sat outside and watched as a downy woodpecker, Picus pubesens, crept up one of the red oaks, poking beneath its soft bark for insects. They are friendly birds, easy to entice, sociable; unlike the solitary wrynecks they somewhat resemble. The wrynecks do not climb trees but scratch upon the ground for the ants they love to eat. “Its body is almost bent backward,” Thomas Bewick wrote over two hundred years ago in his History of British Birds,


  
    whilst it writhes its head and neck by a slow and almost involuntary motion, not unlike the waving wreaths of a serpent. It is a very solitary bird, never being seen with any other society but that of its female, and this is only transitory, for as soon as the domestic union is dissolved, which is in the month of September, they retire and migrate separately.

  


  It was this strange involuntary motion, perhaps, that so fascinated the ancient Greeks. In Pindar’s fourth Pythian Ode, Aphrodite gives the wryneck to Jason as the magical means to seduce Medea, and with it he binds the princess to him through her obsessive love. Aphrodite of many arrows: she bears the brown-and-white bird to him, “the bird of madness,” its wings and legs nailed to a four-spoked wheel.


  
    
      
        
          	
            And she shared with Jason

            the means by which a spell might blaze

            and burn Medea, burning away all love she had for her family

            a fire that would ignite her mind, already aflame

            so that all her passion turned to him alone.

          
        

      
    

  


  The same bird was used by the nymph Simaitha, abandoned by her lover in Theokritos’s Idyll: pinned to the wooden wheel, the feathered spokes spin above a fire as the nymph invokes Hecate. The isle is full of voices: they are all mine.


  Yesterday the wolfhound died, collapsing as he followed me to the top of the granite dome. He did not get up again, and I sat beside him, stroking his long gray muzzle as his dark eyes stared into mine and, at last, closed. I wept then as I didn’t weep all those times when terrible news came, and held his great body until it grew cold and stiff between my arms. It was a struggle to lift and carry him, but I did, stumbling across the lichen-rough floor to the shadow of the thin birches and tamaracks overlooking the Reach. I buried him there with the others, and afterward lit a fire.


  This is not the first time this has happened. There is an endless history of forgotten empires, men gifted by a goddess who bears arrows, things in flight that fall in flames. Always, somewhere, a woman waits alone for news. At night I climb to the highest point of the island. There I make a little fire and bum things that I find on the beach and in the woods. Leaves, bark, small bones, clumps of feathers, a book. Sometimes I think of you and stand upon the rock and shout as the wind comes at me, cold and smelling of snow. A name, over and over and over again.


  Farewell, Narkissos said, and again Echo sighed and whispered Farewell.


  Good-bye, good-bye.


  Can you still hear me?


  2006


  The Saffron Gatherers


  He had almost been as much a place to her as a person; the lost domain, the land of heart’s desire. Alone at night she would think of him as others might imagine an empty beach, blue water; for years she had done this, and fallen into sleep.


  She flew to Seattle to attend a symposium on the Future. It was a welcome trip—on the East Coast, where she lived, it had rained without stopping for thirty-four days. A meteorological record, now a tired joke: only six more days to go! Even Seattle was drier than that.


  She was part of a panel discussion on natural disasters and global warming. Her first three novels had presented near-future visions of apocalypse; she had stopped writing them when it became less like fiction and too much like reportage. Since then she had produced a series of time-travel books, wish-fulfillment fantasies about visiting the ancient world. Many of her friends and colleagues in the field had turned to similar themes, retro, nostalgic, historical. Her academic background was in classical archaeology; the research was joyous, if exhausting. She hated to fly, the constant round of threats and delay. The weather and concomitant poverty, starvation, drought, flooding, riots—it had all become so bad that it was like an extreme sport now, to visit places that had once unfolded from one’s imagination in the brightly colored panoramas of 1920s postal cards. Still she went, armed with eyeshade, earplugs, music, and pills that put her to sleep. Behind her eyes, she saw Randall’s arm flung above his head, his face half-turned from hers on the pillow. Fifteen minutes after the panel had ended she was in a cab on her way to SeaTac. Several hours later she was in San Francisco.


  He met her at the airport. After the weeks of rain back East and Seattle’s muted sheen, the sunlight felt like something alive, clawing at her eyes. They drove to her hotel, the same place she always stayed; like something from an old B-movie, the lobby with its ornate cast-iron stair-rail, the narrow front desk of polished walnut; clerks who all might have been played by the young Peter Lorre. The elevator with its illuminated dial like a clock that could never settle on the time; an espresso shop tucked into the back entrance, no bigger than a broom closet.


  Randall always had to stoop to enter the elevator. He was very tall, not as thin as he had been when they first met, nearly twenty years earlier. His hair was still so straight and fine that it always felt wet, but the luster had faded from it: it was no longer dark-blond but grey, a strange dusky color, almost blue in some lights, like pale damp slate. He had grey-blue eyes; a habit of looking up through downturned black lashes that at first had seemed coquettish. She had since learned it was part of a deep reticence, a detachment from the world that sometimes seemed to border on the pathological. You might call him an agoraphobe, if he had stayed indoors.


  But he didn’t. They had grown up in neighboring towns in New York, though they only met years later, in D.C. When the time came to choose allegiance to a place, she fled to Maine, with all those other writers and artists seeking a retreat into the past; he chose Northern California. He was a journalist, a staff writer for a glossy magazine that only came out four times a year, each issue costing as much as a bottle of decent sémillon. He interviewed scientists engaged in paradigm-breaking research, Nobel Prize-winning writers; poets who wrote on their own skin and had expensive addictions to drugs that subtly altered their personalities, the tenor of their words, so that each new book or online publication seemed to have been written by another person. Multiple Poets’ Disorder, Randall had tagged this, and the term stuck; he was the sort of writer who coined phrases. He had a curved mouth, beautiful long fingers. Each time he used a pen, she was surprised again to recall that he was left-handed. He collected incunabula—Ars oratoria, Jacobus Publicus’s disquisition on the art of memory; the Opera Philosophica of Seneca, containing the first written account of an earthquake; Pico della Mirandola’s Hetaplus—as well as manuscripts. His apartment was filled with quarter-sawn oaken barrister’s bookcases, glass fronts bright as mirrors, holding manuscript binders, typescripts, wads of foolscap bound in leather. By the window overlooking the bay, a beautiful old mapchest of letters written by Neruda, Beckett, Asaré. There were signed broadsheets on the walls, and drawings, most of them inscribed to Randall. He was two years younger than she was. Like her, he had no children. In the years since his divorce, she had never heard him mention his former wife by name.


  The hotel room was small and stuffy. There was a wooden ceiling fan that turned slowly, barely stirring the white curtain that covered the single window. It overlooked an airshaft. Directly across was another old building, a window that showed a family sitting at a kitchen table, eating beneath a fluorescent bulb.


  “Come here, Suzanne,” said Randall. “I have something for you.”


  She turned. He was sitting on the bed—a nice bed, good mattress and expensive white linens and duvet—reaching for the leather mailbag he always carried to remove a flat parcel.


  “Here,” he said. “For you.”


  It was a book. With Randall it was always books. Or expensive tea: tiny, neon-colored foil packets that hissed when she opened them and exuded fragrances she could not describe, dried leaves that looked like mouse droppings, or flower petals, or fur; leaves that, once infused, tasted of old leather and made her dream of complicated sex.


  “Thank you,” she said, unfolding the mauve tissue the book was wrapped in. Then, as she saw what it was, “Oh! Thank you!”


  “Since you’re going back to Thera. Something to read on the plane.”


  It was an oversized book in a slipcase: the classic edition of The Thera Frescoes, by Nicholas Spirotiadis, a volume that had been expensive when first published, twenty years earlier. Now it must be worth a fortune, with its glossy thick photographic paper and fold-out pages depicting the larger murals. The slipcase art was a detail from the site’s most famous image, the painting known as The Saffron Gatherers. It showed the profile of a beautiful young woman dressed in an elaborately patterned tiered skirt and blouse, her head shaven save for a serpentine coil of dark hair, her brow tattooed. She wore hoop earrings and bracelets, two on her right hand, one on her left. Bell-like tassels hung from her sleeves. She was plucking the stigma from a crocus blossom. Her fingernails were painted red.


  Suzanne had seen the original painting a decade ago, when it was easier for American researchers to gain access to the restored ruins and the National Archaeological Museum in Athens. After two years of paperwork and bureaucratic wheedling, she had just received permission to return.


  “It’s beautiful,” she said. It still took her breath away, how modern the girl looked, not just her clothes and jewelry and body art but her expression, lips parted, her gaze at once imploring and vacant: the fifteen-year-old who had inherited the earth.


  “Well, don’t drop it in the tub.” Randall leaned over to kiss her head. “That was the only copy I could find on the Net. It’s become a very scarce book.”


  “Of course,” said Suzanne, and smiled.


  “Claude is going to meet us for dinner. But not till seven. Come here—”


  They lay in the dark room. His skin tasted of salt and bitter lemon; his hair against her thighs felt warm, liquid. She shut her eyes and imagined him beside her, his long limbs and rueful mouth; opened her eyes and there he was, now, sleeping. She held her hand above his chest and felt heat radiating from him, a scent like honey. She began to cry silently.


  His hands. That big rumpled bed. In two days she would be gone, the room would be cleaned. There would be nothing to show she had ever been here at all.
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  They drove to an Afghan restaurant in North Beach. Randall’s car was older, a second-generation hybrid; even with the grants and tax breaks, a far more expensive vehicle than she or anyone she knew back east could ever afford. She had never gotten used to how quiet it was.


  Outside, the sidewalks were filled with people, the early evening light silvery-blue and gold, like a sun shower. Couples arm-in-arm, children, groups of students waving their hands as they spoke on their cell phones, a skateboarder hustling to keep up with a pack of parkour.


  “Everyone just seems so much more absorbed here,” she said. Even the panhandlers were antic.


  “It’s the light. It makes everyone happy. Also the drugs they put in our drinking water.” She laughed, and he put his arm around her.


  Claude was sitting in the restaurant when they arrived. He was a poet who had gained notoriety and then prominence in the late 1980s with the Hyacinthus Elegies, his response to the AIDS epidemic. Randall first interviewed him after Claude received his MacArthur Fellowship. They subsequently became good friends. On the wall of his flat, Randall had a hand-written copy of the second elegy, with one of the poet’s signature drawings of a hyacinth at the bottom.


  “Suzanne!” He jumped up to embrace her, shook hands with Randall then beckoned them both to sit. “I ordered some wine. A good cab I heard about from someone at the gym.”


  Suzanne adored Claude. The day before she left for Seattle, he’d sent flowers to her, a half-dozen delicate narcissus serotinus, with long white narrow petals and tiny yellow throats. Their sweet scent perfumed her entire small house. She’d e-mailed him profuse but also wistful thanks—they were such an extravagance, and so lovely; and she had to leave before she could enjoy them fully. He was a few years younger than she was, thin and muscular, his face and skull hairless save for a wispy black beard. He had lost his eyebrows during a round of chemo and had feathery lines, like antennae, tattooed in their place and threaded with gold beads. His chest and arms were heavily tattooed with stylized flowers, dolphins, octopi, the same iconography Suzanne had seen in Akrotiri and Crete; and also with the names of lovers and friends and colleagues who had died. Along the inside of his arms you could still see the stippled marks left by hypodermic needles—they looked like tiny black beads worked into the pattern of waves and swallows—and the faint white traces of an adolescent suicide attempt. His expression was gentle and melancholy, the face of a tired ascetic, or a benign Antonin Artaud.


  “I should have brought the book!” Suzanne sat beside him, shaking her head in dismay. “This beautiful book that Randall gave me—Spirotiadis’s Thera book?”


  “No! I’ve heard of it, I could never find it. Is it wonderful?”


  “It’s gorgeous. You would love it, Claude.”


  They ate, and spoke of his collected poetry, forthcoming next winter; of Suzanne’s trip to Akrotiri. Of Randall’s next interview, with a woman on the House Committee on Bioethics who was rumored to be sympathetic to the pro-cloning lobby, but only in cases involving “only” children—no siblings, no twins or multiples—who died before age fourteen.


  “Grim,” said Claude. He shook his head and reached for the second bottle of wine. “I can’t imagine it. Even pets . . . ”


  He shuddered, then turned to rest a hand on Suzanne’s shoulder. “So: back to Santorini. Are you excited?”


  “I am. Just seeing that book, it made me excited again. It’s such an incredible place—you’re there, and you think, What could this have been? If it had survived, if it all hadn’t just gone bam, like that—”


  “Well, then it would really have gone,” said Randall. “I mean, it would have been lost. There would have been no volcanic ash to preserve it. All your paintings, we would never have known them. Just like we don’t know anything else from back then.”


  “We know some things,” said Suzanne. She tried not to sound annoyed—there was a lot of wine, and she was jet-lagged. “Plato. Homer . . . ”


  “Oh, them,” said Claude, and they all laughed. “But he’s right. It would all have turned to dust by now. All rotted away. All one with Baby Jesus, or Baby Zeus. Everything you love would be buried under a Tradewinds Resort. Or it would be like Athens, which would be even worse.”


  “Would it?” She sipped her wine. “We don’t know that. We don’t know what it would have become. This—”


  She gestured at the room, the couple sitting beneath twinkling rose-colored lights, playing with a digital toy that left little chattering faces in the air as the woman switched it on and off. Outside, dusk and neon. “It might have become like this.”


  “This.” Randall leaned back in his chair, staring at her. “Is this so wonderful?”


  “Oh yes,” she said, staring back at him, the two of them unsmiling. “This is all a miracle.”


  He excused himself. Claude refilled his glass and turned back to Suzanne. “So. How are things?”


  “With Randall?” She sighed. “It’s good. I dunno. Maybe it’s great. Tomorrow—we’re going to look at houses.”


  Claude raised a tattooed eyebrow. “Really?”


  She nodded. Randall had been looking at houses for three years now, ever since the divorce.


  “Who knows?” she said. “Maybe this will be the charm. How hard can it be to buy a house?”


  “In San Francisco? Doll, it’s easier to win the stem cell lottery. But yes, Randall is a very discerning buyer. He’s the last of the true idealists. He’s looking for the eidos of the house. Plato’s eidos, not Socrates’,” he added. “Is this the first time you’ve gone looking with him?”


  “Yup.”


  “Well. Maybe that is great,” he said. “Or not. Would you move out here?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe. If he had a house. Probably not.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know. I guess I’m looking for the eidos of something else. Out here, it’s just too . . . ”


  She opened her hands as though catching rain. Claude looked at her quizzically.


  “Too sunny?” he said. “Too warm? Too beautiful?”


  “I suppose. The land of the lotus-eaters. I love knowing it’s here, but.” She drank more wine. “Maybe if I had more job security.”


  “You’re a writer. It’s against nature for you to have job security.”


  “Yeah, no kidding. What about you? You don’t ever worry about that?”


  He gave her his sweet sad smile and shook his head. “Never. The world will always need poets. We’re like the lilies of the field.”


  “What about journalists?” Randall appeared behind them, slipping his cell phone back into his pocket. “What are we?”


  “Quackgrass,” said Claude.


  “Cactus,” said Suzanne.


  “Oh, gee. I get it,” said Randall. “Because we’re all hard and spiny and no one loves us.”


  “Because you only bloom once a year,” said Suzanne.


  “When it rains,” added Claude.


  “That was my realtor.” Randall sat and downed the rest of his wine. “Sunday’s open house day. Two o’clock till four. Suzanne, we have a lot of ground to cover.”


  He gestured for the waiter. Suzanne leaned over to kiss Claude’s cheek.


  “When do you leave for Hydra?” she asked.


  “Tomorrow.”


  “Tomorrow!” She looked crestfallen. “That’s so soon!”


  “ ‘The beautiful life was brief,’ ” said Claude, and laughed. “You’re only here till Monday. I have a reservation on the ferry from Piraeus, I couldn’t change it.”


  “How long will you be there? I’ll be in Athens Tuesday after next, then I go to Akrotiri.”


  Claude smiled. “That might work. Here—”


  He copied out a phone number in his careful, calligraphic hand. “This is Zali’s number on Hydra. A cell phone, I have no idea if it will even work. But I’ll see you soon. Like you said—”


  He lifted his thin hands and gestured at the room around them, his dark eyes wide. “This is a miracle.”


  Randall paid the check and they turned to go. At the door, Claude hugged Suzanne. “Don’t miss your plane,” he said.


  “Don’t wind her up!” said Randall.


  “Don’t miss yours,” said Suzanne. Her eyes filled with tears as she pressed her face against Claude’s. “It was so good to see you. If I miss you, have a wonderful time in Hydra.”


  “Oh, I will,” said Claude. “I always do.”
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  Randall dropped her off at her hotel. She knew better than to ask him to stay; besides, she was tired, and the wine was starting to give her a headache.


  “Tomorrow,” he said. “Nine o’clock. A leisurely breakfast, and then . . . ”


  He leaned over to open her door, then kissed her. “The exciting new world of California real estate.”


  Outside, the evening had grown cool, but the hotel room still felt close: it smelled of sex, and the sweetish dusty scent of old books. She opened the window by the airshaft and went to take a shower. Afterwards she got into bed, but found herself unable to sleep.


  The wine, she thought; always a mistake. She considered taking one of the anti-anxiety drugs she carried for flying, but decided against it. Instead she picked up the book Randall had given her.


  She knew all the images, from other books and websites, and the island itself. Nearly four thousand years ago, now; much of it might have been built yesterday. Beneath fifteen feet of volcanic ash and pumice, homes with ocean views and indoor plumbing, pipes that might have channeled steam from underground vents fed by the volcano the city was built upon. Fragments of glass that might have been windows, or lenses. The great pithoi that still held food when they were opened millennia later. Great containers of honey for trade, for embalming the Egyptian dead. Yellow grains of pollen. Wine.


  But no human remains. No bones, no grimacing tormented figures as were found beneath the sand at Herculaneum, where the fishermen had fled and died. Not even animal remains, save for the charred vertebrae of a single donkey. They had all known to leave. And when they did, their city was not abandoned in frantic haste or fear. All was orderly, the pithoi still sealed, no metal utensils or weapons strewn upon the floor, no bolts of silk or linen; no jewelry.


  Only the paintings, and they were everywhere, so lovely and beautifully wrought that at first the excavators thought they had uncovered a temple complex.


  But they weren’t temples: they were homes. Someone had paid an artist, or teams of artists, to paint frescoes on the walls of room after room after room. Sea daffodils, swallows; dolphins and pleasure boats, the boats themselves decorated with more dolphins and flying seabirds, golden nautilus on their prows. Wreaths of flowers. A shipwreck. Always you saw the same colors, ochre-yellow and ferrous red; a pigment made by grinding glaucophane, a vitreous mineral that produced a grey-blue shimmer; a bright pure French blue. But of course it wasn’t French blue but Egyptian blue—Pompeiian blue—one of the earliest pigments, used for thousands of years; you made it by combining a calcium compound with ground malachite and quartz, then heating it to extreme temperatures.


  But no green. It was a blue and gold and red world. Not even the plants were green.


  Otherwise, the paintings were so alive that, when she’d first seen them, she half-expected her finger would be wet if she touched them. The eyes of the boys who played at boxing were children’s eyes. The antelopes had the mad topaz glare of wild goats. The monkeys had blue fur and looked like dancing cats. There were people walking in the streets. You could see what their houses looked like, red brick and yellow shutters.


  She turned towards the back of the book, to the section on Xeste 3. It was the most famous building at the site. It contained the most famous paintings—the woman known as the “Mistress of Animals.” “The Adorants,” who appeared to be striding down a fashion runway. “The Lustral Basin.”


  The saffron gatherers.


  She gazed at the image from the East Wall of Room Three, two women harvesting the stigma of the crocus blossoms. The flowers were like stylized yellow fireworks, growing from the rocks and also appearing in a repetitive motif on the wall above the figures, like the fleur-de-lis patterns on wallpaper. The fragments of painted plaster had been meticulously restored; there was no attempt to fill in what was missing, as had been done at Knossos under Sir Arthur Evans’ supervision to sometimes cartoonish effect.


  None of that had been necessary here. The fresco was nearly intact. You could see how the older woman’s eyebrow was slightly raised, with annoyance or perhaps just impatience, and count the number of stigmata the younger acolyte held in her outstretched palm.


  How long would it have taken for them to fill those baskets? The crocuses bloomed only in autumn, and each small blossom contained just three tiny crimson threads, the female stigmata. It might take 100,000 flowers to produce a half-pound of the spice.


  And what did they use the spice for? Cooking; painting; a pigment they traded to the Egyptians for dyeing mummy bandages.


  She closed the book. She could hear distant sirens, and a soft hum from the ceiling fan. Tomorrow they would look at houses.
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  For breakfast they went to the Embarcadero, the huge indoor market inside the restored ferry building that had been damaged over a century before, in the 1906 earthquake. There was a shop with nothing but olive oil and infused vinegars; another that sold only mushrooms, great woven panniers and baskets filled with tree-ears, portobellos, fungus that looked like orange coral; black morels and matsutake and golden chanterelles.


  They stuck with coffee and sweet rolls, and ate outside on a bench looking over the bay. A man threw sticks into the water for a pair of black labs; another man swam along the embankment. The sunlight was strong and clear as gin, and nearly as potent: it made Suzanne feel lightheaded and slightly drowsy, even though she had just gotten up.


  “Now,” said Randall. He took out the newspaper, opened it to the real estate section, and handed it to her. He had circled eight listings. “The first two are in Oakland; then we’ll hit Berkeley and Kensington. You ready?”


  They drove in heavy traffic across the Oakland-Bay bridge. To either side, bronze water that looked as though it would be too hot to swim in; before them the Oakland Hills, where the houses were ranged in undulating lines like waves. Once in the city they began to climb in and out of pocket neighborhoods poised between the arid and the tropic. Bungalows nearly hidden beneath overhanging trees suddenly yielded to bright white stucco houses flanked by aloes and agaves. It looked at once wildly fanciful and comfortable, as though all urban planning had been left to Dr. Seuss.


  “They do something here called ‘staging,’ said Randall as they pulled behind a line of parked cars on a hillside. A phalanx of realtors’ signs rose from a grassy mound beside them. “Homeowners pay thousands and thousands of dollars for a decorator to come in and tart up their houses with rented furniture and art and stuff. So, you know, it looks like it’s worth three million dollars.”


  They walked to the first house, a Craftsman bungalow tucked behind trees like prehistoric ferns. There was a fountain outside, filled with koi that stared up with engorged silvery eyes. Inside, exposed beams and dark hardwood floors so glossy they looked covered with maple syrup. There was a grand piano, and large framed posters from Parisian cafés—Suzanne was to note a lot of these as the afternoon wore on—and much heavy dark Mediterranean-style furniture, as well as a few early Mission pieces that might have been genuine. The kitchen floors were tiled. In the master bath, there were mosaics in the sink and sunken tub.


  Randall barely glanced at these. He made a beeline for the deck. After wandering around for a few minutes, Suzanne followed him.


  “It’s beautiful,” she said. Below, terraced gardens gave way to stepped hillsides, and then the city proper, and then the gilded expanse of San Francisco Bay, with sailboats like swans moving slowly beneath the bridge.


  “For four million dollars, it better be,” said Randall.


  She looked at him. His expression was avid, but it was also sad, his pale eyes melancholy in the brilliant sunlight. He drew her to him and gazed out above the treetops, then pointed across the blue water.


  “That’s where we were. Your hotel, it’s right there, somewhere.” His voice grew soft. “At night it all looks like a fairy city. The lights, and the bridges . . . You can’t believe that anyone could have built it.”


  He blinked, shading his eyes with his hand, then looked away. When he turned back his cheeks were damp.


  “Come on,” he said. He bent to kiss her forehead. “Got to keep moving.”


  They drove to the next house, and the next, and the one after that. The light and heat made her dizzy, and the scents of all the unfamiliar flowers, the play of water in fountains and a swimming pool like a great turquoise lozenge. She found herself wandering through expansive bedrooms with people she did not know, walking in and out of closets, bathrooms, a sauna. Every room seemed lavish, the air charged as though anticipating a wonderful party, tables set with beeswax candles and bottles of wine and crystal stemware. Countertops of hand-thrown Italian tiles; globular cobalt vases filled with sunflowers, another recurring motif.


  But there was no sign of anyone who might actually live in one of these houses, only a series of well-dressed women with expensively restrained jewelry who would greet them, usually in the kitchen, and make sure they had a flyer listing the home’s attributes. There were plates of cookies, banana bread warm from the oven. Bottles of sparkling water and organic lemonade.


  And, always, a view. They didn’t look at houses without views. To Suzanne, some were spectacular; others, merely glorious. All were more beautiful than anything she saw from her own windows or deck, where she looked out onto evergreens and grey rocks and, much of the year, snow.


  It was all so dreamlike that it was nearly impossible for her to imagine real people living here. For her, a house had always meant a refuge from the world; the place where you hid from whatever catastrophe was breaking that morning.


  But now she saw that it could be different. She began to understand that, for Randall at least, a house wasn’t a retreat. It was a way of engaging with the world; of opening himself to it. The view wasn’t yours. You belonged to it, you were a tiny part of it, like the sailboats and the seagulls and the flowers in the garden; like the sunflowers on the highly polished tables.


  You were part of what made it real. She had always thought it was the other way around.


  “You ready?” Randall came up behind her and put his hand on her neck. “This is it. We’re done. Let’s go have a drink.”


  On the way out the door he stopped to talk to the agent.


  “They’ll be taking bids tomorrow,” she said. “We’ll let you know on Tuesday.”


  “Tuesday?” Suzanne said in amazement when they got back outside. “You can do all this in two days? Spend a million dollars on a house?”


  “Four million,” said Randall. “This is how it works out here. The race is to the quick.”


  She had assumed they would go to another restaurant for drinks and then dinner. Instead, to her surprise, he drove to his flat. He took a bottle of Pommery Louise from the refrigerator and opened it, and she wandered about examining his manuscripts as he made dinner. At the Embarcadero, without her knowing, he had bought chanterelles and morels, imported pasta colored like spring flowers, arugula and baby tatsoi. For dessert, orange-blossom custard. When they were finished, they remained out on the deck and looked at the bay, the rented view. Lights shimmered through the dusk. In a flowering quince in the garden, dozens of hummingbirds droned and darted like bees, attacking each other with needle beaks.


  “So.” Randall’s face was slightly flushed. They had finished the champagne, and he had poured them each some cognac. “If this happens—if I get the house. Will you move out here?”


  She stared down at the hummingbirds. Her heart was racing. The quince had no smell, none that she could detect, anyway; yet still they swarmed around it. Because it was so large, and its thousands of blossoms were so red. She hesitated, then said, “Yes.”


  He nodded and took a quick sip of cognac. “Why don’t you just stay, then? Till we find out on Tuesday? I have to go down to San Jose early tomorrow to interview this guy, you could come and we could go to that place for lunch.”


  “I can’t.” She bit her lip, thinking. “No . . . I wish I could, but I have to finish that piece before I leave for Greece.”


  “You can’t just leave from here?”


  “No.” That would be impossible, to change her whole itinerary. “And I don’t have any of my things—I need to pack, and get my notes . . . I’m sorry.”


  He took her hand and kissed it. “That’s okay. When you get back.”


  That night she lay in his bed as Randall slept beside her, staring at the manuscripts on their shelves, the framed lines of poetry. His breathing was low, and she pressed her hand against his chest, feeling his ribs beneath the skin, his heartbeat. She thought of canceling her flight; of postponing the entire trip.


  But it was impossible. She moved the pillow beneath her head, so that she could see past him, to the wide picture window. Even with the curtains drawn you could see the lights of the city, faraway as stars.


  Very early next morning he drove her to the hotel to get her things and then to the airport.


  “My cell will be on,” he said as he got her bag from the car. “Call me down in San Jose, once you get in.”


  “I will.”


  He kissed her and for a long moment they stood at curbside, arms around each other.


  “Book your ticket back here,” he said at last, and drew away. “I’ll talk to you tonight.”


  She watched him go, the nearly silent car lost among the taxis and limousines, then hurried to catch her flight. Once she had boarded she switched off her cell, then got out her eyemask, earplugs, book, water bottle. She took one of her pills. It took twenty minutes for the drug to kick in, but she had the timing down pat: the plane lifted into the air and she looked out her window, already feeling not so much calm as detached, mildly stoned. It was a beautiful day, cloudless; later it would be hot. As the plane banked above the city she looked down at the skein of roads, cars sliding along them like beads or raindrops on a string. The traffic crept along 280, the road Randall would take to San José. She turned her head to keep it in view as the plane leveled out and began to head inland.


  Behind her a man gasped, then another. Someone shouted. Everyone turned to look out the windows.


  Below, without a sound that she could hear above the jet’s roar, the city fell away. Where it met the sea the water turned brown then white then turgid green. A long line of smoke arose—no not smoke, Suzanne thought, starting to rise from her seat; dust. No flames, none that she could see; more like a burning fuse, though there was no fire, nothing but white and brown and black dust, a pall of dust that ran in a straight line from the city’s tip north to south, roughly tracking along the interstate. The plane continued to pull away, she had to strain to see it now, a long green line in the water, the bridges trembling and shining like wires. One snapped then fell, another, miraculously, remained intact. She couldn’t see the third bridge. Then everything was green crumpled hillsides, vineyards, distant mountains.


  People began to scream. The pilot’s voice came on, a blaze of static then silence. Then his voice again, not calm but ordering them to remain so. A few passengers tried to clamber into the aisles but flight attendants and other passengers pulled or pushed them back into their seats. She could hear someone getting sick in the front of the plane. A child crying. Weeping, the buzz and bleat of cell phones followed by repeated commands to put them all away.


  Amazingly, everyone did. It wasn’t a terrorist attack. The plane, apparently, would not plummet from the sky, but everyone was too afraid that it might to turn their phones back on.


  She took another pill, frantic, fumbling at the bottle and barely getting the cap back on. She opened it again, put two, no three, pills into her palm and pocketed them. Then she flagged down one of the flight attendants as she rushed down the aisle.


  “Here,” said Suzanne. The attendant’s mouth was wide, as though she were screaming; but she was silent. “You can give these to them—”


  Suzanne gestured towards the back of the plane, where a man was repeating the same name over and over and a woman was keening. “You can take one if you want, the dosage is pretty low. Keep them. Keep them.”


  The flight attendant stared at her. Finally she nodded as Suzanne pressed the pill bottle into her hand.


  “Thank you,” she said in a low voice. “Thank you so much, I will.”


  Suzanne watched her gulp one pink tablet, then walk to the rear of the plane. She continued to watch from her seat as the attendant went down the aisle, furtively doling out pills to those who seemed to need them most. After about twenty minutes, Suzanne took another pill. As she drifted into unconsciousness she heard the pilot’s voice over the intercom, informing the passengers of what he knew of the disaster. She slept.


  The plane touched down in Boston, greatly delayed by the weather, the ripple effect on air traffic from the catastrophe. It had been raining for thirty-seven days. Outside, glass-green sky, the flooded runways and orange cones blown over by the wind. In the plane’s cabin the air chimed with the sound of countless cell phones. She called Randall, over and over again; his phone rang but she received no answer, not even his voice mail.


  Inside the terminal, a crowd of reporters and television people awaited, shouting questions and turning cameras on them as they stumbled down the corridor. No one ran; everyone found a place to stand, alone, with a cell phone. Suzanne staggered past the news crews, striking at a man who tried to stop her. Inside the terminal there were crowds of people around the TV screens, covering their mouths at the destruction. A lingering smell of vomit, of disinfectant. She hurried past them all, lurching slightly, feeling as though she struggled through wet sand. She retrieved her car, joined the endless line of traffic and began the long drive back to that cold green place, trees with leaves that had yet to open though it was already almost June, apple and lilac blossoms rotted brown on their drooping branches.


  It was past midnight when she arrived home. The answering machine was blinking. She scrolled through her messages, hands shaking. She listened to just a few words of each, until she reached the last one.


  A blast of static, satellite interference; then a voice. It was unmistakably Randall’s.


  She couldn’t make out what he was saying. Everything was garbled, the connection cut out then picked up again. She couldn’t tell when he’d called. She played it over again, once, twice, seven times, trying to discern a single word, something in his tone, background noise, other voices: anything to hint when he had called, from where.


  It was hopeless. She tried his cell phone again. Nothing.


  She stood, exhausted, and crossed the room, touching table, chairs, countertops, like someone on a listing ship. She turned on the kitchen faucet and splashed cold water onto her face. She would go online and begin the process of finding numbers for hospitals, the Red Cross. He could be alive.


  She went to her desk to turn on her computer. Beside it, in a vase, were the flowers Claude had sent her, a half-dozen dead narcissus smelling of rank water and slime. Their white petals were wilted, and the color had drained from the pale yellow cups.


  All save one. A stem with a furled bloom no bigger than her pinkie, it had not yet opened when she’d left. Now the petals had spread like feathers, revealing its tiny yellow throat, three long crimson threads. She extended her hand to stroke first one stigma, then the next, until she had touched all three; lifted her hand to gaze at her fingertips, golden with pollen, and then at the darkened window. The empty sky, starless. Beneath blue water, the lost world.


  2007


  Illyria


  For Russell Dunn, who made it real, then and now


  ROGAN AND I WERE COUSINS; OUR FATHERS were identical twins. Rogan was the youngest of six boys, I the youngest of six girls. Growing up, there were always jokes about this symmetry, even though everyone in the Tierney clan bred prolifically—there were twenty-six first cousins, divided among five families.


  Still, only Rogan and I were ever called kissing cousins, despite the fact that our older brothers and sisters were also paired off, age-wise, as neatly as if our parents had timed their conjugal relations so that their children would all be born within a few days of each other, and Rogan and I actually on the same day. I arrived in the early morning, Rogan moments before midnight. Later, when we were adolescents, the facts of our birth (we always thought of it as our birth) conveniently fulfilled our need to find meaning in everything about ourselves.


  So Rogan was darkness, I was light, and over the years the metaphor was extended to include just about every doomy literary reference you can imagine—Caliban and Ariel, Peter Pan and Wendy, Heathcliff and Cathy, Abelard and Heloise, Tristan and Iseult, Evnissyen and Nissyen . . .


  You get the idea.


  Ours had been a noted theatrical clan, a line of performers stretching back to Shakespeare’s day. Our great-grandmother was the once-famous actress Madeline Armin Tierney. I was her namesake. Yeats was rumored to have written his poem “The Last Stone of Carrowkeel” for Madeline, and our aunt Kate claimed that the character of Caitilin Ni Murrachu in James Stephens’s The Crock of Gold was inspired by her, as well.


  But the family forsook the stage. Madeline gave up acting when she married. Her children and grandchildren regarded the theater with a mixture of bemusement and condescension, fear and guilt, the same emotions stirred by the even rarer mention of sex.


  Only Aunt Kate dwelled on this abandonment with grim persistence.


  “Like cutting down a tree in its prime,” she’d tell Rogan and me, the only two who ever listened. “Nothing good ever comes of that. Never ever ever.”


  There were remnants of family history scattered throughout our homes at Arden Terrace. Framed billets advertising performances by Edwin Booth or Otis Skinner or Charlotte Cushman, with various Tierneys in supporting roles. Peter Pangloss in The Heir at Law, Madame Trentoni in Captain Jinks; the Fool, Hermione, Dogberry. A lurid painting of a nameless ancestor as one of the witches in Macbeth. Mother-of-pearl opera glasses, silver spoons engraved with obscure jokes: “To His Highness from a Rogue.”


  We retained theatrical superstitions, as well, unmoored from their element and thus meaningless. Peacock feathers were banned from all our homes. It was considered lucky for a cat to sleep on one of our parochial school uniforms. In the carriage house where Madeline once stored her tattered scripts, and where Aunt Kate now lived, a ghost light burned in an upper window, a forty-watt bulb in a floor lamp without a shade. Our attics were full of ruined costumes, tattered moth’s-wings of burned velvet and lace that had been court gowns; crinolines reduced to hoops of whalebone; black satin disks that, when smacked upon a cousin’s unsuspecting head, burgeoned into top hats; lady’s gloves that still smelled like the ladies who had last worn them; sinister puppets and jointed dolls used as models for the wardrobe mistress; old photos of Fairhaven, the island in Maine where Madeline had kept a summer home.


  But most of the photographs of Madeline had ended up in Aunt Kate’s house. Faded silver-print and sepia images, water damaged or foxed with mold. Still, you could see how striking she’d been, with large, very pale eyes that looked ghostly in black-and-white, a high forehead and thick dark hair, melancholy mouth, and the faintest constellation of freckles across her apple cheeks. She was piquant rather than pretty; yet there was also something unsettling in her looks, though maybe that was just the old-fashioned photography. All the pictures seemed slightly out of focus.


  And I could never imagine her eyes having a color. Were they blue? Gray? Green?


  They looked like ice. I couldn’t imagine her ever crying.


  Fey, said Aunt Kate whenever she mentioned her. A word I didn’t understand, especially when she added, “You look like her, Maddy.”


  Because I was ugly. Really ugly; everyone thought so. Crooked buckteeth and glasses, upturned nose, bad skin. The grown-ups called me Skinny Wretch—fondly, but still. Only Aunt Kate would look at me and shake her head, sitting at her dressing table surrounded by her beautiful clothes, Pucci dresses, Betsey Johnson shifts, Yves Saint Laurent blouses transparent as a screen door. On her right hand she wore a ring that had belonged to my great-grandmother, with an emerald roughly the shape and size of a cat’s eye.


  “You’re beautiful, Maddy. Those legs? Just you wait. And when your braces come off? And the glasses? Glamorous. You’re going to be so glamorous—”


  And she’d give me a special bar of soap from France, or astringent ointment from London that smelled like coal smoke. “Just you wait.”


  At my age, my great-grandmother was already beautiful. By the time she was sixteen, she was famous. As a girl, Madeline created unforgettable portrayals of Rosalind, Juliet, Titania, Perdita, and especially Viola, as well as less memorable turns in works like Storming Castle Dora and The Blue Footed Boy.


  “Unforgettable.” That was the word attached to Madeline throughout her career, in every torn clipping I ever read, every review of every performance, every stagy publicity photo that appeared as ancient and remote to me as a stone tablet. Madeline’s Unforgettable Cleopatra. Her Unforgettable Viola. Her Unforgettable Series of Unforgettable Triumphs, Never to Be Forgotten.


  Only, of course, it’s all forgotten now. It was all forgotten then, since none of our parents had ever known Madeline as anything but a fractious old woman holed up in Fairview, her decaying Yonkers mansion. Even in her dotage she was too self-absorbed to pay much attention to her own five children, let alone her grandchildren.


  But she’d made a good marriage to a wealthy developer named Rosco O’Meara, a man who anticipated the late-twentieth-century vogue for gated communities by nearly a century. They had five children, all of whom retained Madeline’s maiden name. Almost unheard-of at the time, but Madeline belonged to a dynasty, and she was determined it would live on. Her twin brothers, also noted thespians, died of misadventure and left no children. She was the last of her line.


  In the early 1900s, Rosco built Arden Terrace, a speculative venture consisting of a score of expansive Shingle-style and Tudor and Gothic homes, along with carriage houses, guesthouses, and various outbuildings, in a huge cul-de-sac overlooking the Hudson River. Artists flocked there from the city—North Yonkers was an exurb in those days, with fields and woodlands and bald eagles nesting along the river—and Arden Terrace became an enclave of successful writers and actors and editors, doctors and lawyers and a stockbroker.


  Lovely and otherworldly as Arden Terrace was, it was also vulnerable. When the stock market crashed in 1929, no fewer than seven residents killed themselves, including Madeline’s husband. Not, however, Madeline, who seemed to have absorbed the cumulative resilience and resourcefulness of all those plucky heroines she’d once played (her sole substantial flop was as Juliet) and who during the Depression bought up, one by one, all the houses surrounding her own. Her children ended up living in those homes, like hermit crabs scuttling into empty shells; and then their children, Madeline’s grandchildren; and finally my own generation of kids.


  By which time Arden Terrace resembled some mad architectural folly spread out across one of the more desirable pieces of real estate in the city. Year after year, the Hudson River moved slowly, far below the turrets and balconies of our ersatz fortress; the tulip trees shed their yellow leaves; and snow covered the slate roofs of the carriage houses and guest cottages where the oldest Tierneys now lived. When summer came, the cul-de-sac was taken over by an occupying army of children in Keds and dungarees and striped shirts from John Wanamaker. Rock and roll blared from upstairs bedrooms, while a legion of mothers and aunts and grandmothers sat on Fairview’s immense porch, talking and smoking and drinking whiskey sours as they watched the sun set over the Palisades.


  Rogan’s father and mine grew up in Fairview, along with their sisters. Later, Rogan’s father inherited the mansion—he was the older twin by twelve minutes—and Rogan grew up there. My father moved into the house across the street, a less grand Queen Anne home that still had five bathrooms, exorbitant for the time, and six bedrooms.


  That was where I grew up. Though the truth was, I spent as much time at Rogan’s home as my own, and nearly as much time where our other cousins lived. During the day we all attended St. Brendan’s School, several blocks away, up a winding hill shaded by old apartment buildings and elm trees, all now long gone. Every afternoon we raced home and changed from our uniforms into what were then called play clothes—a misnomer, since our afterschool activities were more like the extended rehearsal for a street-theater production of Lord of the Flies. We moved from house to house to house like invading army ants. We devoured everything we could find, terrorized the youngest children, raided toy chests and attics, crowded into basement rec rooms to watch Star Trek and Superman, stole each other’s record albums and baseball cards and Barbie clothes, gave too much food to goldfish and dogs that were not our own—all until we were driven back outside by irate adults.


  Whereupon we’d move next door, or across the road, or down to the woods overlooking the river, and the whole cycle would begin again.


  And Rogan?


  There was never a time when I did not know Rogan.


  We were the youngest in our generation of cousins. As the youngest girl, I wasn’t coddled; mostly tolerated by my sisters and ignored by our parents.


  But as the youngest boy, Rogan was bullied and beaten and tormented, relentlessly, cruelly; almost absently.


  “Why?” I once demanded of Rogan’s brother Michael. I’d jumped onto him from a first-floor balcony at my house when I saw him pounding Rogan on the lawn below. Michael grabbed me and tossed me onto the early-spring grass as though I were a burr that had stuck to him, and not a gangly fourteen-year-old girl with glasses. Rogan ran off, his face crimson with tears. I stumbled to my feet and shouted at Michael, “Why can’t you just leave him alone?”


  “What?” Michael looked at me, his blue eyes grave with astonishment. I might have asked him why we had to eat or drink or attend Mass on Sundays. “Because he’d be spoiled.”


  Spoiled. It was the worst thing you could be. Only children were spoiled, not that we knew any. Aunt Kate, who’d never married and who had kept her looks, along with a pied-a-terre in Greenwich Village—she was spoiled. Younger siblings by definition were spoiled, since in some obscure way they’d spoiled the paradise occupied by their older brothers and sisters, simply by being born.


  So it went without saying that Rogan and I were in danger of being the most spoiled of all. What made it worse was that Rogan had trouble at school. We were in the same class. He was smart but fidgety, the nuns would yell at him for daydreaming, he couldn’t focus on homework.


  I helped him, reading books out loud, the two of us taking turns; not just schoolbooks but the books we read for fun. In eighth grade that year we’d read Macbeth, and at home Rogan and I did all the different parts, Rogan the men, me the women.


  And this, too, was considered some obscure betrayal by our brothers and sisters. Since our parents couldn’t be trusted to do anything, it was up to our siblings and cousins to make sure we didn’t end up flouncing along North Broadway in our underwear, disgracing the rest of the clan. I had my share of black eyes and bruises, but most of these came from defending Rogan. I can see now that much of what he endured was probably the result of rampant, if unspoken, homophobia in a large family of boys and the larger tribe of male cousins. Gays weren’t invented yet, not in North Yonkers anyway. You were a guy, or you were a faggot.


  The irony, of course, was that Rogan wasn’t gay. He was in love with me, as I was with him.


  And that was maybe the only thing worse than being gay.


  No one had ever heard of DNA back then, not in my family anyway, and our grasp of genetics was practically nonexistent. But, because our fathers were identical twins, their children had all been told—warned—that we were closer than the other cousins.


  “More like stepchildren,” said Aunt Dita.


  “Half-brothers and sisters,” my mother corrected her.


  “Kissing cousins,” said Aunt Roz. That would be the cue for everyone to cast a cold eye upon Rogan and me.


  Now I waited till Michael turned to look for his brother, then I darted up behind him and kicked him squarely in the back of the knee. Michael shouted in pain and crumpled to the grass, his arm lashing out to grab me.


  But I was already gone.


  I knew where Rogan was—beneath Fairview. A labyrinth of store-rooms, root cellars, garden rooms, and disused workshops tunneled under my great-grandmother’s house. Once, they’d been tended by a small army of servants and gardeners. For the last fifty years, they’d pretty much fallen into decay. All the doors and stairways that led to the upper house had been boarded up.


  Now, the only entrance was behind a thick curtain of wisteria that hung from the great porch above. You had to know where it was—a gap in the wooden trellis that peeled from the house like a scab from a wound. The wisteria looked beautiful, blade-shaped leaves and clusters of blossoms like grapes made of blue tissue. But the flowers smelled horrible, like rotting meat, and they drew clouds of greenflies and bluebottles.


  Rogan wasn’t afraid of the flies and wisteria. He wasn’t afraid of anything.


  But I was. I took a deep breath and pinched my nose, closed my eyes and shoved aside the moving tangle of leaves, and ducked inside.


  Beneath the porch, it was dim and cool and smelled of earth and old paint. A harlequin pattern of sunlight filtered through the trellis, pied with the shadows of leaves and vines. There were clay pots and rusted garden tools underfoot; also large black beetles and yellow-or blue-spotted salamanders that looked like lost toys. There were brown recluse spiders, too, which various elderly aunts claimed had caused the deaths of careless servants in an earlier day; cave crickets; and, flanking the small raised doorway that led into a dark anteroom, a half dozen plaster leprechauns that my grandfather had brought back from one of his yearly trips to Connemara. The leprechauns were the size of small children, and painted in too-bright colors—bottle-green jackets, scarlet caps, yellow belt buckles. Most of the paint had gone from their faces, which gave them the eerie look of grave monuments.


  I was afraid of them, too.


  Rogan knew that. And so he waited, as always, squatting inside the doorway with one hand already outstretched to pull me up beside him. I flapped my hand at the ground, scattering invisible bugs, then sat.


  “Thanks,” said Rogan.


  He reached into a niche between two wallboards where we kept a candle in a blue glass holder and a box of matches, lit the candle, and set it back in the wall. The unsteady light washed over him and I stared, as always; unembarrassed because we were alone, and it was dark. And it was Rogan.


  He was so beautiful. I never understood why it wasn’t spoken: that he was the most beautiful boy you had ever seen. Or maybe it was only me who felt that. The Tierneys were all tall, and our hair was brown or fair or tawny, and we all had deep-blue eyes. There hadn’t been a Tierney with anything but blue eyes in five hundred years, my father said. All of the Tierney boys were handsome in a bluff, clean-shaven Hyannisport way, and most of the girls were pretty.


  Rogan looked like he’d fallen from a painting.


  He was tall like the rest of us, with long legs, long arms, square sturdy hands. His hair was reddish-gold, fine as a baby’s hair, and he grew it as long as he could until his father dragged him to the barber up in Getty Square. He had high cheekbones in a feline face—not like a house cat’s; more a cougar or lynx, something strong and furtive and quick. His nose was like mine, although it had been broken more than once. His mouth was wide and surprisingly delicate, the only thing about him that might have seemed girlish. Until he smiled, and showed narrow white teeth that were also like an animal’s. He had huge, deep-set eyes—wary eyes, which made it slightly alarming when he suddenly turned them on you—and they weren’t Tierney blue but a true aquamarine, the palest blue-green, changeable as seawater in sunlight or cloud.


  But the most striking thing about him was the way he moved. Gracefully—sensually, I would have said if I were older—but also with this strange lightness, almost an unease; as though he had trouble getting his footing. His arms moved as if drawing patterns in the air; he’d tilt his head sometimes like he heard something. Even his furtive gaze wasn’t sly but oddly watchful.


  Yet it wasn’t a vigilance that protected him from his brothers or his father, and it was also completely unconscious—I knew because I watched him constantly, had been watching him for as long as I could remember, and maybe for longer.


  Once I eavesdropped, unseen, as Aunt Kate and my mother discussed him. The two of them didn’t like each other: my mother was suspicious of her sister-in-law’s oddly ageless beauty, her chic black gamine hair and expensive clothes, and, it was whispered, her wealthy lovers.


  “Fey,” Aunt Kate said. She twisted her emerald ring as though it hurt her finger. “Rogan’s fey.” My mother must have made a face, because Aunt Kate went on, annoyed. “That’s not what it means.”


  I heard my mother draw on her cigarette. “All I can say is, if I ever had a red-headed child, I’d strangle it.”


  Now, watching Rogan, all I wanted to do was touch him. Instead I clutched my own skinny thighs and looked at him sideways, while he held up the match and watched it burn to his fingertips. Finally he tossed the match aside.


  “Listen,” he said.


  I cocked my head. “I don’t hear anything.”


  “No, idiot—listen to me. My voice. Listen to me talking. Talking talking talking. Hear it?”


  I did. “Wow,” I said. “It broke!”


  “Yeah. And listen to this—”


  He put his hands on his knees and leaned forward, his face jutting into the darkness until I could no longer see it. He began to sing.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “When all beside a vigil keep,

            The West’s asleep, the West’s asleep . . .”

          
        

      
    

  


  My flesh crawled. I knew the song from one of my father’s Clancy Brothers records. “The West’s Awake.”


  
    
      
        
          	
            “And long a brave and haughty race

            Honoured and sentinelled the place.

            Sing, Oh! not e’en their sons’ disgrace

            Can quite destroy their glory’s trace . . .”

          
        

      
    

  


  I had never heard it sung like this. I had never heard anything sung like this, or heard a guy’s voice remotely sound like this. It wasn’t even singing; more a sustained wail, Rogan’s mouth somehow shaping words that seemed to claw against the voice that formed them. He was keening, in a tenor so pure and wild and primal that it didn’t even sound like music: it was like being burned by a song. It was like hearing something die.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “But hark! a voice like thunder spake,

            The West’s awake! The West’s awake . . .”

          
        

      
    

  


  His voice rose to a falsetto, then fell. It held the last notes for so long that I couldn’t tell when they faded into an echo, until the echo itself dropped into silence and Rogan sank back into the half-light beside me.


  “Holy cow.” I was crying—when had I started to cry?—not just my face wet but my hands, my shirt, my jeans. “Rogan, that—”


  I stopped. His chin was tucked against his chest, his hands clutching his head as he rocked back and forth, mouth bared in a grimace as he moaned something over and over again, words I couldn’t understand. I didn’t even know if they were words. He looked ghastly, unearthly; like a picture I had once seen of a body trapped in a lava flow. I stared, too terrified to move, until he turned toward me and I saw his eyes, his own face streaked with tears; and suddenly I understood what he was saying—


  “I made that—I made that—I made that—”


  I grabbed him, hugging him to my skinny chest as we both began to laugh hysterically.


  “That was me!” He almost shrieked, and I covered his mouth with my hand, still laughing. “That was me!”


  “Shut up! Rogan, shhh—”


  He bit my finger. I yelped and snatched my hand back, then fell on him. He held me so hard I punched him.


  “You’re choking me!”


  He relaxed his hold. I rubbed my face against his shirt to dry my tears, then pressed my fist against his chest. His heart pounded so hard it was like another fist hammered inside him and I splayed my fingers, imagining I could hold it, like a baseball, or a stone. He smelled as he always did, of detergent and sweat, his mother’s Chanel No. 5, and dirt and chalk dust.


  But he smelled of something else, too. He smelled the way his brothers did, and my older boy cousins; their tree-house smell, sweetish and rank, slightly ammoniacal; at once green and earthen. No one had told me what that smell was, and nobody ever would.


  But I knew.


  “Maddy,” he whispered.


  He ran his finger along my chapped lips, then lightly tapped the wires of my braces. I took off my glasses as he tilted his head and brought his mouth close, rubbing his lips across mine. His breath was warm and sour. I stroked his hair, tentatively, drew my hand down to cup his ear then touched his cheek, the line of his jaw. He’d always felt like me, smooth and clean. I had never noticed hair on his face but I felt it now, his skin damp and slightly abraded, like touching a cat’s tongue. He angled himself so that he was on top of me and gently pushed me down, so that we were lying face-to-face.


  We stayed like that forever, breathing, sometimes moving. I felt as though my clothes had disappeared, and my skin; as though my bones had uncurled like ferns to twine with his. Finally he stirred and touched my face.


  “Where are your glasses?”


  We sat up. The candle had burned out. The dark underground room felt warmer than it had earlier, and it no longer smelled like dirt and earthworms. It smelled like Rogan. It smelled like us.


  “It will all be different now,” he said. His tone absent, as though reciting something he only half remembered. “Will you help me with that stuff for math?”


  “Sure,” I said, and scrambled after him to head back outside.


  ❖ ❖ ❖


  ROGAN WAS RIGHT: IT WAS DIFFERENT. NOT ALL AT once, and not immediately. But the world changed, everything about us changed. Everything about me, certainly.


  The school year ended. It was the summer before high school. Early in July my braces came off. After that I refused to get my hair cut in the ghastly pixie cut I’d had since I was two years old. The stuff Aunt Kate gave me for my skin began to work. My face cleared up.


  And I started to wean myself from my glasses, using them only to read, or when my parents were around. The rest of the time I kept them in an ugly orange case in my pocket, until the day that I forgot the case in my room.


  “Maddy.” My mother frowned when she saw me at breakfast. “Where are your glasses? You didn’t lose them?”


  I took a deep breath. “I don’t need them anymore.”


  My mother made the face she made at dinner when someone said they weren’t hungry.


  “I really don’t,” I said quickly. “I can read fine. Aunt Kate said you should take me to see Dr. Gordon and he’ll tell you.”


  “Aunt Kate.” My mother glowered. But she did take me to see Dr. Gordon.


  And it was true, Dr. Gordon said I didn’t need my glasses. Someday I would, when I was older, but for now, as long as I didn’t get headaches, I could do without them.


  “Hooray!” said Rogan. He had grown two more inches, and was now a full head taller than me. “You look a lot better.”


  Aunt Kate regarded me more measuringly.


  “I’ll take you to my salon.” She rubbed the ends of my hair between her fingers and grimaced. “Alain will know what to do about this.”


  The next time she went into the city, I went with her. My hair was trimmed, not cut, by Alain, a man who wore one chandelier earring and motorcycle boots.


  “Beautiful eyes,” he said. He glanced at my aunt in the mirror. “How old?”


  “She’ll be fifteen in October.”


  “Ohhhh.” He smiled at me and arched his eyebrows rakishly. “You’re in high school!”


  “In the fall,” I said.


  He nodded, bending to snip my bangs. “Boyfriend?”


  I looked up to see Aunt Kate staring back at me from the mirror, the blue Tierney eyes brilliant and faintly threatening in that elegant, ageless face.


  “No,” she said.


  When Alain was finished, Aunt Kate paid him, then took me to lunch at O’Neals’ Baloon.


  “Good,” she said. She watched approvingly as I ate my hot fudge sundae. “This will grow out nicely, Maddy. You look very glamorous.”


  Rogan had changed as well. He wasn’t just taller—his voice had grown, too. At night I’d listen as he stepped onto the tiny balcony outside his room and sang “Wild Horses” in that eerie keening tenor. When he stopped, we’d double over laughing as all the Tierney dogs began to howl, followed by a chorus of angry grown-ups yelling at them to shut up.


  In July Rogan joined the choir at St. Brendan’s. Not the children’s choir, which was all girls—not me, I couldn’t sing—but the grown-up choir, which sang at ten thirty High Mass. Our fathers attended Mass on Saturday afternoon so they could play golf on Sunday morning. Our mothers and siblings went to twelve o’clock Mass on Sunday, for those laggards who slept late. Aunt Kate only went at Christmas and Easter.


  But I’d walk up with Rogan and sit in the middle of the church (High Mass was never crowded) and listen, bewitched, as his voice soared through the vaulted space, chanting the Kyrie and Te Deum and Gloria in excelsis. It made my flesh crawl. Not just me: I could see other members of the congregation shift uncomfortably in their pews, Tierney great-uncles and aunts and the Connells’ grandparents all staring fixedly at their missalettes until old Monsignor Burke sang the Recessional in his quavering voice, and the Mass was ended.


  Only Mrs. Rossi, our diminutive school secretary, seemed to feel as I did. Once she waited with me outside the church for Rogan to come down from the choir loft.


  “That was so beautiful, Rogan,” she whispered as the rest of the congregation hurried to their cars. “You should be singing at St. Patrick’s Cathedral.” Rogan waited till she left, then made a face.


  “Another church? Screw that,” he said, and we walked home.


  Back on Arden Terrace, we hung out with kids from school who came down from Mile Square Road. Our siblings and cousins were all in high school now, or college. One of Aunt Trixie’s boys had joined the military. My oldest sister, Brigid, was engaged. Occasionally Michael would pound Rogan, or try to, but Rogan was bigger now. After a while Michael lost interest in the sport and, concomitantly, in Rogan himself. We weren’t watched as closely as we once were. When our parents went out to dinner at the club, Rogan and I were left alone.


  Or sort of alone. My sisters, perversely, paid more attention to me now than when I was younger; a chilly feminine vigilance to ensure I did nothing to embarrass them, especially with Rogan.


  So he and I would engineer games of hide-and-seek with the kids from Mile Square Road, and then disappear. We’d hide beneath the porch at Fairview, and forgo the candle to lie in the dark with Rogan on top of me. We’d hold each other and pretend we’d been shipwrecked.


  “I can’t breathe,” Rogan would whisper as he clutched me. Sometimes he’d pinch my nostrils shut. “You can’t breathe, your mouth is filled with water . . .”


  We knew we weren’t drowning. We knew what we were doing, even though I never quite had a word for it, Rogan’s smell and breath and our hearts hammering as we moved, the raw feel of my groin rubbed beneath layers of cotton and denim. Afterward we’d lie on the cold earth and talk and listen to the voices of the others outside as they looked for us, excited then laughing then irritated then bored and finally, as the summer wore toward fall, angry and obdurate. The day came when Rogan called and asked Ookie Connell to come over. I could tell by Rogan’s face that the answer was no, and when he put the phone down he shrugged.


  “What?” I asked.


  “He says if we have a baby it’ll be retarded.”


  In September we started high school. The only two classes we had together were English and Latin. For the latter, Sister Mary Clark made a point of separating us.


  “But I help him,” I protested. “I help him concentrate.”


  “I’m sure you do.” Sister Mark Clark had taught two generations of Tierneys. She liked my sisters, and she liked me. She was a bony, raw-faced woman who still wore a habit and laughed a lot, though her eyes were long and bright as a knife. “Rogan needs to concentrate by himself. He can’t rely on you, Madeline. He has to do his own work.”


  “He does! He—”


  She grabbed my elbow and pinched it hard. “I want you over here.”


  She guided me to the other side of the classroom. I sat, scowling, as Sister Mary Clark started back across the room. Abruptly she stopped and turned to me. Her eyes narrowed.


  “Madeline, where are your glasses?”


  I stared back. “I don’t need them anymore.”


  She looked at me, then at Rogan watching me from the other side of the room. He flushed, and her gaze hardened.


  “Do not peer too close,” she said, deliberately misquoting Pindar. “Everyone, get out yesterday’s homework.”


  A few weeks later we were walking home from school. It was the end of September, a Friday afternoon. Rogan wore a battered fatigue coat over his uniform; I wore his brown corduroy jacket, too big for me. Several other kids from school walked near us. Their voices dropped as they passed. Ookie Connell said something I couldn’t hear, and the others laughed.


  “I quit the choir,” Rogan said as we started down the hill toward Arden Terrace, walking along the curb so we could kick through drifts of leaves.


  “How come?”


  “Old Mrs. Connell complained.” He shook his head, his red-gold hair spilling to his collar. “She said my singing distracted her.”


  I laughed. “Distracted! Can she even hear you?”


  But Rogan didn’t smile.


  “She’s a bitch.” He glanced back to make sure the others were gone, then leaned down to touch his head to mine. “This friend of Michael’s, Derek, he was over last night. He’s in a band. He told me I should come hear them. He said maybe I could sing with them sometime.”


  “Really?” I smiled, but felt a twinge of unease. I didn’t recognize it as jealousy. “Where do they play?”


  “I dunno. Someplace in Ardsley. Listen, I want to show you something. When you come over. I found a place.”


  A place. I knew what that meant. When summer ended, our spot beneath the porch grew cold and overrun with beetles. Field mice sought shelter against the coming winter, and hibernating bats.


  “The isle is sinking into the ice,” I’d warned Rogan as we lay there in the chilly dark. “We must seek safe harbor, or drown.”


  “There is no safe harbor,” he’d said, and kissed me till I couldn’t breathe.


  Now I slowed to look at him. The worn fatigue coat made him seem older—a beautiful stranger, like someone on an album cover. His hair was the same color as the maple leaves, his cheeks were reddened from the cold. His eerie eyes caught the cloudless sweep of sky and glowed a startling, mineral blue.


  “Is it a good place?” I asked.


  Rogan grinned. “It’s a great place. Wait’ll you see it.”


  When we reached Arden Terrace I went home and changed. My sisters were out. My mother had taken a job in the women’s department at Wanamaker’s and wouldn’t be home till dinnertime. I grabbed my Latin text and went across the street to Rogan’s house, to pretend to do homework.


  Rogan’s father, like mine, was a successful stockbroker, but he always said there wasn’t enough money in the world to maintain Fairview. Everywhere shingles were missing. Paint flaked from the balconies on the upper floors. The great porch sagged where it overlooked the Hudson, its wicker furniture unsprung and its balustrades devoured by carpenter ants.


  Inside, the house was cold and smelled of stale cigarette smoke and dust. Rogan’s mother, too, had taken a job. Autumn leaves had blown across the antique Caucasian carpets. There were semicircles of ash in front of the fireplaces; in the kitchen and bathrooms, sinks bore serpentine trails of rust beneath their faucets.


  But on the third floor, where Rogan slept, little had changed. Adults ventured there seldom, chiefly to complain or enact justice: it had the austere air of benign neglect associated with a lakeside home in the off-season. Rogan’s brothers Michael and Thomas had the two bedrooms overlooking the front of the house. As usual, they were off with their girlfriends. Rogan stood on the landing, waiting for me.


  “Greetings, fair Amazon.” He swept out his arm in welcome. “Come into the parlor.”


  Once his room had been the nursery. It was a wide, sunlit space that occupied nearly half of the third floor, with a row of windows that looked straight across the river, though when you gazed out you mostly saw unbroken sky. It should have seemed cheerful and bright.


  Instead, the room felt empty and exposed, even desolate. Temporary quarters, despite Rogan’s having lived there his entire life. A sink stood in one corner, an institutional relic of nursery life, and next to it the door that opened onto a tiny morning balcony, big enough for just one person. There were alcoves filled with moldering books and Samuel French scripts that had been defaced by mice. Rag rugs covered the floor. A creepy archaeology of wallpaper peeled in layers from the walls—fox hunters, lurid pink lilacs, Humpty Dumpty.


  A bunged-up kitchen table served as desk, and there were two spindly chairs that had been painted meat-red. Beneath the windows stood a very beautiful hand-carved cradle, rumored to have belonged to one of Madeline’s twin brothers. Rogan used it as a hamper. A wooden hatbox hid his cigarettes. In the middle of the room was an immense theatrical trunk, its brass fittings black with age, where he kept his clothes. You could just make out the name stenciled on its top in faint white letters.


  MADELINE ARMIN TIERNEY


  I used to wonder why the trunk was here, rather than in Aunt Kate’s carriage house. That was until Rogan and I attempted to move it. It wouldn’t budge, not even when we enlisted Michael’s help.


  “Jesus, what’s in there? Rocks?” Michael complained, wiping sweat from his lip.


  “Uh-uh. Just this—”


  Rogan tossed a pair of socks at him. The two ended up scuffling on the floor, until my uncle pounded upstairs and cracked their heads together. Before he went back down he gave the trunk a baleful glance, then looked darkly at Rogan.


  “Next time it’ll be you in there,” he said.


  Rogan slept in a wrought-iron bed against one wall. There was a bookshelf beside it, and next to that a small door that opened into a long, low, paneled space that was half closet, half attic. It was crammed with boxes of toy machine guns and water pistols, old Halloween noisemakers and masks, crêpe paper streamers and piles of The Saturday Evening Post, tinsel garland, and compacts of greasepaint and rouge. Glitter had sifted over everything, like silver dust. It smelled like Christmas, of cloves and balsam.


  “Come here, Maddy.” Rogan took my hand and drew me to him. “Come and see . . .”


  He stepped to the wall, opened the door to the little attic, and ducked inside, stooping so he wouldn’t graze his head against the ceiling. I followed.


  “Wait—stay there for a minute,” he said. Carefully he stepped between cartons of wigs and old magazines, until he reached the end of the narrow space. He pulled out a flashlight and switched it on, then gestured at the door behind me. “Close that, then come over here. Try not to knock anything over.


  I shut the door and joined him in the back of the room. “What is it?”


  We stood side by side, backs bent, between boxes of Shiny Brite Christmas ornaments. Directly in front of us, more cartons were stacked against the wall.


  “Take this,” Rogan commanded. He handed me the flashlight, then knelt. Very gingerly he began to pull the pile of boxes toward him, wedging himself against the stack so that they moved as one and didn’t topple over. “Now look. Do you see it?”


  He leaned back and shone the flashlight on the wall.


  Where the boxes had been was another door. Barely three feet high and not as wide, with a simple latch and hinges that had darkened to the same oaky color as the walls.


  “Wow,” I breathed. “How’d you find it?”


  “Just poking around the other night. There’s stuff in here, I swear no one’s touched it since Madeline died.” Rogan grinned. “No one knows about it but us. Here—”


  He undid the latch and pulled the door open, took the flashlight and shone it inside, then motioned at me.


  “Go in,” he urged. “I fixed it up. Go on, I’m right behind you.”


  I squatted, got onto my hands and knees, and crawled inside. I could see nothing clearly, but a moment later Rogan’s head bumped against me.


  “Keep going,” he said. “Once you get all the way in you can kneel; just watch your head. But it’s bigger than you think.”


  I laughed in delight, my heart beating fast, and crawled into the near-darkness. Something soft was under me; the flashlight moved wildly as Rogan turned and pulled the door closed behind us. I heard the soft thhkkk of a match being struck, and then Rogan lit a candle and set it into a blue glass he’d stolen from church.


  “That’s not safe,” I said.


  Rogan snorted and turned off the flashlight.


  “Voila,” he said.


  We were in a passage under the eaves. To one side, the ceiling slanted down to the floor. On the other side was a fretwork of wood and plaster lath. The wavering blue candlelight made it seem as though this wall was snow covered and moonlit. A neat pallet of Hudson Bay blankets lay on the floor, along with an ashtray and a pack of cigarettes.


  Also several books, including the copy of Tales from Shakespeare that had once been Madeline’s but which I had claimed years before, only to have it disappear.


  “Hey!” I grabbed the book and stared at the cover in disbelief, then smacked Rogan with it. “You stole this!”


  “Yeah, but I gave it back.” He flopped onto the blankets. “What do you think?”


  “It’s amazing.” I lay beside him and stared at the ceiling. “It’s like being in a boat.”


  “That’s right.” He turned toward me. “It’s the boat that saved us from drowning.”


  He kissed me, his mouth so much bigger than mine, and his hands; everything. When I grasped his shoulders it was like grabbing onto a ladder: I clambered on top of him and he slipped his hands beneath my flannel shirt.


  “It’s warm here,” he whispered. “We can be warm.”


  We took our shirts off, and for the first time drew ourselves together skin to skin, breast to breast. His flesh was as white and smooth as my own, all but hairless; his nipples small and flat above the long hollow of his waist and his hip bone’s sharp rise; his mouth bittersweet with nicotine and toothpaste. Everywhere I touched him was like finding myself in the dark. Rogan’s hands moved where mine would move. His murmurs echoed my own. The space around us was another, warmer skin, its reek of sex and sweat cut with the chalky scent of plaster and that intense, oddly evanescent balsam smell. We kept our jeans on, striving together until first Rogan came and then I did, straddling his thigh.


  Afterward we lay entwined. Small moons quivered all around us, blue and gold and silver, as the candle guttered in its glass.


  “Shhh,” I said, though neither of us had spoken. “Listen.” I pressed my hand on Rogan’s mouth and whispered, “Do you hear?”


  “Mice,” said Rogan. “They’re everywhere.”


  “That’s not mice.”


  From behind the wall came a faint tapping. Not scrabbling or scratching; more rhythmic. I sat up, my sweat cooling, and cocked my head.


  “It’s there.” I touched the wall with the flat of my hand—warily, as though it might burn me. “Can’t you hear it?”


  It sounded like drumming fingernails. Or sleet, if sleet could fall inside a house.


  Yet the sky had been cloudless.


  Rogan yawned. “It’s mice, Maddy.”


  The thought of mice made my bare flesh prickle. I snatched up my flannel shirt and started to pull it on.


  “Hey!” Rogan tugged my sleeve. “Don’t do that! I was looking.”


  “I’m cold. Well, not cold, but I don’t want mice crawling on me.”


  “How about this?”


  He pulled me toward him. I smacked him, not hard, and pretended to struggle. He pinned me to the floor, I kicked at the blankets as he laughed and tickled me.


  “Rogan! Don’t—”


  I kicked again. My aim went wild and my foot connected with the wall. I felt the wood buckle.


  Then, alarmingly, the wall pushed back.


  “Shit.” With all my strength I pushed Rogan away. “Damn it, look. I broke something.”


  One of the wood panels had come loose and fallen onto the blankets, leaving a gap as wide as my hand. I nudged the board with my foot, then froze.


  From inside the wall, light glimmered. Neither cold blue candle-flame nor an electric bulb; more like starlight, fractured and wavering yet also warm, as though embers had rained from the rafters. For an instant the rhythmic tapping fell silent. Then it started up again, louder now that the wall had been breached.


  And I could hear something else besides that soft strange pattering—a susurrus, sweet and high-pitched, like the sound that hunting swallows made in the twilight above Fairview’s lawns. I leaned, breathless, toward the opening. Rogan did the same. His arm circled me as our faces drew within inches of the gap.


  “Oh, Maddy,” he breathed. “Oh, Maddy, look.”


  Inside the wall was a toy theater, made of folded paper and gilt cardboard and scraps of brocade and lace. Curtains of scarlet tissue shrouded the proscenium. The stage floor was mottled yellow and green, as though to suggest a field starred with flowers. Thumbnailsized masks of Comedy and Tragedy hung from the proscenium arch, beneath a frieze of Muses that looked as though it had been painted with a single hair. Columns no bigger than a pencil rose to either side, and a dizzyingly intricate arrangement of trompe l’oeil cutouts and folded paper walls and arches made it seem as though the stage receded endlessly, into topiary gardens and ruined statuary, a fallen tower and snow-peaked mountains and, most distant of all, a beach of golden sand with a ruined ship silhouetted against a wintry sun. A row of tiny footlights burned at the edge of the apron, each light the size of a glowing matchhead, and there were loops of colored string that hung from the flies, so the curtains could be raised and flats or scrims lowered.


  There was even an orchestra pit.


  But no orchestra. No actors or stage manager or director.


  And no audience, save for Rogan and me. We craned our necks, trying to see it all.


  We couldn’t. The opening was too small.


  And the toy theater, tiny as it was, was too big. Rogan shook his head and gazed at me questioningly.


  “Mice,” I said.


  We both started laughing, our voices edging into hysteria. Rogan finally drew a shuddering breath and wiped his eyes. “How the hell did they get that in there?”


  “Jesus, I have no idea.” I rubbed my neck. “Who put it there? That’s what I want to know.”


  “Maybe they just stuck it inside. Or, you know, built it in pieces then assembled it.”


  I gave him a dubious look. “How?”


  “I dunno. How do they put ships in bottles? Maybe it was like that.”


  We both turned and peered back inside. The eerie rustling and tapping continued unabated, though nothing moved save the shadows cast by the diminutive footlights.


  “There’s lights in there,” I said flatly. “Those little lights? How come it doesn’t burn down? Who lit them?”


  Abruptly I felt sick. Rogan grew pale. He bit his lip, then reached to thrust his hand through the opening.


  “Don’t!” I stopped him, gasping, and shook my head. “Don’t.”


  “Why not?” demanded Rogan. But he sat up, crossed his arms, and stared at me. “Is it—”


  “I don’t know what it is. But.”


  I grabbed the fallen board and started to angle it back into place, then hesitated. Without looking at each other, we lowered our heads once more.


  It was all still there, the picture-frame proscenium and paint-spattered floor, gilt-and-cardboard mountains and tissue curtains and rows of paper columns stretching to an impossible distance beneath an impossible sunrise. For a long time we gazed at it, our cheeks touching, until finally I drew away.


  “We should go.” I felt a sudden pang. “If someone found it . . .”


  We looked at each other, our hair tangled, Rogan still shirtless. He nodded.


  Silently I replaced the panel, making certain we could remove it next time. Rogan blew out the candle and switched on his flashlight. We dressed; I grabbed my copy of Tales from Shakespeare, and we crept into the attic storeroom. I helped Rogan move the stacked boxes back into place against the wall, then followed him into his bedroom.


  We didn’t talk about what we had seen. I felt exalted but also subdued, near tears. Rogan went to the window and stared at the sky, twilit now, the sun a red disk above the Palisades and a shimmering strand of lights poised between the hill where Fairview stood and the nebulous glow of Manhattan, ten miles downriver.


  “It looks so far away,” he said at last.


  I crossed to stand beside him. “It’s not, really.”


  For a few minutes we remained there, watching until the sun disappeared behind the cliffs and the sky darkened to indigo. From a room below a television droned. I could smell roasting chicken and hear Michael talking on the phone. Rogan looked at me and smiled ruefully.


  “Latin?” he asked.


  We got our textbooks and went downstairs.


  ❖ ❖ ❖


  I STAYED FOR DINNER THAT NIGHT. MICHAEL WAS there—he was a high school senior that fall—and Thomas, who commuted to his first year at Fordham. And Aunt Pat, who’d arrived home from her job at Gimbels to get the chicken and potatoes in the oven. She was slight and briskly cheerful, her fair hair streaked with gray, her skin taut and lined from smoking.


  “Your mom says you’re doing well with all your classes,” she said as she handed me the string beans.


  “Yeah, pretty well, I guess.”


  “Not like Knucklehead here.” She looked fondly at her youngest son. “See if you can get it to rub off on him, will you, Maddy?”


  Michael made a crude face. “That shouldn’t be too hard.”


  Rogan kicked him under the table. “You—”


  Just then we all heard the front door open. Aunt Pat raised her eyebrows but said nothing. The rest of us straightened in our chairs, even Thomas, who had grown a beard when he started college and had yet to shave it. I paid great interest to my chicken, as I listened to the familiar sound of a briefcase being dropped, the door to the hall closet opening and closing, and then my uncle Richard’s tread across the foyer and into the dining room, a heavier echo of my own father’s footsteps.


  “Hello, everyone.”


  It was a big doorway, but my uncle filled it. Neither he nor my father was particularly tall. Both scanted six feet, both were wiry though strongly built, broad-shouldered, long-legged, with light-brown hair barely thinning from their foreheads.


  But, as the older twin, my uncle seemed to have absorbed the greater psychic mass. He was a bit grayer than my father, more worn about the face—like Aunt Pat, he was a heavy smoker—and more choleric. Seeing both twins in a crowded room, you might be hard put at first to tell them apart.


  But inevitably, your gaze would be drawn to my uncle. Even in daylight he appeared to stand half-shadowed, and no matter how animated he was, you were always conscious of something waiting, a coiled anticipation. It was only as I grew older that I realized this sense of expectation didn’t come from my uncle himself. It emanated from his children. Being in a room with his sons was like standing in a pen crammed with nervous horses. Their fear was palpable, and their mute hatred; their love.


  The older boys all resembled him. Only Rogan was different, with his flaming hair and uncanny sea-foam eyes. He looked like me, and like my father; as though the strange displacement that gave my uncle his somber weight cast a bright aura around his youngest child. In a crowded room with Rogan and me, you would always look at Rogan first.


  “How was your day?” asked Aunt Pat.


  “It was fine.” My uncle bent to kiss the top of her head, then set a big hand on my shoulder. “Hi, Maddy. You setting a good example for these reprobates?”


  “Trying to.” I smiled weakly.


  “Michael, you take care of those gutters like I asked you?”


  Michael nodded, staring at his plate. “Yup.”


  “Good.” My uncle’s gaze barely touched the other boys as he turned to go upstairs to change. “I’ll be down in a minute. Make me a drink, will you, Pat?” When he could be heard in the hall above us, everyone began to eat again.


  I left soon after, not waiting for Uncle Richard to return, or for dessert. When I looked at Rogan across the table, I felt as though I must give off sparks.


  And as I stood to go, I saw Michael staring at me.


  “Make sure she rubs off on you,” he called as Rogan walked me to the porch.


  “Fuck you,” said Rogan under his breath. Once we were outside, he bumped his forehead against mine. “Hey, I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”


  “Okay,” I said. “That was amazing. Up there . . .”


  I tilted my head toward the upper stories.


  Rogan grinned. “It was incredible.” He looked the way he did on Christmas morning.


  He went back inside, and I headed up the winding driveway. I’d gone about halfway when someone called out.


  “Maddy!”


  I turned. At the bottom of the hill, where the drive wound down to the carriage house, Aunt Kate stood and beckoned to me. “Come here!”


  I lifted my hand in a wave and walked down to meet her, my shoulders hunched against the chill night wind. Aunt Kate looked beautiful and exotic as always, in green lizard-skin boots and a russet swing coat, her cheeks pink with cold and a paisley scarf loosely knotted around her neck. Someone was with her, a tall figure I didn’t recognize; a man.


  No surprise there. Aunt Kate had never married, but she had a lot of male friends. This caused great consternation among her family, especially the women, who took it as a personal affront that Kate had a (presumably) active sex life, as well as an intellectual one. None of her friends were stockbrokers or lawyers or doctors, which might have made their presence slightly more palatable, or at least comprehensible; and most of them appeared to fall under some vaguely defined rubric that identified them as artists of one sort or another: men who had too much hair or none at all, men who gave a blank look when someone brought up the Mets, but who had visited slightly louche destinations, Tangiers or Nepal or London or San Francisco. They had often read the same books as Rogan and me and, despite the disparity in our ages, sometimes listened to the same music.


  This man, though, didn’t look like the others. He was tall and thin, with a long, angular, ascetic face, and black hair cut very short. He wore a pinstriped suit, with a white shirt open at the neck. No tie. I slowed my steps.


  But then Aunt Kate grasped the man’s arm with one hand, her emerald ring glinting in the darkness; and with her other hand grabbed mine.


  “So this is her?” The man looked at me and smiled. His dark eyes were kind, and amused. “The famous Madeline.”


  “Peter, I’d like you to meet my niece. Maddy, this is my friend Peter Sullivan. He’s going to be teaching you.”


  “Uh, hi.” We shook hands. I looked around, embarrassed and somewhat suspicious. A teacher?


  “Next month I’ll be teaching at St. Brendan’s,” explained Mr. Sullivan. “English. Taking over for Sister Alberta. You know she has breast cancer?”


  I shook my head, as disconcerted by the realization that nuns could get cancer as that I had just heard a man utter the word breast.


  “Oh, jeez. That’s terrible,” I said, then hastily added, “I mean that she’s sick, not that you’re a teacher.”


  “Madeline is extremely talented,” said Aunt Kate. I blushed, though I was pleased. I was accustomed to hearing my parents say those words in the same tone they used to describe Ookie Connell—He’s a little slow. “She and my nephew Rogan.”


  Mr. Sullivan cocked his head at Fairview. “Is he the one I hear singing?”


  Aunt Kate nodded. “Yes, that’s Rogan.”


  I stared at the ground, then glanced uneasily at Rogan’s house.


  Of course I knew people had heard Rogan sing. At night, he leaned out the window on purpose so his voice would carry. He’d sung at church.


  Yet, somehow, I’d never thought that a stranger might hear him; someone who might, however remotely, matter in the world beyond Arden Terrace.


  “He has an extraordinary voice,” Mr. Sullivan went on. “Does he take lessons?”


  “No, they won’t train them,” said Aunt Kate. She might have been referring to dogs that weren’t housebroken.


  Mr. Sullivan turned to me again. “What about you? Do you sing?”


  He looked so open and encouraging that I felt a sudden desolation. As though everything good that had happened in my life was all a mistake—Rogan, outgrowing my glasses, being smart at schoolwork. Even the memory of what we’d seen earlier in the hidden attic; even the memory of Rogan himself, his taste, his hands, and his warmth and his soft skin . . . it all seemed distant and unreal. As though I’d opened a wonderful present, only to be told it was meant for one of my older, prettier sisters, and not for me.


  “No,” I said. “I can’t sing.”


  Mr. Sullivan shrugged. “Hey, singing isn’t everything.” He smiled again.


  Aunt Kate touched his arm. “You go on in. I need to talk with Maddy for a minute.”


  “Nice to meet you, Maddy,” he said, and went into the carriage house.


  “Come with me,” my aunt said. “I left some things in the car.”


  I went with her into the garage beneath the carriage house, where her red Mustang was parked. She opened the back of the car, reached in, and handed me a bag from Gristede’s, then gathered her purse and another grocery bag. “Just bring that up for me, thanks. Did you have dinner yet?”


  “Yeah, with Rogan and everybody.”


  Aunt Kate wrinkled her nose. “Roast chicken?”


  “It was good.”


  “It’s the only thing they ever eat.”


  “They have turkey at Thanksgiving.”


  Aunt Kate sighed. “That’s just a big chicken.”


  We walked out of the garage and climbed the rickety stairway up to the carriage house door. In the uppermost window shone the ghost light that my aunt kept burning, day or night. Above Fairview a full moon was just beginning to rise. Aunt Kate stopped, halfway up the steps, and looked at me.


  “Listen, Maddy. I have something to tell you. I got tickets to take you and Rogan to see Two Gentlemen of Verona.”


  I looked at her blankly. “Who?”


  “The play,” she said. “By Shakespeare. A musical version; it’s supposed to be very good.”


  “A play?”


  “Yes. A play. On Broadway. It’s at the St. James Theatre. Your birthdays are next week, I thought this would be fun.”


  I had never seen a play. Neither had Rogan. Nor, as far as I know, had any of our siblings or cousins. There had always been trips to the city, for baseball games and the circus and the Thanksgiving Day Parade, Christmas windows at Macy’s, Radio City Music Hall and the Rockettes, Easter Mass at St. Patrick’s Cathedral.


  But a play?


  “Really?” I said. “Me and Rogan?”


  “Yes, really.” She sounded angry. “And I haven’t told your parents yet, so don’t mention it until I’ve had the chance.”


  “I won’t, I swear. Really?” I shook my head, then laughed. “I can’t believe it.”


  “Neither can I.”


  She turned once more, her boots clattering up the stairs. At the top, she stopped again.


  In the brilliant moonlight her face looked drawn, even gaunt. There were glints of silver at the roots of her sleek black hair. The beringed hands holding the Gristede’s bag were crisscrossed with blue veins, and beneath the skin the bones of her fingers looked clawlike.


  I had never before thought about how old she was, or even how she was related to me. She was a Tierney by birth. But she wasn’t my father’s sister, and she had never seemed old enough to be a great-aunt, like Aunt Margaret or Aunt Bella.


  But now she looked old. Not ancient; just worn and tired. And resolute.


  “Thank you, Maddy.” She set her bag down outside the door, then reached for mine. “We have tickets for next Friday. I’ll talk to everyone over the weekend.”


  “What if they say no?”


  “I’ll kidnap you.” She smiled. “But they won’t. Just don’t make a big deal out of it, all right?”


  “They’re the ones who make a big deal out of it.” I kicked at a step and looked back at Fairview. “Why? Why is it such a big goddamn deal? Why do they even care?”


  Aunt Kate hesitated.


  “They don’t care,” she finally said. “You know why? Because they have no talent. None of them—none of Madeline’s children. Or, well, maybe they did, and she was just so vain and selfish she never encouraged any of them. She was insufferable. And once she stopped acting, all she cared about was money. After Rosco died, during the Depression—all she did was buy up real estate. Like it mattered—”


  She gestured fiercely at Madeline’s mansion. “As though any of this mattered. This—stuff. But that was all her children cared about. And when their children were born, your father and Richard and the rest, their parents never encouraged them, either. Rogan’s father, Richard—he had a beautiful voice. Did you know that?”


  I blinked in surprise. “No.”


  “Of course not.” Aunt Kate laughed bitterly. “How would you? He never sang; it died on the vine. All those children, all those cousins—just like you and all your cousins, Maddy—and there was Richard with this voice. I used to listen to him—he’d sing when he was in the bathroom, it was the only place anyone was ever alone. ‘Where or When . . .’ ”


  She rubbed her eyes. “He never knew I was there. And after a little while I never heard him sing again.”


  “Did they—do something to him?”


  “No, of course not.” She shrugged dismissively. “But talent—if you don’t encourage it, if you don’t train it, it dies. It might run wild for a little while, but it will never mean anything. Like a wild horse. If you don’t tame it and teach it to run on a track, to pace itself and bear a rider, it doesn’t matter how fast it is. It’s useless. And this family?”


  She crossed her arms and stared at Fairview. “They have no use for ‘useless.’ If you can’t make money, forget it.”


  “But actors make money. Madeline was famous. People on Broadway—they make money.”


  “That’s not what your father or your uncle would call money, Maddy. Chump change. But it’s not the money that matters. They lost faith. Madeline lost faith, and so the rest of them never had any.”


  She turned to gaze to where the woods crept up against the edge of the lawn—thin birches and sumac and a few old elm trees, all leafless now and black against the violet sky—then lifted her face toward the moon.


  “You could say there were religious differences,” she said.


  The door opened, and Mr. Sullivan peered out. “Do you need help bringing things in?”


  Aunt Kate shook her head. “Thank you, Peter, no. We were just saying good-bye.”


  She stepped inside with the groceries.


  “I’ll see you in a few weeks, Maddy,” said Mr. Sullivan, and he closed the door.


  I walked slowly back to my house. A light was on in Rogan’s window, and I tried to hear his voice in my head, to will him to appear and sing.


  But even in my imagination I couldn’t give voice to anything that sounded like him. I reached the street and saw my own house, its windows bright and the television blaring from the living room, my mother calling upstairs to my sister. I pulled Rogan’s jacket tight around me and went home.


  ❖ ❖ ❖


  ROGAN CALLED ME EARLY THE NEXT MORNING.


  “I’m not gonna be around this weekend.” He sounded bereft. “I have to go with my parents to see John at Holy Cross. We won’t be back till tomorrow night.”


  “Oh, God.” I stretched the phone cord as far as it would go and looked out the front window, down to his house. “Are you downstairs?”


  “Yeah.” There was a fitful motion in a dark window. “Can you see me?”


  “Yeah.” I told him about going to the theater with Aunt Kate. “You think they’ll say yes?”


  “Yours probably will.”


  This was true. My parents’ attitude in most things was one of benign neglect. Or perhaps it was just fatigue, spiking into occasional rages of guilt-fueled retribution for minor infractions, a bad grade, or the expression of an imprudent political view.


  “Well, maybe she’ll tell them first. That’d make it easier for you.”


  “Maybe.” He sounded grim. “I gotta go. I’ll call you when I get back.”


  I spent the day in a funk. The weather was glorious; my friend Nancy called to see if I wanted to go shopping but I said no. All I could think of was Rogan, all I wanted to think of was Rogan, and what we’d seen in the secret attic above Fairview. I paced the house, restless and angry, avoiding my mother (who would have put me to work) and picking fights with my sisters, until late afternoon when my father returned home from playing golf.


  “I’m going to five o’clock Mass.” He announced this every Saturday as though it were news. “Anyone want to come?”


  “I will.”


  My father looked at me with mild surprise. Since Rogan had stopped singing in church, I attended the sloths’ Mass at noon on Sunday. “Well, get ready,” he said.


  An idea had come to me. I sat in church and worked out the details, then rode home with my father.


  “Rogan went with Uncle Richard and Aunt Pat to see John at college,” I said.


  My father looked absently out the car window. “Yes, I know.”


  I made my voice sound as casual as possible. “Do you know if Michael and Thomas went?”


  “No, I don’t, dear.” My father frowned. “Well, yes, they might have. I think they did; I think Pat said they were going to stay with the Garlands.”


  I nodded, holding my breath in case he wondered why I’d asked. But he said nothing more.


  Early Sunday morning my father went to play golf again. I slouched around the house till my mother and sisters left for church. Then I pulled on Rogan’s jacket and hurried across the street to Fairview. I walked as quickly as I could down the drive, hoping I wouldn’t run into my aunt. Not that she would have questioned why I was there, or cared.


  But I didn’t want to see anyone. I darted onto the porch, pulled open the great oaken front door, and slipped into the foyer, closing the door carefully behind me.


  It was the first time I’d ever been in Fairview when no one was home. The rugs and old furniture made it look more like a shabby museum than a house where people lived. Golden sun streamed through the downstairs windows, but did nothing to warm the place. It was spooky and silent and cold. I felt uneasy, even frightened, with none of the exhilaration I felt when Rogan and I did something forbidden. I stood at the foot of the broad curved staircase, shivering, and watched my breath cloud the air.


  “Hello?” I called out softly. No one was there.


  I went upstairs. When I reached the third floor my anxiety faded somewhat, though as I walked into Rogan’s room, I didn’t feel the relief I’d expected. Without him, the old nursery looked impossibly, almost cruelly barren and sad. It was even colder than downstairs. There was a glass of water next to the unmade bed, a flashlight, a notebook I prodded with my foot. Rogan’s school clothes were strewn across the floor, corduroy trousers and a new jacket, dirty socks and T-shirts.


  I picked up a flannel shirt and brought it to my face. It smelled of Rogan, smoky, slightly acrid. It smelled warm. I removed my jacket and my own shirt, and pulled on his. I closed the door to his room, got the flashlight and turned it on, and went into the outer attic.


  I stepped gingerly between cardboard boxes until I reached the back wall. I balanced the flashlight as best I could, then began to pull out the stack of cartons. Once or twice it nearly toppled onto me, and I swore under my breath until I could get everything back into place. Finally I moved the cartons enough that I could unlatch the hidden door and open it enough for me to slip inside. I pulled the door closed behind me and shone the flashlight across the narrow space.


  Everything was as we’d left it, blankets in disarray and the few books scattered. The loose board hadn’t budged. I leaned the flashlight against the door, knelt, and folded the blankets and stacked the books; retrieved the flashlight and turned it off, and sat cross-legged in the darkness.


  Silence. I held my breath as long as I could, and listened. But there was still nothing.


  “Rogan,” I whispered.


  I lay down on the blankets, pulled up the flannel shirt until it covered my face. I breathed in his scent, squeezed my eyes tightly shut even though there was nothing to see. I found the place where the blankets still smelled of us, murmured his name, and tried to bring back the sound of Rogan singing, his voice strung between us like the glimmering thread that stretched from Arden Terrace to the city. Only the faintest echo of it came to me; but when it did, there was an instant when I imagined I saw Rogan moving beneath me, darker even than the room, darker than anything; the shadow of the song.


  I shuddered and lay without moving, my tear-streaked face pressed against his shirt. Minutes passed. I listened to my heartbeat slow. Then I heard another sound.


  It was the same rhythmic tapping I’d heard the other day with Rogan, the same oddly surging whistle, like wind or waves. I pulled my shirt down, wriggled forward until I could touch the wall. I pried my fingers under the board until it came loose, set it down, and looked through the opening.


  At first I thought my vision was blurred. The toy theater was exactly where I’d last seen it—perhaps four inches from the wall, lit by those same unearthly footlights.


  But now the stage seemed distorted and unsteady, as if it were underwater. I rubbed my eyes, squinting to get a better view, then sucked my breath in. Snow was falling. Not everywhere. Only behind the proscenium, on the tiny stage itself.


  Not real snow. Fake snow.


  And not white but silver and palest blue, finer than any glitter I had ever seen, finer than salt or powder, like something that would flake from the most microscopic shining matter you could imagine: glitter’s glitter. It sifted onto the stage floor and whirled in tiny eddies, as though stirred by tiny unseen feet, and where it fell too near the footlights there were infinitesimal flares of gold and scarlet, and the most delicate fragrance, roses mingled with scorched sugar.


  I stared at it entranced, barely registering the shift in light toward the back of the stage where the topiary trees, now crystalline and opal-colored, gave way to knife-edged mountains and a snow-covered beach beneath a night sky, with a full moon snared in the rigging of a spectral shipwreck and a fluttering shadow like a moth’s moving slowly, as though injured, across the white dunes. All the while the tapping continued, and that soft insistent whistle, like a steady indrawn breath.


  Without thinking, I lifted my hand and extended it through the gap in the wall. I stretched it toward the stage just beyond the apron, until my fingers gleamed silver-blue in the footlights. I felt no cold, no heat. Just a faint tingling like a mild electrical shock, as though hair-sized needles stabbed my fingertips. I waited to see if anything changed, if something noticed my intrusion.


  Nothing did. The fake snow fell and drifted and whirled. The weird noises didn’t stop.


  Finally I withdrew my hand. It was unmarked, and felt no different when I rubbed it against my cheek.


  But suddenly I felt scared—that I didn’t feel anything. That something so strange and inexplicable could leave no lasting mark, no trace that I had encountered it at all: not a scratch, not a shift in body temperature, nothing but a fleeting memory of sound and light and motion.


  I shoved the board back into place, then scrambled in the dark for the flashlight. I stumbled back into the outer attic, knocked over a carton, and sat, heart hammering, as I listened for a shout of discovery from below.


  But the house remained empty. I lurched from the attic into Rogan’s room and blinked, shocked to see that it was still daylight.


  The alarm clock read 1:05. I tore off his flannel shirt and flung it onto the floor, pulled my own shirt back on, and grabbed my jacket and fled downstairs. I ran into no one in the house, no one outside, and no one when I got back to my house.


  ❖ ❖ ❖


  “YOUR AUNT KATE WANTS TO TAKE YOU TO SEE A show,” my mother announced at dinner that night.


  I feigned surprise. “A show?”


  She nodded. “A Broadway show. Something by Shakespeare. The Merchant of Venice, I think.”


  I caught myself before I corrected her. “Can I go?”


  “I don’t see why not. It’s for your birthday. And it’s Friday, so it’s not a school night. She wanted to take Rogan, too, I think. Hal? Is it all right with you?”


  She looked at my father. He swallowed his mouthful of baked potato, then said, “Yes, Kate mentioned it. She said she’d take you to dinner at Rosoff’s beforehand.”


  I said, “That’ll be fun.”


  “Make sure you wear something nice,” said my mother.


  I didn’t get a chance to talk to Rogan until the following afternoon. It was our fifteenth birthday, but we’d already decided not to make a big deal out of it. Nobody else was, except for Aunt Kate. He was waiting for me in the school parking yard.


  “Wait’ll you see what I got,” he said as we walked down the hill toward Arden Terrace. “Un-fucking-believable. In-fucking-credible.”


  “What?”


  “John gave me his old sound system. He has a new roommate this year, this guy Jeff. He’s got an amazing stereo so John said I could have his.”


  “For your birthday?”


  “Nah, he didn’t even remember that till I told him. But isn’t that cool?”


  I smiled. “It’s great.”


  “And dig this—this guy Jeff, he gave me a bunch of albums. I listened to some last night. It’s wild stuff, Maddy.”


  He swayed back and forth, singing snatches of a song I didn’t recognize. He laughed. “Man, I am so psyched.”


  We reached the bottom of the hill and turned down the road that led to Arden Terrace. Acorns rolled underfoot, hidden by the yellow leaves banked against the curb. Rogan grabbed a handful and tossed them across the road.


  “Did Aunt Kate talk to your parents?” I said.


  “Not yet.”


  “Maybe she did today.”


  “Maybe,” he said, unconcerned.


  We reached Fairview. I still hadn’t told him about sneaking into the attic the day before. Upstairs, Rogan kicked at the door to Michael’s room, to make sure no one was inside.


  “Come here,” said Rogan, and pulled me to him. We kissed in the hallway, then went into Rogan’s room and closed the door. “Check this out, Maddy.” The turntable sat on the floor by the wall. Rogan began sorting through a small pile of records beside it.


  “Here,” he said.


  He put the record on the turntable and handed me the sleeve. It showed a cartoon of a subway entrance, with pink smoke welling up from the black tunnel.


  “What—”


  Rogan put his hand over my mouth. “Shhh. Listen.”


  He played me two songs about a girl named Jane.


  “That’s us, Maddy,” he said when the songs were over. “Our lives were saved by rock and roll.”


  I gave him a funny look. “That’s more like your life. I can’t sing.”


  “It’s both of us.” He grabbed my arm and dragged me toward the attic door. “Come on, Mad-girl—”


  Afterward we lay side by side in the dark. Rogan pried the board loose and we gazed at the glimmering stage, our own tiny cosmos. There was no snow this time. Wherever the stage was, whatever it was supposed to represent, it seemed to be the middle of the night. The footlights cast a flickering cobalt glow across the stage.


  I told Rogan what I had seen the day before. Snow; a full moon.


  “Do you think there’s anyone there?” he wondered, and stroked my back. “That we can’t see?”


  “I don’t know.”


  I touched my fingers to his lips, then kissed him. I was afraid to guess at what might be there, beyond the tiny stage; afraid to give a name to what we saw there, just as I couldn’t give a name to what I felt for my cousin.


  Magic; love.


  Endless longing; a face you’d known since childhood, since birth almost; a body that moved as though it were your own. These were things you never spoke of, things you never hoped for; things you could never admit to. Things you’d die for, and die of.


  “Rogan,” I whispered.


  “What?” He turned to me, and his eyes gleamed peacock-blue in the footlights. “Maddy? Why are you crying?”


  “Nothing. Rogan.” He put his arms around me and I trembled. “Just you.”


  ❖ ❖ ❖


  ROGAN’S PARENTS DIDN’T MAKE A BIG DEAL OVER him going to the play.


  “They didn’t care,” he said a few days later. “They’re going out Friday anyway. All they said was don’t get lost in the city.”


  “Maybe because it’s Aunt Kate? Or Shakespeare.”


  “Yeah, maybe.” He sounded unconvinced.


  After school on Friday we changed for the theater. I wore a long granny skirt and embroidered blouse and a macrame vest, and my new Frye boots. Rogan put on a clean flannel shirt and a different corduroy jacket than the one he’d worn to school that day.


  We walked together from Fairview down the drive to Aunt Kate’s house. It felt different: the two of us together in the waning daylight, wearing what passed for nice clothes, with a common destination and our parents’ approval. Inside the carriage house, Aunt Kate hurried about, looking for her purse, the tickets, her expensive lipstick. She looked elegant—glamorous—in black velvet cigarette pants and a cream-colored silk blouse, a cropped bolero jacket. She wore no jewelry other than her emerald ring. Suddenly she stopped and stared at me.


  “Maddy.” Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t you have a coat?”


  I shrugged. “Just that yellow one. It didn’t really go.”


  Aunt Kate winced. “That thing from Sears? You’re right. That’s an awful coat.”


  She stood, thinking; then turned and ran upstairs. Minutes later she returned, holding what looked like a blanket.


  “Here.” She opened the door, walked out onto the top of the stairs, and shook the blanket vigorously. “This has been in storage all these years, I just had it dry-cleaned this summer. See if it fits.”


  She stepped back inside and handed it to me. Not a blanket but a long cape, of royal-blue velvet lined with white satin, with three gold buttons at the top to fasten it.


  “That was your great-grandmother’s opera cape,” Aunt Kate said as I pulled it on. “Madeline used to wear it after every performance. Wait—”


  She adjusted it over my shoulders, then buttoned it. “Those are real gold. Wow. Maddy! It fits. It looks great. Utterly glamorous. Go look at yourself,” she urged.


  I walked into the living room and stood before the big old mirror there. Someone else stared back, me but not me. The deep-blue velvet made my hair look glossy chestnut, not mousy. My eyes seemed to have darkened as well, to midnight blue or indigo. I put my arm out and whirled, the folds rippling around me like waves.


  “Holy Batcape, Batman,” said Rogan.


  I turned to him. “What do you think? Am I glamorous?”


  “It looks fantastic. Can I try it on?”


  “No,” said Aunt Kate. “We need to go, the train’s in twenty minutes. Come on—”


  Rosoff’s, the restaurant where we ate, was warm and wood paneled, crowded with theatergoers and filled with Broadway memorabilia—ancient photographs, old etchings, framed faded Playbills.


  “It’s like eating in my house,” said Rogan. I couldn’t tell if this was a complaint or not. “Better food, though.”


  He’d ordered the chicken.


  After dinner we walked to the St. James Theatre. Our seats were Orchestra, Row E, Center.


  “This is where the drama critics always sit,” Aunt Kate explained. “Best seats in the house. You’re close enough to see the actors sweat and spit when they talk.”


  Rogan laughed. “Hey, that’s glamorous.”


  “It’s work, Rogan.” Aunt Kate delicately balanced her Playbill on a velvet-clad knee. “If the actors are good enough, you don’t mind seeing their sweat.”


  “What about their spit?” asked Rogan. “Do I have to like their spit, too?”


  Aunt Kate frowned and began to read her program. Rogan and I did the same.


  “Hey.” He jabbed a finger at the cast list. “The guy who wrote this is the same guy who wrote Hair! Maybe they’ll take their clothes off.”


  We looked at Aunt Kate with renewed admiration.


  The play was perfect. How could it have been otherwise? It was the first one either of us had ever seen, barring school productions at Christmas and St. Patrick’s Day. The script was bowdlerized Shakespeare, the music cheerful and relentlessly contemporary. There were black people in the cast, and Puerto Ricans—an astonishing revelation—also sexual innuendos that seemed to be inherent to the original play.


  Our admiration for Aunt Kate, and Shakespeare, became immeasurable.


  After the play, we spilled onto the street with throngs of happily chattering people. I felt not just exhilarated but exalted, the way I did when Rogan sang. He sang now, a tune from the show he’d already memorized, walking along Broadway and turning on his heels, his voice rising above the crowd in a charmed, eerie falsetto. People looked at him in wonder and delight, his beautiful face and long hair, eyes closed as he walked backward, certain somehow that he wouldn’t fall.


  We talked about the play the whole way back on the train, then in Aunt Kate’s car.


  “I don’t want it to stop,” said Rogan as we walked out of the garage beneath her carriage house. He didn’t sound disappointed, but anguished. “Why does it have to end?”


  Aunt Kate dropped her keys into her purse. “Well, it doesn’t. I got tickets next week for Butley.”


  Rogan and I looked at each other, then burst out laughing.


  “Thank you!”


  “Jesus, Aunt Kate, really?”


  “Shhh!” She cut us off sternly. “Hush. I haven’t spoken to them yet. But yes. Good night, Rogan.”


  She kissed him, then beckoned at me. “Come upstairs, Maddy. That cape stays here.”


  I waved good-bye at Rogan. His voice echoed through the chill air until he entered Fairview, and the autumn night grew silent.


  Inside I took off the cape and gave it back to my aunt, who folded it carefully then went upstairs. I stood in the living room, alone, and looked at the framed photographs of my great-great-grandmother on the wall. Madeline as Rosalind, her hair cropped short so she resembled a sly boy; Madeline as Gwendolen in The Importance of Being Earnest, a wicked glint in her eye as she pretended to read her diary. Madeline as Anya in The Cherry Orchard; as Mrs. Pinchwife, Cordelia, and Cleopatra, and the title character in Major Barbara.


  She looked different in each picture. Recognizably herself yet somehow, remarkably, older or younger or cunning or heartbroken by turns. Her adult career had been prolific but short-lived. The pictures displayed an eternal ingenue, an eternal boy-girl: Rosalind and Viola but never Hedda Gabler; never Lady Macbeth. There were no photographs of her as an old woman.


  I turned and slowly walked over to the mirror. Whatever enchantment I had felt or carried earlier when I’d worn the cape and sat inside the theater was gone now. I looked like an ordinary fifteen-year-old girl wearing new boots that were already scuffed, and clothes from Sears and Gimbels.


  “Okay, that’s squared away,” called Aunt Kate. “We can get it out again next weekend.”


  I looked over to see my aunt coming down the stairs.


  “I’m not glamorous,” I said. I didn’t feel sad, just resigned. “Rogan is more glamorous than I am. Everyone is.”


  My aunt walked over to stand beside me at the mirror. She pulled a stray wisp of hair behind my ear and stared at our reflections.


  “Rogan’s not glamorous.”


  “How can you even say that?” I looked away so she wouldn’t see tears in my eyes. “He’s so beautiful. And what you said about talent—he has that voice . . . “


  “No, Maddy. Beauty isn’t glamour. It’s not the same thing at all.” She stroked my hair. “Do you know what glamour means?”


  “Beautiful.” I spat the word. “Perfect, talented—”


  “That’s not what it means, Madeline.” She shook her head. “Glamour—it has the same root as the word grammar. It is a kind of knowledge, of learning. That means it’s something that can be taught. It can be learned.”


  She put her hands on my shoulders and straightened them. “Your great-great-grandmother wasn’t beautiful, Maddy.”


  “Gee, thanks. Since I’m supposed to look like her.”


  “You’re actually much prettier than she was,” said Aunt Kate. “You have beautiful eyes, your skin’s cleared up. And you’re taller. She was quite petite; these days you need to be tall. And your teeth are much better—she never had her teeth fixed.”


  “That’s not grammar,” I said sullenly. “None of that is stuff I learned.”


  “No. But you can learn other things. Words, how to speak and walk. How to make your voice carry. Diction.”


  “That sounds horrible.”


  “Think of it like this: you’re building a house, a beautiful house, a little bit at a time out of all these things—your voice, your body, your memory, how you move. If you do it right, if you put all the elements together, something happens. Something comes to live in that space you’ve made, inside you. Then you go onstage and people see it. They see you, but they also see this other—thing—that you’ve created. That you’ve built, that you’re inside of.”


  “Oh, right,” I said. “Like now I’m a goddamn carpenter.”


  She laughed. “It’s like Latin, Maddy. That’s grammar, too. But you studied it and learned it and now you’re good at it. Your mind is attuned to it. You have a gift.” She turned me so that I looked at her squarely. “You have talent.”


  “Not like Rogan.”


  “Rogan is talented, yes.” She sounded impatient. “But the tail wags the dog with him.”


  “I don’t even know what means.”


  She sighed. “It’s late. You’d better get home; we need to stay in everyone’s good graces.”


  I walked to the door, contrite. “Thanks, Aunt Kate. It was great—it was the best time I ever had.”


  “It’s only going to get better,” she said, and kissed me good night. At home I went into the living room and found the enormous old dictionary that had been my grandfather’s. I opened it to glamour and read a definition similar to what Aunt Kate had told me; but also something else.


  
    
      
        
          	
            A corruption of GRAMMAR, meaning GRAMARYE.

            1. An enchantment or spell; an illusion of beauty.

          
        

      
    

  


  I set the book down and looked out the window. In Aunt Kate’s carriage house a single lamp burned, and in Rogan’s window as well. Ghost lights; gramarye.


  I turned the light off in the living room and went upstairs to bed.


  ❖ ❖ ❖


  WE DIDN’T JUST SEE BUTLEY. OVER THE NEXT FEW weeks, Rogan and I saw Pippin and Measure for Measure and A Street-car Named Desire and Jumpers and A Little Night Music. We went on Friday nights, and sometimes Saturday, and even weekend matinees. A few times Mr. Sullivan accompanied us, along with Aunt Kate.


  This was embarrassing at first, and neither Rogan nor I ever mentioned it to our parents. We still couldn’t figure out what had happened—did Aunt Kate lie to them? Had they undergone some weird middle-aged conversion? Had they all gone senile?


  But, no, Aunt Kate made no secret of what we were doing. She asked for permission each time, always announcing we’d go to Rosoff’s first for dinner, or for lunch if it was a matinee. Our parents remained as intransigent as ever otherwise; Rogan’s even more so, as his grades, never good, had gotten worse. He’d snuck off twice to hang out with the band fronted by his brother’s friend Derek, something I got furious about when he told me.


  “They’ll kill you if they find out.” We were in the secret attic, naked. Rogan had gotten some condoms from Derek, which was how I came to learn about the band rehearsals. “That is so stupid, Rogan.”


  “Don’t you start.” He drew away from me. “Stupid. I know, I’m a fucking retard.”


  “Shut up.” I pulled him back toward me and kissed him. His mouth was liquid, his breath pungent with hashish: another gift from Derek. “Don’t ever say that. You’re brilliant.”


  It had become more difficult for us to get time together alone—we were with Aunt Kate most of our free time. And my parents made it clear that they didn’t want me constantly at Fairview.


  “I want you to spend time with your friends,” my mother said.


  “Rogan’s my friend.”


  My mother gave me a keen look. “He’s your cousin, Maddy.” I knew it was a warning.


  Now, in the attic, I rolled on top of him. My head bumped the ceiling, and plaster fragments rained onto us.


  “Be careful,” murmured Rogan. “Let’s look . . .”


  He gently tugged the board loose so we could peer inside the wall. It never changed—or no, the stage changed every time we looked at it, the footlights glimmering green or cobalt or vermilion, the backdrops shifting as well to signal dawn, or late afternoon, midsummer or deepest winter. Sometimes it snowed; sometimes by some trick of the light the stage seemed slashed with rain or sleet. Once we heard odd chirping strings, like a cricket orchestra, and once a crackling that I realized must be the rattle of a tiny thunder sheet.


  But the toy theater itself never changed. The proscenium with its paired masks and delicate frieze of languid Muses; the gauzy red curtains, bound in place with gilt thread—day to day, week to week, all remained unaltered. The invisible audience rustled and sighed, the invisible actors moved, if they moved at all, in steps unknown to my cousin and me.


  It was late October. One Monday we arrived at school to find that Mr. Sullivan was now an English teacher. Sister Alberta had gone into St. Joseph’s Hospital for treatment.


  “Will she be back?” a girl asked.


  Mr. Sullivan smiled wistfully. “I don’t know. I hope so.”


  “I don’t,” said another girl, and everyone laughed.


  Immediately, Mr. Sullivan became an object of much speculation. He was handsome, though maybe not as good-looking as Mr. Becker, who also taught English, and who was rumored to smoke pot.


  But Mr. Sullivan was mysterious. He had been in the seminary—why hadn’t Rogan and I known that?—and he’d also been an actor, with a small recurring part as Dr. Burke on One Life to Live. He’d been in a commercial for Irish Spring soap, a commercial that still aired and which I’d seen at least a dozen times.


  “Why didn’t you tell us?” demanded Rogan after class one day, when Mr. Sullivan admitted that, yes, that was him in the commercial, him in the boat, wearing a tweed walking cap and speaking with a brogue so patently false I was ashamed for him.


  “You didn’t ask,” said Mr. Sullivan mildly. “And I can’t play favorites in school.”


  We’d noted that already, when we tried in vain to get him to change the curriculum for Freshman English.


  “These books,” said Rogan. He began to tick them off on his fingers. “Billy Budd. The Catcher in the Rye. A Separate Peace. Romeo and Juliet.


  Lord of the Flies. Every single ninth-grade book, everyone dies! It’s depressing.”


  Mr. Sullivan tipped his head. “Good point. But you still have to read them.”


  “Why?” Rogan stared at him challengingly, almost belligerently. “Can you give me one good goddamn reason why?”


  “Enough,” snapped Mr. Sullivan. “Everyone, get out your copies of The Diary of Anne Frank.”


  Rogan’s defiance bled into our trips to the city as well. We were with Aunt Kate on the train back home after seeing The Country Wife. Aunt Kate was seated, reading The New Yorker. Rogan and I were goofing around, swinging on the poles by the train doors. As the train approached the 125th Street Station, a small group of people gathered around us, waiting to get out.


  The train stopped. The little crowd stepped out onto the platform.


  So did Rogan.


  I gaped in disbelief. He took a step backward, grinning broadly, and as the doors closed gave me a little wave and mouthed Bye-bye.


  “Holy shit,” I said.


  The train pulled out of the station. Aunt Kate looked up, eyebrows raised. “What?”


  “Rogan.” I pointed uselessly at the platform disappearing behind us. “He—”


  I collapsed, laughing hysterically, onto the floor of the train.


  Aunt Kate was not amused. “That brainless idiot,” she fumed, nostrils white with rage. “Getting off in Harlem in the middle of the night?”


  “It’s only eleven,” I protested. She looked daggers at me.


  “Don’t you say a word. Did you put him up to it?”


  “No!”


  At the next stop she dragged me from the train onto the platform. We waited, hardly speaking, for the next southbound train. It was a short distance between Melrose and 125th Street, but there were few trains that late at night. I began to grow anxious.


  “Should we call the police?” I asked.


  “And say what? That there’s a white boy wandering around Harlem?”


  By the time we got a train and it stopped at 125th Street, nearly an hour had passed. Aunt Kate grabbed me again and yanked me onto the platform.


  There, sitting sheepishly on a bench, was Rogan. Beside him sat a tall black woman, dressed as elegantly as my aunt, her hands crossed resolutely on one knee as she stared straight ahead. I couldn’t tell if she was a young woman whose hair had turned prematurely white, or an old woman who had drunk from the same Fountain of Youth as Aunt Kate.


  As my aunt approached her, the woman stood. “I take it this is your young man?” Aunt Kate nodded. “I found him roaming the street like a chicken with its head cut off.”


  The woman gave Rogan a severe look, then lightly cuffed his long red hair. “Better for him if that was cut off. He said he was interested in the night life.”


  She and Aunt Kate regarded each other measuringly. I felt the same jaw-dropping disbelief as when Rogan had stepped from the carriage: this woman and my aunt knew each other.


  But then a voice boomed across the platform, announcing the arrival of the next northbound train.


  “Thank you very much,” said Aunt Kate. She nodded respectfully.


  “I’m just glad I happened by,” the woman said. She waited until the train stopped at the platform, smiled, and left.


  Aunt Kate pointed at Rogan. “You. Stand up and get on that train. No more nonsense.”


  “Did you see anything?” I whispered to Rogan as the train pulled away.


  “Not really. A little.” He turned to stare longingly at the streets below us, desolate and windswept, a few solitary figures hurrying along the sidewalk. “It was cool. Next time I’m staying.”


  The announcement for the school play went up the following Monday. Rogan and I were walking down the hall, when we saw a few people gathered in front of the bulletin board outside the English Department.


  “Bad news, bro,” someone said to Rogan. “It’s not a musical.”


  I glanced at Rogan. His jaw tightened, his face froze into a mask of resignation and suppressed anger so intense that, without thinking, I touched his arm. He shrugged me off and pushed through the group to look at the audition sheet.


  St. Brendan’s Sock & Buskin Club


  Annual Play Tryouts for


  TWELFTH NIGHT, or What You Will


  by William Shakespeare


  Friday, November 12, 3:00


  See Mr. Sullivan for details


  “Twelfth Night.” I felt a swell of excitement, despite Rogan’s disappointment. “That’s the one about the twins.”


  “Shakespeare,” said Rogan in disgust. “Who the hell does Shakespeare in high school?”


  “But you like Shakespeare.” I looked at him as though he’d forgotten my name. “That’s why you stole my book!”


  “Romeo and Juliet. I fucking hate that play.”


  “This isn’t Romeo and Juliet. This is the one with the twins—”


  “They all have twins,” said Rogan. But he sounded less dismissive. “Twelfth Night is the shipwreck, right?”


  I nodded, and his expression softened. He glanced around to make sure no one saw, then touched my hand. “Yeah, I remember. I always liked that one.”


  “Twins.” My excitement deepened. “Rogan, we could be the main parts! Because we really could be twins, they wouldn’t have to make us up, we already look alike—”


  “Yeah, yeah, you’re right.” He nodded thoughtfully. “That could be cool. You’d have to get your hair cut. And do something about the color . . .”


  The bell rang. The corridor filled with students rushing to class.


  “We should practice,” I said. “For the audition. I’ll find a copy at my house or your place. There has to be one somewhere.”


  “Yeah, well, good luck finding anything in that shithole,” he said. “I gotta go.”


  That afternoon I ransacked my house for a copy of the play. We only knew the story from Madeline’s old edition of Tales from Shakespeare, with Arthur Rackham’s pretty, fairy-tale evocations of winsome lovers and thwarted rulers.


  The copy I eventually found seemed a relic from another world entirely: a once-sturdy, extremely ugly high school edition that had once belonged to my father, with cursory annotations to the text explaining the action though not the more unsavory jokes. The book had a pukey green cover and no illustrations, save a black-and-white frontispiece of a mincing, Mephistophelean figure in a stiff ruff and pointy shoes. Malvolio, I guessed, the vain Puritanical steward who becomes the victim of a cruel practical joke. Someone—my father?—had defaced the picture, adding glasses, a Hitler mustache, and buckteeth.


  But the text seemed complete, as far as I could tell. At least there was no mention of it having been abridged or modified for a young audience. I skipped through the opening pages to Viola’s first lines.


  
    
      
        
          	
            Act 1, Scene 2

            Enter Viola, a Captain, and Sailors


            Viola: What country, friends, is this?

            Captain: This is Illyria, lady.

            Viola: And what should I do in Illyria?

            My brother, he is in Elysium.


            “ ‘My brother, he is in Elysium . . .’ ”

          
        

      
    

  


  I read the lines aloud; then went back to the beginning and read it all through, straight to the end. When I was finished, I went across the street to Fairview. Michael was downstairs, his lanky form folded into an armchair, eating a bowl of cereal and watching TV.


  “Hey, Maddy,” he said without glancing at me. “If you’re looking for Rogan, he’s not here. He went over to Derek’s to practice.”


  “He did?”


  Something in my tone made him look up. “He’ll be back. Pretty soon, probably. Derek said he had to do something at five. You want me to tell him you came by?”


  “No. I guess I’ll just wait. If you think he’ll be here.” I held up the book. “We were going to practice for the play tryouts. The auditions are Friday.”


  Michael dug into his Cap’n Crunch. “Oh, yeah. I heard everyone’s bummed it’s not a musical. That new guy, Sullivan. Breaking with tradition. I didn’t think Rogan was going to try out; I felt kinda bad for him. Since they weren’t doing a musical. I know he really wanted to sing. He would’ve gotten the lead, too, whatever they did. He’s got such a fucking amazing voice.”


  A sort of darkness swept over me. I felt cold and dizzy, as though I’d arrived someplace for a big party, only to find I’d gotten the date wrong and missed it, everything had happened weeks before, and I’d never even known.


  “You want something to eat?” Michael held out the box of Cap’n Crunch. “You look kinda weird.”


  “I’m okay.”


  Rogan arrived half an hour later. He looked happy and wind-blown, sweeping into the house in a flurry of dead leaves.


  “Hey, Mad-girl.” He grinned when he saw me. I could smell smoke on him, cigarettes and marijuana. The uncanny blue-green eyes were bloodshot. “Whatcha doing?”


  I gave him a wan smile and held up the book. “I thought maybe we could rehearse?”


  “Oh, yeah. Right. I meant to tell you, the guys wanted to practice, we’re doing some new stuff. But we can do it now if you want. That okay?”


  He tipped his head to make sure Michael wasn’t paying attention, then rubbed my arm. “Come on, let’s go to my room.”


  Upstairs we read the entire play. Rogan took all the male parts. I took the female ones, and gave perfunctory readings to everyone save Viola. I was surprised at how easily Rogan handled all the lines, not just Sebastian’s.


  “I thought you hated Shakespeare,” I said.


  “Just Romeo and Juliet. This one’s pretty funny.”


  We stopped often, to peruse the facile annotations and try to imagine what the stage directions would be.


  “This is, like, a dirty joke.” Rogan tapped the page where Malvolio read aloud from a forged love letter, supposedly penned by his employer, Olivia. “ ‘These be her very c’s, her u’s, and her t’s, and thus makes she her great P’s.’ He’s talking about a cunt.”


  I whacked him with the book.


  “Hey, I didn’t say it! Shakespeare did.”


  We reached the end. For a minute, neither of us spoke.


  “The girl has the bigger part,” Rogan said at last. He didn’t look at me. “Viola. The play’s really about her. Not Sebastian. The boy twin’s hardly onstage at all.”


  “He’s on at the end,” I said quickly. “He has that great sword-fight where Sebastian wins, where he duels Andrew Aguecheek. All his scenes are just toward the end of the play, that’s all.”


  “I guess,” said Rogan.


  But we both knew he was right. It was Viola’s show, at least the way the words read on the page.


  “Come on,” I said. “It’d be so great, Rogan, we’d be up there together, it would be like—”


  I wanted to say, It would be like when we’re alone. Like when Rogan murmured, You can’t breathe, and I couldn’t breathe, because desire and arousal choked me, because I breathed nothing but him; he was my air, my element; everything.


  But being onstage together wouldn’t be like that. How could it? Nothing would ever be like that.


  The bleak horror I’d felt earlier returned; the sense that I had somehow missed the real meaning of the world, which everyone but me had always known.


  “It would be okay, I guess.” Rogan shrugged. He ran his hand along the back of my neck and gave me a sweet, stoned smile. “Hey, don’t look like that! I’ll do it—we’ll do it. You’re right, it’ll be fun . . .”


  He leaned down to kiss me. I shut my eyes and imagined us in the close darkness of the attic, the toy theater tossing its phantom starlight on our bodies as we moved together, like some strange articulated toy.


  “What’s going on?”


  We sat up so violently our jaws cracked. The copy of Twelfth Night spun across the floor, to where Rogan’s mother stood in the doorway. She stared at us, mouth pursed between uncertainty and angry disapproval.


  “Why is this door closed?” she demanded.


  “We’re rehearsing.” I scrambled to pick up the book and showed it to her. “This play by Shakespeare, the auditions are Friday. We’re going to try out for it.”


  Aunt Pat barely glanced at the book.


  “Leave this door open,” she said. “Rogan, you need to get ready for dinner.”


  She stood and waited for me to leave.


  “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said to Rogan, without meeting his eyes.


  “Yeah, see you.”


  At the bottom of the steps, Aunt Pat stopped. She gave me an icy look.


  “You need to find other things to do with yourself, Madeline. You’re too old for this. You’re both too old for this.”


  She stared at me until I left.


  At dinner I showed the battered copy of Twelfth Night to my parents and my sister.


  “Do you remember doing that?” I pointed to poor Malvolio’s scribbled face.


  My father took the book and frowned, riffled the pages, then gave it back to me.


  “I’m afraid I don’t remember it, dear,” he said, in the tone he might use if a small child attempted and failed to tell a joke.


  “It’s got your name in it.”


  “Mmm.”


  While we ate dessert I asked, “Is it okay if I dye my hair?”


  “No,” said my mother. “Are you out of your mind?”


  “Nice try.” My sister smirked.


  I glared at her and went on. “It’s for the play at school. The main parts are twins. Rogan and I are trying out together. If we get it I’ll need to look like him.”


  “Then make him get his hair cut,” said my father tersely.


  “I won’t even do it unless I get the part,” I pleaded.


  “No,” my mother repeated. “Don’t ask again.”


  The auditions were held right after school on Friday. Rogan and I made a few halfhearted attempts to practice lines during the week.


  But there was only one afternoon when we had several hours to ourselves, and we spent those hours in the attic.


  “That’s really stupid,” I said when we first crawled in and Rogan lit a cigarette. “Someone could smell it.”


  “My parents smoke. And no one’s home now.”


  I looked at the overflowing ashtray. “It could start a fire.”


  Rogan stubbed it out and pulled me to him. “I don’t need a cigarette to do that. Come on, they’ll be home soon—”


  Fear of discovery made the time feel urgent, almost frantic. Even the toy theater seemed irradiated by our anxiety. Its footlights dimmed to a glowering dull red, and indistinct shadows cloaked the topiary trees and faraway shipwreck, as though they had been cursorily sketched onto the backdrop. Rogan lay beside me, his face suspended above mine; but I couldn’t see him, only smell him, his breath resinous with marijuana, and hear the broken rhythm of his breathing: silence, then a sound like a sigh, then silence once more.


  “Rogan.” I pressed my hand to his face and he kissed my palm. “I can hardly see you.”


  “That’s because I’m not really here,” he said.


  On Friday, I was surprised by how many people showed up for the auditions. There were students scattered all over the auditorium, the usual drama crowd but other people, too. A bunch of girls from different English classes, and quite a few upper-class guys. Everyone I knew liked Mr. Sullivan, but I hadn’t realized his popularity extended this far—there was a small cohort of cheerleaders, and two seniors from the football team. I sat near Rogan and several of our friends in the third row. Mr. Sullivan sat in the very front, by himself, with a notebook, a script, and several mimeographed sheets of dialogue.


  I assumed Rogan and I would be permitted to audition together. Instead, Mr. Sullivan had all the girls read, one at a time, and then all the boys. The girls were given the same two speeches of Olivia’s. In the first, Olivia declared her love for the boy Cesario—actually Viola in disguise—while in the second Olivia berated her drunken uncle Toby, and then fawned over Sebastian, Viola’s twin brother, thinking he was Cesario. I listened, and secretly gloated, as the cheerleaders stumbled over the strange words and meanings.


  “Mr. Sullivan, this is confusing!” one of them wailed.


  “Imagine how confusing it is to Lady Olivia,” said Mr. Sullivan.


  My turn came. A moonfaced girl with long flaxen hair walked off the stage and handed me a script. I glanced at Rogan.


  “Break a leg,” he said.


  Onstage, a row of lights shone down blindingly. I shielded my eyes and stared out into the auditorium, but could see only vague smears and shadows. Was that Mr. Sullivan? Rogan? When I looked down, the white pages of my script glowed with a diabolical brilliance.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “Whenever you’re ready, Madeline.”

            I nodded and smiled nervously.


            “O, what a deal of scorn looks beautiful

            In the contempt and anger of his lip!”


            “Louder,” said Mr. Sullivan.

            I cleared my throat and began again.


            “O, what a deal of scorn looks beautiful

            In the contempt and anger of his lip!

            A murd’rous guilt shows not itself more soon

            Than love that would seem hid. Love’s night is noon.”

          
        

      
    

  


  The cheerleader was right: it made no sense. My face burned. The words of Olivia’s speech began to skitter across the page like insects fleeing a light. I took a deep breath and concentrated on speaking as clearly as I could, on getting through the speech without passing out. When I was finished, I stumbled from the stage and thrust the pages at the next girl, then collapsed into the seat beside Rogan.


  “That was horrible,” I gasped.


  Rogan grinned. “You did great.”


  The boys’ auditions weren’t much more impressive than the girls’. Mr. Sullivan gave them the speech that opens the play, Duke Orsino’s command, “If music be the food of love, play on!” Their second reading was cobbled together from Orsino’s amatory advice to Cesario.


  I was disconcerted by how good the two football players sounded, though maybe it was just that their booming voices were more suited to the Duke’s admonitory tone. Or maybe it was simply that anything sounded better than my own dismal effort had.


  “Rogan?” Mr. Sullivan pointed at my cousin. “You ready?”


  Rogan shook his head. “I’m going last.”


  I looked at him furtively. He was taller than me, of course, but then, Viola’s twin brother would have been taller than she was. Our eyes were different colors, but would anyone be able to tell that from the audience?


  The main thing was the hair. But surely I could find a wig among Madeline’s trappings or in the box of props and costumes stored in a closet at St. Brendan’s. Or Mr. Sullivan would buy one.


  “Okay, Rogan,” said Mr. Sullivan. “You’re up.”


  Rogan went onstage. He moved around, face turned to the light, until he found a spot he liked; then began to read.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “If music be the food of love, play on!

            Give me excess of it that, surfeiting,

            The appetite may sicken and so die . . .”

          
        

      
    

  


  I watched, transfixed. Everyone did.


  Because Rogan didn’t pronounce the words in a fake English accent or stumble as though they were a foreign language. He read them as though he knew what he was saying. And when it seemed like maybe he didn’t, he winged it—he mimed some other, private meaning, looking slyly sideways at the audience and indicating by a gesture or smile that, even if we didn’t understand what was going on, he did.


  Only we did understand. I did, anyway, and when I stole a look at the other students, I saw that they did, too. They laughed or stared at Rogan with this odd expression of delight and disbelief, as though they’d just been told school was canceled for the day.


  Only Mr. Sullivan didn’t seem surprised. He leaned back in his seat, chin in hand and a small, knowing smile on his face, as Rogan straightened and began the Duke’s second speech.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “Come hither, boy. If ever thou shalt love,

            In the sweet pangs of it remember me . . .”

          
        

      
    

  


  When he reached the end, Rogan tossed the script pages into the audience, made a mocking bow, and jumped offstage. There were murmurs of approval, and then everyone began to clap and cheer.


  “Thank you, Rogan,” said Mr. Sullivan, as he’d said to everyone. He looked pleased, but also businesslike. “Thank you all. I’ll post the cast list first thing Monday morning.”


  “Monday?” I said in dismay. “We have to wait till Monday?”


  Mr. Sullivan nodded. “Yup. Have a good weekend, everybody.”


  Several people clustered around Rogan as we left the auditorium.


  “Hey, man, that was good.” One of the football players pretended to punch Rogan’s arm. “Play on!”


  “You were really funny.” The flaxen-haired girl smiled, then turned to me. “You were good, too, Maddy. See you Monday.”


  On the way home, I found myself looking at Rogan warily. It was like the day his voice had changed, when I’d first heard him sing in a chilling tenor that had come from—where? The same place this ability to act Shakespeare had come from, obviously.


  But when had he learned this? Had he learned it? Or was it some bizarre fluke, like his voice?


  “Did you—did you practice that?” I finally asked him.


  “Practice? Yeah, some.” He reached into his pocket and took out a pack of cigarettes, glanced around, then lit one. “I read it in front of the mirror in my room. Isn’t that what you did?”


  “Yeah,” I said. But I was lying.


  I looked at him again and thought of what Aunt Kate had said about glamour. That it could be taught, and learned. That it wasn’t a matter of magic or luck.


  “You were better than me,” I said at last. “A lot better.”


  ❖ ❖ ❖


  ON MONDAY I WENT TO SCHOOL EARLY. ROGAN liked to sleep until the last possible second, so I walked up by myself. None of the buses had arrived yet, and only a few of the teachers. I looked for Mr. Sullivan’s Dodge Dart but didn’t see it in the parking lot. Inside I dumped my stuff in my locker, then with feigned nonchalance strolled to the English Department. The bulletin board was empty, save for an outdated announcement about the school poetry magazine.


  I killed time as best I could, drifting around the library where I read old magazines. When I went back to the English Department, a knot of people was crowded around the bulletin board. One of them was Rogan.


  “Maddy.” He gave me a strained look. “You got your part.”


  “Really?”


  He pointed at the cast list. I slipped through the crowd to stand beside him, and scanned the names on the typesheet.


  TWELFTH NIGHT CAST


  
    
      
        
          	
            ORSINO, Duke of Illyria Kevin Hayes

            VIOLA, a shipwrecked lady Madeline Tierney

            SEBASTIAN, twin brother of Viola Duncan Moss

          
        

      
    

  


  My mouth went dry. Duncan Moss was a nondescript sophomore with longish brown hair and glasses. He was standing in the crowd, too, and flashed me a happy grin.


  Short, I thought with a sick feeling; he was short and had hair the same color as mine. Onstage, without makeup or wigs, we’d look alike.


  “Oh. Jeez.” I turned to Rogan. “Did you—?”


  He gave me a twisted, I-told-you-so smile, then jabbed his thumb at the final name on the list.


  
    
      
        
          	
            FESTE, a clown also called FOOL, Olivia’s jester


            Rogan Tierney

          
        

      
    

  


  “Typecasting,” he said. He turned and walked away.


  Our first rehearsal was that afternoon. We sat in chairs onstage, where Mr. Sullivan handed each of us a new Penguin paperback edition of the play.


  “You can make whatever notes you like in these,” he said.


  “You mean, like, we can write in the book?” asked Duncan Moss.


  “I think it would be a very good idea,” said Mr. Sullivan.


  We all smiled tentatively. Rogan took out a pen and made a big X on the cover of his paperback. Mr. Sullivan shot him an admonitory look.


  “Hey, I’m the fool,” said Rogan guilelessly, and everyone laughed.


  “The zanies have their own little world, outside the mundane one that we live in, that Olivia and Orsino live in,” said Mr. Sullivan later. It was too soon to start any blocking, but he stood and paced the stage, tracing an invisible boundary. “It’s not governed by our laws—that’s what the holiday of Twelfth Night is all about, a time when the Lord of Misrule takes over and our world is turned upside down. For the play to work, the audience has to completely believe in that other world. They have to look at Viola disguised as a boy named Cesario, and see a boy there, the same boy Olivia is in love with. But they also have to see Viola.”


  Abruptly he stopped and looked at me expectantly. I gazed at my script, flustered.


  “Methinks she is speechless,” said Rogan, and everyone laughed again.


  “It’s a balancing act,” said Mr. Sullivan. “Acting is a matter of balance. Method actors, they say they lose themselves in a part—but you don’t really want to lose yourself, do you?”


  I looked up. Mr. Sullivan was still staring at me.


  “Because if you really lost yourself,” he said in a low voice, “you might not come back.”


  We finished the read-through, and Mr. Sullivan slapped his book against his knee. “Good job, everyone. We’ll meet every day right after school, this week and next. After that we’ll start going into night rehearsals.”


  We all stood to go. Rogan gathered his books and joined me.


  “I don’t know how you’re going to balance those.” He gazed pointedly down my uniform blouse. “Master Cesario.”


  “Rogan.” Mr. Sullivan came up behind us. “Can you read music?”


  “Not really. I fool around with the guitar, but—no.”


  “That’s all right. Here.” Mr. Sullivan pulled something from his briefcase and handed it to Rogan. “I want you to listen to this. All the songs marked Feste? I want you to learn them.”


  “Thanks,” said Rogan, bemused.


  It was a record album titled Songs from Shakespeare, illustrated with a dreary-looking bust of Shakespeare. Rogan turned to the back cover. There was a boring description of antique musical instruments, followed by a long list of songs, with play titles and character names beside them.


  “Hey.” Rogan looked at Mr. Sullivan in surprise. “This is a lot of music.”


  I peered over his shoulder. The entire second side of the album was taken up with songs from Twelfth Night, all of them sung by Feste.


  Mr. Sullivan nodded. “It’s a part for a singer. A strong singer. See what you can do with it.”


  He put a hand on Rogan’s shoulder and smiled. “I’ve heard you singing by yourself in your room. I’d like you to sing like that here—”


  He gestured at the empty auditorium. “When all those seats are full. Think you can do it?”


  Rogan shrugged. “Yeah, sure. I guess.”


  We walked home. It was too late for us to steal any time alone, so we said good night in the street in front of my house.


  “What do you think?” I asked.


  “I dunno. I was kind of bummed at first. But now . . .” He glanced at the record album. “I guess I’ll see how this music sounds.”


  I stood and waited for him to say something about me, about the different voices I’d tried using as Viola—one for when she was a girl, the other for when she was dressed as Cesario. But he just stared at the record.


  “Well,” he said at last. “I better go put this on. See you.”


  I had trouble falling asleep that night. I read and reread the play—my scenes, anyway—and tried to make sense of the unfamiliar words and the scrawled notes I’d made of Mr. Sullivan’s commentary. In act 3, Viola and the Fool had a scene together. I read her part aloud.


  
    “So thou mayst say the king lies by a beggar if a beggar dwell near him, or the church stands by thy tabor if thy tabor stand by the church.”

  


  I frowned and deciphered my scribbled notes.


  Tabor = drum


  I tried to imagine Rogan speaking his lines and me responding.


  “I warrant thou art a merry fool and carest for nothing.”


  It was hopeless. I dropped the book and turned off the light, lay in the dark, and thought of Rogan. It felt like weeks since we’d been together in the attic. I tried to dredge up an image of the toy theater, the eerie dance of light upon its arches and tiny stage; I tried to recall Rogan’s voice, singing, and imagine his hands on me and not my own.


  But it didn’t work, any of it. I was alone. The room was silent and dark. I could no more fill it with Rogan’s face or voice or touch than I could fill it with snow or rain. I had no glamour, no magic; no voice to summon up anything extraordinary, here or onstage.


  I had no presence.


  I brooded on why Mr. Sullivan had even cast me as Viola. Anna, the flaxen-haired girl, was prettier and at least as good an actress as I was—why hadn’t he chosen her?


  The only reason I could come up with was that Duncan Moss and I could, in a pinch, at a distance, pass for twins.


  That was it. There was no glamour in it. No talent, even. Just cold necessity.


  I shivered. I felt light-headed and shaken, as when I first saw the toy theater. I stared at the dark ceiling and remembered Aunt Kate’s words.


  It’s something that can be taught. It can be learned. Words, how to speak and walk. How to make your voice carry. Diction . . .


  I thought of Rogan, how effortless it was for him. All he had to do was say the lines, and people laughed.


  The tail wags the dog with him.


  I couldn’t do that. I was too self-conscious; people would never look at me of their own accord.


  But maybe I could make them look at me.


  You’re building a house, a beautiful house, a little bit at a time out of all these things.


  I thought of how Rogan moved, of his hands drawing patterns in the air. I thought of how he walked, shoulders canted back slightly, head tilted as though he were trying to listen to some far-off sound. His face raised always to the light; the way he’d stare at you so intently it was like a challenge, even if he said nothing. You take all these little things and you build a house. You build a character, a shell, and if you build it right, something comes to live inside it.


  Olivia wasn’t in love with Viola. She was in love with a make-believe boy that the grief-stricken Viola had created from the memory of her drowned twin.


  “Well, I’ll put it on, and I will dissemble myself in’t,” Feste says as he disguises himself to torment poor Malvolio. “I would I were the first that ever dissembled in such a gown . . . The competitors enter.”


  I might not possess glamour; I might not be a magician.


  But I could learn to be a good carpenter.


  And I could learn to be a thief. I reached for my copy of the script, turned the light back on, and began once more to read.


  The competitors enter.


  ❖ ❖ ❖


  IT WAS LESS LIKE BUILDING A HOUSE THAN COLOnizing an island, this freakish, lovely, marvelous atoll that rose from the gray wasteland of St. Brendan’s High School like some extravagant Atlantis we’d willed into being. All of our previous alliances and identities were tossed aside—jock, freak, egghead, cheerleader, anonymous.


  But who or what we became wasn’t necessarily reflected by the parts we played in Twelfth Night. It really was as if we were castaways, our place in Illyria determined as much by luck and skill—and not necessarily acting ability—as by a shared determination to make the play a success. It was my first full-bore exposure to the virus that is theater, not just watching a show but becoming part of its chemistry, the intricate helices of desire and ambition and love and unrelenting effort involved in producing even a bad play. And we all realized, almost from the very beginning, that our Twelfth Night was going to be remarkable.


  For one thing, everyone knew their lines in record time. This in itself was unusual—apart from Rogan and myself, the cast had only the most rudimentary prior knowledge of Shakespeare. It really was like a virus: the boy playing Sir Toby caught it from Olivia, and Sebastian caught it from me, and Sir Andrew caught it from Maria—you get the picture. In the middle of a rehearsal, an actor would stride onstage and abruptly, as though he or she had been pumped with speed, start riffing on the lines.


  Sudden meaning tumbled out of seemingly banal or incomprehensible exchanges. Malvolio pulled double and triple entendres from his famous scene with the forged love letter. Olivia didn’t just come on to my Viola disguised as Cesario: she began to look suggestively at Maria, too. Backstage, Sir Toby would grab on to one of the heavy ropes that controlled the curtain, twist it around as though he were a kid on a swing, then spin himself dizzy, letting go at the last moment to stagger onstage for his scene in such a convincing display of drunkenness that Mr. Sullivan once checked his breath to make sure he hadn’t smuggled a bottle backstage. Sir Andrew and Sebastian engaged in such extended swordplay that by opening night both were covered with cuts and bruises.


  As for Feste—well, if there was a Patient Zero in this epidemic, it was Rogan. He didn’t just learn his lines with a facility that was unnerving. As with the audition, he somehow intuited what they meant and made the meaning clear to everyone who heard him.


  And then there were his songs. At rehearsal a few days after Mr. Sullivan had given him the album of Shakespeare’s music, Rogan returned it to him. Mr. Sullivan frowned. “Did you listen to it?”


  “Yeah, I listened to it.”


  “And?”


  Rogan gave him an odd half smile. “It was interesting.”


  Mr. Sullivan’s mouth was tight as he slid the album back into his briefcase. “Places, everyone,” he called.


  The opening scenes went well, though not spectacularly so.


  And then Feste made his first entrance, with Maria.


  “O mistress mine, where are you roaming?”


  The line was from later in the play—a song, according to the script, though Rogan had only ever spoken the lines in rehearsal. Now he sang them.


  We heard him before we saw him, that soaring voice like something you’d hear in a dream or a church or a movie, so high and clear and utterly unexpected that there was muffled laughter, followed by surprised gasps as Rogan walked onstage.


  Because of course we’d all heard him sing before, in church or just goofing around at school. But no one, not even me, had ever heard anything like this. He only sang two lines, the sweet falsetto at odds with the feline way he walked, and with his expression as he looked past Maria to where I stood offstage.


  “O stay and hear, your true love’s coming . . .”


  I tore my gaze from him to look at Mr. Sullivan, seated as usual in the first row. He stared at Rogan blissfully, almost stoned with delight. So, by the end of rehearsal, did everyone else.


  I’ve seen spectacular performances since then—Anthony Hopkins’s Broadway debut in Equus, Kevin Kline in On the Twentieth Century, John Wood in The Invention of Love. Rogan’s turn as the Clown rivaled all of them.


  Everyone in that auditorium felt it: everyone was bewitched. I felt drugged, light-headed with desire and raw adrenaline. Whatever envy I had burned away at the expectation of sharing the stage with him. It was like sex—it was sex, magnified somehow and transformed into a vision we could all see, all share in; and there was Rogan, grinning and looking as happy as I’d ever seen him outside of the hidden space in his room.


  From that moment on, the production was charmed. Malvolio, who was wonderful to begin with, became a miracle of cunning and pathos and self-love. The pallid, flaxen-haired Olivia was a bombshell. Duncan Moss as Sebastian grew dashing and began to flirt with me. Even the members of the tech club, the usually dour collective of outcasts who toiled at sound and lights and props and costumes, rose to the occasion with uncharacteristic displays of exuberance, going so far as to applaud scenes they’d watched a hundred times.


  We all were good. But we took our cues from Rogan. There was a subtle undercurrent to everything Feste said, everything he sang; as if he knew some other, deeper, secret meaning attached to the play, something strange, even supernatural; something the rest of us could never hope to understand, although we drove ourselves crazy trying to.


  Especially me.


  “Would not a pair of these have bred, sir?” Rogan held up a quarter, the payment I’d given Feste so that he’d let Viola pass Olivia’s gates.


  “Yes, being kept together and put to use,” I retorted.


  But before I could push my way past him, he sidled up beside me and kissed me, his mouth lingering so that I felt his tongue between my lips.


  I stumbled backward, mortified. Offstage someone laughed.


  “I would play Lord Pandarus of Phrygia, sir,” Rogan went on, “to bring a Cressida to this Troilus.”


  “That’s great, Maddy!” Mr. Sullivan called from his seat in the audience. “Brilliant, Rogan!”


  Several of Malvolio’s big scenes came soon after this, and neither Rogan nor I was on for a while. I found him backstage and dragged him behind the fire curtain.


  “Are you nuts?” I hissed.


  “Yes,” he whispered. He drew me to him and kissed me again, harder, pulling me so close I could feel his heart pound. “Maddy . . .”


  I trembled so much it hurt to speak. “Rogan—stop. I have to go on.”


  “My parents are gone tonight. Michael’s going to Derek’s. Come over afterward.”


  I nodded, turned, and stumbled off to make my entrance.


  That night, lying with Rogan in the attic, I felt nearly delirious with arousal, and what I now know was pure, unchecked joy. I knew it then, too; knew that whatever happiness lay in store for me—vast continents of happiness, I was certain, of which this was only the first glimpse of shore—this would always be what I remembered. My cousin beside me, the toy theater’s radiance lapping our bodies in waves of gold and green while phantom lightning flickered in Rogan’s eyes and phantom vapor roiled across the tiny stage, all those rustlings and whispers silenced by Rogan’s voice, singing softly beside me in the dark.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “When that I was and a little tiny boy,

            With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,

            A foolish thing was but a toy,

            For the rain it raineth every day.”

          
        

      
    

  


  He turned to me and stroked my cheek. “I love you, Maddy.”


  “I love you, too,” I whispered.


  It was the first time we had ever spoken it aloud.


  It was now the week before Christmas. The show was scheduled to open on January 6, the real Twelfth Night. Everyone connected with the play was practically incandescent with excitement and expectation. The corridors at St. Brendan smelled of roses and burned sugar; the overhead lights hummed with a scintillant, cracked-ice glow. I felt as though I were walking around inside the toy theater; as though it had grown, like the magical stage tree in The Nutcracker, to encompass everyone I knew, everything I touched.


  On Christmas Eve, the last day of school before Christmas break, and after a rehearsal that went on into the night, we exchanged gifts backstage.


  Funny gifts, mostly. Duncan Moss gave me an athletic supporter. Maria furtively slipped Sir Toby a pint of rum. Sir Andrew and I exchanged plastic swords. Mr. Sullivan told us we were all exempted from taking the English exam scheduled for when classes resumed.


  “Where’s Rogan?” he asked.


  I looked around. “He was just here—”


  Rogan suddenly materialized, stepping from the shadows onto the stage. “Maddy,” he called. “Catch!”


  I turned and got hit in the face by a snowball. “Hey!”


  “Oops,” said Rogan. His face was flushed as he pointed to the fire door. “Everyone! Come here, look—”


  We ran to the door, then streamed outside, laughing and shouting in amazement.


  “It’s snowing!”


  None of us had ventured from the auditorium for hours. When school ended, the sky had been gray and the ground barren.


  Now a good six inches covered Mr. Sullivan’s car and drifted up against the sides of the building and into the unplowed streets beyond. The air was so thick with snow I couldn’t tell who stood beside me, Olivia or Sebastian or one of the guys from the tech club.


  “Maddy,” came a voice at my ear. It was Rogan. He made a slow backward pratfall, until he lay on his back in a snowdrift, grinning like a lunatic. “Merry Christmas.”


  ❖ ❖ ❖


  THAT YEAR, FOR THE FIRST TIME, CHRISTMAS seemed anticlimactic. The usual buzz around the Arden Terrace hive was muted. A lot of the older cousins didn’t come home or made only fleeting visits. There was no one younger than Rogan or myself to spur parents to keep up the pretenses of the season, and all the adults seemed more tired, less interested in the holiday than usual: exhausted but also relieved that they didn’t have to make the long slog through the Valley of the Shadow of Santa Claus. Mr. Sullivan hadn’t called any rehearsals until a few days after Christmas, but the break didn’t feel like a treat. It felt like an exile. Not even the modest, but still impressive, pile of presents with my name on them cheered me up, until I got to the large box from Aunt Kate.


  “This isn’t a new present, Maddy.” She sat in the wing chair in our living room, having made the rounds of the other families since early that morning. As usual, we were last on her roster; as usual, she took the whiskey sour my father gave her and sipped it as my sisters and I opened our gifts. “But at least this time I know that it fits.”


  I opened it, suspicious of the Gimbels logo on the box, then gasped.


  “Oh, Aunt Kate.” I drew it out, the midnight folds falling about me and exhaling a faint fragrance of camphor and Chanel No. 5 and roses. “Thank you, thank you so much . . .”


  My mother asked, “Is that Madeline’s old cape?”


  “It is.” Aunt Kate sipped her whiskey and watched me. “I took it out of storage a while ago and had it cleaned. I knew it fit—Maddy’s worn it before—but I wanted to be sure she’d take good care of it.”


  “I will,” I said as my sisters looked on, unsure whether they should be jealous or not. “You know I will.”


  Aunt Kate nodded. Her blue agate eyes narrowed.


  “You’d better,” she said.


  A few days later we went back to rehearsing; a few days after that school began once more. I hadn’t seen Aunt Kate and Mr. Sullivan together for some time, not since we’d all gone down to the city to see Jumpers.


  During that last week of rehearsals, she showed up every afternoon. She sat in the very back of the auditorium, where the Tech Club guys hung out when they weren’t needed. They had started out as a nerdy bunch, but as the weeks passed a sea change had overtaken them, as well. They started getting high with Rogan in the parking lot before school; they let their hair grow long and began listening to different music. Tales from Topographic Oceans gave way to Transformer and Electric Warrior. The first time I saw Aunt Kate in their midst I felt a stab of panic—embarrassment at having an adult family member intrude upon our hidden world; fear that from this vantage point she’d see the indelible path charting my fall from grace, from earnest, slightly anonymous niece to pot-smoking infidel and incestuous wanton.


  But she said nothing. And the tech guys seemed to like her.


  Sometimes she’d slip from her row to join Mr. Sullivan, her high heels ticking softly until she sank into the seat beside him. If I were onstage, I’d try not to get flustered, seeing them with their heads together, whispering. If I were backstage I’d peer from behind the curtains and vainly try to decipher what they were saying. Were they happy with the box tree scene? Did Malvolio caper too gaily in his cross-gartered yellow stockings?


  Mostly they seemed to focus on Rogan. Mr. Sullivan would lean back, pencil at his lips, with the same stoned smile he had every time my cousin sang. Aunt Kate’s expression was more difficult to read: tight-mouthed, keen-eyed, unsmiling; but was it disapproval or sheer amazement?


  It could have been either. And I was afraid to ask.


  Rogan didn’t seem to care. It was all one to him: if the auditorium was empty or if a few parents and students wandered in to watch, if we were in costume or still wore our uniforms, if someone else missed a cue, or if the followspot failed to pick him out from the darkness. Rogan moved and sang and spoke as though it was always opening night.


  Until, at last, it was.


  On Thursday, we had a spectacularly botched final run-through, upholding the old superstition that a bad dress rehearsal portends a successful show. Sir Toby blew his lines and improvised with a series of obscene couplets and Firesign Theater routines. Andrew Aguecheek’s sword poked me squarely in the stomach, knocking the wind from me so I couldn’t finish the scene. An amber gel on a followspot melted and the stage reeked of charred plastic. Olivia giggled uncontrollably through her love scenes. I forgot my lines, not once but over and over again. The entire rehearsal felt like the quintessential Actor’s Nightmare.


  That night Aunt Kate was not in the audience, an absence that should have been a relief but instead struck me as slightly ominous. Rogan sang his final song, “Hey, ho, the wind and the rain,” and the stage at last went dark. Mr. Sullivan made us practice a curtain call, and this, too, made me uneasy.


  “Don’t worry,” he assured us. “Tomorrow it will be fine. You’ll see. Now everyone go and get a good night’s sleep.”


  Olivia looked stricken. “Don’t you have any notes?”


  “Yeah,” said Rogan. “Tomorrow night, don’t fuck up.”


  Mr. Sullivan smiled. “Get some sleep. Rogan, give your voice a rest. No Rolling Stones, okay? And no cigarettes.”


  “Yeah, sure,” said Rogan.


  Outside, in the school parking lot, no one hung around. Mr. Sullivan had already left. The tech guys stayed to clean up the mess left by the burned gel. Toby and Olivia and Fabian and Malvolio and Maria all clambered into Toby’s car to get dropped off at their respective homes. Duncan Moss’s father picked him up as he always did, along with a few other grumpy-looking parents—the dress rehearsal had run even later than usual.


  Rogan and I walked home together. He still wore Feste’s makeup, a Pierrot mask of white with two crimson spots on his cheeks. The red had rubbed away from his mouth, but the kohl around his eyes remained, smudged so that his eyes seemed enormous, like those of some nocturnal frog or bush baby. He looked beautiful and deeply, strangely androgynous; unearthly, almost inhuman.


  “We should have gotten a ride,” I said, shivering.


  The previous week’s snow had turned into a gunmetal soup of slush and ice. The air was clear and so bitingly cold that Christmas lights and traffic lights and street lamps all seemed to shiver and dance, even though there was no wind. The smoke from Rogan’s cigarette clung to us long after he’d tossed the cigarette aside. As we approached Arden Terrace his hand found mine and held it, tightly.


  “It’ll go well,” he said in a soft voice. His hand felt as though it had been carved from granite. “It’ll be great, Maddy.”


  “It’ll be the first time we’re onstage together,” I said. I felt my heart open at the thought. “Everyone will see us. Everyone will hear you.”


  “They’ve already heard me,” said Rogan.


  “But not like this.”


  “No,” he said, and turning to me he smiled.


  It was like my own reflection in a black mirror, only a mirror that stripped the flesh from my skull so that what grinned back was not the self I showed the daytime world, not the girl who woke and walked and struggled and laughed but the terrible me, the true me; the mad girl inside Maddy. I stared back at him but said nothing, only clutched his hand even tighter, until it felt as though his fingers cut into mine. For the first time in years, I thought of the word Aunt Kate had always used to describe him—fey—and my mother’s blunt retort.


  If I ever had a red-headed child, I’d strangle it.


  “Maddy.”


  He stopped in the street in front of my house and put his arms around me. Even through our jeans and heavy coats I could feel his cock pressing into my groin. I shut my eyes and tried to summon snow, the icy glitter of footlights, and a sun the size of a thumbprint through pink and amber clouds.


  But all I saw was ash and a tangle of broken masts, and all I tasted was smoke, a warm spurt of salt where Rogan’s chapped lip split beneath mine and blood stained both our mouths until he pulled away, laughing, and walked down the darkened path toward Fairview.


  ❖ ❖ ❖


  THE HOUSE WAS THREE-QUARTERS FULL FOR OPENing night. My parents were there, and Rogan’s; two of my sisters and his brother Michael, as well as Aunt Kate and a thin scattering of aunts and uncles. Aunt Kate had dressed as though we were making our Broadway debut, in her lizard-skin boots and a beautiful, embroidered Russian peasant skirt and blouse of jade-green silk. She sat a few rows behind Mr. Sullivan, near a group of St. Brendan’s staff, her hands demurely crossed in her lap and her emerald ring casting a green flare from the overhead lights. There were other parents, of course, and numerous children, siblings of the other cast members; as well as students.


  Not just the usual Drama Club boosters, either: there was an impressive, rather intimidating block of football players and assorted jocks, as well as cheerleaders, JV and Varsity, and even a few kids from the local public school.


  “Shit!” said Orsino. His eyes had the wild white gleam of a spooked horse’s, but he sounded exhilarated. “Look at these people!”


  I gritted my teeth and gestured at him to shut up. I was doing my best not to look at anyone. I stood just offstage and stared resolutely at the ropes and suspended weights that held backdrops and curtains in place. I’d peeked out earlier and seen the audience, and now I could hear them, along with the excited whispers and muffled laughter of the other actors around me. I felt so sick I thought I might pass out. I wanted to pass out, even though that would mean the show would be canceled.


  I no longer cared. The horror I felt every time I looked at the stage, that brightly lit array of furniture and fake shrubs and cardboard scenery, was so intense it overpowered any other emotion.


  “Hey, Maddy. You ready?” One of the boys who handled the curtains looked at me in concern. I nodded. “You sure?”


  I took a step backward and knocked against the sand-filled canister that was a safeguard against fires; then bent and vomited into it.


  “Uh, guess not.” The boy grimaced. He pushed the can out of the way and grabbed one of the ropes. A minute later I heard the stage manager’s voice.


  “Places, everyone.”


  I wiped my mouth and looked across the stage. In the shadows stood Rogan, clad in his loose white Pierrot tunic and pantaloons, his feet bare, hair a loose halo around a ghostly face. He was singing to himself, soundlessly, staring at the stage floor and moving as though he saw his reflection there and danced with it. After a moment he glanced up and saw me. Very slowly he raised his fingers to his lips and kissed them, then extended his hand to me, palm forward. His head sank to his breast as though he had fallen asleep, so all I saw was that cloud of fiery hair.


  “. . . lights and—curtain.”


  I waited, mouth dry, through Orsino’s opening scene, the welcoming wave of laughter as he paced the stage with a golf club and knocked over the plastic geraniums, one by one. He seemed less love-sick than drug addled.


  But the scene worked, just as it had in rehearsal. Better, even.


  And faster. Before I could blink, Orsino exited, giddy from the scattered applause that followed him. The lights darkened to red and indigo. Someone shook a thunder sheet. A spotlight flickered. The Captain walked on, a tall blond jock who looked like a rock star in his pseudo-naval costume, along with two sailors. They took their places front and center and gazed expectantly at me in the wings. I drew a shuddering breath and raked my fingers through my hair, then stumbled on to fall at the Captain’s feet and gaze up at him imploringly.


  “What country, friends, is this?”


  “This is Illyria, lady.” The Captain looked past me, to where Rogan stood offstage.


  “And what should I do in Illyria?” I turned to stare at my cousin, and began to cry. “My brother, he is in Elysium . . .”


  I recall almost nothing else of my performance, though I remembered all my lines, all my entrances. People applauded when I walked offstage. They laughed at the right places. I took my pratfalls during my duel with Sir Andrew and praised the countess so that the very babbling gossip of the air cried out “Olivia.”


  But it was like being stone-cold drunk in a darkened room. Only when Rogan was on did the stage suddenly seem to shake and blaze, as though lightning struck it: his flaming hair, his white costume irradiated by the followspots, his bare feet kicking up a shining haze of dust and rouge and face powder that followed him like a bright shadow. When he first opened his mouth and sang I heard a gasp go through the audience, as though everyone had at the same instant touched a burning wire.


  Then the house fell silent.


  It was as though I were alone in the attic. Only now, the toy theater had grown to the size of a real one. I watched my cousin, his slender form pacing in front of the footlights, the scrim behind him backlit so I could see the faintest suggestion of tree limbs and the outlines of a wrecked ship, the moon rising above distant mountains, and the blue shadows of the other actors. His voice echoed from the rafters, so piercing and full of heartbreak I felt as if that burning wire had been thrust into my skull. When he finished, he stepped backward and gave a small, plaintive bow, then straightened as, slowly at first, then with the sudden irrevocable rush of water flooding a broken building, the place erupted into applause.


  “Holy fuck,” someone behind me breathed.


  I couldn’t speak. I stood beside the curtain and peeked out into the audience.


  People were still applauding—jocks, mostly, all fired up with the beer they’d snuck into the auditorium. I saw Mr. Sullivan with Sister Mary Clark beside him, whispering in his ear. A few rows behind them were my parents and sister, who seemed to have reverted to some sort of racial memory of how to behave at the theater. They held their mimeographed programs and clapped and appeared enthusiastic, if bemused: as though they’d suddenly awakened here, fully dressed, and were trying very hard not to draw attention to themselves.


  But Rogan’s mother looked strained and unsure how to react. I saw her glance furtively at the people sitting next to her, who beamed and nodded, while Aunt Pat kept her hands poised just above her lap.


  Meanwhile, Rogan’s father stared stony-eyed at the stage, not even looking at Rogan but beyond him, as though someone else were to blame for what he’d just witnessed. My skin prickled and I took a step backward, then told myself that was stupid, there was no way he could see me through the curtain. I continued to search the audience until I found Aunt Kate.


  “Don’t miss your cue,” someone hissed at me.


  I nodded but didn’t move. My mouth went dry; I felt as I had in those terrible moments before the curtains first parted.


  Because Aunt Kate was weeping. Not wiping at the corners of her eyes, as I’d seen her do during a performance of King Lear, or crying demurely as she did at a sad movie, or even staring stoic and wet faced as she did at Tierney funerals.


  Now she was bent almost double as her body heaved with sobs. Even from backstage I could see how her face had gone dead white. Her eyes and mouth were red slits, like the openings in a mask. She looked as though she were having a seizure or a heart attack; but before I could move, the stage manager grabbed my arm and pushed me toward the stage.


  “For chrissakes, you’re on!”


  It was all a blur after that. Love scene, swordplay, mad scene, reconciliation: all flickered around me, a slide show glimpsed through a fever dream—until the play’s last moments.


  Everyone exited, save Feste. He stood alone, the stage dark except for a single thin followspot that picked out his face: the white makeup smudged, the rouge gone from his cheeks and lips. Only his eyes were more brilliant than ever, blazing aquamarine as he tilted his chin toward the light and sang.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “When that I was and a little tiny boy,

            With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,

            A foolish thing was but a toy,

            For the rain it raineth every day.”

          
        

      
    

  


  I stood with everyone else backstage and watched. Our curtain calls were forgotten, the audience was forgotten. Rogan himself was gone. There was only song and light, and the dust swirling around him in a nimbus of gold and black. As though he’d given voice to it; as though he’d given voice to all of us, and we would flicker back into darkness when he fell silent.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “But when I came, alas, to wive,

            With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,

            By swaggering could I never thrive,

            For the rain it raineth every day.”

          
        

      
    

  


  I didn’t know I was crying, until Malvolio gasped and pulled me to him. Dimly I grew aware of other sounds backstage, muffled sobs and breathing. Someone else put their hands on my shoulders. Not to comfort me; more the way a scared child reaches for an adult in the night.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “A great while ago the world begun,

            With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,

            But that’s all one, our play is done,

            And we’ll strive to please you every day.”

          
        

      
    

  


  The followspot wavered as Rogan raised his hands. His eyes closed as the last notes echoed through the house. The spotlight went out; the auditorium plunged into darkness. His voice hung there still. I shut my eyes and felt him beside me, felt his mouth on mine and his breath warm against my cheek.


  The lights went up in such a sudden blaze that everyone backstage started, then laughed nervously. I blinked and rubbed my eyes.


  “Places for curtain call!”


  The auditorium remained silent. Then, as the curtain parted, a roar of clapping and shouting and catcalls swept over us.


  We all got our applause. Lovers, Puritan, knights and Captain and soldiers and attendants.


  But it was Rogan’s show. No one had ever doubted that, not since he’d first stepped onstage. He took one bow, then another; the curtains closed, then opened again, and we all ran back out for more calls. When the curtain closed for the last time, the drunken jocks chanted Rogan’s name until he stepped out alone, front and center, his costume furred with dust and his golden hair wild around his white face. He stared at the audience, elated, until someone put the house lights on. People shaded their eyes and looked around in confused delight. At last, they began to leave.


  Onstage actors ran around breathlessly, kissing and embracing. Sir Andrew and Sebastian clashed swords as Maria and Olivia fell into each other’s arms, laughing as they wept.


  “You were so good!”


  “No, you were so good!”


  I went out front to receive congratulations from my parents.


  “Very nice, very nice,” my father said. He kissed me absently on the forehead. “Do you need a ride home?”


  “No, there’s a party, I’ll get a ride later.”


  “You did very well, Maddy,” said my mother, and she hugged me. “We’re very proud of you.”


  I looked around for Rogan’s parents. They stood stiffly with their son a few feet away, none of them talking, though it looked like I might have just missed something, an argument or maybe Rogan’s announcement that he’d be at the after party.


  “Maddy?”


  I turned. Mr. Sullivan grinned at me, Aunt Kate at his side. “You were wonderful—you and Rogan both. Just super.”


  “Thanks.”


  “You did a lovely job, darling.” Aunt Kate hugged me tightly, then kissed both of my cheeks. “And you—”


  She reached out to take Rogan by the hand and pulled him to us. I had a glimpse of my uncle’s face, gray and unflinching, before he turned and walked out of the auditorium. Mr. Sullivan grasped Rogan’s shoulder.


  “You were amazing, Rogan. Just incredible.” Mr. Sullivan threw his head back and laughed. “That voice!”


  Aunt Kate’s nose wrinkled as she stared at the unlit cigarette in Rogan’s hand. “That voice isn’t going to last very long if Rogan doesn’t take care of it.”


  She smiled; but there was no warmth in the way she gazed at Rogan, even as she ruffled his hair and added, “You gave a hundred percent out there tonight, darling.”


  His mouth twisted in a smile. “Two hundred percent.”


  Aunt Kate looked at him as though this were part of some other conversation. “Just make sure you save something for tomorrow, sweetheart,” she said lightly. “And Sunday. You have two more performances.”


  Rogan shrugged. “Hey, I might not be here tomorrow. None of us might.” He looked sideways at me and smiled. “You getting a ride with Dunc?”


  I nodded.


  “Come on, then.” He bent to kiss Aunt Kate’s cheek, then saluted Mr. Sullivan. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Mr. S.”


  “No cigarettes!” Aunt Kate called after us. “Get a good night’s sleep!”


  The party was like Christmas, an anticlimax. Still, we all stayed till 3 A.M., getting high and passing around a gallon bottle of Almaden wine. Duncan Moss drove Rogan and me home, dropping us off at the top of Fairview’s driveway.


  “Fare well, my metal of India,” Duncan said, and gave me a sloppy kiss.


  “If he has an accident, you’ll have to play Viola and Sebastian,” said Rogan as we watched him drive off.


  “Might be an improvement.”


  Rogan shook his head. “Nothing could be an improvement.”


  We stood with our arms wrapped around each other, swaying slightly while a moon just past full hung above the Hudson. Our breath formed a white cloud around us; underfoot a brittle layer of ice buckled and cracked.


  “This is perfect,” whispered Rogan. He buried his face in my hair and kissed my neck. “This, now—tonight—”


  “Shhh,” I said.


  I knew what he was going to say next, knew it as though it were my own name. I kissed his mouth and silenced him, silenced everything except for the steady knocking of our chests, heart to heart, breath to breath, and the January wind blowing cold across Arden Terrace.


  ❖ ❖ ❖


  THE AUDITORIUM HAD ONLY BEEN THREE-QUARTERS full on opening night. Saturday it was packed. The performance was even better than it had been the night before: word of mouth and repeat attendance by the jocks meant that Rogan’s every entrance was met with cheers and whistles. He never lost his composure, though the other actors began to improvise, doing funny riffs and playing off the audience as though there were no fourth wall between us.


  When the last act ended, Rogan received a standing ovation. He accepted it gracefully, beckoning the rest of us to join him onstage and saluting Mr. Sullivan where he sat, fifth row center, with Aunt Kate at his side. Afterward there was another party, a more formal affair thrown by Olivia’s parents. Rogan didn’t bother to change, but I wore my blue velvet cape. My father picked up Rogan and me before midnight.


  “How did it go?” he asked as we climbed into the backseat.


  “It went great,” I said. Neither my parents nor Rogan’s had come to the second performance. As far as I knew, they wouldn’t attend the final one, either.


  “I’m tired, though.”


  “I’m not surprised.” My father glanced at me in the rearview mirror. I thought he was going to say something, but he remained silent until after we dropped off Rogan.


  “Aunt Kate came over this afternoon.” He pulled the car into the garage and turned the ignition off, so we sat in darkness. “She wanted to talk to your mother and me about something.”


  He used the tone I’d always imagined a parent might use to announce a divorce or death.


  “What?” My heart began to race. Had Aunt Kate blown the whistle on Rogan and me sleeping together? Did she even know? “Did something happen? Is it—”


  “We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”


  My father got out of the car. I stared after him, incredulous that he could drop this bomb but not watch it go off. “What do you mean, tomorrow? What happened? Is everyone okay?”


  “Everyone’s fine. Your mother and I will discuss it with you in the morning, I’m going to bed.”


  I spent an anxious night, finally resorted to taking a Valium Rogan had gotten from God knows where. Toward morning I fell asleep.


  It was noon before I woke. That alone would have signaled that something was afoot—I had never been permitted to sleep that late, even when I was sick with chicken pox.


  “Maddy?” I looked up blearily and saw my mother at the foot of my bed. “Aunt Kate’s here. Why don’t you get up and get dressed.”


  I took my time, showering and gathering everything I needed for the last show, a four o’clock matinee. If I’d even be allowed to perform in it. I wondered if Rogan had already had his meeting; if he was in my house right now, with Aunt Pat and Uncle Richard and my parents and Aunt Kate, all of them waiting to confront us.


  But when I finally went downstairs, my parents and Aunt Kate were sitting cheerfully at the dining table, surrounded by coffee cups and half-finished plates of leftover turkey sandwiches.


  “Good morning, Maddy,” said Aunt Kate. “Did you get enough sleep?”


  I looked at her uneasily. “I think so.”


  “Sit here, darling.”


  Aunt Kate pulled out the chair beside her. I sat, picked up a slice of pickle, and ate it.


  “I came over yesterday to talk to your parents about something I’ve been working on for the last few months.” Aunt Kate reached for the coffeepot and refilled her cup, held it in both hands so that the steam curled in gray wisps around her face. “I think it’s time for you to go to London to study.”


  To hide my confusion, I took a sip of tepid coffee from someone else’s cup. “Study what?”


  “Acting. I’ve arranged for you to have an audition at the National Youth Theatre—they’re still on their Christmas break. They rarely see potential students this time of year but I pulled some strings and they’ve agreed to meet with you. We’ll have to get your passport photos immediately, but once that’s taken care of we can go down to the city and just stand in line to have it processed. The main thing is that you need two audition pieces, one classical and one contemporary. You’ll have to learn the contemporary one quickly. I think Lizzie in The Rainmaker. There’s a good speech there; you’d do a super job with it.”


  I was still stuck back on that one word, London. “You mean England?”


  “Yes.” Aunt Kate exchanged a quick look with my parents.


  “We’ll leave you to discuss this,” said my mother. She and my father stood, neither of them smiling, and left the room.


  I stared at Aunt Kate, bewildered. She might as well have told me we were going to visit Middle-Earth or Mars.


  “I don’t get it,” I said.


  For a minute Aunt Kate sat and ran a finger across the face of her emerald ring.


  “This is something I’ve given a great deal of thought to,” she said at last. “And for a very long time. You’re young, but your great-grandmother was younger than you when she first performed professionally. We can always dance around the age issue a bit if we have to—with the right makeup and clothes you could pass for seventeen. If you do well at the National Youth Theatre—and you will—we can decide whether you should attend RADA or Central—Central School of Speech and Drama. But you’ll be working well before then.”


  “I still don’t—this is an acting school? In England?”


  Aunt Kate nodded. “In London. I have old friends there. Some of them owe me a favor—not that you wouldn’t be accepted on your own merits, but it never hurts to call in a favor.”


  I gaped at her in disbelief. “My parents—my parents know about this?”


  Again she nodded. “I’ve already told them. I’ll make all the arrangements, including tuition payment. And I’ll stay with you, for the first few months anyway. I have a friend in Hampstead; we can use his flat while he’s in Greece for the winter. After that we’ll see what we can do. I have other friends. Highgate, maybe, or Belgravia.”


  “But.” I stared at the table in front of me, the white cups and saucers and half-eaten sandwiches, then looked at my aunt. “Rogan.”


  Aunt Kate hesitated. “I can only afford tuition for one child.”


  “But Rogan.” My mouth tasted bitter, as though I was going to be sick. “I mean—can’t you take both of us?”


  “No. Even if I wanted to, I can’t afford it. And the school wouldn’t look kindly on my taking advantage of them, asking to audition two students.”


  “But that’s crazy.” I shook my head so hard it hurt. “Rogan is—he’s so much better. You know that, right? It’s not just me who thinks so. Everyone does. Even Mr. Sullivan. Everyone!”


  My voice rose. I began to cry. “You can’t. It’s not fair—you know it’s not fair—”


  “This has nothing to do with fair.” Aunt Kate’s tone was icy. She turned to avoid my gaze. “Rogan’s a loose cannon. What he did in Harlem that night—I’d be chasing all over London after him. His mother says he’s taking drugs. And . . .”


  She paused, staring at her hand. “There’s very little they could teach him.”


  “What do you mean? He could do anything! You know that—”


  Aunt Kate turned toward me. With one swift gesture she pulled the emerald ring from her finger.


  “This was my grandmother’s.” Her voice shook as she thrust the ring within inches of my face. “This was Madeline Tierney’s. She gave it to me for safekeeping. It has never belonged to me. Your cousin Rogan—”


  She tilted the emerald until sunlight struck it and a green flare leaped from her fingers. Then she raised her hand and, with all her strength, threw the ring across the room. I cried out as it smashed into a cabinet, then dropped to the floor.


  “Get it,” said Aunt Kate. I shook my head and she repeated the command. “Get it and bring it to me, Madeline.”


  Crying, I stumbled to retrieve the ring and shoved it blindly at her.


  “No,” she said.


  She grabbed my hand and forced it open and placed the ring in my palm. When I looked down, I saw that the gold setting was damaged. The emerald was intact.


  But it was no longer possible to wear the ring.


  “It was a gift,” said Aunt Kate. “A family heirloom. Just like his voice. You remember that, Madeline.”


  She stood. From the other room I heard my parents talking. The phone rang.


  “Does he know?” I whispered.


  “There was never a chance, Maddy. Not for a long time.” Aunt Kate drew her hand to her face. Without the ring it seemed tiny, a child’s hand and not a woman’s. “But no, I haven’t said anything to him. I think it would be better coming from you.”


  “I can’t do that,” I said. “How can you even think I could do that?”


  Aunt Kate looked at me, her blue eyes bright with tears.


  “You’re an actor, Maddy.” She turned to leave. “You’ll find a way.”


  ❖ ❖ ❖


  I GRABBED MY THINGS AND FLED THE HOUSE through the back door, so I wouldn’t have to face my parents. Rogan and I had planned to walk together to the last show.


  But I was only halfway down his driveway when Fairview’s front door opened and Rogan’s brother Michael stepped out. He looked at me and shook his head, motioning for me to stop, then hurried up the drive to meet me.


  “He’s not here,” he said. His face was flushed; he wore only a T-shirt and rubbed his arms to keep warm. “And if you were smart, you wouldn’t be either.”


  “What? Is he okay? Where is he?”


  “I don’t know. He went over to Derek’s a while ago for band practice. I guess he’s still there.”


  “But—we have the last performance.”


  “Oh, he’ll be there.” Michael looked at me, his expression mingled disgust and fear. “Your precious show. You two should get some help, you know that? You should, anyway. You’re not a total fucking idiot.”


  He turned and started back to the house.


  “Wait—” I began, but Michael looked back and cut me off.


  “Get out of here, Maddy,” he said. “Now. Just go.”


  Rogan arrived backstage fifteen minutes before curtain time.


  “Hey.” He grabbed me and drew me close enough that I could smell marijuana and tobacco and mouthwash, then pulled away. “I got to get ready. See you in a few.”


  The house was full again. The performances—not just Rogan’s, but mine, everyone’s—were the best we’d ever done. My relief at not seeing any Tierneys in the audience was offset by the sight of Derek and some of his friends in the front row. I was afraid Rogan would leave with them afterward—our final cast party was supposed to be a wrap party, where we struck the sets.


  Instead Derek and the other band members split right after the curtain calls. I couldn’t blame them. It was ten minutes before we all stumbled offstage. I was elated despite myself, charged up from being onstage, from being in Rogan’s orbit during our scenes together.


  And, no matter that my stomach still churned at the thought, the phrase London . . . I’m going to London ran through my head like the opening lines of a speech I’d memorized. As I took my final bows, Orsino’s hand in mine, I looked out at the audience on their feet and for a second shut my eyes, imagining another crowd there, another place; an outdoor theater, or an arena stage rather than a proscenium. Real acting teachers rather than Mr. Sullivan; real directors.


  A real me, instead of the girl in scuffed tights and thrift shop costume, stepping back so that my cousin could take his customary bow, front and center.


  When it was all finished, I changed quickly into the clothes I’d worn over, then looked for Rogan. I found him outside, smoking a cigarette in the brittle black air of early evening.


  “Are you going to stay and help take everything down?” I asked.


  He drew on his cigarette, then stubbed it out. “In a while. I’m going home first and get a sweater. I’m fucking freezing.”


  “Okay if I come?”


  He grinned. “Sure, Mad-girl. Always.”


  We walked home. I knew I wouldn’t be able to tell him in the secret attic or in his bedroom, or mine, just as I knew I couldn’t tell him backstage. So I told him as we walked down the long hill toward Arden Terrace, shuffling through the dirty snow and gritty sand left by the plow trucks. As I spoke Rogan said nothing, only took out another cigarette and lit it, so I could see how his fingers trembled as he cupped the match between his hands.


  “Wow,” he said at last.


  We were in the street in front of my house. A car drove past and Rogan stepped up onto the curb, as an arc of slush rose then fell around us. When the car’s taillights receded into the night, Rogan turned and started toward Fairview. I ran to keep up with him.


  He said, “Don’t do it.”


  “What?”


  “Just tell them you won’t go.” He didn’t look at me. “That’s all. Just tell them no.”


  I stared at my feet.


  “They can’t make you,” he said. “Not unless you let them. They can’t force you to go.”


  “I know.”


  “I wouldn’t go. If it was me.” A chunk of ice went skidding in front of us as he kicked furiously at the ground. “If they tried to make me go without you. I wouldn’t do it.”


  He turned to me. His eyes looked flat and gray, all the color leached from them. “Maddy.”


  “I know,” I whispered. “I know.”


  We’d reached the porch. Rogan stood with his hand on the ornate knob of the front door and looked back at me.


  “Aunt Kate.” He bared his teeth in a grimace. “Aunt Fate. I can’t believe you’re going to fucking roll over and do what she says.”


  He went inside, letting the door fall closed on me.


  “Rogan. Stop—”


  He ignored me and ran upstairs. I followed, not daring to speak again till we reached the third floor. “Rogan, please.”


  I tried to grab his hand but he pushed me away and headed for his room. “Rogan—”


  He stopped in the doorway. “Oh, fuck.”


  I came up behind him and stopped.


  The room had been trashed. Rogan’s mattress lay beneath the window, sheets ripped from it and the ticking slashed open. A chair had been smashed against the wall until its legs shattered, a sheet wrapped around it like a torn sail. Books were everywhere, their pages gone, and empty cardboard boxes, ruined Christmas decorations and Halloween masks and ragged pieces of velvet and lace. Fistfuls of coins were strewn across the floor.


  Only when I stumbled inside, I saw they weren’t coins but foil-wrapped condoms. The air reeked of scorched wool. Ashes covered the floor, and blackened fragments of charred wood; cigarette butts and rolling papers and broken glass ornaments.


  “Oh, no,” whispered Rogan. “Oh, no, oh, no.”


  He knelt beside the entrance to the attic. The door had been torn from its hinges. It dangled from the wall, surrounded by crushed cartons and a splintered wooden panel. On the floor was a heap of shredded paper.


  “Maddy.” Rogan gathered the wreckage in his hands and looked up at me. “Oh, Maddy.”


  It was all that remained of the theater: ragged bits of cardboard and tissue, traces of glitter falling from the shattered awning of what had once been the proscenium. I dropped beside Rogan and raked through the drift of torn paper, trying to find something that had not been destroyed.


  But there was only shredded cardboard and gilt, matchstick-size splinters that had been topiary trees and damp gauze bearing the faintest shadow of a ship’s mast.


  “Who—”


  Before I could shape the question, someone grabbed Rogan and dragged him to his feet.


  “Do you think this is a flophouse?” I stumbled backward as my uncle shouted, his face so red it looked as though it had been boiled. “Do you think this is your crash pad? Do you?”


  His hand struck Rogan’s cheek. My cousin reeled backward and struck the wall. “You left a cigarette burning in there! You nearly burned the house down—the whole goddamn house—”


  “Stop,” I yelled. “Stop, you can’t—”


  My uncle turned and stared at me, his eyes widening in revulsion.


  “You get out of here.” He began pushing me toward the door. “Get out of here, get out of here—”


  I tripped and nearly fell, caught myself, and staggered onto the landing. Rogan got to his feet and looked around wildly until he saw me.


  “Maddy,” he said. “Go—”


  I fled downstairs and back outside. I didn’t stop until I reached my own house, empty and dark in the early January night.


  It wasn’t until much later, when I looked out toward Fairview and the carriage house beyond, that I saw both houses were dark as well. For the first time I could remember, no ghost light burned in Aunt Kate’s upper window.


  ❖ ❖ ❖


  I DIDN’T SEE ROGAN AGAIN BEFORE I LEFT FOR London. His parents pulled him from St. Brendan’s and sent him to board at Mount St. Michael Academy, an all-boy school in the Bronx run by Marist Brothers. We were forbidden to write or call each other. The truth was that, after three or four days, I was too caught up in a rush of preparation to grieve.


  And I was young—I was constantly reminded how young I was, as though somehow my age made an invalid of me.


  It didn’t, of course. I knew I was being pushed away from Rogan, not just his physical being but his memory, everything connected with him. Which was absurd—he was my cousin; we were tied by blood if nothing else: our shared childhoods, our shared neighborhood, our parents and siblings, the very air we’d breathed for fifteen years—all of these things bound us intrinsically. It was a temporary separation: a few months, a year. Until we were older. Nothing would ever change.


  But everything did.


  That spring, Uncle Richard and Aunt Pat separated. Within a year, they were divorced—the first divorce in the Tierney clan. My parents didn’t separate, but during my second term at the National Youth Theatre they moved. The house at Arden Terrace was sold, a new house bought in a small town fifty miles north of where I’d grown up.


  I was seventeen before I spent a night in it. My visits to the United States were few and short-lived. I don’t know what strings Aunt Kate pulled to get me into the London theater scene, but once she tugged at them, she never let go. Her friend in Hampstead extended his Greek visit by eighteen months, so we remained in his flat, part of a lovely gray stone edifice surrounded by holly trees and rhododendron that bloomed all year long. At drama school I was a quick study; neither brilliant nor beautiful but willing to take on any role, no matter how dour, no matter what short notice.


  “A character actor” I was told when, after three years, I finally auditioned for Central. I’d done Viola, and Amanda from Private Lives, for my audition at RADA—I now had a perfect English accent—but I wasn’t accepted there. Central took me, though. Despite being typed as a character actress, I did my share of ingenues, along with the classics, in school productions of many of the same plays I’d seen years earlier with Aunt Kate and Rogan. Shakespeare, Shaw, Wycherley, Noel Coward’s Hay Fever, and Alan Ayckbourn’s Norman Conquests. My parents flew over to see Hay Fever, and once VCRs and videotape became popular, I sent them tapes of everything I did.


  Aunt Kate was back in the States by then. I moved from Hampstead to share a flat with several other struggling actors in Highgate, all of whom were gratifyingly envious when I got a small role at the Royal Court with Nancy Meckler. A year later, I toured with the Manchester Royal Exchange in Charlie’s Aunt with Sabrina Franklin, saving enough money to buy a one-bedroom flat near the Angel in Islington. To distinguish myself from my great-grandmother, I performed under the name Madeline Armin.


  By the early 1980s I was doing a lot of television work. A girl who got run over by a tram in Rumpole of the Bailey, a running part on the soap opera Emmerdale, and a nice bit as a female police rookie on Juliet Bravo. It wasn’t what I’d dreamed of doing, but it was what I’d trained for. I wasn’t a star yet. I was something that occasionally seemed even more mi raculous, especially among my cohort: a working actor. Still in my twenties, I was young enough to believe that greater success would come; that I wouldn’t be frozen forever in those small moments on BBC1; that another, hidden world still awaited me, populated with the parts I was meant to play Desdemona, Lady Macbeth, Noel Coward’s Gilda, and yes, Viola.


  In the mid-1980s I went to Washington, D.C., for several months, after being cast in a supporting role in The Good Person of Szechuan at Arena Stage. I saw Rogan then, for the first time since leaving Yonkers. I’d kept up with his whereabouts through my parents and my sister Brigid. I’d learned not to ask Aunt Kate for news, after she made a brief trip to visit me several years earlier.


  “Your cousin Rogan’s not doing well, Maddy.” She shook her head and stared down at the rhododendrons glistening silvery green in a late November rain. “You know he’s a heroin addict, right?”


  I turned so she wouldn’t see my face.


  “No,” I said. “I knew he was in a band. I thought they were doing pretty well; Brigid said they had a record deal.”


  “I saw him at Pat’s house and he looked awful. Jaundiced.” Aunt Kate’s mouth tightened. “Someone should help him. One of his brothers.”


  I slid a headshot into an envelope and said nothing.


  Now, at last, I would see him. I took the train to New York and met him for lunch, all the time I could steal from work. I had suggested Rosoff’s.


  “Nah. There’s a good Szechuan place near Penn Station. In honor of your play.” He laughed and gave me the address. Through the telephone I heard the familiar phhtt of a match being struck, an indrawn breath. “Go there. I’ll meet you at one thirty.”


  He sat at a table near the front of the restaurant, a narrow steam-filled place where there was more food on the shag carpeting than the tables. “Hey, Maddy.”


  I could feel him flinch as I put my arms around him.


  “Rogan.” I pulled back to look at him. “Hi, Rogan, hi . . .”


  Someone had set fire to him and burned away all his youth. The nimbus of golden hair had faded to dull russet, close-cropped and already receding. He was gaunt, his skin so thin I could see the capillaries beneath, a faint blue fretwork starred here and there with red where the vessels had burst. There were already lines across his brow and deep grooves beside his mouth.


  And yet he remained beautiful. Not only to me: I saw the waitress stare at him after she’d taken our drink orders and returned to the bar, and the bartender as well, watching us as we ate. His pallor only accentuated his eyes, their aquamarine now darkened to a cold teal blue, and the delicate line of his jaw and cheekbones.


  “You look good,” I said.


  He gave me a twisted smile. “You, too.”


  I stared at his beat-up leather jacket and T-shirt, scuffed engineer’s boots, and filthy jeans. In D.C. the weather had been sultry; I wore a white linen shirtdress and espadrilles, clothes that had seemed elegant, even sexy, when I got on the train at Union Station.


  Now I felt dowdy and middle-aged, far older than twenty-six. Beside Rogan I looked ancient.


  We made desultory conversation while we ate. I downplayed my modest success, which wasn’t hard. I hadn’t had a leading role since drama school, and the TV shows I’d appeared in weren’t yet broadcast in the United States. Rogan told me about his band’s recent gigs in the city and Philadelphia and Boston. I’d imagined this reunion for years, and for the last few weeks had been almost sick with anticipation and yearning—how could a few hours on a Monday afternoon even begin to be enough time to knit our lives back together?


  The lunch was excruciating. Rogan wouldn’t meet my eyes. I asked after his family and he shrugged.


  “I don’t see them. You’re the first one I’ve talked to in, I dunno, seven years.”


  When I mentioned Aunt Kate in passing, he grimaced.


  “Aunt Fate.” His face contorted into a mask of loathing. “Fucking bitch. I don’t want to hear about her.”


  We finished eating. I picked up the check. Only after we were back outside did he touch me, pulling me to him and resting his head lightly on my shoulder.


  “Maddy. Thanks for coming up to see me.” His tone grew slightly mocking. “It’s been a really long time. We’re both so busy.”


  He drew away and reached into the pocket of his leather jacket. “You have a tape player?”


  I nodded. “Yeah, a Walkman.”


  “Here.” He handed me an audiocassette. “This is a demo we’re putting together. It’s really rough, but it’ll give you an idea anyway. Sounds a lot better live. You should come hear us sometime.”


  “I will. You should come see the play.”


  His eyes grew distant. “Yeah, maybe.” He lit a cigarette and looked in the direction of Penn Station. “You better go or you’ll miss your train. I’d walk you over but I have to meet someone.”


  My mouth was dry as I leaned in to kiss him. He gave me a small half smile, turning his head so my lips brushed his cheek.


  “See you,” he said softly, and walked away.


  On the Metroliner back to D.C., I sat beside the window and listened to his tape. A mix of original songs and covers, “Helter Skelter” and “Turn Blue” and “Panic in the World.” I had expected his voice to be raw or smoke-coarsened.


  But then I punched the Play button and felt my skin grow cold as that same pure, high tenor rang out, so wild and true and utterly unchanged it was like being thrust back onstage with him. I shut my eyes and played the tape over and over, until the train at last pulled into Union Station. I gathered my things, a sheaf of unread scripts and magazines, shoved them into my bag with my Walkman, and made my way to my sublet apartment on Capitol Hill.


  ❖ ❖ ❖


  I HAD ALWAYS IMAGINED MY CAREER WOULD BE like a series of rehearsals leading up to opening night, followed by a long run and longer semiretirement, with turns as Lady Bracknell and Juliet’s Nurse to buttress solid employment in a critically acclaimed television series or maybe even a movie.


  Instead it was an endless audition; a few nice parts in regional theaters before I turned thirty and, almost overnight, the leading roles disappeared. I became trapped in the career immurement that awaits a character actor, shuttling between London and New York, theater and bit parts in TV. Usually I was better than the shows I was in; always I imagined someone else on the stage with me, Rogan’s flickering image like the static on a dead television channel, his voice in my head long after the tape he’d given me wore out from being played and replayed for so many years.


  When my work was reviewed, critics marveled how I inevitably triumphed over bad material, especially if I shared the stage with weak leading men; how it seemed as if my own presence animated the air between us, as if someone else, something else, moved there unseen.


  Even in this feeble attempt at a post-Stoppard black comedy of manners, the redoubtable Madeline Armin walks the stage like a woman possessed.


  But I would never be a star. Maybe there’s only a certain amount of talent that can go around, especially in a family like ours; maybe after hundreds of years, the Tierney gifts had finally died out. Whatever acting talent I possessed, it wasn’t enough. I channeled all my energy into my work. I had a few halfhearted relationships, and a drawn-out affair with a married woman, an actress I continued to work with, off and on, until her career outstripped mine. I still read about her occasionally, small items in Time Out or Vanity Fair. In love, as in theater, I had never had any magic.


  True, I never flamed out. And I never shone, not even for a moment, the way my cousin had.


  ❖ ❖ ❖


  DECADES PASSED. MY PARENTS RETIRED AND MOVED from New York to Arizona. When Rogan’s mother died, I sent him a note of condolence from London, carefully scripted and written on thick Crane stationery. I never received a reply. A few years later, my father told me that Uncle Richard had cancer. Within several months he, too, was dead. This time I didn’t write.


  The houses on Arden Terrace had long since been sold, all save Fairview and Aunt Kate’s carriage house. Two of the bigger heaps were torn down and McMansions built in their stead, but most of the others were restored and carefully maintained by doctors and lawyers and stockbrokers, the same sorts of people who had first colonized Arden Terrace at the beginning of the last century. Aunt Kate remained in her home, attended by a series of loyal and well-paid home health aides who read to her when her vision deteriorated and made certain there was a good supply of audiobooks and cognac when they left at night to their own homes in the Bronx or White Plains.


  I visited her whenever I was in New York, but that wasn’t often now. I had no work in the city; not much in London, either. I did a series of audiobooks, adaptations of a successful children’s series about a brave ant, and that made me enough money to live on.


  When I did visit my aunt, the relative prosperity of her home, and the rest of Arden Terrace, made Fairview’s gradual decay seem even worse. After Uncle Richard’s death, the mansion had been inherited by his sons.


  But no one wanted to live in it. Despite a few prosperous neighborhoods, like Arden Terrace, Yonkers had become a ghost city. Gentrification was still a ways off. My cousins were comfortably ensconced in Westchester or Putnam County with their families.


  All save Rogan.


  Over the years, news of him had filtered to me through family members. Like me, he never married. For twenty years he lived in the city, singing in various incarnations of his original band. He drifted from apartment to apartment downtown and, when he was finally priced out of the East Village, into Brooklyn. In the early 1990s he almost died. I learned about this only a few years afterward, and it was never clear to me what had happened. AIDS, I thought, and felt that same chill as when I’d first heard him sing.


  But it wasn’t AIDS.


  “He’s in the hospital,” Aunt Kate told me over the phone. Her voice was so frail I didn’t ask her to repeat herself. I was afraid she’d lose the strength to talk at all.


  As a result, during the next year I received only fractured accounts of my cousin. Rehab. Another hospitalization, a second stint at rehab. Then, surprisingly, a performance at a Tom Waits tribute, or maybe Tom Waits had sung at a benefit for Rogan?


  Aunt Kate herself seemed uncertain. She sounded more drifty these days, which was to be expected. I asked her, more than once, how old she was.


  She never answered. She had always seemed ageless to me, younger than my own parents. Still, no matter how I did the math, I figured she had to be well into her nineties, if not over a hundred. After 9/11 she grew even more remote: one of my in-laws had been trapped in the towers, and the husband of Aunt Kate’s favorite care-giver. I spoke to her less frequently, on her birthday and at Christmas. Finally, six years later, I received a phone call from my father saying she had died.


  It was the end of December, the middle of a harsh winter in the Northeast. My parents were too frail to make the trip from Sedona, my sisters too caught up with the aftermath of Christmas and their own children and grandchildren. The rest of the Tierneys were scattered and long out of touch.


  So I told my father I’d fly over from London to represent the family at the funeral Mass at St. Brendan’s. It was only after I hung up that I realized I’d forgotten to ask what time the funeral was; also, where I could stay?


  I rang my father back.


  “Your cousin Rogan’s made all the arrangements,” he said. “He stayed with her, you know. He was there in the hospital when she died. Your mother emailed and told him you’re coming. Have a safe trip, dear.”


  My plane was late. It was a cloudless blue day. Flying above the Canadian Maritimes and New England, I saw snow thirty thousand feet below, a wrinkled white expanse of woodland dulling into gray urban sprawl, pocked with frozen lakes and reservoirs. In the minutes I stood outside at Kennedy before locating my hired car, my lungs ached from the cold.


  “Fucking freezing,” the driver told me as we headed toward the city. “Too cold to snow, even. Where’s our global warming?”


  The car took me directly to St. Brendan’s. There had been no wake, and only a few people were inside the church when I arrived. The two middle-aged women I assumed were Aunt Kate’s health aides, and the ancient couple I remembered from my own tenure at St. Brendan’s.


  And Rogan.


  “Maddy.” He stood in the first pew and waved me toward him. “Jesus, Maddy, I can’t believe you came all this way, in this weather.”


  He was thin, though not gaunt as he’d been twenty years before. He wore a black woolen overcoat over faded corduroys, and a gray henley shirt. His thin russet hair had burned to ash; his eyes were a pale washed turquoise, slightly bloodshot; his face was heavily lined. He looked ravaged; still beautiful, still wrecked.


  But his arms around me were strong, and when he drew me to sit in the pew beside him his hand held mine, tightly, until the priest made the final benediction.


  Afterward I rode with Rogan to Valhalla for the burial, a ceremony that lasted a fraction as long as the drive there, then back to Yonkers, braving the frigid cold with my window open while Rogan chain-smoked.


  “She talked about you all the time,” he said on the way home. We hadn’t spoken much till then, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable silence; more a sort of intermission, while we looked at each other and grew accustomed to once again breathing the same air. “She was really proud of you. The first Tierney in a hundred years to be onstage again.”


  “Not a hundred years.” I gazed out the window. We were on North Broadway, passing houses and storefronts strung with Christmas lights. A bar was hosting a karaoke Kwanzaa contest. “Madeline wasn’t that long ago. And you were onstage. With your bands, I mean. That’s performing.”


  “Not to her it wasn’t.” He laughed, a faint edge of bitterness to his voice, and tossed his cigarette out the window. “Your TV stuff, that wasn’t, either. Rumpole of the Bailey or whatever the hell it was. None of that stuff counted. Only the stage. Only the theater.”


  He pronounced it as our great-grandmother might have, thee-ahtuh. “That was the only thing that mattered to Aunt Fate.”


  We pulled into Arden Terrace. I sat beside him, my heart beating too fast, fear and anticipation and jet lag all crowded into that small car. “How long did you live with her?”


  “Two years. Two and a half. I didn’t actually live with her, not in her house. She had Luisa and Jadeis for that. They’re the health-care professionals.” He gave another sharp laugh. “I live at Fairview. I’m, like, the caretaker—Michael and the rest of them, they pay me to stay there and keep it from falling into the ground. Which is a losing fucking proposition, I can tell you. But it’s great for me; I can work on my music or whatever, no one hassles me. I never even have to fucking see them. Here we are—”


  He slowed in front of the house where I’d grown up. “They shingled it about ten years ago,” he said, peering out the side window. “It looked good. Now it looks like it needs some paint. But that’s nothing compared to my house. Which looks like the Munsters live there.”


  The car turned down the long drive to Fairview.


  “No kidding,” I said.


  It didn’t look completely derelict, just neglected and sad. Shingles were missing, leaving long gaps like rows of rotted teeth. Plywood covered one of the upper windows, and mats of dead wisteria hung like wet carpet from the porch railings. A few lights glimmered downstairs.


  “Aunt Kate’s place is in better shape,” said Rogan as he parked. “She put a lot of money into it.”


  I stepped out, shivering, and got my bag from the backseat. “What’s going to happen to it now?”


  Rogan locked the car and waited for me before heading for the front door. “Actually,” he said, sounding embarrassed, “she left it to me.”


  “Really?” I felt a momentary spike of jealousy, then laughed. “But that’s great! Her stuff, too? All those things of Madeline’s and, well, everything?”


  “Yeah. We went through most of it before she died. She wanted to give it to a museum, or a college—I must’ve called every school in New York. No one was interested. SUNY Purchase took a few things. I gave some of it to the girls who took care of her—nothing you’d want, just some furniture, blankets, and stuff like that. The rest I packed up. I figured you’d want to look at it and maybe take some of it back to England with you.”


  “Maybe,” I said. “I don’t have a lot of room. And, you know, I’m not a citizen. Which these days makes it hard. And it’s getting expensive. I don’t know how long I can really afford to stay there.”


  We stepped inside. Rogan switched on a light as I rubbed my arms. “Jesus, it’s as cold here as outside.”


  “Yeah, sorry. Here, I’ll put the heat on.”


  He went into the hall, returning a minute later. “I can’t really afford to live here, either.” He laughed. “But hey, as long as Michael keeps writing the checks, I’ll keep it warm. You hungry?”


  I followed him into the kitchen. It was like walking through a haunted house of my own life. Most of the furniture was gone, as well as the worn Turkish carpets and mirrors and ancient theatrical memorabilia.


  But enough remained that it was still, recognizably, Rogan’s home. Most of the damage seemed to be limited to the house’s exterior; the structure was still sound. Rogan showed me where he’d made repairs to the interior walls, replaced some of the old windows with triple-insulated glass, and done a serviceable job of patching a crack in the plaster in the kitchen. There was even a bedraggled Christmas tree in the living room, strung with a few strands of those big, old, multicolored bulbs that are no longer fashionable, and hung with glass ornaments.


  “I saved those,” he said as we stood and admired the tree. He turned back to the kitchen and began to make coffee and sandwiches from leftover turkey. “After my father went crazy that time and trashed everything. I think that’s when my mother finally decided she’d had enough. Not when he was pounding the shit out of me. When he broke all the Christmas decorations.”


  “Jesus, Rogan.”


  I sat at the table, still in my coat. He handed me a mug of coffee, turned down the dimmer on the overhead light, and lit a candle in a blue glass holder. “Hey. I remember that,” I said softly. “That was under the porch . . .”


  He seemed not to hear me. “Forget it. It’s history. You want a sweater? It’ll warm up soon. Last winter I put in a new furnace. Aunt Fate paid for it; Michael was too cheap. I told him when the pipes burst and he had to put in a new foundation he’d wish he’d popped for a furnace, but he said if that happened he’d just tear the whole fucking place down. He would, too. No one cares about this place but me.”


  He turned and looked at me. He’d removed his coat and, despite the chill, pushed up the sleeves of his shirt, so that I could see how the hairs on his arms glowed in the candlelight. I reached out and touched his wrist, like mine only bigger, took his hand, and laid mine beside it.


  “We could have been twins,” I said. “I wonder if it would have been different. If there had been a girl in your family.”


  “They were wrong about that, too.” He stared at our hands, then linked his fingers with mine. “All that stuff about us. All that boatload of guilt. People marry their cousins; it’s not even illegal. I know a guy in Bay Ridge, he’s married to his cousin. Not that he tells anyone,” he added and smiled ruefully. “You want a drink?”


  He opened a bottle of wine. We ate our turkey sandwiches, and then Rogan handed me a CD.


  “Check this out.”


  The cover was a black-and-white photo of an empty city street, a figure silhouetted beneath a lamppost.


  Rogan Tierney: Sad Songs.


  I looked at him. “This is you?”


  He grinned. “Hey, write what you know.”


  I turned it over and read the back. “Jesus—Nicky Cox produced this? How’d you get him?” I scanned the rest of the names in disbelief. “How’d you get all these guys?”


  “You meet a lot of people at NA meetings in New York. I’ll play it for you later. I have a whole little studio upstairs. It’s pretty cool.”


  We finished the wine.


  “Is it okay that you do this?” I asked as he set the empty bottle in the sink. “If you’re doing that whole Narcotics Anonymous thing?”


  “I’m straight, not necessarily sober. But I don’t do it much.” He shrugged, poured us each a tumbler of Irish Mist, then gazed at the bottle. “This was my father’s.”


  He took his drink and walked to a window overlooking the carriage house, the long sweep of darkness to the Hudson. “He used to drink this stuff after dinner every night. After the cocktails, I mean. I found a stockpile of it after I moved in. I’m working my way through it. Not at his rate, though.”


  I walked over to stand beside him. Outside the night was so clear and black it looked brittle, as though, like ice, it would shatter if you touched it. Stars seemed to stir in the wind. The ridge of trees that bordered the lawn had become so dense and overgrown you could no longer see the lights of the houses below.


  Only in the uppermost window of Aunt Kate’s carriage house did a single light glow, pale yellow, and cast a bright lozenge onto the ground.


  “You kept it on.” I began to cry. “After everything, you were the one—”


  “Maddy.” He turned and put his arms around me and drew me close. “Don’t cry, baby, please don’t cry . . .”


  He kissed me. He smelled as he always had, of smoke and sweat, his mouth bitter with nicotine. I could feel the wind through the cracks in the walls, and then a slow shifting, as though the entire house moved around us. Behind my closed eyes it all began to take shape again, the carpets in their muted colors unfurling across the wooden floors, white lace curtains at the windows, wisteria blooming on the porch outside, and the echo of footsteps on the stairs above.


  “Maddy.”


  I blinked. There were no curtains at the window, and only worn linoleum underfoot. The kitchen smelled of fuel oil and cigarette smoke.


  But Rogan’s head rested against mine, and Rogan’s voice whispered as he grabbed my hand and stepped away from me.


  “Come here,” he said. “Upstairs. I want to show you something.”


  He picked up the candle in its blue glass and walked out of the kitchen, through the hall and into the foyer, and up the curving stairway. I held his hand and hurried after him. On the second-floor landing I peered into a room where a computer blinked on a long trestle table, surrounded by speakers and coils of wire.


  “That’s the studio,” said Rogan. He started up the steps to the third floor. “But that’s still not it.”


  I said nothing, just shivered and followed him. The unsteady candlelight made the dark space seem even colder than the rest of the house. When we reached the third floor, Rogan stopped.


  “Close your eyes.”


  I rubbed my arms. “Do I have to? I can’t see anything.”


  “Yeah. You do. Wait right there.”


  I flinched as he let go of my hand and stepped away, then shut my eyes. I didn’t feel like I had downstairs, when the entire house seemed to knit itself around me. Just cold and a growing unease that was close to dread. I thought of when I had last stood here; of Rogan crouched against the wall and his father shouting at me.


  Get out of here, you get out of here . . .


  “Come here.” I started as Rogan took me by the shoulders. “Keep your eyes closed. It’s okay, I won’t let you fall. Come here, but don’t look until I tell you.


  I took tiny baby steps as he led me across the landing, past the door to Michael’s bedroom, and into his own.


  “Can I open them?” I knew I sounded anxious and drunk, but I didn’t care. “Rogan?”


  “Hang on, just a sec—”


  He stepped away. For a moment I stood alone, fighting the urge to open my eyes, to bolt. Then Rogan was beside me. His arm settled around my shoulders.


  “Okay,” he said. “You can look.”


  I opened my eyes and blinked, staring first at the ceiling, then the floor as I tried to get my bearings.


  The room was empty. No books, no bed, no rugs, no drapes; no furniture save a makeshift table made of a sheet of plywood on top of a small desk. At its edge glowed a half circle of candles in colored glasses, cobalt and red and green.


  “I know it’s late,” said Rogan. “But Merry Christmas.”


  I blinked, unsure what I was looking at.


  And then I saw.


  It was the toy theater, the fairy stage and proscenium we had shared thirty-odd years before. Only it was no longer a thing of light and shadow but a real theater, torn cardboard and paper carefully reassembled, the broken struts and floor repaired, clumsily in spots, with tape and glue and what looked like dirty plaster. The proscenium arch had been so badly damaged that only a small part of it remained, a fragile gilt arc within a crumpled span of tinfoil etched painstakingly with ballpoint ink in the same design that had been on the original. Crepe paper and a ragged fringe of orange silk replaced the curtains. The topiary trees and snow-capped mountains were a pastiche of torn paper and pictures cut from magazines. The scrim was a piece of mosquito netting, painted with a glowing silver moon and the spidery prongs of a broken mast.


  “Rogan.” It hurt to speak. I stepped toward the table and knelt. “It’s—there are people.”


  And there were. Dozens of figures, each no bigger than my finger, their heads clipped from old photographs and mounted onto stiff paper and cardboard. There were my parents, heads affixed to the gowns of a king and queen; there was Uncle Richard, incongruously smiling above a hunchback’s torso, and Aunt Pat in her wedding gown but with a donkey’s long muzzle. There was smiling Mr. Sullivan from the St. Brendan’s yearbook, his hands raised like a football referee’s. There were my sisters, garbed like princesses or stepsisters or shopgirls; and Rogan’s brothers, with monkey’s tails or Grecian robes. There were all our friends from Twelfth Night: dizzy Sir Toby and dopey Duncan Moss; Maria and Fabian and Malvolio; Orsino and Olivia and Sir Andrew Aguecheek.


  And there was Aunt Kate, suspended above the stage by a piece of fishing line, with two sets of wings, a swan’s and a bat’s.


  And there was me.


  I stood beneath Aunt Kate in my yearbook snapshot, costumed as Viola. But my head had been replaced, so carefully that only I would know that the little figure brandishing her wooden sword didn’t bear my fifteen-year-old face, but the delicately made-up features I bore in my Playbill photo for The Good Person of Szechuan; the adult Viola I had never played.


  “Rogan,” I whispered.


  I stretched out my hand to touch his image. It stood center stage, slightly in front of mine; a Polaroid retouched with ink. He wore the Pierrot’s costume from Twelfth Night, his head thrown back and eyes closed with the same rapturous expression he had then.


  But this photo was new—it might have been taken that day—and when I touched it, I could feel that it was still slightly damp, as though the glue had not yet dried.


  Rogan lowered his head to kiss me.


  “ ‘And thus the whirligig of time brings in his revenges,’ ” he said and began to sing.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “When that I was and a little tiny boy,

            With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,

            A foolish thing was but a toy,

            For the rain it raineth every day.”

          
        

      
    

  


  He sang as he had all those years before; as I’d heard him sing, night after night, alone in bed in my Islington flat; as I’d heard him every time I stood offstage, fighting waves of fear until I could take that first step onto a stage in Manchester or Bristol or D.C. His voice rang so loudly that the candles guttered in their holders; the dark room closed around us until I felt the attic walls and in the corners of my eyes saw sparks of lightning, blue and black and silver.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “But when I came unto my beds,

            With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,

            With tosspots still had drunken heads,

            For the rain it raineth every day.”

          
        

      
    

  


  I blinked. Tears blurred my vision so that it seemed I glimpsed the resurrected theater through a snow-covered window. I rubbed my eyes, then gasped.


  It was snowing: tiny whirling flakes like glitter or talc but cold, and wet—snow, real snow, impossible snow, falling in a moonlit column from the ceiling onto the paper stage as Rogan sang.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “A great while ago the world begun,

            With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,

            But that’s all one, our play is done,

            And we’ll strive to please you every day.”

          
        

      
    

  


  The eddies rose and fell with my cousin’s voice, sweeping over all of us in waves, matchstick trees and painted moon and cardboard figures in a toy theater, snow and shipwreck and stage all whorled together into one great bright storm with Rogan and me at its center, motionless in our embrace, long after his voice fell silent, long after first light struck the stony face of the Palisades and the frozen river far below.
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  Errantry


  I WAS HANGING OUT in Angus’s apartment above the print shop, scoring some of his ADHD medication, when Tommy Devaraux ran upstairs to tell us he’d just seen the Folding Man over at the Old Court Grill. This was some years after the new century had cracked open and left me and my friends scrambled, even more feckless than we’d been thirty years earlier when we met as teenagers in Kamensic Village. The three of us had been romantically involved off and on during high school and for a few years afterward, held together by the wobbly gravitational pull exerted by adolescence and the strange, malign beauty of Kamensic, a once-rural town that had since been ravaged by gentrification and whose name had recently been trade-marked by a domestic house wares tycoon.


  Angus had never left Kamensic; he’d spent the last three decades nurturing a musical career that never quite took off, despite a minor 1977 hit that continued to generate residuals and a ringtone that now echoed eerily across the floor of the New York Stock Exchange. His most recent job had been with a brokerage firm absorbed by MortNet. The three kids from his first marriage were grown, but the younger ones, twins, had just started school, and child support and legal bills from the second divorce had stripped him of almost everything.


  His ex-wife Sheila and the twins remained in the McMansion out by Kamensic Meadows, but Angus lived in a third-floor flat he rented from another old friend who owned the struggling printing company below. The entire rickety wood-frame building smelled of dust and ink, the faintly resinous odor of paper mingled with acrid chemical pigments and the reek of melted plastic. In bed at night in Angus’s room, with the old presses rumbling on the floor below, it felt as though we were on a train. Walls and floors vibrated around us and a sallow street lamp coated the window with a syrupy greenish light. A few yards away, real trains racketed between the city and the outer exurbs.


  I lived sixty miles north of Kamensic, in the next county, but spent more time in my old stomping grounds than reason or propriety allowed. Angus was my half brother, the result of what Shakespearean scholars term a bed-trick. We didn’t know of our complicated parentage when we first slept together, but once we learned about it we figured it was too late and what the hell. Few people besides us ever knew, and most of them are now dead. My own career, as assistant professor of Arthurian studies at a small college upstate, had flamed out due to accusations of sexual harassment (dropped when a student recanted his story) and drug and alcohol abuse (upheld). Despite my dismissal, I found work as a private tutor, coaching rich kids on their college admissions essays.


  “Vivian,” Tommy said breathlessly when I opened the door. “Angus here?”


  I brushed my cheek against Tommy’s as he swept inside and crossed to where Angus sat hunched over his computer. Tommy peered at the monitor and frowned. “Where’s Estelle?”


  Tommy had a little obsessive thing that dovetailed neatly with Angus’s frenetic energy, as in their latest collaboration, a thirty-seven-song cycle Angus was writing about Estelle, an imaginary woman based on a real woman, a stockbroker Tommy had dated once. He became obsessed with her, and she eventually hit him with a restraining order and moved to Vermont.


  Angus scowled. “I’m taking a break from freaking Estelle.”


  “Well, sacrifice that Voidwalker and log off,” said Tommy. “I just saw the Folding Man.”


  “At the Old Court?” Angus ground out his cigarette and lit another. “He’s there now? Why didn’t you just call us?”


  Tommy glanced at me imploringly. He was tall but sparely built, softer than he’d been but still boyish, with round tortoiseshell glasses on a snub nose, his long dark hair gone to gray; slightly louche in a frayed Brooks Brothers jacket and shiny black engineer’s boots. He was a special ed teacher at a private school and dealt with autistic teenagers, many of them violent. He’d been attacked so often by kids bigger and stronger than he was that he’d started to have panic attacks, and now took so much Xanax just to get through the working day that his customary expression was a rictus of mournful, slightly hostile chagrin—he looked like the Mock Turtle after a lost weekend.


  “Well, he left,” he said. “Plus my cell phone died. But he gave me this—”


  He sank into a swivel chair beside Angus, hands cupped on his knees as though he held a butterfly. The illusion held for an instant when he opened his hands to display a tiny diadem of russet and yellow petals that fluttered when he breathed upon it.


  “Nice,” said Angus grudgingly. “He’ll be gone by now.”


  I crouched beside Tommy and stared at it. “Can I see?”


  “Sure.”


  I picked it up and weighed it tentatively in my palm. Angus’s Focalin was starting to have its way with me, a diffuse, sunny-day buzz that meshed nicely with the day outside: midafternoon, early May, lilac in bloom, kids riding bikes along the village sidewalks. I drew my hand to my face and caught a whiff of the Old Court’s distinctive odor, hamburgers and Pine-Sol, but also, inexplicably, a smell of the sea, salt, and hot glass.


  I blew on the bit of folded paper. It fell onto the floor. Angus grabbed it before I could pick it up again.


  “He gave it to me,” Tommy said in an aggrieved tone.


  But Angus was already opening it. Tommy and I stood beside him as he carefully unfolded wings, triangles, unveiling creases in once-glossy paper, swatches of azure and silver, topaz, pine green. The yellow and russet-colored petals must have sprung from the other side of the page, tom from a magazine or brochure.


  “Someone’s been to the beach.” Angus held up a finger dusted with glittering specks, spilled sugar or sand; licked it and smoothed out the paper on his desk.


  “What does it say?” asked Tommy.


  “ ‘YOU ARE HERE.’ ”


  I edged between them to get a better look. The paper was four or five inches square, crosshatched with grayish lines indicating where it had been folded countless times. It was almost impossible to imagine it had ever had a shape other than this one, and impossible to remember just what that shape had been—an insect? tiger lilies?


  “Beach roses,” said Tommy. “That’s what it’s a picture of.”


  “How the hell can you know that?” demanded Angus.


  “It’s a map,” I said.


  Angus’s cell phone buzzed. He glanced at it, muttered, “Sheila,” and turned it off. “Let’s see.”


  I adjusted my glasses and frowned. “It’s hard to see, but there—those lines? It says Route 22.”


  “That’s the Old Court there,” Tommy agreed, squinting at a blotch on a smudge of shoreline. “Those dotted lines, that’s the old road that runs parallel to it, out toward that apple farm where they want to put the development.”


  Ashes dropped from Angus’s cigarette onto the ersatz map. When he blew them away, a tiny spark glowed in one corner.


  “There.” Tommy stubbed out the ember with his finger. “It ends there.”


  “Like I said.” Angus finished his cigarette. “X marks the spot. Let’s go check it out. Who wants to get stoned?”


  Angus had retained a company car, I never understood how. The back was filled with his stuff, sheet music, CDs, manila envelopes, Happy Meal toys, a guitar case. I sat in the front with Angus’s hand on my knee. Tommy shoved stuff aside and slumped in the back, his face pressed against the window. He looked like a kid on a long drive, at once resigned and expectant. I thought, not for the first time, how little had changed since we really were kids: still bombing around on a Saturday afternoon, drunk or stoned or generally messed up, still screwing each other when no one else would have us, still singing along with the radio.


  “Is there a channel just for your songs?” asked Tommy as we drove over the railroad tracks and headed north to old Route 22. Angus tapped the radio screen until he found something he liked. “Like, is there a satellite that just beams ‘Do It All Day’ ?”


  “That would be the Burnout Channel.”


  “This is the Cowsills,” I said. “That song about the park and other things.”


  “And then I knew,” chanted Tommy, “that she had made me happy.”


  “Happy, happy,” echoed Angus. He began to sing his own words.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “I love the Folding Man

            He may be just a drunk

            And I’m a worn-out skunk. . . .”

          
        

      
    

  


  Outside, the remnants of old Kamensic slid past, stone churches; the sprawling Victorian where Angus had grown up, now a B and B; the ancient cemetery with its strange stone animals; Deer Park Inn, a former dive that had been cleaned up and christened the Deer Park Tavern, its shattered blacktop newly paved and full of SUVs and Priuses. It was easy to blame these changes on Marian Lavecque, the domestic maven whose reign had redrawn the town’s aesthetic and cultural boundaries.


  But I knew the decline stretched back longer than that, to the years when Angus and I had first become entangled. So it was hard sometimes—for me anyway, since my academic background had trained me to see patterns everywhere, a subtle tapestry woven into the grungiest Missoni knockoff—not to feel that our folie a deux had broken something in the place we loved most.


  One upshot was that we had to go farther afield now to find a bar that suited us. I’d never heard of the Folding Man being anywhere but the Old Court.


  I reached to touch Tommy’s knee. “You OK back there?”


  “Sure,” he said. “We’re on a quest.” He smiled as Angus’s voice filled the car.


  
    
      
        
          	
            “I love the Folding Man

            He may be just a geek

            And I’m a burned-out freak. . . .”

          
        

      
    

  


  Tommy was the one who’d always believed in things. Even though he could never really explain to you exactly what those things were; only trace circles in the air when he was drunk, or go into long, rambling exegeses of conspiracies between real estate developers and the Zen Buddhists who’d built a retreat house on what had once been old-growth forest, or the purported sexual relationship, based on a mutual desire to make artisanal cheese, that existed between Estelle, the woman he’d been obsessed with, and a dot-com millionaire who did in fact now live in Vermont. I felt protective of Tommy, although when drunk he could become bellicose, even violent. Asleep he resembled a high-school athlete fallen on hard times, his T-shirt riding up to show a slack torso, gray hair, an appendectomy scar like a wincing mouth, a bad tattoo of a five-pointed star.


  Whereas Angus retained the body he’d had as a teenager, his skin smooth and unblemished, pale as barley; he slept curled on his side and breathed softly, like a child, occasionally sighing as in some deep regret he couldn’t acknowledge in waking life. Then the deep lines on his face seemed to fade, and his eyes, closed, held no hint of what burned there when he stared at you.


  “Let’s stop for a minute,” I said as we crested the hill overlooking the Old Court.


  “He won’t be there.” Angus glanced into the rearview mirror. “You said he left.”


  “Yeah, he left.” Tommy opened his window. A green smell filled the car, young ferns and the leaves of crushed meadowsweet. “But stop anyway.”


  Inside, the Old Court was sunlit, its curved oak bar glossy as caramel and warm to the touch. A few elderly bikers sat drinking beer or coffee and watching the Golf Channel. We sat at the far end, where it was quieter, in front of the brass bowl that held the Folding Man’s handiwork.


  “Back already?” Nance, the bartender, smiled at Tommy, then glanced out the window to see whose car was parked there: not Tommy’s, so she could serve him. “You want the same?”


  Tommy and I had red wine, Angus a rum and Coke. Tommy drank fast—he always did—and ordered another. I drank mine almost as quickly, then shut my eyes, reached into the brass bowl, and withdrew a piece of folded paper.


  The Folding Man’s work isn’t exactly origami. Tommy has showed some of it to a woman he knows who does origami, and she said it was like nothing she’d ever seen before. The Folding Man doesn’t talk about it either, which is probably why Tommy became obsessed with him. Nothing gets Tommy as revved up as being ignored—Angus says he’s seen Tommy get a hard-on when a woman rejects him.


  Not that Tommy had ever actually met the Folding Man, until now. None of us had, even though he’d been a fixture at the Old Court for as long as we’d been drinking there. We first began to notice his work in the early 1980s when, before or after a wild night, we’d find these little folded figures left on the floor near where we’d been sitting.


  “This is like that guy in Blade Runner,” said Tommy once. He’d picked up something that resembled a winged scorpion. “See?”


  I looked at it closely and saw it had the face of Anjelica Huston and, instead of pincers, a pair of spoons for claws.


  But then Tommy carefully unfolded it, smoothing it on the bar.


  “Don’t get it wet,” warned Angus.


  “I won’t.” Tommy looked puzzled. He slid the crumpled paper to me. “It’s gone.”


  “What’s gone?”


  I looked at the paper, and saw it was a square taken from an ad for Yves Saint Laurent Opium perfume—the word OPIUM was there, and part of the bottle, and I could even smell a musky trace of the fragrance.


  But there was no woman anywhere in the ad. I turned the paper over: nada. No spoons, either.


  “Edward James Olmos.”


  Tommy and I turned to stare blankly at Angus.


  “That’s who played that character.” He took the paper and scrutinized it, then flicked his cigarette lighter and set it on fire and dropped it in his ashtray. “In Blade Runner. Edward James Olmos. Great actor.”


  The Folding Man’s stuff was always like that. Things were never quite what they seemed to be. Sea anemones with eyes and wheels, body parts—vulvas were a popular theme—that sprouted fingers, exotic birds with too many heads and hooves instead of feathers, a lunar lander printed with a map of the Sea of Tranquility, the extravagant effects produced by some infernal combination of paper folding and whatever was actually printed on the paper. None of them was any larger than the area I could circumscribe with my thumb and forefinger, and some were much smaller.


  But if you unfolded them, they were never what they didn’t seem to be, either—you ended up with nothing but a page from a magazine or travel brochure, or a paper menu from McDonald’s or the Kamensic Diner, or (in the case of the lunar lander) a fragment of the Playbill for Via Galactica. They were like origami figures from the Burgess Shale, beautiful but also slightly nightmarish.


  And what made it even stranger was that no one except for me and Tommy and, to a lesser degree, Angus, ever seemed to think they were weird at all. No one paid much attention to them; no one thought they were mysterious. When Tommy started asking about who made them, Nance just shrugged.


  “This guy, comes in sometimes to watch the game. I think maybe he used to smoke or something, like he wants to do something with his hands. So he does those.”


  “What’s his name?” said Tommy.


  Nance shook her head. “I don’t know. We just call him the Folding Man.”


  “You don’t know his name?” Angus stared at her, his tone slightly belligerent, as it often was. “What, he never puts down a credit card? You know everyone’s name.”


  “He drinks rail whiskey, and he pays cash. Ask him yourself if you really want to know.”


  But before now we’d never seen him, not ever, not once, though over the years Tommy had chased down customers and bartenders to receive detailed descriptions of what he looked like: older, paunchy, gray hair, weathered face, unshaven, eyes that were usually described as blue or gray, glasses, faded corduroys, and a stained brown windbreaker.


  “He looks like a fucking wino, Tommy,” Angus exploded once, when the hundredth customer had been quizzed after a thumbnailsized frog with match-head eyes and the faces of the original Jackson Five had materialized beneath Tommy’s barstool. “Give it a fucking break, OK?”


  But Tommy couldn’t give it a break, any more than he could keep from getting obsessively fixated on women he hardly knew. Neither could I, and, after a while, neither could Angus, though Angus was the one who made the ground rule about never taking any of the folded paper figures out of the Old Court.


  “There’s enough crap in my apartment. Yours too, Tommy.”


  Nance didn’t like customers taking them from the brass bowl, either.


  “Leave them!” she’d yell if someone tried to pocket one at the end of the night. “They’re part of the decor!”


  I knew Tommy had nicked some. I found one under his pillow once, a lovely, delicate thing shaped like a swan, or a borzoi, or maybe it was a meerschaum pipe, with rows of teeth and a tiny pagoda on what I thought was its head (or bowl). I was going to make a joke about it, but Tommy was in the bathroom, and the longer I lay there with that weird, nearly weightless filigree in the palm of my hand, the harder it was to look at anything else, or think of anything except the way it seemed to glow, a pearlescent, rubeus color, like the inside of a child’s ear when you shine a flashlight behind it.


  When I heard Tommy come out of the bathroom I slipped it back beneath the pillow. Later, when I searched for it again, I found nothing but a crumpled sale flyer from the old Kamensic Hardware Store.


  Now I set my wineglass on the bar, opened my eyes, and looked at what I had picked from the brass bowl. A fern, gold rather than green, its fiddlehead resembling the beaked prow of a Viking ship.


  “Let’s go.” Tommy stuck some bills under his empty glass and stood.


  “We just got here,” said Angus.


  “I don’t want to lose him.”


  Angus looked at me, annoyed, then finished his drink. “Yeah, whatever. Come on, Vivian.”


  I replaced the fern and gulped the rest of my wine, and we returned to the car. I sat in the back so Tommy could ride up front with Angus and navigate.


  I said, “You didn’t tell us what he looked like.”


  Tommy spread the piece of paper on his knee. “He looked like a wino.”


  “Did you talk to him? Did he say anything?”


  “Yeah.” Tommy turned to look at me. He grinned, that manic school’s-out grin that still made everything seem possible. “I asked him how he did it, how he made everything. And he said, “Everything fits. You’ll figure it out.”


  “ ‘Everything fits, you’ll figure it out?’ ” repeated Angus. “Who is this guy, Mister Rogers?”


  Tommy only smiled. I leaned forward to kiss him, while Angus shook his head and we drove on.


  We headed north on the old Brandywine Turnpike, a barely maintained road that runs roughly parallel to Route 22, and connects Kamensic via various gravel roads and shortcuts to the outlying towns and deeper woodlands that, for the moment, had escaped development metastasizing from the megalopolis. The boulder-strewn, glacier-carved terrain was inhospitable to builders, steeply sloped, and falling away suddenly into ravines overgrown with mountain ash and rock juniper that gave off a sharp tang of gin.


  There were patches of genuine old-growth forest here, ancient towering hemlocks, white oaks, and hornbeams. Occasionally we’d pass an abandoned gas station or roadhouse, or the remains of tiny settlements long fallen into ruin beside spur roads that retained the names of their founders: Tintertown Road, Smithtown Road, Fancher’s Corner. It was like driving back in time into the old Kamensic, the real Kamensic, the place we’d mapped through all our various lovers and drug dealers and music gigs over the last thirty years.


  Only of course we were really driving away from Kamensic, slipping in and out of the town’s borders, until we reached its outermost edge, the place where even the tax maps got sketchy.


  This was where Muscanth Mountain and Sugar Mountain converged on Lake Muscanth. The mountains weren’t mountains really, just big hills, but the lake was a real lake. In the 1920s a group of socialists had established a short-lived utopian community there, a summer encampment called the Fallows. Most of the cabins and the main lodge had rotted away fifty years ago.


  But some remained, in varying states of decay—Angus and I first had sex together in one of these in 1973—and two or three had even been renovated as second homes. Zoning covenants designed to protect the wetland had kept the McMansions away, and some of the same old hippies who had taken over the cottages in the 1960s and ’70s still lived there, or were rumored to—I hadn’t been out to the lake in at least a dozen years.


  “You know, this is going to totally fuck up my alignment,” Angus swore as the car scraped across the rutted track. To the right, you could glimpse Lake Muscanth in flashes of silvery blue through dense stands of evergreen, like fish darting through murky water. “Damn it! Tom, I’m sorry, but if we don’t find this place soon I’m—”


  “Turn there.” Tommy pointed to where the road divided a few yards ahead of us. “It should be just past where it curves.”


  Angus peered through the windshield. “I dunno, man. Those branches, they look like they’re going to come down right on top of us.”


  “That’s where the place is, dude,” said Tommy as I stuck my head between the two of them to get a better view.


  Angus was right. The narrow road, barely more than a path here, was flanked by thick stands of tamarack and cedar. They were so overgrown that in spots above the road their branches met and became tangled in a dense, low, overhanging mat of black and green. Angus tossed his cigarette out the window and veered cautiously to the right.


  The effect wasn’t of diving through a tunnel; more like being under the canopy of a bazaar or souk. Branches scraped the car in place of importuning shopkeepers grabbing at us.


  Angus swore as tiny pinecones hailed down onto the roof. “I’m going back.”


  Tommy looked stricken. “Hey, we’re almost there.”.


  “It’s a company car, Tommy!”


  “I’ll pay to have it painted, OK? Look, see? There it is, that house there—”


  Angus glanced to the side then nodded. “Yeah, well, OK.”


  There was no driveway, just a flattish bit of ground where broken glass and scrap metal glinted through patchy moss and teaberry. Angus pulled onto this and turned the ignition off.


  “So did this guy give you a phone number or something?” Angus asked after a moment. “Are we expected?”


  Tommy sat with his fingers on the door handle and stared outside. The place was small, not a house at all but a cabin made of split logs painted brown. It wasn’t much bigger than a motel cottage, with pine green shutters and trim, and a battered screen door that looked as though it had been flung open by someone who’d left in a big hurry and a bad mood. A sagging screened-in porch overlooked the lake. Stones had come loose from the fieldstone chimney and were scattered forlornly beneath the pine trees, like misshapen soccer balls. A rusted holding tank bulged beneath a broken window that had been repaired with a square of cardboard.


  “Nice,” said Angus.


  No one got out of the car. Angus shot Tommy a bitter look, then took a roach from his pocket, lit it, and smoked in silence. When he held it out to me and Tommy, we declined. I’d become adept at fine-tuning the cocktail of drugs I needed to filter out the world, and Tommy’s school job mandated random drug testing.


  “So, Tom.” Angus replaced the roach. The hand he’d kept on the steering wheel relaxed somewhat. “Where’s your man?”


  Tommy stared at the cabin. His face had that expression I loved, unabashed wonder struggling with suspicion and a long-entrenched fear of ridicule. It was a slightly crazed look, and I knew from long experience what could follow. Weird accusations, smashed guitars, broken fingers. But the alcohol and Xanax had done their job.


  “I don’t even care if he’s here or not,” said Tommy lightly, and stepped outside. “Remember when we used to come out to the lake all the time?”


  “I do.”


  I hopped out and stood beside him. A warm wind blew off the water, bringing the smells of mud and cedar bark. A red-winged blackbird sang, and a lone peeper near the water’s edge. Tommy put his arm across my shoulder, the Folding Man’s map still in his hand. A moment later I felt Angus on my other side. His fingers touched mine and his mouth tightened as he gazed at the cabin, but after a moment he sighed.


  “Yeah, this was a good idea.” He looked at me and smiled, then knocked Tommy’s arm from my shoulder. “No hogging the girl, dude. Let’s check this place out.”


  Tommy headed toward the front door. Angus walked to the side to check out the broken window.


  “Hey.” He grabbed the cardboard by one corner and tried to wrest it from the window frame.


  I came up alongside him. “What is it?”


  “It’s an album. Well, an album cover. Watch it—”


  The cardboard buckled then abruptly popped out from the window.


  Angus examined it cursorily, slid his hand inside the sleeve, and shook his head—no vinyl—then held it up for me to see: a black square with an inset color photo of two guys in full hippie regalia and psychedelic wording beneath.


  TYRANNOSAURUS REX


  PROPHETS SEERS AND SAGES


  THE ANGELS OF THE AGES


  “Is that T. Rex?”


  He grinned. “I always, always wanted this album. I could never find it.”


  “You could probably find it now on eBay.”


  “I never wanted it that much.” He laughed. “Actually, I totally forgot I wanted it, till now.”


  I took the cardboard sleeve. It was damp and smelled of mildew; black mold covered Marc Bolan’s face and cape. When I tried to look inside, the soft cardboard tore.


  I handed it back to Angus. “Is it worth anything?”


  “Not anymore.” He glanced at it then shrugged. “Nah, it’s toast. It doesn’t even have the record inside.”


  “I bet it’s been rereleased. You should get it; it might give you and Tommy some ideas for Estelle.”


  Angus grimaced. “Trust me, Tommy doesn’t need any more ideas about goddamn Estelle.”


  The song cycle had been my idea. “You’re like a troubadour, Tommy,” I had told him back when his obsession with the broker had spun completely out of control. “Their whole thing revolved around idealized unrequited love. You would have fit right in.”


  “Did their whole thing revolve around stalking women at Best Buy?” I remember Angus asked.


  “That was an accident,” said Tommy. “A total coincidence, she even admitted it.”


  “Did the troubadours ever get laid?” said Angus. “Because that would clinch the deal for me.”


  “I think you should channel all this into something constructive,” I suggested. “Music, you guys haven’t written anything together for a while.”


  The first songs Tommy had written all used the woman’s real name.


  “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Tommy,” I’d said when he played me the CD he’d burned. “Considering the restraining order and all.”


  “But I love her name.” He had appeared genuinely distressed. “It’s part of her, it’s an extension of her, of everything she is—”


  “You don’t have a clue as to who she fucking is!” Angus grabbed the CD. “You went out with her once before she dumped you. It was like you dated a blow-up doll.”


  “She didn’t dump me!”


  “You’re right—you were never involved enough to be dumped. You were downsized, Tommy. Admit it and get over it. Lot of fish in the sea, Tom.”


  Tommy got over it, sort of. In the song, he changed the woman’s name to Estelle, at any rate.


  It remained a sore point with Angus. He turned and skimmed the album cover toward the lake. I walked to join Tommy on the cabin’s front steps.


  I asked, “What’re you doing?”


  “Mail tampering.”


  A stoved-in mailbox dangled beside the door. I watched as Tommy prized it open, fished around inside, and withdrew a wad of moldering letters, junk mail, mostly. He peeled oversized envelopes away from sales flyers, releasing a fetid smell, then finally held up an envelope with the familiar ConEd logo.


  “It’s a cutoff notice,” he said in triumph. Angus had wandered back and looked at him dubiously. “It’s got his name on it. Orson Shemeltoss.”


  “Orson Shemeltoss? What the hell kind of name is that?”


  Tommy ignored him. The wind sent the screen door swinging; he pushed it away, then knocked loudly on the front door. “Mr. Shemeltoss? Hello? Mr. Shemeltoss?”


  Silence. Angus looked at me. We both started to laugh.


  “Hey, shut up,” said Tommy.


  Angus pushed him aside, cracked the door open, and yelled.


  “Yo, Orson! Tommy’s here.”


  Tommy swore, but Angus had already stepped inside.


  “It’s OK.” I patted Tommy’s shoulder. “You’re sure this is his place, right? So he’s expecting you.”


  “I guess,” said Tommy.


  He pushed the door open and went after Angus. I followed, almost immediately drew up short. “Holy shit.”


  The room—and what was it, anyway? living room? hallway? foyer?—I couldn’t tell, but it was so crammed with junk that walking was nearly impossible. It was like wading across a sandbar at high tide, through stacks of newspaper and magazines and books that once had towered above my head but had now collapsed to form a waist-high reef of paper. Things shifted underfoot as I moved, and when I tried to clamber on top of a stack, it wobbled then flew apart in a storm of white and gray.


  “Vivian, over here!”


  I pushed myself up, coughing as I breathed in paper dust and mold. A dog barked, close enough that I looked around anxiously.


  But I saw no sign of a dog, or Tommy; only Angus standing a few feet away, surrounded by overflowing bookshelves.


  “It’s better over here.” He reached across a mound of magazines to grab my hand, and pulled me toward him. “C’mon, thatta girl—”


  “It’s like the print shop exploded,” I said, still coughing. The smell of mold was so strong it burned my nostrils.


  “It’s a lot worse than that.” Angus stared in disbelief. “This guy has some issues about letting go.”


  Everywhere around us was—stuff. Junk mail and books and magazines mostly, also a lot of photos—snapshots, old Polaroids—but other things too. Board games, Bratz dolls, stuffed animals, oddments of clothing, stiletto heels and lingerie and studded collars, eight-track tapes and a battered saxophone, all protruding from the morass of paper like the detritus left by a receding flood. Vinyl record albums filled a wall of buckled metal shelving. Here and there I could discern bits of furniture—the uppermost rungs of a ladderback chair, a headboard.


  And, scattered everywhere, the eerie paper figures that were the Folding Man’s handiwork. I dropped Angus’s hand and picked up one of them, a homed creature made of aluminum foil. Inexplicably, and despite the pervasive smell of mildew, my mouth began to water. It was only after I unfolded the little form that I saw the Arby’s logo printed on it.


  “Where’s Tommy?” I asked.


  “I dunno.”


  Angus turned and began to push his way to the far side of the room. I tossed the bit of foil and grabbed another figure—there were hundreds of them, thousands maybe, so many it was impossible not to think of them as somehow alive, burrowing up through those countless layers of junk.


  I wondered if it was like an archaeological dig, or geological strata: was there a Golden Age buried under there, before People magazine ruled the earth? If I reached the very bottom, would I find Little Nemo and the Katzenjammer Kids?


  I doubted it. I could see nothing but junk. All the magazines seemed to be well worn, and many were torn or missing their covers. The other stuff seemed to be ruined as well, toys broken or missing parts, clothes soiled or unraveling. The photos were ripped of water damaged, and a lot appeared to be charred or otherwise dam aged by smoke or fire.


  It was like the town dump, only worse—you could scavenge things from the dump. But it was difficult to imagine there was anything here worth saving, except for the thousands of origami-like figures. I picked one up. It was larger than most, big enough to cover my palm plain white paper. It resembled a bird of some sort, a heron maybe with tiny six-fingered hands instead of wings and a broad, flattened bill like a shovel. Its eyes were wide and staring: an owl’s eyes, no heron’s. I unfolded it and smoothed it out atop a heap of National Geographies. A missing flyer, the kind you see in post offices of police stations, with a black-and-white image of a teenage girl’s face photocopied from a high-school portrait. Dark curly hair, freckles dark eyes. Last seen May 14, 1982, Osceola, Wisconsin.


  “Oh,” said Angus in a low voice.


  I glanced at him, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was leaning against a bare patch of wall, turning the pages of a small red-bound book.


  I picked my way carefully to his side. “What is it?”


  “I used to read this to Corey when he was little.” He didn’t look up, just continued to turn the pages, stopping to pull them gently apart where they were stuck together. “Every night, it was the only thing he ever wanted to hear. He knew it by heart. I never knew what happened to it.”


  I stood beside him and stared at a picture of a rabbit in a rocking chair, cats playing on a rug, a wall of bookshelves.


  “It’s even missing the same page,” Angus said. His face twisted. He turned from me, reaching for his pocket. Tommy’s alarmed voice came from somewhere across the room.


  “I wouldn’t light up in here!”


  Angus frowned, then reluctantly nodded. “Yeah, right. Bad idea.”


  I said nothing, and after a moment began to make my way unsteadily toward where Tommy’s voice had come from. A few times I almost fell, and tried to catch myself by instinctively grabbing at whatever was closest to me—handfuls of newspapers, an oversized Sears family photo in a shattered frame, the tip of an artificial Christmas tree.


  But this only made it more difficult to move, as the stacks invariably tottered and fell, so that I found myself half buried in the Folding Man’s junk. I thought of the advice given to hikers trapped in an avalanche—to surf through the snow or, if buried, to swim upward, to the surface—and pushed back an unpleasant image of what else might be under those layers of mildewed paper and chewed-up toys.


  The dog barked again, closer this time.


  “Tommy? You see a dog somewhere?” I yelled, but got no reply.


  I straightened and looked back. Angus had slumped to sit precariously on a sagging mound of papers, head bowed as he turned the pages of the little book back and forth, back and forth. I shut my eyes and ran my hand across piles of paper till I felt a paper figure, picked it up, and opened my eyes. The squarish head of an animal, catlike, with a small snout and large eyes that, as I unfolded and flattened it, became a ripped piece of paper, washes of green and brown and blue, with words beneath.


  GOOD NIGHT BEARS


  GOOD NIGHT CHAIRS


  I dropped it and took a few painstaking steps in the direction of a door. I could hear faint scrabbling, and then Tommy exclaiming softly. I wondered if he’d found the dog. I stopped, listening.


  I heard nothing. I glanced down and saw a white cylinder poking up between a copy of Oui magazine and what looked like the keyboard from an old typewriter. I pushed aside the typewriter, grabbed the cylinder, and pulled it free: a small poster rolled into a tube.


  The edges were stuck together and tore as I unrolled it. The once-glossy paper had been nibbled by insects or mice, and was dusted with dull green spores that powdered the air when I held it up.


  But toward the center the image was still clearly visible, vibrant even, and as recognizable to me as my own face.


  It was a print of Uccello’s The Hunt in the Forest. The original hung in the Ashmolean Museum at Oxford. I had never seen it, but when I was nine I’d come across the picture in a children’s book about King Arthur and the Middle Ages. The painting actually dated to the Renaissance—the late 1500s—and it had nothing to do with Arthur, or England.


  But for me it was inextricably tied up with everything I had ever dreamed or imagined about that world. A sense of imminence and urgency, of simple things—horses, dogs, people, grass—charged with an expectant, slightly sinister meaning I couldn’t grasp but still felt, even as a kid. The hunters in their crimson tunics astride their mounts and the horses rearing from turf whorled with white flowers; the greyhounds springing joyously, heads thrown back and paws upraised as though partaking in some wild dance; the beaters—boys in tunics colored like Easter eggs, creamy yellow and pink and periwinkle blue—chasing after the dogs. To the left of the painting, a single black-clad man—knight? lord? cleric?—rode a horse as richly caparisoned as the rest. Dogs and horses and men and boys all ran in the same direction, toward the center of the painting where a half-dozen stags leapt, poised and improbable as the flattened targets in a shooting range.


  And above everything, mysterious, columnar trees that opened into leafy parasols, like the carven pillars in a vast and endless cathedral, trees and hunters and animals finally receding into darkness as black and undifferentiated as the inside of a lacquered box.


  I had not seen the image, or thought of it, in years. But it all came back to me now in a confused, almost fretful rush, like the memory of the sort of dream you have when sick.


  “Vivian.” I started at the sound of Tommy’s voice, calling from the next room. “Viv—”


  I dropped the poster and pushed my way to the open door. A narrow path led into the room, wide enough that I could pass without knocking anything over.


  “Tommy?” I strained to see him over a mound of old clothes. “You OK?”


  It must have been a bedroom once, though I saw no furniture, nothing but old clothes and shoes, wads of rolled-up belts like nested snakes.


  But I could see the wall, close enough that I could almost touch it, with a closet door that hung loosely where its hinges had twisted from the sheetrock. Tommy was crouched beside the door. One hand was extended toward something on the floor inside the closet; the other was pressed against his cheek as he shook his head and murmured wordlessly.


  I thought it was the dog. I swore under my breath and felt sick, looked over my shoulder as I called for Angus. I stumbled the last few steps through tangled clothing until I reached Tommy’s side, and knelt beside him.


  It wasn’t a dog. It was a woman, nineteen or twenty, lying on one side with her knees drawn up and her clenched fists against her chin. I gasped and grabbed at the wall to steady myself.


  “Shh,” whispered Tommy. He reached to touch her forehead, then drew his hand gently down her face, tracing freckled cheekbones, her chapped lower lip. “She’s sleeping.”


  Angus ran into the room behind me. “Holy shit. Is she dead? What are—”


  “Shhh.” Tommy turned to look at us. His eyes were wide, not with amazement but something more like barely suppressed rage, or terror, or even pain.


  Then he blinked, and for the first time seemed to notice me. “Hey, Vivian. Angus. Look. Look—”


  I turned to stare at Angus, too stunned even to be afraid. He stared back, speechless. We both looked at Tommy again.


  His hand cradled the girl’s cheek as he crooned to her beneath his breath. Without warning, her eyelids fluttered. I jumped. Angus grabbed my arm.


  “Fucking hell,” he whispered. “Fucking hell, fucking—”


  “Shut up.” Tommy’s face was fierce, but then the girl stirred, moaning. He set his hands lightly on her shoulders.


  “It’s OK,” he said. “You’re OK, I’m here, someone’s here. . . .”


  She tried to sit up. gave a small cry. Her head drooped: she retched and Tommy held her as she spat up a trickle of liquid.


  “That’s a girl,” he murmured. “That’s my girl. . . .”


  I could see her clearly now, her hair dark and matted, thick, a few curls springing loose to frame her pale face. She wore a man’s white button-down shirt, seamed with dirt and rust stains, blue jeans, white tennis socks with filthy pom-poms at the ankles.


  “Is she OK?” said Angus.


  “Sure she’s OK,” said Tommy in that same low, reassuring voice. “Sure she’s OK, she’s going to be just fine. . . .”


  I stumbled forward to help him carry her. Angus tried to clear a way for us, kicking at old clothes and magazines as we lurched from room to room, until finally we all stood by the front door. The girl’s head lolled against Tommy’s shoulder. Angus looked at her in concern, but I also saw how his gaze flickered to her soiled shirt with its missing buttons, the frayed cloth gaping so you could see her breasts, the spray of freckles across her clavicle and throat.


  “What’s your name?” he asked.


  She looked up. Not at us: at Tommy, who stared down at her with lips compressed, smiling slightly.


  “Stella.” Her voice rose tremulously on the second syllable, as though it were a question. “Stella.”


  The dog barked again, not inside the house this time but somewhere nearby, just out of sight among the evergreens. Angus ran to the car as Tommy and I helped the girl across the mossy ground.


  “There’s so much crap in there, I don’t even know if there’s room.” Angus clambered into the backseat and started shoving stuff onto the floor. “Shit!”


  “It’s OK,” said Tommy. He’d removed his jacket and was helping the girl pull her arms through its sleeves. “We’ll make room.”


  “Yeah, but what about this!” Angus shook his guitar case. “What about her? We need to call the police, or—”


  “Just get in,” said Tommy. He eased the girl into the backseat. Angus hurried to the trunk and shoved in the guitar case. “We’ll make it fit, we’ll figure it out.”


  I leaned inside and pulled the seat belt across the girl’s chest. “Thank you,” she whispered. Her eyes were almost black, with irises that seemed to have no pupil. Her breath smelled of leaf mold and cloves.


  My heart thumped so hard it hurt. I smiled, then backed away so that Tommy could slide in beside her.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  I got into the front with Angus. “Now what?”


  He shrugged and tossed something into my lap: the ruined picture book he’d read inside. “I have no fucking clue,” he said, and started the engine. “But I guess we’ll figure out something.”


  I rolled my window down and leaned out. A flurry of wings, a keening cry as a pair of wood ducks rose from the lake and flew agitatedly toward the trees. The wind had shifted; it carried now the smell of rain, of lilacs. I glanced into the backseat and saw the girl sitting with her face upturned to Tommy’s. His hand was on her knee, his own face stared straight ahead, to where the road stretched before us, darker now, the dirt and gravel rain spattered and the ferns at road’s edge unfurling, pale green and misty white. I heard another bark, and then a second echoing yelp; the distant sound of voices, laughter. As the car rounded a curve I looked back and saw several small lean forms, white and gray, too blurred for me to discern clearly, racing through the underbrush before they broke free momentarily into a bright clearing, muzzles gleaming in a sudden shaft of sun before they disappeared once more into the trees.


  Vignette


  
    V•I•G•N•E•T•T•E


    vi·gnette \ vin-'yet, vēn-'yet \


    noun


    1: a running ornament (as of vine leaves, tendrils, and grapes) put on or just before a title page or at the beginning or end of a chapter; also: a small decorative design or picture so placed


    2 a: a picture (as an engraving or photograph) that shades off gradually into the surrounding paper


    2 b: the pictorial part of a postage stamp design as distinguished from the frame and lettering


    3 a: a short descriptive literary sketch


    3 b: a brief incident or scene (as in a play or movie)


    verb transitive


    1: to finish (as a photograph) like a vignette


    2: to describe briefly

  


  THE ROLLTOP DESK in this cabin belonged to your parents, you told me last night. Earlier in the evening you pointed to a top shelf in the lodge kitchen, three blown-glass bottles shaped like little birds, red, piss yellow, the deep brownish violet of kelp on the ledges outside.


  “Those glass things were my grandmother’s. They were always in her house in Stony Brook. Now they’re here. It’s so weird, this stuff. All this stuff.”


  I would have said, It follows you. I was there; I am here now. One of the things that followed you.


  This morning you interviewed me in your cabin, your computer set up on another desk, a big microphone on a stand. You sat in the chair before the computer and adjusted the mike, singing snatches of an old Bill Withers song, whispering, clicking your tongue, snapping your fingers.


  “Don’t look at this.” You pointed at the monitor. Fizzy spikes rose and fell as you spoke. “It can be distracting. Seeing your voice.”


  You’re interviewing all the visitors to the island. One by one all last week, today, after I leave. The Marriage Project. They go to your cabin and you ask them Have you ever been married? What does love mean to you? The sound bites are beautiful, spliced into swooping piano cadences, your guitar. Back on the mainland flames erupt, lines of people snake outside airports. Here on the island, there is music, wind in the trees, the persistent thump of the windmill that gives us power, rising from the island’s highest point, a giant with one great eye. From your computer the sound of a woman laughing—we’re all doomed—your brother’s voice soft with alcohol. Your cigarette smoke in the cabin around me. Prayer flags strung from the ceiling, tiny red lights. A piano, every year the piano tuner stays on the island for a week in exchange for keeping it in tune. Your Gibson guitar. Bottles of your medication silhouetted against the window, sunlight glinting from the plastic vials like a tiny cityscape. A city I visit. You live there.


  Neither of us lives here. Nothing can be sustained. Sex, drugs, art, electricity, even the trees. It’s over.


  Yesterday morning you showed me a letter, written to you by the poet who left the day before I arrived. Almost twenty years younger than me; you showed me her poems as well. Hard-edged, hard for me to read.


  “This letter she wrote to me. It reminded me of your letters.”


  You handed it to me. The letter typed, an inky scrawl across the envelope. The boy in the tree. My name for you since we were seventeen. She has read all my books, she was explaining them to you, explaining what it means. The boy in the tree, a Dionysian figure, the consort of the goddess, a symbol of the eternal return.


  Blah blah blah, I thought.


  Then panic. My letters to you were written thirty-two years ago. She wasn’t born yet.


  Yesterday we walked along the ledges above the sea. Immense granite boulders split in two; we jumped between them, that horrifying jolt when I saw the long black mouth opening and knew how quickly it could happen.


  “I feel like it’s checking in on me regularly now,” you said. Matter-of-fact, as always. You lit another cigarette. Your voice dropped. “Every month or so it taps me on the shoulder. ‘Hey, Just checking. Just checking in.’ Another month.”


  I felt sick, with nothing to steady myself against. If you. If we fell. Eventually they would find us, or the tide would. No radio here, no TV; one computer tied in to a router. Sometimes I hear a burst of static and words bleat from the radio on Billy’s boat.


  Everything is falling.


  “We’ll go up that way,” you said, and pointed. A green spill of moss and lichen, cat firs. We clambered up the last long expanse of granite and into the woods, and returned to your cabin.


  There are eleven people here. Writers, poets, painters. One performer: you. Your brother, who owns the island. A cook. The caretaker, Billy, who lives in Ellisport. Every year someone disappears; one person, maybe two. Usually they show up again in their hometowns, weeks or months later.


  But sometimes people never come back. A few years ago, the body of one woman, a poet, was found in the woods near her home in Montana. Bones, hair, teeth; no clothing or jewelry. Her front teeth had been worn away to nubs. The first two joints of all her fingers were gone. There was no other sign of trauma. The official cause of death was exposure.


  I arrived in Ellisport early in the morning. Billy came to get me in the boat.


  “That all you got?” He looked at my one bag. “Some of these people, they bring everything. Cases of wine. One lady, she had two white Persian cats. She didn’t last long.”


  “Cats?”


  He nodded and peered at the boat’s nav screen. Outlines of rocks, Ellisport’s coastline. The island. “Traps, they don’t show up,” he said as the boat eased away from the dock. In the dark water, hundreds of bobbing lobster buoys, neon orange and green and blue and red. “That lady with the cats, she just showed up at the dock on the island yesterday morning, told me to bring her back. Never said anything, just left.”


  “Maybe the cats didn’t like it.”


  Billy laughed. “The cats were gone. She was freaking crazy about it, too.”


  “Gone? Like they got lost?”


  He shrugged. “Maybe. Well, no. Something got them.”


  “Like an animal?”


  “Something. No animals on the island. I mean, birds. Sometimes a moose might swim over, that happened once.” He squinted to where the sun shone through the morning fog. Jagged rocks and huge clumps of drifting kelp. Rising from the fog a grey-green cloud, your brother’s island. “Nope. Something got ’em, though.”


  You were waiting at the dock when we arrived.


  I could not stop trembling. We kissed in the clearing by the island sawmill. We had kissed the week before that at my house on the mainland, two bottles of wine, a joint. I hadn’t been stoned in twenty years. A stash I’d saved for all that time, for when I might need it. Medicinal; now.


  The full moon rose above the lake, yellow. Liquid, everything falling away into your mouth. Salt, smoke, your tongue sour with nicotine. Lying on your bed last night you said, “This is a great blowjob—this is the most beautiful blowjob. Much better than the other night.”


  “I was drunk then,” I said.


  I kissed you last week for the first time in twenty-six years. Your smell was the same. Your eyes, I always write of them as green, leaf green, sap green, beryl.


  But they’re not green. They’re blue, turquoise, the most astonishing aquamarine. Liquid. Everything else about you is burning away. When I licked the blood from your cock I tasted ash. Your skin like the leaden bloom that covers the tiny fir seedlings in the forest; I touch it and it disappears, until I draw my hand before my face and smell you. Rotting wood. Rain and the sea. Blue not green. That glow from the mainland. Everything is burning away.


  “I had an ominous voicemail from my dentist.” You lit another cigarette. We were sitting by the picnic table outside your brother’s house on the windward side of the island, the only place where a cell phone can pick up a signal. All day long people drift there and back again, walking in slow circles, talking to ghosts on the mainland. “He said, Angus, call me right away. We have to talk about your x-rays.”


  You laughed. I felt my heart skip. “Are you going to call?”


  “Nah. When I go home. I don’t want to hear any of that shit here. Work. Someone else quit this morning. Everyone’s leaving.”


  You shook your head and laughed again. “What, do I have teeth cancer? I’m not afraid of dying.”


  I stared out at the water, at a lobster boat heading towards Ellisport. “Lots of people have fake teeth,” you said. We walked back to your cabin.


  After breakfast this morning I brought two of my books over to the lodge and left them on a table in the reading room. My other books are there, all the stories I wrote about you. We are on an island, surrounded by the reach and the open Atlantic. I am surrounded only by you.


  What we took: cell phones, computers, paper, pens, paints, canvas, guitars, a harmonica, wine, scotch, beer, vodka, marijuana, amphetamines, cold medicine, sleeping pills, cigarettes, volumes of poetry, warm clothes, iPods, two white Persian cats. What we left: wives, husbands, children, cars, houses, air conditioning, TVs, radios, pets, houseplants, offices. Everyone keeps talking about those cats.


  Everyone here is working on something, feverishly. You are doing The Marriage Project. You interviewed me and I spoke of my brief marriage. How inconsequential it is. All those interviews, all those people telling you about their first marriage. All those chopped-off voices. Yesterday I saw a letter on your desk dated months ago, when the mail still came on time. Little Buddhas lined up on top of your computer. Taped to the wall above the piano, pictures of your children. The two grown girls; the three children by your second wife. I sat on the chair in front of the mike and removed my glasses. Not for vanity, but because if I saw you clearly I would not be able to speak. The air inside the cabin was close, pine resin and cigarette smoke, marijuana, Shambala incense. Your sweat. The tang the medication leaves on your skin; bitter. You wore jeans, leather moccasins, a tie-dyed T-shirt. I shivered uncontrollably and asked if I could wear something of yours, so that my voice wouldn’t break up for my trembling. You gave me a brown zipped sweatshirt with yellow stripes, a fake heraldic sigil. The kind of thing someone might wear in high school. Did you wear something like this, a jacket, a sweater? I can’t remember.


  There is a painter here named Annie. You’re obsessed with her.


  “Annie, she’s a feral artist,” you told me. We were in the lodge kitchen. The cook was chopping parsley for dinner at the long wooden countertop. Bottles of wine on the long mahogany table Billy made, your iPod on the counter. The Beach Boys, Outkast, “Hey Ya.” Happy music. The cook was dancing. “She gets up every day before the sun comes up and goes out to her rock and just stays there all day, waiting.”


  “For what?”


  “Who the fuck knows. The right moment. The final curtain. She stays there all day, she only comes back here at dinnertime to eat. She doesn’t talk much. She paints, just this one spot. Her rock. She’s been coming here for three years now. I don’t know when she sleeps, she works all night and goes out again at 4 A.M..”


  Annie.


  That night I met her at dinner. Tall, rawboned, long straight straw-colored hair. Slightly rough skin, wide-set grey eyes. She wore stained khakis, a blue sweater, ancient hip waders. Big hands, the nails chewed down to nothing. She spoke very softly, her gaze flickering around the room the whole time.


  “So you just go out there and work?” I asked. We were drinking red wine, moving slowly around the perimeter of the room. Annie kept her head down, her hair obscuring her face. Now and then she’d look aside, furtively, then gaze at me head-on for a moment before turning.


  “Yes.” Her voice soft, without affect yet musical. A swallow’s voice. “On the far side of the island. By the rocks. Those trees there.” She held her wineglass in one hand and kept the other hand in her pocket. “That tree. Yes.”


  “And you just . . . wait?”


  She looked up. Her eyes flared. “Yes.”


  Her expression never changed; only those eyes. As though something moved inside her skull, cutting off the light. “Yes,” she murmured again, and walked away.


  “You know what I started to think about?”


  You stared out at the edge of the woods, cat fir and moss-covered boulders, birch trees. Sea urchin shells broken on the rocks. “A woman having sex with a dog. Like a wolf or something. If she tries to get away, it rips her throat out.”


  I laughed. “I would never say something like that.”


  “Yeah. A really big dog.”


  Each cabin contains a single bed—a cot, really—so narrow it can barely hold one person, let alone two. At night I lie beside you as you sleep, your head turned from me, your arms curled up in front of your face, your fingers curled. Like one of those bodies at Pompeii. On the windowsills burn candles in small glasses. The smell of smoke on everything. My own skin; my mouth. Everything burns.


  You asked me, “Have you noticed how you can smell things here?” We sat on the cabin steps, sheltered beneath cat firs, and watched rain spatter the rocky beach below us. “Things you never notice back there, you can smell them here. I can, anyway. Like I can smell my brother when he’s way down the path. And Annie—I went down to her place yesterday and I knew she wasn’t there, because I couldn’t smell her.”


  “Can you smell me?”


  You stared out at the water greying beneath the storm. “No. You smell like me.”


  “The light,” I said. “That’s what’s different for me. The light everywhere, it’s so bright but I can look right at it. I can stare at the sun. Have you noticed that?”


  “No. I mean, a little, maybe. I guess it’s being on an island—the water everywhere, and the sky. It must all reflect off the rocks.”


  “I guess.” I blinked and it hurt. Even with my glasses on, the dark lenses—my eyes ached. I turned and looked at you. “Hold still, there’s something caught . . .”


  You grimaced as I touched your tooth. “A piece of fluff,” I said, and scraped it onto my finger. “There.”


  I stared at the tiny matted wad on my fingertip. At first I thought it was feathers, or a frayed bit of cloth. But when I held it up to the light I saw it was a minute clump of hair, silky, silvery-white.


  “That’s weird,” I said, and flicked it into the rain.


  That evening before dinner I stood on the porch at the lodge and stared out to sea. The wind so strong I wondered about the windmill, that sound like an airplane preparing for takeoff, steady thump and drone. When the wind dies, the windmill stops turning. Power fluctuates, the lights flicker and fail then shine once more. A vast black wedge of cloud loomed above the reach and sent spurs of lightning across the water. Each bolt seared my eyes, my nails left little half-moons in my arms but I didn’t look away.


  “You should be careful.” Annie came up beside me, wrapped in a brown sweatshirt with yellow stripes. She pulled the hood up, her hands invisible inside the sleeves. “It will hurt you.”


  “Lightning? From way out there?” I laughed, but turned so she wouldn’t see my face. Your shirt. “I think I’m okay here.”


  “Not lightning.” She crouched beside me. The hood spilled over her forehead so that it was difficult to discern her features, anything but her eyes. “Oh, poor thing—”


  She reached for a citronella candle in a large, netted glass holder. A brown leaf the size of my hand protruded from the opening. Annie tilted the glass towards her, wincing, then stroked the edge of the leaf.


  “Polyphemus,” she said.


  It wasn’t a leaf, but the remains of a moth, forewing and hindwing, each longer than my finger. The color of browned butter, edged with pale orange, with a small eyespot on the forewing and a larger eyespot on the hindwing. The spots were the same vivid sea blue as your eyes but ringed with black, as though the eye had been kohled. Within a sheath of yellow wax I could glimpse its body, like a furred thumb, its long feathered antennae and the other wing, charred, ragged.


  “It’s beautiful,” I said. “That’s so sad.”


  She lifted her finger, brown scales on the tip like soot. “The eyes, when it opens its wings suddenly they look like an owl’s eyes.”


  She set down the candle and pressed her hands together, palm to palm, then spread them. “See? That’s how it scares off whatever tries to eat it.”


  “What’re you looking at?”


  You came up the steps, stopped beside Annie and glanced down at the candle.


  “It’s a moth,” I said.


  “A Polyphemus moth,” said Annie.


  You stared at it then laughed. “What a way to go, huh?”


  You lit another cigarette. I held out my hand and you gave me the lighter. I flicked it and stared at the flame, brought it so close to my face that I felt a hot pulse between my eyes, you and Annie blurred into lightning.


  “Hey,” you said. “Watch it.”


  “She keeps doing that,” said Annie.


  “Listen to this.”


  We were in your cabin. Another night, late. We’d left everyone else by the bonfire. A meteor shower was expected, someone said; maybe tonight, maybe tomorrow. No one could remember when. You sat in front of the computer and stared at your files, lines, and graphs, adjusted the volume then leaned back. “Listen.”


  Crickets. Outside faint laughter and voices from the fire, wind, but no insects. The crickets were inside with us.


  “You’re recording crickets?” I asked.


  “No.” Your brow furrowed. “I don’t know what the fuck happened. These are the files—”


  You tapped the monitor, columns of data with initials beneath them, words and numerals. “Those are my edits. But something got screwed up. I played them back this afternoon and this is all I get.”


  A steady line moved across the screen as crickets sang. You stood abruptly. “Come on, let’s go look for Annie. I want to see if I can find her in the dark.”


  We walked into the woods. Behind us the sound of crickets faded into your cabin. The dull orange glow from the bonfire disappeared behind the trees. It was cool; autumn weather, not August. Wind brisk with salt and the scent of rugosa roses in bloom along the beach. Sky filled with stars, so many stars; a lake that holds a burning city.


  Annie’s rock was on the far side of the island and faced the open sea, a narrow spur of granite like a pointing finger. A fissure split its center, water pooled there and the pinpoint reflection of stars. You took my hand so I wouldn’t fall. Twisted birches grew between the rocks, their leaves black with salt. Even in the dark I could see them.


  But we couldn’t see Annie. You called her name, quietly at first, then louder. At our feet waves lapped at the rocks; behind us, in the ferns, crickets. I heard bats ricochet and whine above our heads. You kissed me and we fucked on the rocks, my hands and knees soaked and bloodied. Your nails broke my skin, everything hurt so much that lights flashed behind my eyelids. I blinked and the lights were still there, streaking down the sky, a soundless eruption of green and crimson.


  The voices by the distant bonfire softened into insect song.


  The wind died, the windmill, the sound of a falling plane silenced. You held me and we were completely still. Neither of us came. In the trees above us the muted flutter of wings and two round eyes, green not blue; a soft flurry as it lifted from the branch and something soft fell and caught between my teeth.


  “That was an owl,” you whispered. “I think it was Annie.”


  You laughed. As we walked back to the beach we heard a low wailing from the other side of the island, one voice then another, and a third. Coyotes. Everyone was gone. The bonfire had burned to embers. You gave me your lighter and I started the fire again, fed it birch bark and twigs and red oak logs until the flames rose. In the sky above the sea things fell and burned. I watched as you walked along the beach, the red tip of your cigarette as you danced and swayed and sang. In the darkness something swooped above your head.


  You should be careful, she whispered.


  I held my hands in the flames until they glowed.


  Winter’s Wife


  One of the most respected writers of her generation, Elizabeth Hand won both the Nebula Award and the World Fantasy Award for her story “Last Summer at Mars Hill,” and has been a finalist for the World Fantasy Award on a number of other occasions as well. Her books include the novels Winterlong, Aestival Tide, Icarus Descending, Image of Support, Waking the Moon, Glimmering, and Black Light. She’s also written a number of Star Wars novels, including Maze of Deception, Hunted, A New Threat, and Pursuit, and movie novelizations such as Twelve Monkeys, Anna and the King, Cat-woman, and The Affair of the Necklace. Her acclaimed short fiction, which has appeared in most of the major markets in science fiction, fantasy, and horror, has been collected in Last Summer at Mars Hill, Bibliomancy, and Saffron & Brimstone. Her most recent book is the novel Mortal Love. Coming up is a new novel, Generation Loss. She lives with her family in Lincolnville, Maine.


  In the—appropriately enough—chilling story that follows, she shows us what happens when all the money and influence and bright shiny gadgets of the modern world come into conflict with ancient magic. Magic old and slow and cold, and as immovable as rock.


  WINTER’S real name was Roderick Gale Winter. But everyone in Paswegas County, not just me and people who knew him personally, called him Winter. He lived in an old school bus down the road from my house, and my mother always tells how when she first moved here he scared the crap out of her. It wasn’t even him that scared her, she hadn’t even met him yet; just the fact that there was this creepy-looking old school bus stuck in the middle of the woods, with smoke coming out of a chimney and these huge piles of split logs around and trucks and cranes and heavy equipment, and in the summer all kinds of chain saws and stuff, and in the fall deer and dead coyotes hanging from this big pole that my mother said looked like a gallows, and blood on the snow, and once a gigantic dead pig’s head with tusks, which my mother said was scarier even than the coyotes. Which, when you think of it, does sound pretty bad, so you can’t blame her for being freaked out. It’s funny now because she and Winter are best friends, though that doesn’t mean so much as it does other places, like Chicago, where my mother moved here from, because I think everyone in Shaker Harbor thinks Winter is their friend.


  The school bus, when you get inside it, is sweet.


  Winter’s family has been in Shaker Harbor for six generations, and even before that they lived somewhere else in Maine.


  “I have Passamaquoddy blood,” Winter says. “If I moved somewhere else, I’d melt.”


  He didn’t look like a Native American, though, and my mother said if he did have Indian blood it had probably been diluted by now. Winter was really tall and skinny, not sick skinny but bony and muscular, stooped from having to duck through the door of the school bus all those years. He always wore a gimme cap that said WINTER TREE SERVICE, and I can remember how shocked I was once when I saw him at Town Meeting without his hat, and he had almost no hair. He’d hunt and butcher his own deer, but he wouldn’t eat it—he said he’d grown up dirt-poor in a cabin that didn’t even have a wooden floor, just pounded earth, and his family would eat anything they could hunt, including snake and skunk and snapping turtle. So he’d give all his venison away, and when people hired him to butcher their livestock and gave him meat, he’d give that away, too.


  That was how my mother met him, that first winter fifteen years ago when she was living here alone, pregnant with me. There was a big storm going on, and she looked out the window and saw this tall guy stomping through the snow carrying a big paper bag.


  “You a vegetarian?” he said, when she opened the door. “Everyone says there’s a lady from away living here who’s going to have a baby and she’s a vegetarian. But you don’t look like one to me.”


  My mother said no, she wasn’t a vegetarian, she was a registered certified massage therapist.


  “Whatever the hell that is,” said Winter. “You going to let me in? Jesus Q. Murphy, is that your woodstove?”


  See, my mother had gotten pregnant by a sperm donor. She had it all planned out, how she was going to move way up north and have a baby and raise it—him, me—by herself and live off the land and be a massage therapist and hang crystals in the windows and there would be this good energy and everything was going to be perfect. And it would have been, if she had moved to, like, Huntington Beach or even Boston, someplace like that, where it would be warmer and there would be good skate parks, instead of a place where you have to drive two hours to a skate park and it snows from November till the end of May. And in the spring you can’t even skate on the roads here because they’re all dirt roads and so full of potholes you could live in one. But the snowboarding is good, especially since Winter let us put a jump right behind his place.


  But this part is all before any snowboarding, because it was all before me, though not much before. My mother was living in this tiny two-room camp with no indoor plumbing and no running water, with an ancient woodstove, what they call a parlor stove, which looked nice but didn’t put out any heat and caused a chimney fire. Which was how Winter heard about her, because the volunteer fire department came and afterwards all anyone was talking about at the Shaker Harbor Variety Store was how this crazy lady from away had bought Martin Weed’s old run-down camp and now she was going to have a baby and freeze to death or burn the camp down—probably both—which probably would have been okay with them except no one liked to think about the baby getting frozen or burned up.


  So Winter came by and gave my mother the venison and looked at her woodpile and told her she was burning green wood, which builds up creosote, which was why she had the chimney fire, and he asked her who sold her the wood, so she told him. And the next day the guy who sold her the wood came by and dumped off three cords of seasoned wood and drove off without saying a word, and the day after that two other guys came by with a brand-new woodstove, which was ugly but very efficient and had a sheath around it so a baby wouldn’t get burned if he touched it. And the day after that, Winter came by to make sure the stove was hooked up right, and he went to all the cabin’s windows with sheets of plastic and a hair dryer and covered them so the cold wouldn’t get in, and then he showed my mother where there was a spring in the woods that she could go to and fill water jugs rather than buy them at the grocery door. He also gave her a chamber pot so she wouldn’t have to use the outhouse, and told her he knew of someone who had a composting toilet they’d sell to her cheap.


  All of which might make you think that when I say “Winter’s wife” I’m referring to my mom. But I’m not. Winter’s wife is someone else.


  Still, when I was growing up, Winter was always at our house. And I was at his place, when I got older. Winter chops down trees, what they call wood lot management—he cuts trees for people, but in a good way, so the forest can grow back and be healthy. Then he’d split the wood so the people could burn it for firewood. He had a portable sawmill—one of the scary things Mom had seen in his yard—and he also mills wood so people can build houses with the lumber. He’s an auctioneer, and he can play the banjo and one of those washboard things like you see in old movies. He showed me how to jump-start a car with just a wire coat hanger, also how to carve wood and build a tree house and frame a window. When my mother had our little addition put on with a bathroom in it, Winter did a lot of the carpentry, and he taught me how to do that, too.


  He’s also a dowser, a water witch. That’s someone who can tell where water is underground, just by walking around in the woods holding a stick in front of him. You’d think this was more of that crazy woo-woo stuff my mother is into, which is what I thought whenever I heard about it.


  But then one day me and my friend Cody went out to watch Winter do it. We were hanging out around Winter’s place, clearing brush. He let us use the hill behind the school bus for snowboarding, and that’s where we’d built that sweet jump, and Winter had saved a bunch of scrap wood so that when spring came we could build a half-pipe for skating too.


  But now it was spring, and since we didn’t have any money really to pay Winter for it, he put us to work clearing brush. Cody is my age, almost fourteen. So we’re hacking at this brush and swatting blackflies, and I could tell that at any minute Cody was going to say he had to go do homework, which was a lie because we didn’t have any, when Winter shows up in his pickup, leans out the window, and yells at us.


  “You guys wanna quit goofing off and come watch someone do some real work?”


  So then me and Cody had an argument about who was going to ride shotgun with Winter, and then we had another argument about who was going to ride in the truck bed, which is actually more fun. And then we took so long arguing that Winter yelled at us and made us both ride in the back.


  So we got to the place where Winter was going to work. This field that had been a dairy farm, but the farm wasn’t doing too good and the guy who owned it had to sell it off. Ms. Whitton, a high school teacher, was going to put a little modular house on it. There’d been a bad drought a few years earlier, and a lot of wells ran dry. Ms. Whitton didn’t have a lot of money to spend on digging around for a well, so she hired Winter to find the right spot.


  “Justin!” Winter yelled at me as he hopped out of the truck. “Grab me that hacksaw there—”


  I gave him the saw, then me and Cody went and goofed around some more while Winter walked around the edge of the field, poking at brush and scrawny trees. After a few minutes he took the hacksaw to a spindly sapling.


  “Got it!” Winter yelled, and stumbled back into the field. “If we’re going to find water here, we better find a willow first.”


  It was early spring, and there really weren’t any leaves out yet, so what he had was more like a pussy willow, with furry gray buds and green showing where he’d sawn the branch off. Winter stripped the buds from it until he had a forked stick. He held the two ends like he was holding handlebars and began to walk around the field.


  It was weird. Cause at first, me and Cody were laughing—we didn’t mean to, we couldn’t help it. It just looked funny, Winter walking back and forth with his arms out holding that stick. He kind of looked like Frankenstein. Even Ms. Whitton was smiling.


  But then it was like everything got very still. Not quiet—you could hear the wind blowing in the trees, and hear birds in the woods, and someone running a chain saw far off—but still, like all of a sudden you were in a movie and you knew something was about to happen. The sun was warm, I could smell dirt and cow manure and meadowsweet. Cody started slapping blackflies and swearing. I felt dizzy, not bad dizzy, but like you do when the school bus drives fast over a high bump and you go up on your seat. A few feet away Winter continued walking in a very straight line, the willow stick held out right in front of him.


  And all of a sudden the stick began to bend. I don’t mean that Winter’s arms bent down holding it: I mean the stick itself, the point that stuck straight out, bent down like it was made of rubber and someone had grabbed it and yanked it towards the ground. Only it wasn’t made of rubber, it was stiff wood, and there was no one there—but it still bent, pointing at a mossy spot between clumps of dirt.


  “Holy crap,” I said.


  Cody shut up and looked. So did Ms. Whitton.


  “Oh my God,” she said.


  Winter stopped, angling the stick back and forth like he was fighting with it. Then it lunged down, and he yelled, “Whoa!” and opened his hands and dropped it. Me and Cody ran over.


  “This is it,” said Winter. He pulled a spool of pink surveyor’s tape from his pocket and broke off a length. I stared warily at the willow stick, half-expecting it to wiggle up like a snake, but it didn’t move. After a moment I picked it up.


  “How’d you do that?” demanded Cody.


  “I didn’t do it,” said Winter evenly. He took the stick from my hand, snapped off the forked part, and tossed it; tied the surveyor’s tape to what remained and stuck it in the ground. “Wood does that. Wood talks to you, if you listen.”


  “No lie,” I said. “Can you show me how to do that sometime?”


  “Sure,” said Winter. “Can’t today, got a towing job. But someday.”


  He and Ms. Whitton started talking about money and who had the best rates for drilling. The next time my mom drove past that field, the drill rig was there hammering at the ground right where Winter’s stick had pointed, and the next time I ran into Ms. Whitton in the hall at school she told me the well was already dug and all geared up to pump a hundred gallons a minute, once she got her foundation dug and her house moved in.


  Not long after that, Winter announced he was going to Reykjavik.


  It was after school one day, and Winter had dropped by to shoot the breeze.


  “What’s Reykjavik?” I asked.


  “It’s in Iceland,” said my mother. She cracked the window open and sat at the kitchen table opposite Winter and me. “Why on earth are you going to Reykjavik?”


  “To pick up my wife,” said Winter.


  “Your wife?” My eyes widened. “You’re married?”


  “Nope. That’s why I’m going to Iceland to pick her up. I met her online, and we’re going to get married.”


  My mother looked shocked. “In Iceland?”


  Winter shrugged. “Hey, with a name like mine, where else you gonna find a wife?”


  So he went to Iceland. I thought he’d be gone for a month, at least, but a week later the phone rang and my mom answered and it was Winter, saying he was back safe and yes, he’d brought his wife with him.


  “That’s incredible,” said Mom. She put the phone down and shook her head. “He was there for four days, got married, and now they’re back. I can’t believe it.”


  A few days later they dropped by so Winter could introduce us to her. It was getting near the end of the school year, and me and Cody were outside throwing stuff at my tree house, using the open window as a target. Sticks, a Frisbee, a broken yo-yo. Stuff like that.


  “Why are you trying to break the house?” a woman asked.


  I turned. Winter stood there grinning, hands in the pockets of his jeans, his gimme cap pushed back so the bill pointed almost straight up. Beside him stood a woman who barely came up to his shoulder. She was so slight that for a second I thought she was another kid, maybe one of the girls from school who’d ridden her bike over or hopped a ride in Winter’s truck. But she didn’t have a kid’s body, and she sure didn’t have a kid’s eyes.


  “Justin.” Winter squared his shoulders and his voice took on a mock-formal tone. “I’d like you to meet my wife. Vala, this is Justin.”


  “Justin.” The way she said my name made my neck prickle. It was like she was turning the word around in her mouth; like she was tasting it. “Gleour mig ao kynnast per. That’s Icelandic for ‘I am glad to meet you.’ ”


  She didn’t really have an accent, although her voice sounded more English than American. And she definitely didn’t look like anyone I’d ever seen in Maine, even though she was dressed pretty normal. Black jeans, a black T-shirt. Some kind of weird-looking bright blue shoes with thick rubber soles, which I guess is what people wear in Iceland; also a bright blue windbreaker. She had long, straight black hair done in two ponytails—one reason she looked like a kid—kind of slanted eyes and a small mouth and the palest skin I’ve ever seen.


  It was the eyes that really creeped me out. They were long and narrow and very very dark, so dark you couldn’t even see the pupil. And they weren’t brown but blue, so deep a blue they were almost black. I’d never seen eyes that color before, and I didn’t really like seeing them now. They were cold—not mean or angry, just somehow cold; or maybe it was that they made me feel cold, looking at them.


  And even though she looked young, because she was skinny and her hair didn’t have any gray in it and her face wasn’t wrinkled, it was like she was somehow pretending to be young. Like when someone pretends to like kids, and you know they don’t, really. Though I didn’t get the feeling Vala didn’t like kids. She seemed more puzzled, like maybe we looked as strange to her as she did to me.


  “You haven’t told me why you are trying to break the house,” she said.


  I shrugged. “Uh, we’re not. We’re just trying to get things through that window.”


  Cody glanced at Vala, then began searching for more rocks to throw.


  Vala stared at him coolly. “Your friend is very rude.”


  She looked him up and down, then walked over to the tree house. It was built in the crotch of a big old maple tree, and it was so solid you could live in it, if you wanted to, only it didn’t have a roof.


  “What tree is this?” she asked, and looked at Winter.


  “Red maple,” he said.


  “Red maple,” she murmured. She ran her hand along the trunk, stroking it, like it was a cat. “Red maple . . .”


  She turned and stared at me. “You made this house? By yourself?”


  “No.” She waited, like it was rude of me not to say more. So I walked over to her and stood awkwardly, staring up at the bottom of the tree house. “Winter helped me. I mean, your husband—Mr. Winter.”


  “Mr. Winter.” Unexpectedly she began to laugh. A funny laugh, like a little kid’s, and after a moment I laughed too. “So I am Mrs. Winter? But who should be Winter’s proper wife—Spring, maybe?”


  She made a face when she said this, like she knew how dumb it sounded; then reached to take my hand. She drew me closer to her, until we both stood beside the tree. I felt embarrassed—maybe this was how they did things in Iceland, but not here in Maine—but I was flattered, too. Because the way she looked at me, sideways from the corner of her eyes, and the way she smiled, not like I was a kid but another grown-up . . . it was like she knew a secret, and she acted like I knew it, too.


  Which of course I didn’t. But it was kind of cool that she thought so. She let go of my hand and rested hers against the tree again, rubbing a patch of lichen.


  “There are no trees in Iceland,” she said. “Did you know that? No trees. Long long ago they cut them all down to build houses or ships, or to burn. And so we have no trees, only rocks and little bushes that come to here—”


  She indicated her knee, then tapped the tree trunk. “And like this—lichen, and moss. We have a joke, do you know it?”


  She took a breath, then said, “What do you do if you get lost in a forest in Iceland?”


  I shook my head. “I dunno.”


  “Stand up.”


  It took me a moment to figure that out. Then I laughed, and Vala smiled at me. Again she looked like she was waiting for me to say something. I wanted to be polite, but all I could think was how weird it must be, to come from a place where there were no trees to a place like Maine, where there’s trees everywhere.


  So I said, “Uh, do you miss your family?”


  She gave me a funny look. “My family? They are happy to live with the rocks back in Iceland. I am tired of rocks.”


  A shadow fell across her face. She glanced up as Winter put his hands on her shoulders. “Your mother home, Justin?” he asked. “We’re on our way into town, just wanted to say a quick hello and introduce the new wife—”


  I nodded and pointed back to the house. As Winter turned to go, Vala gave me another sharp look.


  “He tells me many good things about you. You and he are what we would call feogar—like a father and his son, Winter says. So I will be your godmother.”


  She pointed a finger at me, then slowly drew it to my face until she touched my chin. I gasped: her touch was so cold it burned.


  “There,” she murmured. “Now I will always know you.”


  And she followed Winter inside. When they were gone, Cody came up beside me.


  “Was that freaky or what?” he said. He stared at the house. “She looks like that weird singer, Boink.”


  “You mean Bjork, you idiot.”


  “Whatever. Where is Iceland, anyway?”


  “I have no clue.”


  “Me neither.” Cody pointed at my chin. “Hey, you’re bleeding, dude.”


  I frowned, then gingerly touched the spot where Vala had pressed her finger. It wasn’t bleeding; but when I looked at it later that night I saw a red spot, shaped like a fingerprint. Not a scab or blister or scar but a spot like a birthmark, deep red like blood. Over the next few days it faded, and finally disappeared; but I can still feel it there sometimes even now, a sort of dull ache that gets worse when it’s cold outside, or snowing.
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  THAT same month, Thomas Tierney returned to Paswegas County. He was probably the most famous person in this whole state, after Stephen King, but everyone up here loves Stephen King and I never heard anyone say anything good about Thomas Tierney except after he disappeared; and then the only thing people said was good riddance to bad rubbish. Even my mom, who gets mad if you say something bad about anyone, even if they hit you first, never liked Thomas Tierney.


  “He’s one of those people who thinks they can buy anything. And if he can’t buy it, he ruins it for everyone else.”


  Though the truth was there wasn’t much that he wasn’t able to buy, especially in Paswegas. People here don’t have a lot of money. They had more after Tierney’s telemarketing company moved into the state and put up its telephone centers everywhere, even one not too far from Shaker Harbor, which is pretty much the end of nowhere. Then people who used to work as fishermen or farmers or teachers or nurses, but who couldn’t make a living at it anymore, started working for International Corporate Enterprises. ICE didn’t pay a lot, but I guess it paid okay, if you didn’t mind sitting in a tiny cubicle and calling strangers on the phone when they were in the middle of dinner and annoying them so they swore at you or just hung up.


  Once when she heard me and Cody ranking on people who worked at ICE, my mom took us aside and told us we had to be careful what we said, because even if we hated the company, it gave people jobs, and that was nothing to sneeze at. Of course a lot of those people who worked for ICE ended up not being able to afford to live here anymore, because Tierney gave all his friends from away the expensive jobs; and then they bought land here, which used to be cheap, and built these big fancy houses. So now normal people can’t afford to live here, unless they were lucky enough to already own a house or land, like my mom and Winter.


  But then Tierney got caught doing something bad, sneaking money from his company or something, and ICE got bought by a bigger company, and they shut down all their operations in Maine, and all the people who worked there got thrown out of work and a lot of them who did own their own houses or land got them taken away because they couldn’t afford to pay their bills anymore. Then people really hated Thomas Tierney; but it didn’t do any good, because he never even got in trouble for what he did. I mean he didn’t go to jail or anything, and he didn’t lose his money or his house down in Kennebunkport or his yacht or his private airplane.


  As a matter of fact, the opposite happened: he bought the land next to Winter’s. Winter dropped by the day he found out about it.


  “That sumbitch bought old Lonnie Packard’s farm!” he yelled.


  Me and Cody looked at each other and sort of smirked, but we didn’t say anything. I could tell Cody wanted to laugh, like I did—who the hell actually says “sumbitch?”—but at the same time it was scary, because we’d never seen Winter get mad before.


  “I can’t blame Lonnie,” Winter went on, shifting from one foot to the other and tugging at his cap. “He had to sell his lobster boat last year ’cause he couldn’t pay his taxes, and then he had that accident and couldn’t pay the hospital. And it’s a salt farm right there on the ocean, so he never got much out of it except the view.”


  Cody asked, “Why didn’t he sell it to you?”


  Winter whacked his palm against the wall. “That’s what I said! I told Lonnie long time ago, ever he wanted to sell that land, I’d take it. But yesterday he told me, ‘Winter, your pockets just ain’t that deep.’ I said, ‘Well, Lonnie, how deep is deep?’ And he pointed out there at the Atlantic Ocean, and said, ‘You see that? You go out to the Grand Banks and find the deepest part, and I’m telling you it ain’t deep as Thomas Tierney’s pockets.’ ”


  So that was that. Tell you the truth, I didn’t give much thought to it. Where we snowboarded in the woods was safely on Winter’s property, I knew that; besides which, it was late spring now, and me and Cody were busy working on that half-pipe behind Winter’s house and, once it was done, skating on it.


  Sometimes Winter’s wife would come out and watch us. Winter had made her a bench from a hunk of oak, laid slats across it, and carved her name on the seat, VALA, with carved leaves and vines coming out of the letters. The bench was set up on a little rise, so that you could look out across the tops of the trees and just catch a glimpse of the ocean, silver-blue above the green. Vala was so tiny she looked like another kid sitting there, watching us and laughing when we fell, though never in a mean way. Her laugh was like her eyes: there was a kind of coldness to it, but it wasn’t nasty, more like she had never seen anyone fall before and every time it happened (which was a lot) it was a surprise to her. Even though it was warmer now, she always wore that same blue windbreaker, and over it a sweatshirt that I recognized as one of Winter’s, so big it was like a saggy dress. It could get wicked hot out there at the edge of the woods, but I never saw her take that sweatshirt off.


  “Aren’t you hot?” I asked her once. She’d brought some water for us and some cookies she’d made, gingersnaps that were thin and brittle as ice and so spicy they made your eyes sting.


  “Hot?” She shook her head. “I never get warm. Except with Winter.” She smiled then, one of her spooky smiles that always made me nervous. “I tell him it’s the only time winter is ever warm, when he is lying beside me.”


  I felt my face turn red. On my chin, the spot where she had touched me throbbed as though someone had shoved a burning cigarette against my skin. Vala’s smile grew wider, her eyes too. She began to laugh.


  “You’re still a boy.” For a moment she sounded almost like my mother. “Good boys, you and your friend. You will grow up to be good men. Not like this man Tierney, who thinks he can own the sea by buying salt. There is nothing more dangerous than a man who thinks he has power.” She lifted her head to gaze into the trees, then turned to stare at me. “Except for one thing.”


  But she didn’t say what that was.
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  I had always heard a lot about Thomas Tierney, and even though I had never seen him, there were signs of him everywhere around Shaker Harbor. The addition to the library; the addition to the school; the big old disused mill—renamed the ICE Mill—that he bought and filled with a thousand tiny cubicles, each with its own computer and its own telephone. The ICE Mill employed so many people that some of them drove two hours each way to work—there weren’t enough people around Shaker Harbor to fill it.


  But now it was empty, with big FOR SALE signs on it. Winter said it would stay empty, too, because no one in Paswegas County could afford to buy it.


  “And no one outside of Paswegas County would want to buy it,” he added. “Watch that doesn’t drip—”


  I was helping Winter varnish a crib he’d made, of wood milled from an elm tree that had died of the blight. He wouldn’t say who it was for, even when I asked him outright, but I assumed it was a present for Vala. She didn’t look pregnant, and I was still a little fuzzy about the precise details of what exactly might make her pregnant, in spite of some stuff me and Cody checked out online one night. But there didn’t seem much point in making a trip to Iceland to get a wife if you weren’t going to have kids. That’s what Cody’s dad said, anyway, and he should know since Cody has five brothers and twin sisters.


  “I think they should make the mill into an indoor skate park,” I said, touching up part of the crib I’d missed. “That would be sweet.”


  We were working outside, so I wouldn’t inhale varnish fumes, in the shadow of a tower of split logs that Winter sold as firewood. I had to be careful that sawdust didn’t get onto the newly varnished crib, or bugs.


  Winter laughed. “Not much money in skate parks.”


  “I’d pay.”


  “That’s my point.” Winter shoved his cap back from his forehead. “Ready to break for lunch?”


  Usually Winter made us sandwiches, Swiss cheese and tomato and horseradish sauce. Sometimes Vala would make us lunch, and then I’d lie and say I wasn’t hungry or had already eaten, since the sandwiches she made mostly had fish in them—not tuna fish, either—and were on these tiny little pieces of bread that tasted like cardboard.


  But today Winter said we’d go into town and get something from Shelley’s Place, the hot dog stand down by the harbor. It was warm out, mid-August; school would start soon. I’d spent the summer hanging out with Cody and some of our friends, until the last few weeks, when Cody had gone off to Bible camp.


  That’s when Winter put me to work. Because along with the crib, Winter had started building a house—a real house, not an addition to the school bus. I helped him clear away brush, then helped build the forms for the foundation to be poured into. Once the concrete cured, we began framing the structure. Sometimes Vala helped, until Winter yelled at her to stop, anyway. Then she’d go off to tend the little garden she’d planted at the edge of the woods.


  Now I didn’t know where Vala was. So I put aside the can of varnish and hopped into Winter’s pickup, and we drove into town. Most of the summer people had already left, but there were still a few sailboats in the harbor, including one gigantic yacht, the Ice Queen, a three-masted schooner that belonged to Thomas Tierney. According to Winter she had a crew of ten, not just a captain and mate and deckhands but a cook and housekeeper, all for Tierney; as well as a red-and-white-striped mainsail, not that you’d ever have any trouble telling her apart from any of the other boats around here.


  When he saw the Ice Queen, Winter scowled. But there was no other sign of Tierney, not that I could see. A few summer holdovers stood in line in front of Shelley’s little food stand, trying to act like they fit in with the locals, even though the only other people were contractors working on job sites.


  And Lonnie Packard. He was at the very front of the line, paying for a hot dog with onions and sauerkraut wrapped in a paper towel. It was the first time I’d seen Lonnie since I’d heard about him selling his farm to Thomas Tierney, and from the look on Winter’s face, it was the first time he’d seen him, too. His mouth was twisted like he wasn’t sure if he was going to smile or spit something out, but then Lonnie turned and nodded at him.


  “Winter,” he said. He pronounced it “Wintah” in this exaggerated way he had, like he was making fun of his own strong accent. “How’s it hanging?”


  Winter poked at the bill of his cap and gave his head a small shake. “Not bad.” He looked at Lonnie’s hot dog, then flashed me a sideways grin. “Now that looks like lunch. Right, Justin?”


  So that’s how I knew Winter wasn’t going to stay pissed about Lonnie selling his farm, which was kind of a relief.


  But Lonnie didn’t look relieved. He looked uncomfortable, although Lonnie usually looked uncomfortable. He was a big rough-faced guy, not as tall as Winter but definitely plus-sized, with a bushy brown beard and baggy jeans tucked into high rubber fisherman’s boots, which kind of surprised me since I knew he’d had to sell his boat. Then I remembered all the money he must have gotten from Thomas Tierney; enough to buy another boat, probably. Enough to buy anything he wanted.


  “Gotta run,” said Lonnie. “Got you an assistant there, eh, Winter?”


  “Justin does good work,” said Winter, and moved up to the window to place our order. For a moment Lonnie stared at him like he was going to say something else, but Winter was already talking to Shelley.


  Instead, Lonnie glanced at me again. It was a funny look, not like he was going to speak to me, more like he was trying to figure something out. Lonnie’s not stupid, either. He puts on that heavy accent and acts like he’s never been south of Bangor, but my mother said he actually has a law degree and fishes just because he likes it better than being a lawyer, which I think I would, too. I waited to see if he was going to talk to me, but instead he turned and walked quickly to where a brand-new SUV was parked in one of the spots reserved for fishermen, got inside, and drove off. I watched him go, then angled up beside Winter to get my food.


  Shelley gave me a quick smile and went back to talking to Winter. “See you’re putting a house up by your place,” she said, and handed him a paper towel with two hot dogs on it, a container of fried clams for Winter, and two bottles of Moxie. Winter nodded but didn’t say anything, just passed her some money.


  “Regular housing boom going on down there,” Shelley added, then looked past us to the next customer. “Can I help you?”


  We drove back to Winter’s place and ate, sitting outside on a couple of lawn chairs and listening to woodpeckers in the pine grove. The air smelled nice, like sawdust and varnish and fried clams. When I was almost done, Vala stepped out of the school bus and walked over to me.


  “Ertu búinn?” she said teasingly. “Are you finished? And you didn’t save any for me?”


  I looked uncertainly at Winter, still chewing.


  “Mmm-mm,” he said, flapping his hand at me. “None for her! Nothing unhealthy!”


  “Hmph.” Vala tossed her head, black ponytails flying. “Like I’d eat that—it’s nothing but grease.”


  She watched disapprovingly as the last fried clam disappeared into Winter’s mouth, then looked at me. “Come here, Justin. I want to show you something.”


  “Hey!” Winter called in mock alarm as Vala beckoned me towards the edge of the woods. “He’s on the clock!”


  “Now he’s off,” retorted Vala, and stuck her tongue out. “Come on.”


  Vala was strange. Sometimes she acted like my mother, grumpy about me forgetting to take my shoes off when I went into the school bus, or if me and Cody made too much noise. Other times, like now, she acted more like a girl my own age, teasing and unpredictable.


  The way she looked changed, too. I don’t mean her clothes—she pretty much wore the same thing all the time—but the way that sometimes she would look old, like my mom does, and other times she’d look the same age as me and my friends. Which creeped me out, especially if it was one of those times when she was acting young, too.


  Fortunately, just then she was acting young but looking older, like someone who would be married to Winter. For one thing, she was wearing his clothes, a pair of jeans way too big for her and cuffed up so much you couldn’t even see her shoes, and that baggy sweatshirt, despite it being so hot.


  “I said come,” she repeated, and whacked me on the shoulder.


  I stood hastily and followed her, wondering if everyone in Iceland was like this, or if it was just Vala.


  Under the trees everything was green and gold and warm; not hot like out in the full sun, but not cool, either. It made me sweat, and my sweat and the dim light made the mosquitoes come out, lots of them, though they never seemed to bother Vala, and after a few minutes I ignored them and (mostly) forgot about them. The ground was soft and smelled like worms, a good smell that made me think of fishing, and now and then we’d go by a kind of tree that smelled so good I’d stop for a second, a tree that Winter calls Balm of Gilead, because its buds smell like incense.


  Winter owned a lot of land, more than a hundred acres. Some of it he cut for firewood or lumber, but not this part. This part he left wild, because it joined up with Lonnie’s land—Thomas Tierney’s land, now—and because it was old-growth forest. People think that all the woods in Maine are wild and old, but most of it isn’t much older than what you’d find someplace like New Jersey—the trees were cut hundreds or maybe a thousand years ago by the Passamaquoddy or other Indians, and when those trees grew back they were cut by Vikings, and when those trees grew back they were cut by the English and the French and everyone else, all the way up till now.


  So there’s actually not a lot of true virgin forest, even if the trees look ancient, like what you see in a movie when they want you to think it’s someplace totally wild, when it’s really, like, trees that are maybe forty or fifty years old. Baby trees.


  But these trees weren’t like that. These were old trees—wolf trees, some of them, the kind of trees that Winter usually cuts down. A wolf tree is a big crooked tree with a huge canopy that hogs all the light and soil and crowds out the other trees. Wolf trees are junk trees, because they’re crooked and spread out so much they’re not much good for lumber, and they overwhelm other, smaller trees and keep them from growing up tall and straight so they can be harvested.


  When I was little I’d go with Winter into the woods to watch him work, and I was always afraid of the wolf trees. Not because there was anything scary about them—they looked like ordinary trees, only big.


  But I thought wolves lived in them. When I said that to Winter once, he laughed.


  “I thought that too, when I was your age.” He was oiling his chain saw, getting ready to limb a wolf tree, a red oak. Red oaks smell terrible when you cut them, the raw wood stinks—they smell like dog crap. “Want to know the real reason they call them that?”


  I nodded, breathing through my mouth.


  “It’s because a thousand years ago, in England and around there, they’d hang outlaws from a tree like this. Wolf ’s-head trees, they called them, because the outlaws were like wolves, preying on weaker people.”


  Where the wolf trees grew here, they had shaded out most other trees. Now and then I saw an old apple tree overgrown with wild grape vines, remnants of Lonnie’s family farm. Because even though this was old-growth forest, birds and animals don’t know that. They eat fruit from the farm then poop out the seeds—that’s how you get apple trees and stuff like that in the middle of the woods.


  I was getting hot and tired of walking. Vala hadn’t said anything since we started, hadn’t even looked back at me, and I wondered if she’d forgotten I was even there. My mother said pregnancy makes women spacey, more than usual even. I was trying to think of an excuse to turn back, when she stopped.


  “Here,” she said.


  We’d reached a hollow on the hillside above the farm. I could just make out the farmhouse and barn and outbuildings, some apple trees and the overgrown field that led down to the ocean. There was no real beach there, just lots of big granite rocks, also a long metal dock that I didn’t remember having seen before.


  It was still a pretty spot, tucked into the woods. A few yards from the farmhouse, more trees marched down to a cliff above the rocky beach. Small trees, all twisted from the wind: except for three huge white pines, each a hundred feet tall.


  Winter called these the King’s Pines, and they were gigantic.


  “These trees are ancient,” he’d told me, pointing up at one. “See anything up there?”


  I squinted. I knew bald eagles nested near the ocean, but I didn’t see anything that looked like a nest. I shook my head.


  Winter put his hand on my shoulder and twisted me till I was staring almost straight up. “There, on the trunk—see where the bark’s been notched?”


  I saw it then, three marks of an axe in the shape of an arrow.


  “That’s the King’s Mark,” said Winter. “Probably dating back to about 1690. That means these were the King’s Trees, to be used for masts in the King’s naval fleet. Over three hundred years ago, this was a big tree. And it was probably at least three hundred years old then.”


  Now, with Vala, I could see the King’s Pines jutting out above the other trees, like the masts of a schooner rising from a green sea. I figured that’s what Vala was going to show me, and so I got ready to be polite and act like I already didn’t know about them.


  Instead she touched my arm and pointed just a few feet away, towards a clearing where trees had grown around part of the pasture.


  “Whoa,” I whispered.


  In the middle of the clearing was a bush. A big bush, a quince, its long thin branches covered with green leaves and small red flowers—brilliant red, the color of Valentines, and so bright after the dim woods that I had to blink.


  And then, after blinking, I thought something had gone wrong with my eyes; because the bush seemed to be moving. Not moving in the wind—there wasn’t any wind—but moving like it was breaking apart then coming back together again, the leaves lifting away from the branches and flickering into the air, going from dark green to shining green like metallic paint, and here and there a flash of red like a flower had spun off, too.


  But what was even more bizarre was that the bush made a noise. It was buzzing, not like bees but like a chain saw or weed whacker, a high-pitched sound that got louder, then softer, then louder again. I rubbed my eyes and squinted into the overgrown field, thinking maybe Thomas Tierney had hired someone to clean up, and that’s what I was hearing.


  There was no one there, just tall grass and apple trees and rocks, and beyond that the cliff and open sea.


  “Do you see what they are?”


  Vala’s voice was so close to my ear that I jumped, then felt my skin prickle with goose bumps at her breath, cold as though a freezer door had opened. I shook my head and she touched my sleeve, her hand cold through the cloth, and led me into the clearing, until the bush rose above us like a red cloud.


  “See?” she murmured.


  The bush was full of hummingbirds—hundreds of them, darting in and out as though the bush were a city, and the spaces between the leaves streets and alleys. Some hovered above the flowers to feed, though most flew almost too fast to see. Some sat on the branches, perfectly still, and that was the weirdest thing of all, like seeing a raindrop hanging in the air.


  But they didn’t stay still; just perched long enough that I could get a look at one, its green green wings and the spot of red on its throat, so deep a red it was like someone had crushed its tiny body by holding it too hard. I thought maybe I could hold it, too, or touch it, anyway.


  So I tried. I stood with my palm open and held my breath and didn’t move. Hummingbirds whizzed around like I was part of the quince, but they didn’t land on me.


  I glanced at Vala. She was doing the same thing I was, this amazed smile on her face, holding both arms out in front of her so she reminded me of Winter when he was dowsing. The hummingbirds buzzed around her, too, but didn’t stop. Maybe if one of us had been wearing red. Hummingbirds like red.


  Vala wasn’t wearing red, just Winter’s grubby old gray sweatshirt and jeans. But she looked strange standing there, eerie even, and for a second I had this weird feeling that I wasn’t seeing Vala at all, that she had disappeared, and I was standing next to a big gray rock.


  The feeling was so strong that it creeped me out. I opened my mouth, I was going to suggest that we head back to Winter’s house, when a hummingbird flickered right in front of Vala’s face. Right in front of Vala’s eye.


  “Hey!” I yelled; and at the same instant Vala shouted, a deep grunting noise that had a word in it, but not an English word. Her hand flashed in front of her face, there was a greenish blur, and the bird was gone.


  “Are you okay?” I said. I thought the hummingbird’s sharp beak had stabbed her eye. “Did it—?”


  Vala brought her hands to her face and gasped, blinking quickly. “I’m sorry! It frightened me—so close, I was surprised—”


  Her hands dropped. She gazed at the ground by her feet. “Oh no.”


  Near the toe of one rubber shoe, the hummingbird lay motionless, like a tiny bright green leaf.


  “Oh, I am sorry, Justin!” cried Vala. “I only wanted you to see the tree with all the birds. But it scared me—”


  I crouched to look at the dead hummingbird. Vala gazed back into the woods.


  “We should go,” she said. She sounded unhappy, even nervous. “Winter will think we got lost and get mad at me for taking you away. You need to work,” she added, and gave me a tight smile. “Come on.”


  She walked away. I stayed where I was. After a moment I picked up a stick and tentatively prodded at the dead bird. It didn’t move.


  It was on its back, and it looked sadder that way. I wanted to turn it over. I poked it again, harder.


  It still didn’t budge.


  Cody doesn’t mind touching dead things. I do. But the hummingbird was so small, only as long as my finger. And it was beautiful, with its black beak and the red spot at its throat and those tiny feathers, more like scales. So I picked it up.


  “Holy crap,” I whispered.


  It was heavy. Not heavy like maybe a bigger bird would have been, a sparrow or chickadee, but heavy, like a rock. Not even a rock—it reminded me of one of those weights you see hanging from an old clock, those metal things shaped like pinecones or acorns, but when you touch them they feel heavy as a bowling ball, only much smaller.


  The hummingbird was like that—so little I could cradle it in my cupped palm, and already cold. I guessed that rigor mortis had set in, the way it does when you hang a deer. Very gently I touched the bird’s wing. I even tried to wiggle it, but the wing didn’t move.


  So I turned the bird in my cupped palm onto its stomach. Its tiny legs were folded up like a fly’s, its eyes dull. Its body didn’t feel soft, like feathers. It felt hard, solid as granite; and cold.


  But it looked exactly like a live hummingbird, emerald green where the sun hit it, beak slightly curved; a band of white under the red throat. I ran my finger along its beak, then swore.


  “What the frig?”


  A bright red bead welled up where the dead bird’s beak had punctured my skin, sharp as a nail.


  I sucked my finger, quickly looked to make sure Vala hadn’t seen me. I could just make her out in the distance, moving through the trees. I felt in my pocket till I found a wadded-up Kleenex, wrapped the hummingbird in it, and very carefully put it into my pocket. Then I hurried after Vala.


  We walked back in silence. Only when the skeletal frame of the new house showed brightly through the trees did Vala turn to me.


  “You saw the bird?” she asked.


  I looked at her uneasily. I was afraid to lie, but even more afraid of what she might do if she knew what was in my pocket.


  Before I could reply, she reached to touch the spot on my chin. I felt a flash of aching cold as she stared at me, her dark eyes somber but not unkind.


  “I did not mean to hurt it,” she said quietly. “I have never seen a bird like that one, not so close. I was scared. Not scared—startled. My reaction was too fast,” she went on, and her voice was sad. Then she smiled and glanced down at my jeans pocket.


  “You took it,” she said.


  I turned away, and Vala laughed. In front of the house, Winter looked up from a pile of two-by-sixes.


  “Get your butt over here, Justin!” he yelled. “Woman, don’t you go distracting him!”


  Vala stuck her tongue out again, then turned back to me. “He knows,” she said matter-of-factly. “But maybe you don’t tell your friend? Or your mother.”


  And she walked over to kiss Winter’s sunburned cheek.


  I muttered, “Yeah, sure,” then crossed to where I’d left the varnish. Vala stood beside her husband and sighed as she stared at the cloudless sky and the green canopy of trees stretching down to the bay. A few boats under sail moved slowly across the blue water. One was a three-masted schooner with a red-striped mainsail: Thomas Tierney’s yacht.


  “So, Vala,” said Winter. He winked at his wife. “You tell Justin your news yet?”


  She smiled. “Not yet.” She pulled up the sweatshirt so I could see her stomach sticking out. “Here—”


  She beckoned me over, took my hand, and placed it on her stomach. Despite the heat, her hand was icy cold. So was her stomach; but I felt a sudden heat beneath my palm, and then a series of small thumps from inside her belly. I looked at her in surprise.


  “It’s the baby!”


  “Eg veit,” she said, and laughed. “I know.”


  “Now don’t go scaring him off, talking about babies,” said Winter. He put his arm around his wife. “I need him to help me finish this damn house before it snows.”


  I went back to varnishing. The truth is, I was glad to have something to do, so I wouldn’t think about what had happened. When I got home that evening I put the hummingbird in a drawer, wrapped in an old T-shirt. For a while I’d look at it every night, after my mother came in to give me a kiss; but after a week or so I almost forgot it was there.


  [image: ]


  A few days later Cody got back from Bible camp. It was September now. Labor Day had come and gone, and most of the summer people. School started up. Me and Cody were in eighth grade; we were pretty sick of being with the same people since kindergarten, but it was okay. Some days we skated over at Winter’s place after school. It was getting crowded there, with the piles of split firewood and all the stacks of lumber for the new house, and sometimes Winter yelled at us for getting in the way.


  But mostly everything was like it usually was, except that Vala was getting more pregnant and everyone was starting to think about winter coming down.


  You might not believe that people really worry about snow all the time, but here they do. My mother had already gotten her firewood from Winter back in August, and so had most of his other regular customers. Day by day, the big stacks of split wood dwindled, as Winter hauled them off for delivery.


  And day by day the new house got bigger, so that soon it looked less like a kid’s drawing of a stick house and more like a fairy-tale cottage come to life, with a steep roof and lots of windows, some of them square and some of them round, like portholes, and scallop-shaped shingles stained the color of cranberries. I helped with that part, and inside, too, which was great.


  Because inside—inside was amazing. Winter did incredible things with wood, everyone knew that. But until then, I had only seen the things he made for money, like furniture, or things he made to be useful, like the cabinets he’d done for my mother.


  Now I saw what Winter had done for himself and Vala. And if the outside of the little house looked like a fairy tale, the inside looked like something from a dream.


  Winter usually carved from pine, which is a very soft wood. But he’d used oak for the beams, and covered them with faces—wind-faces with their mouths open to blow, foxes and wolves grinning from the corners, dragons and people I didn’t recognize but who Vala said were spirits from Iceland.


  “Huldufolk,” she said when I asked about them. “The hidden people.”


  But they weren’t hidden here. They were carved on the main beam that went across the living room ceiling, and on the oak posts in each corner, peeking out from carved leaves and vines and branches that made the posts look almost like real trees. There were huldufolk carved into the cupboards, and on benches and cabinets and bookshelves, and even on the headboard that Winter had made from a single slab of chestnut, so highly polished with beeswax that the entire bedroom smelled like honey.


  So even though the house looked small from the outside, when you got inside you could get lost, wandering around and looking at all the wonderful carved things. Not just carved so the wood resembled something new, but so that you could see what was inside the wood, knots and whorls turned to eyes and mouths, the grain sanded and stained till it felt soft, the way skin might feel if it grew strong enough to support walls and ceilings and joists, while still managing to remain, somehow, skin, and alive.


  It was the most amazing house I’ve ever seen. And maybe the most amazing thing wasn’t that it made me want to live in it, but that after spending hours working on it, I began to feel that the house lived in me, the way the baby lived inside Vala.


  Only, of course, I could never tell anyone that, especially Cody. He would think I’d gone nuts from inhaling varnish fumes—even though I wore a dust mask, like Vala wore a fancy ventilating mask that made her look like Darth Vader.


  She was working inside, too, building a stone fireplace. She found rocks in the woods and brought them up in a wheelbarrow. Big rocks, too, I was amazed she could lift them.


  “Don’t tell Winter,” she whispered to me when I found her once, hefting a huge chunk of granite from the edge of the woods. “He’ll just worry, and yell at me. And then I will yell at you,” she added, and narrowed her spooky blue-black eyes.


  Once the rocks were all piled inside she took forever, deciding which one would go where in the fireplace. When I made a joke about it she frowned.


  “You do not want to make rocks angry, Justin.” She wasn’t kidding, either. She looked pissed off. “Because rocks have a very, very long memory.”


  It was early morning, just after seven on a Saturday. My mom had dropped me off at Winter’s place on her way to see a client. It was a beautiful day, Indian summer, the leaves just starting to turn. I could see two sailboats on the water, heading south for the winter. I would rather have been skating with Cody, but Winter was anxious to get the inside of his house finished before it got too cold, so I said I’d come over and help trim up some windows.


  Winter was outside. Vala, after yelling at me about the rocks, had gone up to the bedroom to get something. I yawned, wishing I’d brought my iPod, when upstairs Vala screamed.


  I froze. It was a terrifying sound, not high-pitched like a woman’s voice but deep and booming. And it went on and on, without her taking a breath. I started for the steps as Winter raced in. He knocked me aside and took the stairs two at a time.


  “Vala!”


  I ran upstairs after him, through the empty hall and into the bedroom. Vala stood in front of the window, clutching her face as she gazed outside. Winter grabbed her shoulders.


  “Is it the baby?” he cried. He tried to pull her towards him, but she shook her head, then pushed him away so violently that he crashed against the wall.


  “What is it?” I ran to the window. Vala fell silent as I looked out across the yellowing canopy of leaves.


  “Oh no.” I stared in disbelief at the cliff above the Bay. “The King’s Pines—”


  I rubbed my eyes, hardly aware of Winter pushing me aside so he could stare out.


  “No!” he roared.


  One of the three great trees was gone—the biggest one, the one that stood nearest to the cliff edge. A blue gap showed where it had been, a chunk of sky that made me feel sick and dizzy. It was like lifting my own hand to find a finger missing. My chin throbbed and I turned so the others wouldn’t see me crying.


  Winter pounded the windowsill. His face was dead white, his eyes so red they looked like they’d been smeared with paint. That frightened me more than anything, until I looked up and saw Vala.


  She had backed against the wall—an unfinished wall, just gray Sheetrock, blotched where the seams had been coated with putty. Her face had paled, too; but it wasn’t white.


  It was gray. Not a living gray, like hair or fur, but a dull, mottled color, the gray of dead bark or granite.


  And not just her face but her hands and arms: everything I could see of her that had been skin, now seemed cold and dead as the heap of fireplace rocks downstairs. Her clothes drooped as though tossed on a boulder, her hair stiffened like strands of reindeer moss. Even her eyes dulled to black smears, save for a pinpoint of light in each, as though a drop of water had been caught in the hollow of a stone.


  “Vala.” Winter came up beside me. His voice shook, but it was low and calm, as though he were trying to keep a frightened dog from bolting. “Vala, it’s all right—”


  He reached to stroke the slab of gray stone wedged against the wall, reindeer moss tangling between his fingers, then let his hand drop to move across a rounded outcropping.


  “Think of the baby,” he whispered. “Think of the girl . . .”


  The threads of reindeer moss trembled, the twin droplets welled and spilled from granite to the floor; and it was Vala there and not a stone at all, Vala falling into her husband’s arms and weeping uncontrollably.


  “It’s not all right—it’s not all right—”


  He held her, stroking her head as I finally got the nerve up to speak.


  “Was it—was it a storm?”


  “A storm?” Abruptly Winter pulled away from Vala. His face darkened to the color of mahogany. “No, it’s not a storm—”


  He reached for the window and yanked it open. From the direction of the cliff came the familiar drone of a chain saw.


  “It’s Tierney!” shouted Winter. He turned and raced into the hall. Vala ran after him, and I ran after her.


  “No—you stay here!” Winter stopped at the top of the stairs. “Justin, you wait right here with her—”


  “No,” I said. I glanced nervously at Vala, but to my surprise she nodded.


  “No,” she said. “I’m going, and Justin, too.”


  Winter sucked his breath through his teeth.


  “Suit yourself,” he said curtly. “But I’m not waiting for you. And listen—you stay with her, Justin, you understand me?”


  “I will,” I said, but he was already gone.


  Vala and I looked at each other. Her eyes were paler than I remembered, the same dull gray as the Sheetrock; but as I stared at her they grew darker, as though someone had dropped blue ink into a glass of water.


  “Come,” she said. She touched my shoulder, then headed out the door after her husband. I followed.


  All I wanted to do was run and catch up with Winter. I could have, too—over the summer I’d gotten taller, and I was now a few inches bigger than Vala.


  But I remembered the way Winter had said You stay with her, Justin, you understand me? And the way he’d looked, as though I were a stranger, and he’d knock me over, or worse, if I disobeyed him. It scared me and made me feel sick, almost as sick as seeing the King’s Pine chopped down; but I had no time to think about that now. I could still hear the chain saw buzzing from down the hill, a terrible sound, like when you hear a truck brake but you know it’s not going to stop in time. I walked as fast as I dared, Vala just a few steps behind me. When I heard her breathing hard I’d stop and try to keep sight of Winter far ahead of us.


  But after a few minutes I gave up on that. He was out of sight, and I could only hope he’d get down to the cliff and stop whoever was doing the cutting, before another tree fell.


  “Listen,” said Vala, and grabbed my sleeve. I thought the chain saw was still running, but then I realized it was just an echo. Because the air grew silent, and Vala had somehow sensed it before I did. I looked at her and she stared back at me, her eyes huge and round and sky-blue, a color I’d never seen them.


  “There is still time,” she whispered. She made a strange deep noise in the back of her throat, a growl but not an animal growl; more like the sound of thunder, or rocks falling. “Hurry—”


  We crashed through the woods, no longer bothering to stay on the path. We passed the quince bush shimmering through its green haze of feeding hummingbirds. Vala didn’t pause, but I slowed down to look back, then stopped.


  A vehicle was parked by the farmhouse, the same new SUV I’d seen that day down at Shelley’s hot dog stand: Lonnie Packard’s truck. As I stared, a burly figure came hurrying through the field, the familiar orange silhouette of a chain saw tucked under his arm. He jumped into the SUV, gunned the engine, and drove off.


  I swore under my breath.


  “Justin!” Vala’s anxious voice came from somewhere in the woods. “Come on!”


  I found her at the head of the trail near the cliff. Through a broken wall of scrawny, wind-twisted trees I could just make out the two remaining pines, and the bright yellow gash that was the stump of the one that had fallen. The sharp scent of pine resin and sawdust hung in the air, and the smell of exhaust fumes from the chain saw.


  But there was no other sign of Lonnie, obviously, or of anyone else.


  “Look,” said Vala in a hoarse whisper. She clutched me and pulled me towards her, her touch so cold it was like I’d been shot up with Novocain. My entire arm went numb. “There! The boat—”


  She pointed down to the boulder-strewn beach where the dock thrust into the bay. At the end of the dock bobbed a small motorboat, a Boston Whaler. Farther out, the hulking form of the Ice Queen rose above the gray water, sails furled.


  She was at anchor. Several small forms moved across the deck. I squinted, trying to see if I recognized any of them. A frigid spasm shot through my ribs as Vala nudged me, indicating the rocks below.


  “Is that him?” she hissed. “This man Tierney?”


  I saw Winter loping across the beach towards the dock, jumping from one boulder to the next. On the shore, right next to the end of the dock, stood two men. One was tall, wearing an orange life vest and a blaze orange watch cap and high rubber boots. The other was shorter, white-haired, slightly heavyset, wearing sunglasses and a red-and-white windbreaker, striped like the Ice Queen’s sails.


  “That’s him,” I said.


  Vala fixed her intense sky-blue gaze on me. “You’re sure?”


  “Yeah. I’ve seen his picture in the newspaper. And online.”


  She stood at the top of the trail and stared down. An angry voice rose from the rocks—Winter’s—then another voice joined in, calmer, and a third, calm at first, then laughing. I heard Winter curse, words I couldn’t believe he knew. The third man, Tierney, laughed even harder.


  I glanced at Vala, still staring at what was below us. One of her hands grasped the branch of a birch tree beside the path. She seemed to be thinking; almost she might have been daydreaming, she looked so peaceful, like somehow she’d forgotten where she was and what was happening. Finally, she shook her head. Without looking back at me, she snapped the branch from the tree, dropped it, and started down the trail towards the beach.


  I started after her, then hesitated.


  The branch lay across the narrow path at my feet. Where Vala had touched them, the leaves had shriveled and faded, from yellow-green to the dull gray of lichen, and the white birch bark had blackened into tight, charred-looking curls.


  I tried to lift the branch. It was too heavy to move.


  “It’s my land now.” Thomas Tierney’s voice echoed from the cliff face. “So I suggest you get the hell off it!”


  I looked down to see Vala’s small form at the bottom of the trail, hopping lightly from one boulder to the next as she headed for the dock. I scrambled down the path after her.


  But I couldn’t go as fast. For some reason, maybe because first Winter, then Vala had raced down before me, rocks had tumbled across the narrow trail. Not big rocks, but enough of them that I had to pick my way carefully to keep from falling.


  Not only that: in spots a white slick of frost covered the ground, so that my feet slipped, and once I almost fell and cracked my head. I stopped for a minute, panting. As I caught my breath, I looked away from the beach, to where the cliff plunged into a deep crevice in the granite.


  There, caught in the gigantic crack so that it looked as though it had grown up from the rocks, was the fallen pine. It tilted over the water, black in the shadow of the cliff, its great branches still green and strong-looking, the smell of pine sap overpowering the smell of the sea. In its uppermost branches something moved, then lifted from the tree and flew out above the bay—a bald eagle, still mottled brown and black with its young plumage.


  I couldn’t help it. I began to cry. Because no matter how strong and alive the tree looked, I knew it was dead. Nothing would bring it back again. It had been green when no one lived here but the Passamaquoddy, it had seen sailors come from far across the sea, and tourists in boats from Paswegas Harbor, and maybe it had even seen the Ice Queen earlier that morning with her red-and-white-striped mainsail and Thomas Tierney on the deck, watching as Lonnie Packard took a chain saw to its great trunk, and the tree finally fell, a crash that I hadn’t heard.


  But Vala had.


  You stay with her, Justin, you understand me?


  I took a deep breath and wiped my eyes, checked to make sure I could still see Vala on the rocks below, then continued my climb down. When I finally reached the bottom, I still had to be careful—there were tidal pools everywhere between the granite boulders, some of them skimmed with ice and all of them greasy with kelp and sea lettuce. I hurried as fast as I could towards the dock.


  “You don’t own those trees.” Winter’s voice rang out so loudly that my ears hurt. “Those are the King’s Pines—no man owns them.”


  “Well, I own this land,” retorted Tierney. “And if that doesn’t make me the goddamn king, I don’t know what does.”


  I clambered over the last stretch of rocks and ran up alongside Vala. Winter stood a few yards away from us, towering above Thomas Tierney. The other man stood uneasily at the edge of the dock. I recognized him—Al Alford, who used to work as first mate on one of the daysailers in Paswegas Harbor. Now, I guessed, he worked for Tierney.


  “King?” Vala repeated. “Hann er klikkapor.” She looked at me from the corner of her eyes. “He’s nuts.”


  Maybe it was her saying that, or maybe it was me being pissed at myself for crying. But I took a step out towards Tierney and shouted at him.


  “It’s against the law to cut those trees! It’s against the law to do any cutting here without a permit!”


  Tierney turned to stare at me. For the first time he looked taken aback, maybe even embarrassed or ashamed. Not by what he’d done, I knew that; but because someone else—a kid—knew he’d done it.


  “Who’s this?” His voice took on that fake-nice tone adults use when they’re caught doing something, like smoking or drinking or fighting with their wives. “This your son, Winter?”


  “No,” I said.


  “Yes,” said Vala, and under her breath said the word she’d used when I first met her: feogar.


  But Winter didn’t say anything, and Tierney had already turned away.


  “Against the law?” He pulled at the front of his red-and-white windbreaker, then shrugged. “I’ll pay the fine. No one goes to jail for cutting down trees.”


  Tierney smiled then, as though he was thinking of a joke no one else would ever get, and added, “Not me, anyway.”


  He looked at Al Alford and nodded. Al quickly turned and walked—ran, practically—to where the Boston Whaler rocked against the metal railing at the end of the dock. Tierney followed him, but slowly, pausing once to stare back up the hillside—not at the King’s Pines but at the farmhouse, its windows glinting in the sun where they faced the cliff. Then he walked to where Alford waited by the little motorboat, his hand out to help Tierney climb inside.


  I looked at Winter. His face had gone slack, except for his mouth: he looked as though he were biting down on something hard.


  “He’s going to cut the other ones, too,” he said. He didn’t sound disbelieving or sad or even angry; more like he was saying something everyone knew was true, like It’ll snow soon or Tomorrow’s Sunday. “He’ll pay the twenty-thousand-dollar fine, just like he did down in Kennebunkport. He’ll wait and do it in the middle of the night when I’m not here. And the trees will be gone.”


  “No, he will not,” said Vala. Her voice was nearly as calm as Winter’s. There was a subdued roar as the motorboat’s engine turned over, and the Boston Whaler shot away from the dock, towards the Ice Queen.


  “No,” Vala said again, and she stooped and picked up a rock. A small gray rock, just big enough to fit inside her fist, one side of it encrusted with barnacles. She straightened and stared at the ocean, her eyes no longer sky-blue but the pure deep gray of a stone that’s been worn smooth by the sea, with no pupil in them; and shining like water in the sun.


  “Skammastu peî, Thomas Tierney. Farthu til fjandanns!” she cried, and threw the rock towards the water. “Farthu! Låttu peog hverfa!”


  I watched it fly through the air, then fall, hitting the beach a long way from the waterline with a small thud. I started to look at Vala, and stopped.


  From the water came a grinding sound, a deafening noise like thunder; only this was louder than a thunderclap and didn’t last so long, just a fraction of a second. I turned and shaded my eyes, staring out to where the Boston Whaler arrowed towards Tierney’s yacht. A sudden gust of wind stung my eyes with spray; I blinked, then blinked again in amazement.


  A few feet from the motorboat a black spike of stone shadowed the water. Not a big rock—it might have been a dolphin’s fin, or a shark’s, but it wasn’t moving.


  And it hadn’t been there just seconds before. It had never been there, I knew that. I heard a muffled shout, then the frantic whine of the motorboat’s engine being revved too fast—and too late.


  With a sickening crunch, the Boston Whaler ran onto the rock. Winter yelled in dismay as Alford’s orange-clad figure was thrown into the water. For a second Thomas Tierney remained upright, his arms flailing as he tried to grab at Alford. Then, as though a trapdoor had opened beneath him, he dropped through the bottom of the boat and disappeared.


  Winter raced towards the water. I ran after him.


  “Stay with Vala!” Winter grabbed my arm. Alford’s orange life vest gleamed from on top of the rock where he clung. On board the Ice Queen, someone yelled through a megaphone, and I could see another craft, a little inflated Zodiac, drop into the gray water. Winter shook me fiercely. “Justin! I said, stay with her—”


  He looked back towards the beach. So did I.


  Vala was nowhere to be seen. Winter dropped my arm, but before he could say anything there was a motion among the rocks.


  And there was Vala, coming into sight like gathering fog. Even from this distance I could see how her eyes glittered, blue-black like a winter sky; and I could tell she was smiling.
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  THE crew of the Ice Queen rescued Alford quickly, long before the Coast Guard arrived. Winter and I stayed on the beach for several hours, while the search and rescue crews arrived and the Navy Falcons flew by overhead, in case Tierney came swimming to shore, or in case his body washed up.


  But it never did. That spar of rock had ripped a huge hole in the Boston Whaler, a bigger hole even than you’d think; but no one blamed Alford. All you had to do was take a look at the charts and see that there had never been a rock there, ever. Though it’s there now, I can tell you that. I see it every day when I look out from the windows at Winter’s house.


  I never asked Vala about what happened. Winter had a grim expression when we finally went back to his place late that afternoon. Thomas Tierney was a multimillionaire, remember, and even I knew there would be an investigation and interviews and TV people.


  But everyone on board the Ice Queen had witnessed what happened, and so had Al Alford; and while they’d all seen Winter arguing with Tierney, there’d been no exchange of blows, not even any pushing, and no threats on Winter’s part—Alford testified to that. The King’s Pine was gone, but two remained; and a bunch of people from the Audubon Society and the Sierra Club and places like that immediately filed a lawsuit against Tierney’s estate, to have all the property on the old Packard Farm turned into a nature preserve.


  Which I thought was good, but it still won’t bring the other tree back.


  One day after school, a few weeks after the boat sank, I was helping to put the finishing touches on Winter’s house. Just about everything was done, except for the fireplace—there were still piles of rocks everywhere and plastic buckets full of mortar and flat stones for the hearth.


  “Justin.” Vala appeared behind me so suddenly I jumped. “Will you come with me, please?”


  I stood and nodded. She looked really pregnant now, and serious.


  But happy, too. In the next room we could hear Winter working with a sander. Vala looked at me and smiled, put a finger to her lips then touched her finger to my chin. This time, it didn’t ache with cold.


  “Come,” she said.


  Outside it was cold and gray, the middle of October, but already most of the trees were bare, their leaves torn away by a storm a few nights earlier. We headed for the woods behind the house, past the quince bush, its branches stripped of leaves and all the hummingbirds long gone to warmer places. Vala wore her same bright blue rubber shoes and Winter’s rolled-up jeans.


  But even his big sweatshirt was too small now to cover her belly, so my mother had knit her a nice big sweater and given her a warm plaid coat that made Vala look even more like a kid, except for her eyes and that way she would look at me sometimes and smile, as though we both knew a secret. I followed her to where the path snaked down to the beach and tried not to glance over at the base of the cliff. The King’s Pine had finally fallen and wedged between the crack in the huge rocks there, so that now seaweed was tangled in its dead branches, and all the rocks were covered with yellow pine needles.


  “Winter has to go into town for a few hours,” Vala said, as though answering a question. “I need you to help me with something.”


  We reached the bottom of the path and picked our way across the rocks until we reached the edge of the shore. A few gulls flew overhead, screaming, and the wind blew hard against my face and bare hands. I’d followed Vala outside without my coat. When I looked down, I saw that my fingers were bright red. But I didn’t feel cold at all.


  “Here,” murmured Vala.


  She walked, slowly, to where a gray rock protruded from the gravel beach. It was roughly the shape and size of an arm.


  Then I drew up beside Vala and saw that it really was an arm—part of one, anyway, made of smooth gray stone, like marble only darker, but with no hand and broken just above the elbow. Vala stood and looked at it, her lips pursed; then stooped to pick it up.


  “Will you carry this, please?” she said.


  I didn’t say anything, just held out my arms, as though she were going to fill them with firewood. When she set the stone down I flinched—not because it was heavy, though it was, but because it looked exactly like a real arm. I could even see where the veins had been, in the crook of the elbow, and the wrinkled skin where the arm had bent.


  “Justin,” Vala said. I looked up to see her blue-black eyes fixed on me. “Come on. It will get dark soon.”


  I followed her as she walked slowly along the beach, like someone looking for sea glass or sand dollars. Every few feet she would stop and pick something up—a hand, a foot, a long piece of stone that was most of a leg—then turn and set it carefully into my arms. When I couldn’t carry any more, she picked up one last small rock—a clenched fist—and made her way slowly back to the trail.


  We made several more trips that day, and for several days after that. Each time, we would return to the house and Vala would fit the stones into the unfinished fireplace, covering them with other rocks so that no one could see them. Or if you did see one, you’d think maybe it was just part of a broken statue, or a rock that happened to look like a foot, or a shoulder blade, or the cracked round back of a head.


  I couldn’t bring myself to ask Vala about it. But I remembered how the Boston Whaler had looked when the Coast Guard dragged it onshore, with a small ragged gash in its bow, and a much, much bigger hole in the bottom, as though something huge and heavy had crashed through it. Like a meteor, maybe. Or a really big rock, or like if someone had dropped a granite statue of a man into the boat.


  Not that anyone had seen that happen. I told myself that maybe it really was a statue—maybe a statue had fallen off a ship or been pushed off a cliff or something.


  But then one day we went down to the beach, the last day actually, and Vala made me wade into the shallow water. She pointed at something just below the surface, something round and white, like a deflated soccer ball.


  Only it wasn’t a soccer ball. It was Thomas Tierney’s head: the front of it, anyway, the one part Vala hadn’t already found and built into the fireplace.


  His face.


  I pulled it from the water and stared at it. A green scum of algae covered his eyes, which were wide and staring. His mouth was open so you could see where his tongue had been before it broke off, leaving a jagged edge in the hole of his screaming mouth.


  “Loksins,” said Vala. She took it from me easily, even though it was so heavy I could barely hold it. “At last . . .”


  She turned and walked back up to the house.
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  THAT was three months ago. Winter’s house is finished now, and Winter lives in it, along with Winter’s wife.


  And their baby. The fireplace is done, and you can hardly see where there is a round broken stone at the very top, which if you squint and look at it in just the right light, like at night when only the fire is going, looks kind of like a face. Winter is happier than I’ve ever seen him, and my mom and I go over a lot, to visit him and Vala and the baby, who is just a few weeks old now and so cute you wouldn’t believe it, and tiny, so tiny I was afraid to hold her at first but Vala says not to worry—I may be like her big brother now, but someday, when the baby grows up, she will be the one to always watch out for me. They named her Gerda, which means Protector; and for a baby she is incredibly strong.


  2008


  Cruel Up North


  She left him in the hotel asleep, curled in bed with his fist against his mouth, face taut as though something bit at him. Cigarette ash on the carpet, laptop’s eye pulsing green then fading into darkness. Outside on the sidewalk, shards of broken glass. The night before the streets had chimed with the sound of bottles shattering, laughter, men shouting. Women stumbled along the curb, boys pissed on storefronts.


  This morning, nothing. The broken glass was gone. There were few cars, no other people. The sky was gray and rainlashed, clouds whipped by wind so strong it tore the beret from her head. She stumbled into the street to retrieve it then stood, gazing at a rent in the sky that glowed brighter than the sea glimpsed a few blocks to the north, between blocks of apartments and construction equipment. Overhead a phalanx of swans hung nearly motionless, beaten by the gale. With a sound like creaking doors they swooped down. She saw their legs, blackened twigs caught in a flurry of white and downy grey, before as one they veered towards the ocean.


  She headed east, to the outskirts of the city.


  The streets were narrow, cobblestone; the low buildings a jumble of Art Deco, modernist boxes, brick spidered with graffiti in a language she couldn’t decipher. In the windows of posh clothing designers, rows of faceless mannequins in hooded black woolens, ramrod straight, shoulders squared as though facing the firing squad. No dogs, no cats. The air had no scent, not the sulfurous stink of the hotel shower, not even diesel exhaust. Now and then she caught the hot reek of burning grease from a shuttered restaurant. There were no trees. As she approached the central intersection the gale picked up and rain raced through the street, a nearly horizontal band that filled the gutters to overflowing. She darted up three steps to stand beneath an awning, watched as the cobbles disappeared beneath water that gleamed like mercury then ebbed as the rain moved on.


  In another half hour she reached the city’s edge. Beyond the highway, a broad manmade declivity held a stadium, scattered concrete outbuildings, a cluster of leafless trees. She stood for a few minutes, watching SUVs barrel past; then crossed the street and started back to the hotel.


  She had gone only a few blocks when the wind carried to her a sweet, musky smell, like incense. She halted, turned her face toward the sea and saw set back from a row of houses a tangle of overgrown hedges, their formless bulk broken by a dozen or so trees. Frowning, she tugged at the collar of her pea coat, then walked towards them. In the distance she could see the frozen lava fields that ringed the city, an endless waste of ragged black like shattered tarmac, crusted with lichen and pallid moss. Here, sidewalk and cobblestones gave way to sodden turf ringed by skeletal bushes thick with plastic bags, crumpled newsprint; spotted, diseased-looking leaves that rattled in the wind.


  Yet despite the coming winter, the trees—birches—had shafts of pliant green growth at their tips. It was these she had smelled, and as she drew nearer, their scent grew so strong she could taste it at the back of her throat, as though she’d inhaled pollen. She coughed, wiping her eyes, looked down and saw something in a tufted yellow patch at the base of one tree. A dead bird, a bit larger than her hand and lying on its side, head bent toward its breast so it formed a pied comma, roan and beryl-green. She crouched to look at it more closely.


  Her tongue cleaved to the roof of her mouth, the taste of pollen froze into copper, saltwater. She picked up a twig and tentatively poked the small form, instinctively recoiled though its sole motion was in response to her prodding. Its skin jeweled with scales that gleamed palest green in the light, tiny withered arms folded like a bat’s wings against the russet hollow where its chest had been eaten away by insects or rodents. Its face sunken, eyes tightly shut and jaws parted to bare a ridge of minute teeth and a black tongue coiled like a millipede.


  When she stroked it, strands of long reddish hair caught between her fingers. Long afterward, her hand smelled at once sweet and faintly sour, like rotting apples. Where she touched it, her finger blistered then scarred. It never properly healed.


  2009


  The Return of the Fire Witch
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  Insensibility, melancholia, hebetude; ordinary mental tumult and more elaborate physical vexations (boils, a variety of thrip that caused the skin of an unfaithful lover to erupt in a spectacular rash, the color of violet mallows)—Saloona Morn cultivated these in her parterre in the shadow of Cobalt Mountain. A lifetime of breathing the dusky, spore-rich air of her hillside had inoculated her against the most common human frailties and a thousand others. It was twelve years since she had felt the slightest stirring of ennui or regret, two decades since she had suffered from despondency or alarm. Timidity and childish insouciance she had never known. There were some, like her nearest neighbor, the fire witch Paytim Noringal, who claimed she had never been a child; but Paytim Noringal was wrong.


  Likewise, Saloona had been inoculated against rashness, optimistic buoyancy, and those minor but troubling disinclinations that can mar one’s sleep—fear of traveling beyond alpen climes, the unease that accompanied the hours-long twilight marking the months of autumn. Despair had been effaced from Saloona’s heart, and its impish cousin, desire. If one gazed into her calm, ice-colored eyes, one might think she was happy. But happiness had not stitched a single line upon her smooth face.


  Imperturbability was an easy emotion to design and grow, and was surprisingly popular with her clients. So it was, perhaps, that she had inhaled great quantities of the spores of imperturbability, because that was the sole quality that she could be seen to possess. Apart, of course, from her beauty, which was noted if not legendary.


  This morning, she was attempting to coax an air of distinction from a row of Splendid Blewits, mushrooms that resembled so many ink-stained thumbs. The blewits were saphrophytes, their favored hosts carnivorous Deodands that Saloona enticed by bathing in the nearby river. She disabled the Deodands with a handful of dried spores from the Amethyst Deceiver, then dragged them up the hillside to her cottage. There she split each glistening, eel-black chest with an ax and sowed them with spores while their hearts still pumped. Over the course of seven or eight days, the sky-blue sacs would slowly deflate as the Splendid Blewits appeared, releasing their musty scent of woodlice and turmeric.


  After a week, she could harvest the spores. These became part of an intricate though commonplace formula usually commissioned by men with aristocratic aspirations—in this instance, a dull optimate of middle years who sought to impress his much younger lover, a squireen who favored ocelex pantolons that did not flatter him.


  It was no concern of hers if her clients were vain or foolish, or merely jaded by a terminal ennui that colored their judgment, much as the sun’s sanguine rays stained the sky. Still, she needed to eat. And the optimate would pay well for his false magnificence. So: arrogance and feigned modesty; a dash of servility to offset the stench of self-love . . . a few grains from the Splendid Blewits, and the physic would be complete.


  But something was wrong.


  Yesterday evening, she had unrolled nets of raw linen fine as frog-hair, arranging the filmy cloth beneath those indigo thumbs to catch the spores they released at nightfall. Morning should have displayed delicate spore-paintings, the blewits’ gills traced upon the nets in powdery lines, pollen-yellow, slate-blue.


  Instead, the gauze bore but a single bruised smear of violet and citron. Saloona bent her head to inspect it, holding back her long marigold hair so that it wouldn’t touch the cloth.


  “You needn’t bother.”


  She glanced aside to see a Twk-woman astride a luna moth, hovering near her head. “And why is that?” Saloona asked.


  The Twk-woman tugged at the moth’s antennae. It fluttered down and settled on one of the dwarf conifers that kept the fungus garden in shade.


  “Give me salt,” she said.


  Saloona reached into her pharmocopia bag and handed the Twk-woman a salt pod, waiting as she lashed it to the moth’s thorax. The Twk-woman straightened, adjusted her cap, then struck a pose like that of Paeolina II in his most well-known execution portrait.


  “Paytim Noringal came here at moonfall and shook your spore-net. I watched unobserved. The resulting cloud gave me a coughing fit, but my leman swears I appear more distinguished than this time yestermorn.”


  Saloona cocked her head. “Why would Paytim do that?”


  “More I cannot say.”


  The luna moth rose into the air and drifted off, its bright wings lost amid the ripple of jade and emerald trees crowding the hillside. Saloona rolled up the spore-net and set it with those to be laundered. She was neither perturbed nor angered by Paytim’s action, nor curious.


  Still, she had to eat.


  She had promised the optimate his physic two days hence. If she captured another Deodand this evening, it would be a week before the spores were ripe. She secured the sporenets against rain or intruders, then walked to the paddock beside her cottage and beckoned her prism ship.


  “I would see Paytim Noringal,” she said.


  A moment where only dappled sunlight fell through the softly waving fronds of cat-firs and spruce. Then the autumn air shimmered as with heat. There was a stinging scent of ozone and scorched metal, and the prism ship hovered before her, translucent petals unfolding so that she could spring inside.


  “Paytim Noringal is a harlot and a thief,” said the prism ship in a peevish tone.


  “She now appears to have become a vandal as well.” Saloona settled into the couch, mindful that her pharmacopoeia pouch was not crushed. “Perhaps she will have prepared lunch. It’s not too early, is it?”


  “Paytim Noringal will poison you in your sleep.” The ship lifted into the air, until it floated above the hillside like a rainbow bubble. “If you’re hungry, there are salmon near the second waterfall, and the quince-apples are ripe.”


  Saloona stared down at her little farmstead, a pied checkerboard of fungi, cerulean and mauve and creamy yellow, russet and lavender and a dozen hues that Saloona had invented, for which there was no name. “Paytim is a very fine cook,” she said absently. “I hope she will have blancmange. Or that locust jelly. Do you think she will?”


  “I have no opinion on the subject.”


  The ship banked sharply. Saloona laid a hand upon its controls and made a soothing sound. “There, you don’t need to worry. I have the Ubiquitous Antidote. It was a twenty-seven-year locust jelly. It was generous of her to send me some of it.”


  “She means you harm.”


  Saloona yawned, covering her mouth with a small freckled hand. “I will sleep, ship. Rouse me when we approach her enclosure.”


  The glorious spruce and granite-clad heights of Cobalt Mountain fell away, unseen by Saloona Morn and unremarked by the prism ship, which had little use for what humans call beauty.
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  THE FIRE witch’s villa nestled in a small valley near the caves of Gonder. The structure had seen better days. It had been commissioned as a seraglio by the Crimson Court lutist Hayland Strife, whose unrestrained dalliances caused three of his aggrieved lovers (one of them Paytim Noringal) to first seduce then subject him to the torment known as Red Dip. When, after seventeen days, the lutist expired, the fire witch prepared a celebratory feast for her fellow torturers, using skewers of oleander for the satay. All died convulsing before daybreak. In the decades since then, the seraglio had been damaged by earthquakes, windstorms, and, once, an ill-conceived attack by Air General Sha’s notorious Crystal Squadron.


  And, of course, Paytim’s own mantic enterprises had left the gray marble walls and sinuous columns blackened with soot, and the famous tapestries singed and smoke-damaged beyond repair. She paced now before the ruins of the arras known as The Pursuit of the Vinx, heedless of the geckos and yellow-snouted lemurs that clambered across the backdrop to one of her more notable love affairs.


  Paytim disdained magic to enhance her charms, though she had for many decades employed the Nostrum of Prodigious Regeneration to retain the dew of youth. She remained a remarked beauty. Like her neighbor, she was flame-haired, though Paytim’s was brazen tigerlily to Saloona’s pale marigold, and Paytim’s eyes were green. Her skin was the bluish-white of weak milk and bore numerous scars where she had been burned while conjuring, repairing the bouche a feu, or carelessly removing a pot from the oven. The scars were a mark of pride rather than shame; also a warning against over-confidence, in particular when dealing with souffles, or basilisks.


  Today, her thoughts wandered along their customary paths: concoting a receipt for the season’s bountiful quince-apple harvest; estimating when her young basilisk might be successfully mated; brooding upon various old wounds and offenses. She paused in her pacing, withdrew a shining vial like a ruby teardrop from the pocket of her trousers, and, with a frown, gazed into it.


  A dark shape, so deep a red that it was almost black, coiled and uncoiled within the vial. At intervals, the shape cohered into the image of a gysart in scarlet and saffron motley, which would extend its arms—in joy or anguish, she could not say—then, in a voice pitched like a bat’s, exhort her.


  “Paytim Noringal, Incendiary and Recusant! Your exile has been revoked, following the abrupt and unfortunate death of Her Majesty Paeolina the Twenty-Eighth. His Majesty Paeolina the Twenty-Ninth hereby requests your attendance at the after-ball following his coronation. Regrets only to be tendered by . . . ”


  Here the harlequin doubled over in a spasm and began once more to writhe.


  Paytim’s frown smoothed into a small smile: for anyone who knew her, a far more alarming sight. She crossed the chamber to a low table, pressed a button that caused a cylindrical steel cage to rise from the floor. The young basilisk slept inside. Minute jets of flame flickered around its nostrils as it exhaled, also a faint sulfurous stink.


  The vial bore a summons, not a request. Paytim’s exile had been voluntary, although, in fact, she loathed all of the Paeolinas, going back to their progenitor, a court dancer who claimed to have invented the gavot.


  His new Majesty, Paeolina XXIX, was indulging a customarily vulgar display of power. When Paytim had been at court, she had noted the lascivious glances he directed her way. The looks had been easy to ignore at the time—the present Paeolina had been little more than a spindle-necked boy. Now his attentions would be more difficult to deflect.


  Despite this knowledge, she had already decided to attend the coronation’s after-ball. She had not traveled beyond the mountains in some time. Also, she had recently made a discovery, an arcane and unusual spell which she hoped to implement, although its success was dependent upon Paytim receiving some assistance.


  Not, however, from the monad gysart. She lifted her hand and gazed impassively into the vial, then nudged the steel cage with her foot. The basilisk stirred. It made a soft croaking sound, opened its mouth in a yawn that displayed a fiery tongue and molten throat.


  “Inform His Majesty that I will be delighted to attend,” announced Paytim. “May I bring a guest?”


  The mote ceased its wriggling to regard her with bright pinprick eyes. Flashes of silver phosphorescence overtook the whorls of crimson and jet. The gysart shuddered, then nodded.


  “In that case,” said Paytim, “Please inform His Majesty that I will be accompanied by Saloona Morn.”


  “Your reply has been registered with the equerry of invitations. You are welcome to bring one guest. Further instructions will be—”


  Paytim’s eyes narrowed. With one long finger, she flicked open a slot in the lid of the basilisk cage. Its inhabitant scrambled to its feet and stretched out its neck expectantly, as she held the ruby vial above the opening. A nearly inaudible shriek stirred the chamber, startling the geckos so that they skittered back behind the tapestry as the vial dropped into the basilisk’s mouth, and, with a burst of acrid steam, disappeared.
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  FROM THE air, Paytim’s villa resembled a toy that had been kicked to bits by a petulant child. Ivy and snowmoss covered heaps of hand-painted tiles fallen from the roof. The entire east wing had collapsed, burying solarium and manta pool. The collection of musical scrolls Hayland Strife had painstakingly assembled when not dandling some fawn-eyed courtesan was ash, destroyed when lightning struck the library tower. Its skeletal remains rose above the north wing like a blackened scaffold. Spiderwebs choked the famed boxwood maze, and the orchards of pomegranate trees and senna grew wild and blackly tangled. Saloona spied a thrasher’s nest atop a quince-apple, the white bones of some unfortunate snagged in its branches like a broken kite.


  Only the kitchen wing was intact. Smoke streamed from its five chimneys and the windows gleamed. Troilers wheeled through the herb and root-vegetable gardens, harvesting choi and sweet basil and yams. Sallona gazed down, her mouth filling with saliva.


  “Poison,” hissed the prism ship. “Ergot, chokecherry, baneberry, tansy!”


  “Fah.” Saloona waved a hand, signaling that they should descend. “Remain in the garden and do not antagonize her. I smell braised pumpkin.”


  Other, less attractive odors assailed her as she approached the dilapidated household, scents associated with the fire witch’s metier: sulphur, burnt cloth, scorched hair, gunpowder; the odd sweetish reek of basilisks, reminiscent of barbecued peaches and fish. Paytim stood at the entrance to the kitchen wing, her wild hair barely restrained by a shimmering web of black garnets, her trousers flecked with pumpkin seeds and soot.


  “Mother’s sister’s favored child.” Paytim used the familiar, if archaic, salutation favored by the fourth caste of witches. “Will you join me for luncheon? Port-steeped pumpkin, larks-tongues in aspic, I just picked some fresh cheeps. And I saved some of the locust jelly. I remember how much you liked it.”


  Saloona dipped her head. “Just a bite. And only if we share it.”


  “Of course.” Paytim smiled, revealing the carven placebit she’d made of the lutist’s finger-bone and implanted in her right eye-tooth. “Please, come in.”


  Over lunch, they made polite conversation. Saloona inquired after the newest litter of basilisks and feigned dismay to learn that only one had survived. Paytim wondered innocently if the prism ship had been confiscated during the most recent wave of enforced vehicular inspections.


  When the dishes were cleared and the last of the locust jelly spooned from a shared bowl, Paytim poured two jiggers of amber whiskey. She removed a pair of red-hot pokers from the kitchen athanor, plunged one into each jigger, then dropped the spent pokers into the sink. She handed a steaming whiskey to Saloona, and, without hesitation, downed her own.


  Saloona stared at her unsteady reflection in the simmering liquid. When it cooled, she took a sip.


  “What a remarkable cook you are,” she said. “This is utterly delectable. And the aspic of larks’-tongue was sublime. Why did you shake my sporenets last moonfall?”


  Paytim smiled unconvincingly. “I long for company. I wished to invite you for luncheon, and feared you would refuse an invitation.”


  Saloona thought on this. “Probably I would have,” she conceded. “But your invitation has cost me a week’s worth of spores I need for a client’s physic. I can’t afford to—”


  “Your cantrap is a childish game,” exclaimed Paytim. She could forestall her habitual impatience for an hour, no more. “I have discovered a charm of immense power, which Gesta Restille would have slain her own infant to possess! Eight sorcerers and twice that many witches died in their efforts to retrieve this spell. Do not think you can thwart me, Saloona Morn!”


  “I have but this instant learned of your spell.” Saloona set her unfinished tumbler of whiskey back upon the table. “I am unlikely to thwart you.”


  “Then you agree to assist me?”


  Saloona raised a marigold-colored eyebrow. “I am a humble farmer of psychoactive fungus, not a fire witch. I can’t be of any use to you.”


  “It’s not an incendiary spell. It’s far more lethal.”


  Saloona’s lips pursed oh so slightly. “I have taken a vow not to cause death by intent.”


  “Any death would not appear intentional.”


  “I have taken a vow,” repeated Saloona.


  “I am without transport and require the use of your prism ship.”


  “No one but myself may use my ship.”


  “The aspic you just devoured was made with tingling spurge and an infusion of castorbean. I took a mithradatic dose two days ago.”


  Outside, the prism ship made a keening sound. Saloona began to unloosen the ribbons of her pharmacopoeia bag. “I have the Ubiquitous Antidote . . .”


  “There is no antidote. Save this—”


  Paytim opened her hand. In the palm quivered what appeared to be a drop of water.


  “That could be rainwater,” said Saloona. “I think you are lying.”


  “I am not. You will imbibe the last of your panacea and still die convulsively.”


  The ship’s lament grew so loud that the dishes in the sink began to rattle. Saloona sighed.


  “Oh, very well.” She extended her tongue to Paytim’s outstretched hand, felt a drop like freezing hail upon its tip, and then a pulse of heat. She grimaced. “What is the spell?”


  Paytim bade her accompany her to the ruins of the library tower.


  “I found it here,” the fire witch said, her voice hushed with excitement. “I have not removed it, lest someone arrive unexpectedly and sense my discovery. Clans have fought and died over this periapt. My great-great-great-grandame sawed the windpipe from a bel canto singer who was rumored to have possession of it.”


  “In his throat?”


  Paytim stood on tiptoe to avoid a puddle of green muck. “None knew where the spell might reside. Throats were slashed, golden thulcimers melted down, kettledrums covered with the skin of youths and maidens. Hayland Strife swore his father strangled his mother while she slept, then restrung his lute with her hair. All for naught—all for this.”


  She stopped at the foot of a crumbling stair that curved up and up into the skeletal remnants of the library tower. Swiftly, almost girlishly, she grasped Saloona’s hand and led her up the rickety steps. Around them, the structure shuddered and swayed, its exposed struts of hornbeam and maskala tusk all that remained of the tower walls.


  Cold wind tangled Saloona’s hair. It carried the smells of fermenting quince-apple and moldering paper, scents overpowered by the stink of smoke and ozone as they approached the topmost level, which shook as though they stood atop a storm-tossed tree. They stepped out into a small platform, inefficiently protected by makeshift panels of oiled silk.


  The fire witch dropped Saloona’s hand, and, with care, crossed the unwieldy space. A single wall had miraculously survived that long-ago lightning strike, festooned now with cobwebs. Bowed and mildewed, it held row upon row of small round holes, so that it resembled an oversized martinhouse.


  “Hayland kept his musical scrolls here,” explained Paytim Noringal. “I use them to start the cookstove sometimes. It was purest chance, or mischance, that I found it.”


  She stepped lightly among the desiccated scrolls scattered across the uneven floor. Some had unspooled so that their singed notations could still be read. Others were little more than skeins of dust and vellum. More scrolls were wedged into the wall’s pigeonholes, along with miniature assemblages of circuitry and glass, a theramin wand, coils of lutestrings and ivory lute-keys, stacks of crystal discs, a broken gamelan.


  When Paytim reached the wall, she hesitated. A crimson flush spread across her cheeks; a bead of blood welled where she bit her lower lip. She drew a quick breath, then thrust her hand into one of the holes. Saloona was reminded of a time years before, when she had spent an idle afternoon with a lover, catching fileels in the shallows of the Gaspar Reef. The young man had reached into a crevice, intending to grasp a wriggling fileel. Instead, he had inadvertently antagonized a luray. Or so she assumed, as a cloud of blood and pulverized bone bloomed around the crevice and she quickly swam back to their waiting caravel.


  No luray appeared now, of course, though there was an instant where an inky blackness spread across Paytim’s arm like a thrasher’s bite. With a gasp, the fire witch snatched her hand back. The stain was gone, or perhaps had never been.


  But her fingers were closed tightly around a shining silver rod, slender as a bastinado and half again as long as her hand. It was inscribed with a luminous equation, numerals unrecognizable to Saloona, and which even the fire witch seemed to regard with profound unease.


  Saloona asked, “Is that the charm which Gesta Restille so desired?”


  The fire witch nodded. “Yes. The Seventeenth Iteration of Blase’s ‘Azoic Notturno,’ known by some as the Black Peal.”


  Her lips had barely uttered that final word when a frigid gale tore through the flimsy walls, shredding silken panels and making shrapnel of scrolls and shattered instruments. At the same moment, a strange sound clove the air, a sound which Saloona sensed in her bones as much as her ears: a deep and plangent twang, as though an immense theorbo, too tightly strung, had been plucked.


  “Quickly!” gasped Paytim Noringal, and lunged for the spiral stairs.


  Saloona ducked to avoid being decapitated by a brazen gong, then followed her. With each step, the stairs buckled and fell away behind them. What remained of the tower walls crumbled into ivory and sawdust. A steady hail of blasted scrolls and blackened silk fell upon their heads, until, at last, they reached the ground and dashed from the tower seconds before it collapsed.


  Scarcely had they raced into the corridor before it, too, began to fall away. Marble columns and tiled floor disintegrated as though a vast invisible grinding wheel bore down upon the fortress. Saloona dashed through a narrow door that opened onto the kitchen garden. Paytim Noringal stumbled after her, still brandishing the glowing silver rod.


  “Wisdom suggests you should divest yourself of that,” Saloona shouted above the din of crashing stone and brick. She ran to where the prism ship hovered, a rainbow teardrop whose petals expanded at her approach.


  “Calamity!” exclaimed the ship. Saloona touched it gently, settling into her seat; but the ship continued to express alarm, especially when Paytim Noringal hauled herself in beside Saloona.


  “My poor basilisk.” The fire witch gazed at the ruins of her home. A single tear glistened at the corner of her eye, before expiring in a minute puff of steam.


  “Perhaps it escaped,” said Saloona as the prism ship floated upward. In truth, her greatest regret was for the loss of Paytim’s kitchen, in particular the last remaining globe of locust jelly. “It may well follow us.”


  She glanced at the silver rod Paytim grasped. The lustre of its glowing numerals had diminished, but now and then a bright ripple flashed across its surface. The sight made Saloona shiver. She seemed to hear an echo of that strange, plangent tone, and once she flinched, as though someone had struck a gong beside her ear. She wished that she had heeded the warnings of her prism ship, and remained at home among her mushrooms.


  Now, no matter the imminent danger to herself, Saloona was bound by ancient laws of hospitality. It would be gauche to refuse an offer of refuge to the fire witch; also foolhardy, considering the power of the charm Paytim held. When the prism ship had traveled a safe distance from the fire witch’s demesne, skimming above an endless canopy of blue-green spruce and fir, Saloona politely cleared her throat.


  “I am curious as to what use a musical charm might be to one as learned in the incendiary arts as yourself.”


  Paytim stared at the rod in her lap. She frowned, then flicked her fingers as though they were wet. A thread of flame appeared in the air, darkened to smoke that, as it dispersed, left a fluttering fold of purple velvet that fell onto Paytim’s knee. Quickly, she draped it around the silver rod. Both rod and cloth disappeared.


  “There,” she said, and Saloona noted the relief in her tone. “For a day and a night, we can mention it with impunity.” She sighed, staring down at the foothills of Cobalt Mountain. “I have been summoned to the Paeolinas’ court to attend the coronation after-ball.”


  “I was unaware the Queen was ill.”


  “The Queen was not aware of it either,” replied Paytim. “Her brother poisoned her and seized control of the Crimson Messuage. He has impertinently invited me to attend his coronation as Paeolina the Twenty-Ninth.”


  “An occasion for celebration. The charm is then a gift for him?”


  “Only insofar as death is that benefaction offered by envious gods to humankind. My intent is to destroy the entire lineage of Paeolina, so that I will never again be subjected to their abhorrent notions of festivity.”


  “It seems excessive,” suggested Saloona.


  “You have never eaten with them.”


  For several minutes, they sat without talking. The prism ship hummed high above the trees, arrowing homeward. A red-dimmed fog enveloped the sky as the dying sun edged toward the horizon, and the first mal-de-mutes began to keen far below.


  Finally, Saloona turned to the fire witch, her gray eyes guileless. “And you feel that this—spell—will be more provident than your own fire charms?”


  “I feel nothing. I know that this is a charm of great power that relies upon some subtle manipulation of harmonics, rather than pyrotechny. In the unlikely event that there are survivors besides ourselves, or an inquest, I will not be an obvious suspect.”


  “And my innocence?”


  A flurry of sparks as Paytim made a dismissive gesture and pointedly looked away from Saloona. “You are a humble fungalist, awed by very mention of the Crimson Messuage and its repugnant dynasty. Your innocence is irrefutable.”


  The mal-de-mutes’ wails rose to a fervid pitch as the prism ship began its long descent to Saloona’s farmstead, and the humble fungalist gazed thoughtfully into the enveloping darkness.
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  PAYTIM WAS understandably disgruntled over the destruction of her home, and, to Saloona’s chagrin, showed little interest in preparing breakfast the next morning, or even assisting her hostess as Saloona banged about the tiny kitchen, looking for clean or cleanish skillets and the bottle of vitrina oil she’d last used three years before.


  “Your cooking skills seem to have atrophied,” Paytim observed. She sat at the small twig table, surrounded by baskets of dried fungus and a shining array of alembics, pipettes, crucibles, and the like, along with discarded circuits and motherboards for the prism ship, and a mummified mouse. Luminous letters scrolled across a panel beside the table, details and deadlines related to various charms and receipts, several of which were due to be completed the next morning. “I miss my basilisk.”


  “My skills never approached your own. It seems a waste of time to improve them.” Saloona located the bottle of vitrina oil, poured a small amount into a rusty saucepan, and adjusted the heating coil. When the oil spattered, she tossed in several large handfuls of dove-like tricholomas and some fresh ramps, then poked them with a spoon. “You have yet to advise me as to how I will address the customer whose charm you ruined.”


  Paytim scowled. The divining rod sat upon the table beside her, still wrapped in its Velvet Bolt of invisibility. She waved her hand above it tentatively, waited until the resulting flurry of silver sparks disappeared before replying. “That flaccid oaf? I have seen to him.”


  “How?”


  “An ustulating spell directed at his paramour’s bathing chamber. The squireen has been reduced to ash. The optimate’s need to retain his affection has therefore diminished.”


  Saloona’s nostrils flared. “That was cruel and unwarranted,” she said, and tossed another bunch of ramps into the skillet.


  “Pah. The optimate has already taken another lover. You are being uncharacteristically sentimental.”


  Saloona inhaled sharply, then turned back to the stove. Paytim was correct: this was more emotion than Saloona had displayed, or felt, in decades.


  The realization unnerved her. And her dismay was not assuaged by the thought that this unaccustomed flicker of sensation had manifested itself after Paytim had uttered aloud the names of the harmonic spell that was, for the moment, contained by the Velvet Bolt.


  Saloona shook the saucepan with more vigor than necessary. Since that moment in the tower, she continued to hear a low, tuneless humming in her ears, so soft she might have mistaken it for the song of bees, or the night wind stirring the firs outside her bedroom window.


  But it was only late afternoon. There was no wind. There were no bees, which were unnecessary to propagate mushrooms and other fungi.


  Yet the noise persisted. Saloona almost imagined that the humming grew more urgent, almost minatory.


  “Do you hear that?” she asked Paytim. “A sound like hornets in the eaves?”


  The fire witch cast her a look of such disdain that Saloona turned back to her stove.


  Too late: the ramps were scorched. Hastily she dumped everything onto a single pewter dish and set it on the twig table.


  “This—charm.” Saloona pulled a stool alongside Paytim and began to eat. “Its potency seems great. I don’t understand why you have need of my feeble powers to implement it at the Crimson Messuage.”


  Paytim regarded the mushrooms with distaste. “Your false modesty is unbecoming, Saloona. Also, I need your ship.” She glanced out the window to where a maroon glow marked the onset of dawn. “The Crimson Messuage is gravely suspicious of me, as you well know, but that’s never stopped them from wanting me to join their retinue as Court Incendiary. In addition, I have a torturous history with this particular Paeolina. He made disagreeable suggestions to me many years ago, and, when rebuffed, grew surly and resentful. I am certain that his invitation will lead me into a trap.”


  “Why didn’t you refuse it, then?”


  “It would merely have been tendered at another time. Or else he might have attempted to take me by force. I tire of their game, Saloona. I would like to end it now, and devote myself to more pleasurable activities. My basilisk.” She dabbed at a sizzling tear. “And my cooking . . .”


  A sideways glance at Saloona became a more meaningful look directed at the blackened saucepan. Saloona swallowed a mouthful of tricholomas.


  “I still don’t—”


  Paytim banged her fist against the table. “You will be my Velvet Bolt! I need you to sow clouds of unknowing, of rapture, forgetfulness, desire, what-have-you—whatever you wish, whatever distractions you can conjure from this—”


  She stormed across the cottage to the window, and pointed at the ranks of neatly-tended mushroom beds, flushed with the first rays of morning. “Disarm the Paeolinas and their subordinates, so that we enter the court unaccosted, and with the Black Peal intact. During the evening’s entertainment, I will enact the spell: their corrupt dynasty will fall at last!”


  Saloona looked doubtful. “What is to keep us from succumbing as well?”


  “That too will be your doing.” The fire witch cast a sly glance at the pharmacopoeia bag hanging at Saloona’s waist. “You possess the Ubiquitous Antidote, do you not?”


  Saloona ran her fingers across the leather pouch, and felt the familiar outline of the crystal vial inside it. “I do. But very little remains of last year’s tincture, and I must wait another month before I can harvest the spores to infuse more.”


  Paytim sniffed.


  Saloona finished the last of the mushrooms and pushed aside her platter. The faint pricklings of emotion had not subsided when her stomach was filled. If anything, she now felt even more distressed, and ever more reluctant to commit to this hapless venture. Paytim’s must be a very powerful spell, to so quickly undo decades of restraint and self-containment. It would be dangerous if the fire witch were aware of Saloona’s sudden lability.


  “You require the use of my prism ship and my fungal electuaries. I remain uncertain of the benefits to myself.”


  “Ungrateful slut! I saved your life!”


  “After you attempted to wrest it from me!”


  Paytim tapped distractedly at the windowpane. The glass grew molten beneath her fingertips, then congealed again, so that the view outside blurred. “The robust holdings of the Crimson Messuage will be ours.”


  “I am content here.”


  “The Crimson Court has a legendary kitchen. Too long have you languished here among your toadstools and toxic chanterells, Saloona Morn! At great danger to myself, I have secured you an invitation so that you may sample the Paeolinas’ nettlefish froth and their fine baked viands, also a cellar known throughout the Metarin Mountains for vintages as rare as they are temulent. Still you remain skeptical of my motivations.”


  Saloona rose and went to stand beside the fire witch. Small flaws now flecked the window, like tiny craters or starbursts. The scents of sauteed mushrooms and burnt ramps faded into those of ozone and hot sand. Her hair rose slightly, tingling as with electricity. If she were to refuse the fire witch, Paytim was likely to exact a disagreeable vindication.


  “I will do what I can.” Saloona pressed a palm against the glass. “I have heard that the Paeolinas’ kitchen is extensive and the chef’s repertoire noteworthy if idiosyncratic. But if I fail . . .”


  “If you fail, you will die knowing that you have tasted nettlefish froth, a liqueur more captivating than locust jelly. And you will have heard the Seventeenth Iteration of Blase’s “Azoic Notturno.” Some have claimed that death is a small price to pay for such a serenade.”


  “I have never been a music lover.”


  “Nor I,” said Paytim. She laid her hand upon Saloona’s shoulder. “Come now. Time for a proper breakfast.”
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  BY THE morning of the after-ball, Saloona had devised a half-dozen charms and nostrums of varying power. The fire witch wanted nothing to interfere with her deployment of the Black Peal: her plan, therefore, was to sow the air with sores and spells that would discourage or retard any effort to restrain her once inside the court. The most severe was a spell of Impulsive Corrosion, caused by spores of panther caps, pink mycenas, and fragile elf cups infused with azalea honey and caladium. The rest made ample use of fungi that caused convulsions, temporary paralysis, hallucinations, reverse metamorphosis, spasms, twitches, and mental confusions.


  Saloona refused to create any charm that might induce fatality. Still, for many years a favored entertainment had been researching the means by which her crop could depopulate large areas of the surrounding mountains. She grew poisonous mushrooms alongside their benign and sometimes all-but-indistinguishable relatives, and took pride in recognizing the subtle differences between, say, the devil’s bolete and its honey-scented cousin, the summer bolete. Her longtime sangfroid had made this a macabre but innocent pleasure. It had never crossed her mind that she might someday harvest spores and stems and caps from this toxic wonderland.


  She took no delight now in concocting her poisons. More alarmingly, she did feel guilt. This too she associated with the long echo of the Black Peal. It must be a most powerful charm, to overcome the emotional inoculation she had experienced from handling so many psychotropic substances for so long.


  “It seems inappropriate to sow such tumult among innocent guests,” she observed to the fire witch.


  “I assure you, no one within the Crimson Messuage is innocent.”


  “I am innocent!”


  Paytim held up a deadly gaelerina, a fatal mushroom which Saloona claimed tasted exquisite. “A dubious statement. Innocent? You use that word too often and inappropriately. “Naive” would be more accurate. Or “hypocritical.”


  “Hypocritical or not, we will be fully reliant upon the Ubiquitous Antidote,” said Saloona, whose efforts to create a spell to cause temporary deafness had been ineffectual. “If this spell is as powerful as it seems . . .”


  “So few spells are not reversed by your marvelous restorative,” replied Paytim in silky tones. “You are certain there is sufficient to protect us both?”


  Saloon removed the crystal vial from her pouch. A small amount of glaucous liquid remained, which the fire witch regarded dubiously. “There is enough to preserve us, if the Black Peal does not prove resistant. Its potency is such that a very small amount is effective. Yes, there is enough—but no more than that. We’ll be cutting it fine, and not a drop can be wasted.”


  “If necessary, we can stop our ears with beeswax.”


  “If that succeeds, this is a far more feeble charm than previously suggested,” said Saloona, and replaced the vial.


  Paytim Noringal said nothing; only stood before a deeply recessed window and stared mournfully at the dark line of spruce and cat-fir that marked the horizon.


  She was looking for her basilisk. Saloona considered a sharp retort about the unlikelihood of its return.


  But pity stayed her tongue, and apprehension at the thought of annoying the fire witch, whose temper was formidable. Saloona had never seen her neighbor exhibit much fondness for other humans. Paytim’s treatment of her former lover, the Court lutist, was not anomalous.


  Yet she displayed great, even excessive, affection for the basilisks she bred. They were lovely creatures, otter-sized and liquid in their movements, with glossy, sharply defined scales in vibrant shades of coral, cinnabar, chocolate-brown, and orange; their tails whiplike and their claws sharp enough to slice quince-apple rinds. They had beautiful, faceted eyes, a clear topaz yellow. Unlike their mythological counterparts, their gaze was not lethal. Their breath, however, was fiery as an athanor, and could turn sand to glass at a distance of three paces.


  They were almost impossible to tame. To Saloona’s knowledge, only the fire witch had ever succeeded in doing so. Her affection was returned by her charges, who consumed whatever was offered to them, living creatures or inert matter, but showed a marked preference for well-seasoned hardwood. Saloona imagined that was why Paytim’s gaze returned to the nearby forest, despite the inferior quality of the evergreens.


  “Perhaps it will find its way here.” Saloona wiped fungal detritus from her fingertips. “You have always claimed that they have a well-developed homing instinct.”


  “Perhaps.” Paytim sighed. “But this is not its home. And in a few hours, we depart.”


  Saloona touched her hand. She hoped the gesture was reassuring—she was out of practice with such things. She very much needed the fire witch’s assistance during this final stage of assembling each spell. Since breakfast, they had worked side by side in the small, steel-and-glass-clad laboratory that stood in the darkest corner of Saloona’s farmstead, deep within a grove of towering black spruce.


  There, beneath glowing tubes of luminar and neon, Saloona utilized an ancient ion atomizer that reduced spores and toxic residues to a nearly invisible dust. The fire witch then used Saloona’s telescoping syringes to inject the toxins into a series of jewel-toned vesicles. Paytim strung these gemlike beads onto a chain of finest platinum, which would adorn Saloona when she entered the after-ball. Saloona and Paytim had taken mithradatic doses of each poison.


  When the last vesicle had been strung, they returned to Saloona’s cottage. There she decanted half of what remained of the Ubiquitous Antidote into a vial and gave it to the fire witch. Paytim then organized lunch. Saloona continued to express reservations regarding the night to come.


  “I received no personal invitation to this celebration. Surely they will not be expecting me.”


  Paytim stood beside the stove, preparing two perfect omelets laced with sauteed ramps and oryx bacon. “My response to the court was clear: you will be my guest.”


  “I haven’t left this place for nine years.”


  “You are well overdue for a journey.” Paytim slid an omelet onto a copper plate and set it in front of Saloona, alongside a thimble-sized lymon tartlet and a glass of fresh pepper jelly. “There. Eat it while it’s hot.”


  “I have nothing to wear.”


  A wisp of white smoke emerged from the fire witch’s left nostril. “It would be a grievous day indeed when a Cobalt Mountain witch could not conjure attire suitable for paying court to a ruler of such legendary incompetence as Paeolina the Twenty-Ninth.”


  “And if my incompetence outshines his?” Saloona stabbed irritably at her omelet. “What then?”


  “It will be for such a brief moment, only you will be aware of it. Unless, of course, your spells of confusion fail, and the Ubiquitous Antidote is deficient against The Black Peal. In which case . . .”


  Paytim’s voice faded into an uncomfortable silence. The two witches looked at each other, contemplating this unsavory prospect. A spasm assailed Saloona, and she clapped her hands to her ears.


  “Do you hear that?” she cried.


  The fire witch paled. “I hear nothing,” she said, then added, “but I suspect the Velvet Bolt has expired. We must not speak of the musical charm again. Or even think of it.”


  Saloona bit her lip. She prodded her omelet with her fork, and reflected unhappily on how little joy she had taken from Paytim’s cooking in the last day and a half.


  This too is due to that malign spell, she thought.


  Before another fit of trembling could overtake her, she began to eat, with far less avidity than had been her wont.


  [image: ]


  SKY AND shadows mingled in an amaranth mist as twilight fell that evening. At the edge of the forest, the prism ship had for some hours kept up a high-pitched litany of admonition, interspersed with heartrending cries. Since Saloona now seemed to possess a heart, the ship’s lament frayed her nerves to the snapping point, and drove the fire witch wild with anger. Twice Saloona had to physically restrain her from reducing the ship to smoking metal and charred wire.


  “Then silence it yourself!” demanded Paytim.


  “I cannot. The neural fibers that give it sentience also propel it and govern its navigation.”


  Paytim’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Then we will walk.”


  “And arrive tomorrow,” said Saloona with impatience. “Perhaps this is an opportune moment to test your beeswax plugs.”


  The fire witch exhaled with such force that the hem of a nearby curtain curled into gray ash. Saloona ignored this and returned to her bedroom.


  Clothes were strewn everywhere. Stained lab tunics; an ugly crinoline diapered with paper-thin sheets of tellurium that whistled a jaunty air as she tossed it aside; an ancient silk kimono, never worn, embroidered with useless sigils; rubber booties and garden frocks; a pelisse she had made herself from a Deodand’s skin, which still gave off a whiff of spoiled meat and blewits.


  Saloona stuffed these back into the armoire from which they’d emerged, then sat brooding for some minutes on the edge of her little carven bed. She had lived here alone, had taken no lover for many years now, and had virtually no interest in fashion. Still, a sartorial cantrap was well within her powers.


  But if one lacked an affinity for fashion, or even a mild interest, what use was such a spell? Might not the attire it procured turn out be inelegant, even fatally offensive? Certainly it would be unsuitable for an affair of such magnificence as the after-ball.


  Saloona was, in fact, naive. She shared the province’s general disdain for the ruling dynasty, but she had never visited court, or entertained the notion that she someday might. Her anxiety at the prospect was therefore extreme. She once more flung open the door of her armoire, inspected the garments she had just rejected, and continued to find them wanting.


  After a fraught quarter-hour, she still wore her faded lab tunic.


  “Are you ready?” Paytim’s voice echoed shrilly down the hall.


  “Another minute.”


  Saloona bit her lower lip. She undressed hastily, retaining only her linen chemise and crimson latex stockings—the color, she thought, might be viewed as a sign of admiration. She pulled on a pair of loose sateen trousers, a deep mauve, and then an airy silk blouson, white but filigreed with tiny eyes that opened to reveal scarlet irises whenever bright light shone upon the fabric.


  “Saloona!” The fire witch sounded almost frantic. “Now.”


  Saloona gave a wordless cry, swept her marigold hair into an untidy chignon that she secured with a pair of golden mantids whose claws tugged painfully at her roots. A final glance into a mirror indicated that she looked even more louche than she’d feared. The subtly glowing necklace of toxic vesicles around her throat seemed particularly out of place, its false bijoux glowing like Viasyan adamant. The entire effect was not mitigated by her worn leather slippers, which had long curling toes that ended in orange tassels.


  But she had no time to change her shoes. As Paytim’s footsteps boomed down the corridor, Saloona grabbed the silk kimono and rushed from her room.


  “I’m ready,” she said breathlessly, wrapping herself in the kimono’s folds.


  The fire witch scarcely glanced at her; merely dug her fingers into Saloona’s elbow and steered her out the front door and toward the paddock. “Your ship knows the way?”


  An answering retort, midway between a turbine explosion and the shriek of a woman in childbirth, indicated that the prism ship was aware of the destination.


  Saloona nodded, then glanced at her companion, her eyes widening.


  The fire witch rewarded her with a compressed smile. “It’s been such ages since I’ve worn this. I’m surprised it still fits.”


  From her white shoulders to her narrow ankles, Paytim was encased in a gown of pliant eeft-skin, in shades of beryl, sea-foam, moonlit jade. Where twilight touched the cleft between her breasts, opalescent sparks shimmered and spun. Wristlets of fiery gold wound her arms, wrought like adders and fileels. A comb of hammered copper, shaped like a basilisk’s head, restrained her shining hair so that only a few golden tendrils fell saucily against her cheeks.


  “Your attire becomes you,” said Saloona.


  “Yes.”


  The fire witch smiled mirthlessly, displaying the placebit carved from her lover’s finger-bone; then raised her hand. The wand that had confounded even Resta Gestille glowed as though it were an ingot just hauled from the flames. It was so bright that Paytim blinked and looked aside.


  More discomfiting to Saloona Morn were the sounds that emanated from the wand. A subtle, refined yet cunning cascade of notes, at once bell-like yet ominously profound, as though played upon an instrument whose tympanum was the earth’s very skin, its sounding rods the nearby crags and stony spires. The notes rang inside Saloona’s skull, and she gasped.


  But before she drew her next breath, the sound faded. The ensuing silence, fraught with malign portent, Saloona found more disturbing than the uncanny music.


  She had no time to ponder her unease. With a soft command, Paytim urged her toward the paddock. As they approached, the air grew increasingly turbulent. The evergreens’ heavy branches thrashed. Dead fir needles and bracken rose and whirled in miniature wind-funnels. Fenceposts buckled, then exploded into splinters. A flock of mal-de-mutes rose from the topmost branches of the tallest spruce and fled screaming into the darkening sky.


  “Can’t you control it?” Paytim shouted.


  Saloona shielded her eyes against a bolt of violet plasma. “I don’t think it wants to go.”


  As she spoke, the air thickened until the ship’s outlines grew visible, coruscant with lightning.


  “BETRAYAL DEPRAVITY DISSOLUTION DESPAIR,” the ship thundered. “INIQUITY CATASTROPHE DOOM DOOM DOOM.”


  “I’ll speak to it.” Saloona hurried past the fire witch, beckoning the ship open. Translucent petals emerged from the air and she slipped onboard.


  “You must bear us to the Crimson Messuage without delay.” Saloona pressed her palm against the navigational membrane. “We are, I am, a guest of his Majesty Paeolina the Twenty-Eighth.”


  “TWENTY NINTH,” boomed the ship, but, as Saloona exerted more pressure upon the porous membrane, its violence abated and its voice dropped to a rasp. “A chaotic and incestuous heterarchy, their lineage is damned!”


  “I must go.” Saloona glanced through the rippling plasma haze to where the fire witch stood, her mouth tight and her eyes fixed upon the blood-tinged western sky. “Paytim Noringal wields a terrifying spell. I fear to cross her.”


  “What is the spell?”


  Saloona lowered her face until her lips brushed the ship’s warm plasmatic membrane, and breathed her reply.


  “Paytim Noringal claims it is the Black Peal; the Seventeenth Iteration of Blase’s “Azoic Notturno,” which Gesta Restille committed heinous crimes to employ. In vain,” she added, and directed a cogent look toward the fire witch.


  “A harmonic charm of indisputable force,” the ship remarked after brief reflection. “Best I kill you now, painlessly.”


  “No!” Saloona snatched her hand from the navigational membrane. “It may be the spell can be averted. If not, I will certainly escape and you will bear me back home.”


  Her tone implied that she felt otherwise, but the ship’s power field relaxed, from vivid purple to a more subdued shade of puce.


  “Does it know the way?” Paytim Noringal demanded as the petals opened once more so that she could alight.


  “Yes, of course,” Saloona said. “Please, recline there upon the couch. I must offer my ship guidance for the first portion of the journey, then I will join you.”


  Without speaking further, they took their places in the cabin. Saloona closed her eyes and once again placed her hand upon the tensile membrane.


  “Bear us to the Crimson Messuage,” she commanded in a low voice.


  The prism ship shuddered, but, after a momentary hesitation, rose smoothly into the air, and banked so that its prow pointed northeast. Lightning streamed from the thickening clouds as the ship sped above the mountains, its passage marked by violent bursts of blue-white flame and pulses of phosphorescence like St. Elmo’s Fire. Those few persons who saw it from the ground took shelter, fearing one of the vicious tempests which shook the mountains from time to time.


  Yet as they cowered in silos and subterranean closets, their skin prickled as a faint invidious music seeped into their consciousness, a sound at once aching and desperate. To those who heard it, sleep did not arrive that night, nor for some nights to come. When it did, the sleepers cried aloud, begging for release from the visions that overtook them. Even en passant, such was the power of the “Azoic Notturno.”
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  THE CRIMSON Messuage first appeared as a twinkling of fallen stars, scarlet and gold and vermilion, scattered within a narrow cleft within the sharp-teethed Metarin Mountains. Once the prism ship began its descent, Saloona discerned the outlines of conch-shaped towers and minarets, outer gates with crenelated battlements built of crumbling soft cinnabar, and the extensive mazed gardens where great tusked maskelons prowled, and, it was said, fed upon bastard Paeolina infants.


  “Is that it?” she wondered aloud.


  “It is,” said Paytim Noringal. She had been silent until now, her energies devoted to creating and maintaining a masking spell that would disguise the rod until they had gained entry to the after-ball. “Once, this was a great peak of friable red stone. An ambitious ancestor of the present King began its construction an eon ago. Twelve hundred slaves spent fifteen years clearing forest and rubble from the mountaintop. It was another half-century before the present structure was carved from the vermilion rock, and it took the endeavors of a giant tunneling wang-beetle to create the innermost donjons and chambers of state within the edifice.”


  “A great many slaves must have died in the process.”


  “True, though their bones are not interred here or anywhere else. Wang beetles are prodigious and indiscriminate eaters, though I was told that this one expired from gluttony and its carapace remains wedged within a forgotten corridor some hundreds of ells below us.”


  “You possess a great deal of lore pertaining to this fortress,” observed Saloona.


  “Hayland made a hobby of learning all he could of this accursed place. Better he had found entertainment elsewhere.”


  The fire witch’s tone suggested that she had forgotten who initiated her lover into the rigors of the Red Dip. Saloona was too despondent to point this out.


  “I could remain within the ship and await your return when the festivities are over,” she said as the prism ship hovered above a grassy hollow near a drive clotted with other conveyances. “That might expedite our safe return to my farmstead.”


  “Our safe return is neither assured nor necessarily desirable.” the fire witch retorted. “Far nobler it is to bring down a despot’s throne! What cost thus are our petty lives, expended to further such a worthy enterprise?”


  The ship grounded itself with a bump.


  “What cost?” Saloona turned, furious. “I do not share your suicidal impulses, and my presence is certainly unnecessary for you to achieve them. Why did you engage me in this improvident venture?”


  Paytim recoiled. She clutched the Black Peal, now disguised as a mottled nosegay, to her breast.


  “Why not?” she replied. “You yourself admitted that you needed to get out more. Come, this seat is uncomfortable to the extreme, my leg is badly cramped.”


  The ship’s petals expanded and the fire witch disembarked, hobbling. Saloona followed. The ship trembled beneath her footsteps, and she patted it.


  “There, there, don’t fret, I will be back. Wait here. I won’t be late.”


  The ship gave a final disconsolate shudder. Its violet plasma-field faded to a metallic gleam. Then the entire vessel retracted into the grass, evident only by a cloudy glister as of a circle of snail-slime.


  “Leave your mercurial vessel,” commanded the fire witch. “We will have our choice of all these conveyances, if we survive.” She gestured at the waiting cabriolets and winged caravans, parked alongside the bridled destriers and sleeping gorgosaurs that lined the long curving drive.


  Saloona cast a last, woeful look at her ship, then continued after Paytim.


  Her heart felt leaden. She could no longer pretend that her decades-long emotional abeyance had not been undone, perhaps irrevocably, by a few days’ exposure to the rod that contained the Black Peal. For the first time in her life, she found herself recalling earlier, more clement times, experiences she had not realized were avatars of happiness. A green sward dappled with hundreds of tiny, milk-white umbrellas, first spore-rich fruits of warm summer rain; the song of thrushes and rosy-breasted hawfinches; a magenta cloud peeling from the surface of the dying sun and disintegrating into violet shreds, harbinger of Earth’s final days. All these things Saloona had glimpsed, and thousands more; yet never had she shared a single one with another person.


  This is regret, a voice whispered inside her skull. This is what it means to have lived alone.


  “Quickly now, Saloona Morn—we’re late as it is.” The fire witch grabbed Saloona’s arm. “Here—”


  The fire witch thrust a packet into her hand, turned, and hastened toward an immense carven arch that opened onto a hallway larger than any manse Saloona had ever seen. Liveried janissaries leaned against the fortress walls, and several guests milled outside the entry. A bearded wench; an obese man with wattles like the dewlaps of a lichened sloth; glass-skinned gaeants from Thrill whose faces were swathed in a white haze that obscured their features while still suggesting an enigmatic beauty.


  In dismay, Saloona examined her own attire—trousers hopelessly rumpled, the absurd curling-toed slippers soaked with dew; shapeless kimono drooping from her shoulders. Only the toxic necklace seemed remotely suitable for an enterance into the Crimson Messuage. She turned to stare resentfully at the fire witch.


  Paytim shrugged. “You’re with me,” she said, and approached the gate.


  Saloona clenched her fist, crushing the packet Paytim had given her. Its contents were not damaged, as she discerned when she opened it and found that it contained two yellowish blobs, the beeswax earplugs Paytim had provided against the Black Peal. In her fury, Saloona considered grinding them into the dirt, but was reluctant to further despoil her slippers.


  “Your invitation?”


  Saloona looked up to see the fire witch confronting a young man costumed as a harlequin.


  Paytim raised her hand. “My invitation?”


  One serpentine wristlet raised itself as if to strike, then opened its mouth. Out spat a glowing ruby bead that hung in the air as a ghostly, high-pitched voice began to recite.


  Paytim Noringal, Incendiary and Recusant! You exile has been revoked, following the abrupt and unfortunate death of Her Majesty Paeolina the Twenty-Eighth. His Majesty Paeolina the Twenty-Ninth hereby requests your attendance at the after-ball following his coronation.


  The fire witch dropped her hand. The serpent retracted, the apparition disappeared in a sparkle of gold flame.


  The harlequin inclined his head. “Paytim Noringal. Forgive me.”


  “My guest, Saloona Morn, a renowned Cobalt Mountain witch,” said Paytim, and brandished her false nosegay. “Now bid us enter.”


  They walked down a narrow corridor carved from the soft red stone. Antic music beckoned them, and the scents of burning hyssop, sweet clistre, tangerine peel. A short distance away, within the atrium, Saloona glimpsed revelers in sumptuous dress, garlanded with salya-blossom and ropes of garnet. As they drew near the entry, the fire witch abruptly stopped and grasped Saloona’s arm.


  “I find your garb increasingly inadequate for a celebration of this magnificence—I fear your presence will draw undue attention to the both of us and prevent the implementation of our implacable charm.”


  Saloona nodded, and, with precipitate steps, turned to depart. “I could not agree more, I will await you outside.”


  “There is no need of that. A simple cantrap will ensure your modishness. Shut your eyes lest a disarming glitter blinds you.”


  Saloona paused, disappointed, but agreed. Behind closed eyelids, she detected a subtle evocation of fireworks, then felt her clothes ruffled into slight disarray before arranging themselves into a pleasing texture.


  “There,” said Paytim with satisfaction.


  Saloona opened her eyes to find her inadequate garments replaced by folds of ice-colored silk and her hair enclosed by a stiff taffeta net in the shape of a chambered nautilus. Instead of the absurd tasseled slippers, her feet were shod in silver-toed mules trimmed with living gleam-ants—equally ridiculous, but far more modish. The toxic necklace, at last, seemed well-partnered with the rest of her wardrobe. Instinctively, her hand reached for her waist. She was reassured by the touch of her pharmacopoeia pouch, now disguised as an eeftskin reticule, and her fingers traced the familiar outline of the crystal vial within that contained the Ubiquitous Antidote.


  “Come now,” said Paytim. “Perhaps the King himself will desire you as a partner in the gavot.”


  Saloona paled at this suggestion, but her companion had already swept into the atrium. As Saloona followed, she was assailed by additional fragrant odors and a raunchier, underlying smell of sweat, along with strains of laughter and genial music. Overhead, a heaven’s-worth of lumieres shone in crepuscular eddies of violet and firefly green. Dancers engaged in the complex turns of Spur-Your-Master, or coupled recklessly in recessed alcoves where they were observed by crapulous onlookers sipping canisters of nettlefish liqueur and crimson lager.


  “Is the King in evidence?” inquired Saloona.


  Paytim gestured diffidently at a gilded platform. “He disports himself there, clad in the Punctilious Trousers that are his mark of office. As Earth has declined into senescence and valetudinarian decay, so too have the Paeolinas. Last of a debauched line: none will mourn his death.”


  Saloona observed an urceolate figure who held a jeroboam of frothing liquor. Bedraggled yellow feathers clung to his distended torso. The remnants of a lacy filibeg clung to the twisted circlets of the Crimson Crown, its garnets glinting dully, and the Punctilious Trousers bore unpleasant stains.


  Still the King capered and shrieked with laughter. He staggered between equally bibulous guests who shoved him back and forth as though he were a dandle-ball.


  “It is not an impressive sight,” Saloona concurred. “Yet surely not all of these assembled are without virtue, and deserving of destruction?”


  “You think not? See there! Lalula Lindinii, as debased as she is lovely behind that wimple—she skewered her entire family as they slept, then fed their corpses to the grues. And there, milky-faced Wanfredo della Ruiz, who shares his bed with a gloth. And there, the conjoined twins Dil and Dorla Klaxen-Haw, whose erotic contortions involve mewling infants and a plasmatic whipsaw. There is not a one here whom Zandoggith the Just would not condemn to ceaseless torment, if She were among us now.”


  “How then will we escape punishment?” asked Saloona. “You have yet to reveal your stratagem for our escape.”


  “Fortunate indeed are we that Zandoggith is not in evidence.” The fire witch ran her fingers across the false bijoux at Saloona’s throat, glancing at the malign nosegay in her other hand. She then gave Saloona a crafty look, and pointed across the crowded room. “I believe you will find refreshment at that banquette. Fortify yourself with nettlefish froth, then sow your fungal confusions amongst this swaggering crowd. I will perform an appraisal of this space and its egress; after that, the Black Peal will ring, and you and I can manage a hasty departure.”


  Before Saloona could protest, Paytim darted into the crowd and disappeared from sight. Saloona wasted several minutes searching for her in vain, before deciding to avail herself of the Paeolinas’ noted gastronomy.


  This she found to be disappointing. The black-backed porpoise infused with essence of quince-apple and juniper was cloying, the matalusk-hooves insipid, and a locust blancmange grossly inferior to Paytim Noringal’s jelly.


  Only the nettlefish froth exceeded her expectations, a pinkish liqueur of wonderful clarity and astringent flavor. Three glasses eased her anxiety to the extent that Saloona momentarily forgot the reason for her presence at the celebration: she wandered listlessly among the throng, enjoying glimpses of her own silk-clad form in the highly polished walls, and the occasional admiring glance she received from an inebriated courtier or dame.


  It was after one such had made excessively libidinous suggestions to her that Saloona, aggrieved, unclasped the necklace, muttered an activating charm, and crushed the first of the toxic vesicles beneath his nostrils.


  “A sumptuous odor,” the courtier leered. Immediately, he loosed a disarming squeal and fell onto his back, wriggling arms and legs agitatedly before expiring into a sudden, deep slumber.


  Saloona regarded her handiwork, then began to make her way across the crowded atrium. Every few steps, she would remove another vesicle, invoke the appropriate incantation, and crush the gemlike receptable between her fingertips. She did not pause to look back until she had made a circuit of the room and deployed every fungal poison. Only then did she turn and, with a self-satisfied smile, note the startling perturbation in the crowd.


  First one and then another merrymaker leapt into the air, thrashing and whirling as with St. Vitus Dance, and as quickly dropped to the floor, insensible. Others froze in place like costumed statuary. Still others began to laugh with rash hilarity, then, with maddened eyes, tore off their garments and raced through the atrium, crowing like cockerels and gargle-doves.


  “Sweet Bentha’s hips, the King’s lunacy has contaged them!” a courtier exclaimed.


  Saloona stood on tiptoe, and observed a tall figure racing toward the royal dais. The fire witch dashed onto the platform, flinging aside dancers and musicians and janissaries until she stood before the King, who screamed with laughter when he saw her.


  “Here’s a cormorant to be caught by tickling!” he cried, and attempted to grasp her by the waist. “Long have I awaited your return to our jolly company! Come, dance with me, sweet sot!”


  “Cymbolus Paeolina!”


  The fire witch’s voice rang through the atrium. Gasps could be heard at the sound of the King’s given name, and a few improvident guffaws. But the King only swayed back and forth, laughter burbling from his flaccid lips as the fire witch raised her arm.


  “Witness now the destruction of your witless lineage!” she cried. “Let bones and sinews be the harmonium upon which your last gavot is played!”


  Dreadful light candled Paytim Noringal’s eyes. Her wristlets melted into strands of hissing gold; the basilisk comb bared its teeth. She lifted her hand, displaying a wand of glaring adamant, aflicker with abstruse numerals and unknown symbols. A fiery line traversed its length, and the rod split in two parts, each ablaze with clefs and breves and mediants, forking clews and fabrudans; every one an eidolon of some arcane note or tongue or hymn.


  Saloona blinked, too stunned to flee or even move, as with a piercing cry the fire witch raised the wands above her head and struck one against the other. Silence, save for the ragged breathing of the King.


  It is a fraud, thought Saloona, and from within the crowd heard similar sighs and expressions of relief.


  Quickly, she turned to go, deeming this an expeditious time to return to her ship, when from somewhere high above sounded a single note of penetrating sweetness.


  Saloona froze, enraptured. Such a note might Estragal have blown upon his yellow reed when he first played morning to the Earth, and roused dawn from deep within the dreaming sea. She began to weep, recalling a girlhood afternoon when she fell asleep among a field of coral fungus and fairy clubs, and woke to a sky painted with shooting stars.


  Never had she heard such music! The lingering note suffused her with benevolence, a taste as of hydromel upon her tongue; and every face she saw reflected her own, mingling rapture and regret, desire and satiation; transport and pensive yearning.


  All save Paytim Noringal’s. With acrobatic intensity, she dismounted from the dais, paused to imbibe the contents of a small vial, and fled toward the door.


  Saloona frowned. Her rapture faded into a dim memory of something less pleasant, a more astringent flavor upon her tongue . . .


  The Ubiquitous Antidote.


  Frantically, she sought within the folds of her silken gown for the reticule containing her pharmacopoeia. Her fingers tore at its ribands, dug inside to retrieve the crystal vial. Saloona unstoppered it and brought it to her mouth.


  Only a droplet touched her tongue. In disbelief, she tapped it against her lips, then inspected it more closely.


  The vial had been emptied.


  Perfidious fire witch!


  Too late, Paytim’s betrayal grew plain: she had insisted that Saloona come along solely to make use of her prism ship and steal her share of the Antidote, doubling her own protection. At this moment, she would be stealing another conveyance outside, while her naive neighbor perished from Paytim’s treachery. Desperately, Saloona sucked at the crystal tube, attempting to absorb some particle of resistance before she succumbed to the Black Peal.


  But even now a new and haunting tune replaced the melancholy note. Fairy horns and tambours, flutes and sonorous oblelloes joined a bolero that swelled and quickened then died away, only to resume in a frenzied, even brutal, cadence. Saloona stumbled toward the room’s perimeter, as around her dazed revelers batted fretfully at the air and stumbled past each other, like children playing Find Your Lady.


  “Variana! Oh fair Variana, what betrayal is this?”


  “Never shall I part from you, Capiloso, you have my heart.”


  “Essik Longstar, oh my poor sweet child . . . ”


  The air rang with wrenching cries: all mistook the living for those long dead. The music dissolved, only to return, with renewed and clamorous vigor. Mothers lamented slain children; betrayed lovers gouged their own cheeks and breasts. Janissaries rent their livery and grappled, mistaking colleagues for adulterous sweethearts, and Saloona paused in her ill-timed departure.


  She knew this wild lullaby—surely it had been sung to her in her cradle? She hesitated, and her feet began to pick out a series of complex steps upon the tiled floor.


  Yet some speck of the Ubiquitous Antidote still moved within her. She kicked the unwieldy silver-toed mules from her feet and fought her way to the wall. There she paused for breath, and gazed about the atrium for sign of Paytim Noringal.


  The fire witch had disappeared. On the royal dais, groping masquers surrounded the King, who stood with mouth agape as though to catch the cascading notes upon his tongue. Trills and subtle drumbeats, a twanging volley of zithers and bandores, sweet mandols and violones—all swelled to a deafening roar, as the savage rhapsody employed the bewitched guests as its orchestra.


  The King’s gaping mouth unhinged. Strands of pliant flesh unfurled from his sallow face to form a crimson lyre. Ribs sprang from his chest like tines and commenced to play a mesmerizing glissando. With an echo of kettle-drums, his skull toppled from its gory spindle and cracked, and the garnet-studded Crimson Crown rolled across the tiles.


  So it was that every guest in that company became an instrument upon which Blase’s notturno played—all save Saloona Morn. Sanguine piccolos shrilled, accompanied by lyres strung with sinew and hair, the clatter of skull castanets and sternum manichords tapped by fleshless fingers. An audience of one heard this macabre symphony, sustained by the power of even the small amount of the Ubiquitous Antidote she had been able to consume; though gladly would she have missed the performance.


  The infernal symphony swelled to a crescendo. With each note, a fragment of the fortress toppled, a rain of crimson stone and painted tiles crashing around Saloona’s motionless form. Overwrought as she was, she could not move; only watch as the fortress was reduced to a vast ruin of cinnabar and garnet, slick with blood, where the gleam-ants fed. So ended the rancorous line of Paeolina, which had begun with a gavot.


  The Black Peal ebbed. The sanguine orchestra fell silent. Saloona Morn started, her ears throbbing, and with alarm noted what remained of the edifice crumbling behind her. The wall fell away, to reveal a violet turbulence.


  “RUINATION CATACLYSM DOOM DOOM DOOM.”


  With a cry, Saloona recognized her prism ship, petals unfolding as it hovered in the dust-choked air. She lunged into it with a gasp.


  “Thank you!”


  The ship’s plasma field surrounded her. Saloona pressed her hand upon its membrane to impart the proper coordinates.


  But the ship had already banked. Silently, Saloona stared down at the wreckage of the Crimson Messuage. Cabrielots and destriers lay buried beneath smoking heaps of stone. Of the fortress, nothing remained save a glowering wreck of vermilion rock wreathed in somber flame. Despite the fire witch’s perfidy, Saloona sighed in remorse.


  “I told you so,” said the prism ship, vexed, and bore her home.


  [image: ]


  THE SHIP returned just as magenta dawn stained the sky above the foothills, and the last mal-de-mutes roosted, whispering and fluttering, among the topmost branches of the evergreens.


  “You may sleep now.” Saloona touched the ship’s membrane. It whirred softly, then settled into a quiescent state.


  Saloona hopped out. The mossy ground felt deliciously cool beneath her bare feet. She lifted the hem of her silken gown, hastening toward her cottage, then wrinkled her nose.


  A short distance from the front door, the ground was charred. Moss and lichen had been burned away in a circle an ell in diameter. Saloona looked around, confused, until she spotted a small sinuous form crouching behind a blackened rock.


  The basilisk.


  Saloona bit her lip, then held out her hand and made reassuring chuffing sounds. The basilisk hissed weakly, tail erect with distrust, turned and slunk toward the forest, a trail of singed bracken in its wake.


  In the days that followed, Saloona attempted to lure it with tidbits she thought might be enticing—spruce planks, knots of hardwood, the rails of a broken chair. The basilisk only stared at her reproachfully from the edge of the trees, and sometimes scorched her spore nets for spite.


  I’m surprised it hasn’t starved by now, she thought one chilly afternoon, and began to assemble another desultory meal for herself. Moments later, a commotion rose from the prism ship’s paddock.


  “HALLOO! BEWARE! EN GARDE!”


  Saloona peered out the window. A tall, black-clad figure strode through the mossy field, the basilisk in its arms.


  Saloona met her at the door. “Mother’s sister’s favored child,” she said, and watched in trepidation as Paytim stooped to let the basilisk run free inside the cottage. “Your arrival comes as a surprise.”


  Paytim ignored her. She straightened to gaze with disapproval at the usual farrago of unwashed dishes and dried fungus scattered around the kitchen. Her clothing was disheveled, her black robes smirched with ash and rust-colored stains. There were several unhealed scars upon her arms and face. After a moment, she turned to Saloona.


  “You have a wholesome look,” she observed coolly. A second, garnet placebit now winked beside the one formed of the lutist’s fingerbone. “Your antidote is indeed more powerful than I imagined.”


  Saloona said nothing. The basilisk nosed at a basket of dried tree-ears, sending up a plume of smoke. When Saloona tried to shoo it off, it yawped at her. Yellow flames emerged from its mouth and she quickly retreated.


  Paytim shot Saloona an imperious look, then marched across the kitchen to the hearth.


  “Well then.” With a flick of her hand the fire witch ignited the cookstove, then grabbed a saucepan. “Who’s ready for lunch?”
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  Afterword:


  WHEN I was fourteen, my family rented a lakefront cottage in Maine. This was 1971, the summer before high school. Most of my days and nights were spent swimming, or playing endless games of Monopoly on screened porches with my younger brothers and sisters and other kids vacationing nearby.


  But for years—decades—I was haunted by the memory of a rainy Saturday when I was alone in the house for much of the day. (This in itself was a miracle.) Very early that morning, I’d accompanied my father to the local general store for breakfast provisions, eggs and bacon, a bag of freshly-made doughnuts. The doughnuts were the real thing, molasses-heavy and fried in lard.


  Now, alone at the cottage, I was scrounging around for something to read.


  Back in Pound Ridge, my mother had bought a carton of books at the library book sale. I’d gone through most of them already, but near the bottom of the box I found a paperback with its cover stripped. I sank into an ancient camp chair by the window, rain beating down outside and the bag of doughnuts in my lap. I opened the book and began to read.


  It was the single most intense reading experience of my life. A few years earlier, The Lord of the Rings had captivated me, but that was over weeks. This was more like a drug (not that I knew that yet)—disorienting, enthralling, disturbing, and slightly sickening. The sickening part was enhanced by the doughnuts. I couldn’t stop eating them, any more than I could stop turning pages. For years afterward, I associated the overwhelming, sensual, slightly nauseating sensation of reading that book with the taste of those doughnuts, along with the flickering green reflection of rain on the lake and the sound of wind in the trees. It was my madeleine.


  The one thing I couldn’t remember was its title, or author. For years, all I could recall was the taste of that book. I couldn’t even look for it in used bookstores—the cover had been stripped. Still, somewhere along the road to becoming a writer myself, I heard of Jack Vance, and a classic novel he’d written called The Dying Earth. One day—this would have been around 1985—I was in Wayward Books, a used bookstore near where I lived on Capitol Hill. There was a tiny shelf upstairs for science fiction, and as I glanced at the titles, I spied The Dying Earth. I pulled it out, started to read; and tasted molasses and scorched sugar.


  It was that book.


  I took it home and read it straight through. No doughnuts this time. Until then, I hadn’t realized what a huge impact The Dying Earth had on my own writing, but I do now. My first three novels, bits and pieces of much that came after—none of them would have happened without that book. And I’m writing this now, in a rainswept cottage on a lake in Maine, with The Dying Earth in front of me. So maybe I wouldn’t have happened, either.


  —Elizabeth Hand


  Hungerford Bridge


  I HADN’T HEARD FROM Miles for several months when he wrote to ask if I wanted to get together for lunch. Of course I did, and several days later I met him at a noisy, cheerful restaurant at South Bank. It was early February, London still somewhat dazed by the heavy snowfall that had recently paralyzed the city. The Thames seemed a river of lead; a black skim of ice made the sidewalks treacherous—I’d seen another man fall as I’d walked from Waterloo Station—and I wished I’d worn something warmer than the old wool greatcoat I’d had since college.


  But once settled into the seat across from Miles, all that fell away.


  “You’re looking well, Robbie,” he said, smiling.


  “You too.”


  He smiled again, his pale eyes still locked with mine, and I felt that familiar frisson: caught between chagrin and joy that I’d been summoned. We’d met decades earlier at Cambridge; if I hadn’t been a Texan, with the faint gloss of exoticism conferred by my accent and Justin boots, I doubt if he would have bothered with me at all.


  But he did. Being chosen as a friend by Miles carried something of the unease of being hypnotized: Even now, I felt as I imagine a starling would, staring into the seed black eyes of a krait. It wasn’t just his beauty, still remarkable enough to turn heads in the restaurant, or his attire, though these would have been enough. Miles looked and dressed as though he’d stepped from a Beardsley drawing, wearing bespoke Edwardian suits and vintage Clark shoes he found at charity shops. He still wore his graying hair longish, artfully swept back from a delicate face to showcase a mustache that, on special occasions, would be waxed and curled so precisely it resembled a tiny pair of spectacles perched above his upper lip.


  On anyone else this would have looked twee. Actually, on Miles it looked twee; but his friends forgave him everything, even his drunken recitations from Peter Pan, in which he’d played the lead as a boy.


  I knew my place in the Neverland hierarchy: I was Smee, sentimental and loyal, slightly ridiculous. I doubt that, even as an infant, Miles had ever been ridiculous. His demeanor was at once aloof and good-natured, as though he’d wandered into the wrong party but was too well mannered to embarrass his host or the other guests by bringing this fact to their attention. His mother was a notorious groupie who was living out her twilight years in Exeter; his father could have been any one of a number of major or minor rock stars whose luxurious hair and petulant mouth Miles had inherited. Back at Cambridge, he’d scattered offhand anecdotes the way other students scattered cigarette ash. His great-aunt had been Diana Mitford’s best friend; as a child, Miles had tea with Mitford, and upon the aunt’s death he inherited a sterling lemon squeezer engraved with the initials AH. Once, camping with a friend on Dartmoor, he’d found a dead stag slung over the branches of a tree, the footprints of an enormous cat in the boggy earth beneath. A German head of state had fellated him in a public men’s room in Marrakech. He’d been Jeanne Moreau’s lover when he was thirteen, and had his first play produced at the Donmar Warehouse two years later.


  That sort of thing. Now he gazed at me, and unexpectedly laughed in delight.


  “Robbie! It really is so good to see you.”


  When the waiter arrived, Miles asked for a Malbec that was not on the wine list, but which appeared and was opened with a flourish several minutes later.


  “We’ll pour, thanks.” Miles gently shooed the waiter off. “Here—”


  He filled my glass, then his own. “To happy endings.”


  Over lunch we gossiped about old friends. Kevin Bailey had lost everything in the crash and was rumored to be living under an assumed name in Portugal. Missy Severence had some work done with a plastic surgeon Miles knew, and looked fabulous. Khalil Devan’s third wife was expecting twins.


  “And you’ve been OK?” Miles refilled my glass. “You really look great, Robbie. And happy—you even look relatively happy.”


  I shrugged. “I am happy. Happy enough, anyway. I mean, it doesn’t take much. I’ve still got a job, at any rate. And my rent hasn’t gone up.”


  “Mmmm.”


  For a minute Miles stared at me thoughtfully. I was used to these silences, which usually preceded an account of recent disturbances among some subset of sexual specialists in a town I’d never heard of.


  Now, however, Miles just tapped his lower lip. Finally he tilted his head, nodded, and gave me a sharp look.


  “Come on,” he said. He removed a sheaf of notes from his wallet and shoved them under the empty wine bottle, pulled on his fawncolored overcoat and wide-brimmed hat as he headed for the door. “Let’s get out of here.”


  We walked across Hungerford Bridge in the intermittent rain, skirting puddles and pockets of slush. Below us the Thames reflected empty, parchment-colored sky. When I looked back across the water, the buildings on the opposite bank seemed etched upon a vast blank scroll, a barge’s wake providing a single ink stroke. Gulls wheeled and screamed. The air smelled of petrol, and snow. Beside me Miles walked slowly, heedless of damp staining the tips of his oxblood shoes.


  “I think I’m going away,” he said at last.


  “Away? Where?”


  “I don’t know. Australia, maybe. Or Tierra del Fuego. Someplace warm.”


  “Tierra del Fuego’s not warm.”


  He laughed. “That settles it then. Australia!”


  We’d reached the other side of the bridge. Miles stopped, staring down past a dank alley. On the far side of the alley, a wedge of green gleamed between grimy buildings and cars rushing past the Thames, the intricate warren of doors and tunnels that led into Embankment tube station. I always noted this bit of park as I rushed to or from work: a verdant mirage suspended between Victoria Embankment and the roil of central London, like a shard of stained-glass window that had survived the bombing of its cathedral. Depending on the season, the sidewalk leading into it might be rain washed or sifted with autumn leaves beneath a huge ivy-covered plane tree.


  Now the swatch of green glowed, lamplike, in the cold drizzle.


  “Let’s go down there,” said Miles. “I want to show you something.” We wound our way through the pedestrian tunnel and downstairs into the street. A flower stall stood outside the subway entrance, banks of Asian lilies and creamy roses, bundled green wands of daffodils that had yet to bloom. It smelled like a garden after rain, or a wedding. A black-clad girl moved slowly among her wares, rearranging delphiniums and setting up placards with prices scrawled in red marker. Miles tipped his hat to her as we passed. She smiled, and the sweet scents of damp earth and freesia trailed us into the park.


  “You know, I’ve never been here.” I drew alongside Miles. “All these years I’ve just seen it from up there—”


  I pointed to where the bridge’s span had disappeared behind a crosshatch of brick and peeling billboards. “I don’t even know what it’s called.”


  “Victoria Embankment Park.” Miles stopped and looked around, like a fox testing the air. “I haven’t been here in a while myself.”


  For a few minutes we walked in silence. The park was much larger than I’d thought. There was an ornate water gate to one side, relic of a Tudor mansion now long gone. Several maintenance men smoked and laughed outside a brick utility building. A few other people strolled along the sidewalk, hunched against the frigid rain. Businessmen, a young woman walking a small dog. Tall rhododendrons clustered alongside the path, leaves glossy as carven jade, and box trees that smelled mysteriously of my childhood.


  “This was all the tidal shore of the Thames.” Miles gestured at the river. “They filled it in around 1851, thus Embankment. I always wonder what they’d find if they dug it up again.”


  We continued on. Signs warned us from the grass, close cropped as a golf green. A large statue of Robert Bums stared at us impassively, and I wondered if this was what Miles wanted me to see.


  But we walked past Bums, past the immense plane trees shedding bark like a lizard’s skin, past an outdoor café open despite the weather, and some wildly incongruous-looking palms with long spear-shaped leaves. Perhaps a hundred feet away, Cleopatra’s Needle rose above the traffic, guarded by two patient sphinxes.


  “Here. This is as good a spot as any.”


  Miles walked to a bench and sat. I settled next to him, tugging my collar against the cold. “I should’ve worn a hat.”


  He didn’t even glance at me. His eyes were fixed on a small, curved patch of garden on the other side of the path, two steps away. Forlorn cowslips with limp stems and papery leaves had been recently planted at the garden’s edge. The wind carried the cold scent of overturned earth, and a fainter, sweeter fragrance: lilies of the valley, though I saw none in bloom. Here too the grass was close cropped, though there were several small depressions where the roots of a great plane tree thrust through the dirt. Moles, I thought, or maybe the marks of older plantings. Behind it all ran a crumbling brick wall about six feet in height, topped by the knotty, intertwined branches of an espaliered tree growing on the other side. This, along with the ancient plane tree, made our bench feel part of a tiny enclave. The sounds of traffic grew muffled. People passing us on the main path just a few yards off seemed to lower their voices.


  “It’s lovely,” I murmured.


  “Hush,” said Miles.


  He continued to gaze fiercely at the green sward across from us. I leaned back against the bench and tried to get comfortable. The brick wall provided some shelter from the rain, but I still shivered. After a few minutes Miles moved so that he pressed against my side, and I sighed in thanks, grateful for the warmth.


  We sat there for a long time. Over an hour, I noted when I glanced at my watch, though Miles frowned so vehemently I didn’t check again. Now and then I’d glance at him from the corner of my eye. He still stared resolutely at the patch of garden, his expression remote as Cleopatra’s sphinxes.


  Another hour might have passed. The wind shifted. The rain stopped, and it felt warmer; the light slanting through the linden branches grew tinged with violet.


  Beside me, Miles abruptly drew a deeper breath as his body tensed. His face grew rigid, his eyes widened, and his mouth parted. I must have moved as well—he hissed warningly, and my gaze flashed back to the swath of green.


  At the base of the plane tree something moved. A falling leaf, I thought, or a ribbon of peeling bark trapped between the tangled roots.


  Then it gave an odd, sudden hop, and I thought it was some sort of wren, or even a large frog, or perhaps a child’s toy.


  The something scurried across the turf and stopped. For the first time I saw it clearly: a creature the size of my balled fist, a hedgehog surely—pointed snout, upraised spines, a tiny out-thrust arrow of a tail, legs invisible beneath its rounded torso.


  But it was green—a brilliant, jewel-like green, like the carapace of a scarab beetle. Its spikes weren’t spikes at all but tiny overlapping scales, or maybe feathers shot through with iridescent mauve and amethyst as it moved. Its eyes were the rich damson of a pansy’s inner petals, and as it nosed at the grass I saw that its snout ended in a beak like an echidna’s, the same deep purple as its eyes. I gasped, and felt Miles stiffen as the creature froze and raised its head slightly. A moment later it looked down and once more began poking at the grass.


  My heart raced. I shut my eyes, fighting to calm myself but also to determine if this was a dream or some weird drunken flashback inspired by Miles.


  But when I looked again the creature was still there, scurrying obliviously between tree roots and cowslips. Its beaklike snout poked into the soft black earth, occasionally emerged with a writhing worm or beetle impaled upon it. Once, the wind stirred a dead leaf: Startled, the creature halted. Its scales rose to form a stiff, brilliantly colored armor, a farthingale glimmering every shade of violet and green. Vermilion claws protruded from beneath its body; a bright droplet appeared at the end of the pointed beak as it made an ominous, low humming sound, like a swarm of bees.


  A minute crept by, and when no predator appeared, the scales flattened, the shining claws withdrew, and the creature scurried as before. Sometimes it came to the very edge of the garden plot, where upright paving stones formed an embankment. I would hold my breath then, terrified that I’d frighten it, but the creature only thrust its beak fruitlessly between the cracks, and finally turned back.


  In all that time I neither heard nor saw another person save Miles, silent as a statue beside me—I was so focused upon the creature’s solitary hunt that I might have been bludgeoned or robbed, and never known it.


  Gradually the afternoon wore away; gradually the world about us took on a lavender cast that deepened, from hyacinth to heliotrope to the leaden, enveloping gloom of London’s winter twilight. Without warning, the creature lifted its head from where it had been feeding, turned, scurried back toward the plane tree, and disappeared into one of the holes there. I blinked and held my breath again, willing it to reappear.


  It never did. After a minute Miles leaned back against the bench and stretched. He looked at me and smiled, yet his eyes were sad. More than sad: He appeared heartbroken.


  “What the hell was that?” I demanded. Two teenagers walking side by side and texting on their mobiles glanced at me and laughed.


  “The emerald foliot,” Miles replied.


  “What the hell is the emerald foliot?”


  He shrugged. “What you saw—that’s it. Don’t get pissy with me; it’s all I know.”


  He jumped to his feet and bounced up and down on his heels. “Jesus, I’m frozen. Let’s get out of here. I’ll walk you back across the bridge.”


  My leg was asleep so it was a moment before I could run to catch up with him.


  “For fuck’s sake, Miles, you have to tell me what that was—what that was all about.”


  “I told you all I know.” He shoved his hands into his pockets, shivering now himself. “God, it’s cold. It’s called the emerald foliot—”


  “Who calls it the emerald foliot?”


  “Well, me. And the person who showed me. And now you.”


  “But who showed you? Are there more? I mean, it should be in a museum or a zoo or—Christ, I don’t know! Something. Are they studying it? Why doesn’t anyone know about it?”


  Miles stopped beneath the overhang at the entrance to the tube station. He leaned against the wall, out of the wind, and a short distance from the throngs hurrying home from work. “Nobody knows because nobody knows, Robbie. You know, and I know, and the person who told me knows. And I guess if he—or she—is still alive, the person who told him knows.


  “But that’s it—that’s all. In the whole entire world, we’re the only ones.”


  His eyes glittered—with excitement, but also tears. He wiped them away, unashamed, and smiled. “I wanted you to know, Robbie. I wanted you to be the next one.”


  I rubbed my forehead, in impatience and disbelief, swore loudly, then aligned myself against the wall at his side. I was trying desperately to keep my temper.


  “Next one what?” I said at last.


  “The next one who knows. That’s how it works—someone shows you, just like I showed you. But then—”


  His voice broke, and he went on. “But then the other person, the first person—we never go there again. We never see it again. Ever.”


  “You mean it only comes out once a year or something?”


  He shook his head sadly. “No. It comes out all the time—I mean, I assume it does, but who knows? I’ve only seen it twice. The first time was when someone showed me. And now, the second time, the last time—with you.”


  “But.” I took a deep breath, fumbled instinctively in my pocket for a cigarette, though I’d quit years ago.


  “Here.” Miles withdrew a leather cigarette case, opened it, and offered one to me, took one for himself, then lit both.


  I inhaled deeply, waited before speaking again. “OK. So you showed it to me, and someone showed it to you—who? When?”


  “I can’t tell you. But a long time ago—right after college, I guess.”


  “Why can’t you tell me?”


  “I just can’t.” Miles stared at the pavement. “It’s not allowed.”


  “Who doesn’t allow it?”


  “I don’t know. It’s just not done. And you—”


  He lifted his head to gaze at me, his eyes burning. “You can’t tell anyone either, Robbie. Ever. Not until it’s your turn, and you show someone else.”


  “And then it’s over? I never see it again?”


  He nodded. “That’s right. You never see it again.”


  I felt a surge of impatience, and despair. “Just twice, in my whole life?”


  He smiled. “That’s more than most people get. More than anyone gets, except us.”


  “And whoever showed you, and whoever showed her. Or him.”


  Miles finished his cigarette, dropped it, and ground it fastidiously beneath the tip of one oxblood shoe. I did the same, and together we began to walk back upstairs.


  “So how long has this been going on?” We stepped onto Hungerford Bridge, and I stopped to look down at the fractal view of the park, no longer green but yellowish from the glow of crime lights. “A hundred years? Thousands?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe. I mean, the park wasn’t always there, but something was, before they made the embankment. The river. Enormous houses. But I think it’s gone on longer than that.”


  “And no one else knows?”


  “No one else knows.” He gazed at the park, then glanced over his shoulder at people rushing across the bridge. Someone bumped me, muttered, “Sorry.” and trudged on. “Unless everyone does, and they’re all very good at keeping a secret.”


  He laughed, and we started walking again. “Why did you decide to tell me?”


  “I don’t know. I’ve known you so long. You seem like someone who’d appreciate it. And also, you can keep a secret. Like you never told about Brian and that dog in Sussex.”


  I winced at the memory. “Is there a set time when you tell the next person? Or do you just make up your mind and do it?”


  “You can tell whoever you want, whenever you want. Some people do right away—the next day, or a week later. But I think most people wait—that’s what I was told, anyway. Though you don’t want to wait too long—I mean, you don’t want to wait till you’re so ancient and infirm you forget about it or die before you tell the next one.”


  I must have looked stricken, because he laughed again and put his arm around me. “No, I’m fine, Robbie, I swear! I just, you know, decided it was time for a change of scenery. Warmer climes, adventures. A new career in a new town.”


  We’d reached the far side of the bridge.


  “I’ll leave you here.” Miles glanced at his mobile, read a message, and smiled slightly before glancing at me again. “I’m not falling off the end of the earth, Robbie! I’ll be in touch. Till then—”


  He raised a finger and touched it to my lips. “Not a word,” he murmured, then kissed my cheek in farewell, spun on his heel, and began striding back across the bridge.


  I watched him go, his fawn-colored greatcoat and wide-brimmed hat, until night swallowed him. For a few minutes I stood there, gazing past the bridge’s span to the dark river below, the image of a gemlike creature flickering across my vision and Miles’s kiss still warm upon my cheek.


  Then I turned, head down, as a blast of wind blew up from the underground station, and hurried to catch my train.


  The Far Shore


  I can’t remember the first issue of F&SF that I read—as a kid, I’d find copies at the library or at other people’s houses, and when I was older and living in D.C., I’d pick it up at the late, lamented Moonstone Bookcellars. In my late teens/early 20s, I got my first real job, at the National Air & Space Museum. The first couple of paychecks went towards apartment, rent, utilities, etc., but after a few weeks I realized I had some discretionary income. So I got a subscription to F&SF—the first magazine I ever subscribed to on my own. I wanted to be a writer, and F&SF was the place where I most wanted to be published. Over the years I got several rejection letters from Ed Ferman (for some reason I kept these in the freezer), and I can still recall the thrill when he first sent me a personal rejection letter. The magazine was always my gold standard for short fiction. It still is.


  —Elizabeth Hand


  IN DREAMS HE FELL: FROM planes, trees, roofs, cliffs, bridges. Whatever awaited him below, the impact was the same. His right leg buckled and a bolt of pain flared from ankle to knee, so that even after decades he woke with his old injury throbbing, bathed in sweat and hands outstretched to restore his balance. The pain subsided as the hours passed. Still, he no longer stood in the studio while his students practiced their moves, epaulement croise, ballote, rise, ciseaux, but sat in a plain, straight-backed wooden chair, marking time with an elegant silver-topped cane.


  When he received notice that he was to be replaced by someone younger, he reacted with the same calm he always displayed, the classical dancer’s legacy of stoicism serving him now as it had for the last three decades.


  “I hope you understand.” The ballet master’s face creased. “You know I don’t want to do this. If something opens up, we’ll find a place for you.”


  Philip inclined his head. “Of course.”


  That night he called Emma, his oldest friend.


  “Oh, Philip, that’s terrible!”


  He shrugged, gazing out the window of his tiny studio apartment at the glass edifice that had been erected across the street. “Well, I was lucky they kept me as long as they did.”


  “What will you do?”


  “I have no fucking idea.”


  She laughed, and he felt better. They spoke for a good hour, gossip mostly about dancers he knew and Emma had never heard of. Then, “Why don’t you come stay here at the camp while we’re gone?” she suggested. “Not for the winter—a few weeks, or a month, however long you want. We’ll have Joe Moody close up when you leave.”


  “Just like The Shining,” said Philip. “What a great idea.”


  “It won’t be like that in early November. Well, okay, it might snow. But then you just call Joe and he’ll come plow you out. I think it would be good for you, Philip,” she added. “I mean, being alone here might be better than feeling alone there. I think you just need to get away from the city for a few weeks. See if you can clear your head of all this. You know?”


  He knew.


  “Sure, what the hell.” He heard Emma’s sigh of relief.


  He called a few friends to say good-bye, arranged for someone to watch his place, and several days later left in his rent-a-wreck. It was after midnight when he reached the camp. He missed the turnoff twice, its sign so overgrown with lichen and old-man’s-beard that he’d mistaken it for a dead tree limb in the dark.


  CAMP TUONELA


  EST. 1908


  An hour earlier, the highway had dwindled to a track guarded by ghostly armies of oak and tamaracks. All the landmarks he’d loved as a boy had disappeared. Where was the ancient ice cream stand shaped like an Abenaki longhouse? And Lambert’s Gun Emporium? Where was the general store where he and Emma had made forbidden trips to buy fresh doughnuts, inevitably betrayed by the smells of lard and burnt sugar that clung to them when they returned to their cabin?


  “Christ, Philip, those are long gone,” said Emma when she greeted him in front of the lodge. “The general store burned down in the eighties. Chimney fire. Bob Lambert sold his place, he died a while back. I don’t remember what happened to the teepee.”


  They’d met at Tuonela decades ago, bonding over a shared love of The Red Shoes and cheesy Mexican horror movies. They passed most of their childhood summers there, first as campers, then counselors-in-training, before Philip defected to a dance camp in New York State, and finally to the School of American Ballet. Emma eventually parlayed her love for the place into an actual romance, marrying Sam, a fellow counselor, at a lakeside ceremony twenty-odd years before. Philip had been her best man. He stood beside the pastor of the old Finnish Church who performed the ceremony, surprised to learn that the name Tuonela was Finnish, not Abenaki in origin, though no one seemed to know what the word meant. Shortly afterward, Emma and Sam bought the camp, and raised their two daughters there.


  But the last few years had been tough.


  “Parents want high-tech camps now,” she told Philip as they carried his bags inside. “Wi-fi, all that. We don’t even have a cell tower around here. This year our enrollment dropped to about half what it was last year. We could barely make payroll. So we figured this was a good time to do what all real Mainers do in the winter.”


  “Which is . . .?”


  She laughed. “Go to Florida.”


  Their girls were in college now, so Emma and Sam would be housesitting for friends in Key West, a midlife second honeymoon. Philip hadn’t visited Tuonela, or anyplace else, in ages. He’d spent his entire adult life in the New York City Ballet, first as an apprentice, then a member of the corps de ballet, and finally as an instructor. He’d been like the other boys, at once necessary and interchangeable: a rat in “The Nutcracker”; one of the debauched revelers in “The Prodigal Son”; a huntsman in Balanchine’s one-act “Swan Lake.” He’d passed hours watching Edward Villela and Jacques D’Amboise with mingled admiration and wonder, but—almost unheard of for a dancer—with very little envy. He knew how fortunate he was to pace the same darkened hallways as they had, sleepwalking into class before nine a.m., then burning through rehearsal and performance, often not departing the cavernous theater until almost midnight.


  But he also knew he would never be a soloist, or even a fine second-rank dancer. He dreamed of the lead in “Square Dance.” He’d have happily settled for a side part in “Concerto Baroco.” Instead, there’d been a dozen years as a dancing rat.


  “You’re a foot soldier,” a former lover told him once. “A foot soldier of the arts. Canon fodder!” he added with a laugh. “Get it?”


  Philip wryly admitted that he did.


  Not that it mattered to him; not much, anyway. He adored being part of the corps, its discipline and competitive fellowship, the perverse haven of a routine that often felt like a calculus of pain. He loved the fleeting nature of dance itself—of all the arts the one that left almost no permanent mark upon the world, even as it casually disfigured its adherents with deformed feet, eating disorders, careers like mayflies. Most of all, he loved those moments during a performance when he could feel himself suspended within an ephemeral web of music and movement, gravity momentarily defeated by the ingrained memory of muscle and bone.


  It all ended suddenly. When he was twenty-eight (“that’s ninety in dance years,” he told Emma) Philip shattered his metatarsal during a rehearsal. His foot turned in as he landed from a jump; he hit the floor, crying out in anguish as his leg twisted beneath him. The other dancers rushed over with icepacks and pillows, and arranged transport to NYU Hospital. He spent weeks in a haze of painkillers, his leg in a cast. Months of physical rehab followed, but ever after he walked with a slight limp.


  Still, he’d always been popular within the corps, and the ballet masters and rehearsal teachers liked him. At twenty-nine he found himself teaching the company. His former colleagues were now living eidolons of youth, beauty, health, joy, desire flitting past him in the studio, lovely and remote as figures from a medieval allegory. What he felt then was less envy than a terrible, physical ache, as for a lover who’d died. He could still be transported by watching a good performance, the smells of adrenaline and sweat that seeped backstage.


  But his ecstatic dreams of flight became recurring nightmares of falling.


  SAM HAD ALREADY DRIVEN down to the Keys. Emma’s flight left on Sunday, which gave her most of the weekend to show Philip how to work the composting toilet, emergency generator, kerosene lamps, hand pump, outboard motor, woodstove. Philip knew the camp’s layout as though it were the musculature of a familiar body: the old Adirondack-style lodge overlooking the lake; the campers’ log cabins tucked into the surrounding forest, moss-covered roofs and bark exteriors nearly invisible among birch groves and bracken. In the middle of summer, filled with damp children and smelling of sunblock and balsam, it was heartstoppingly lovely.


  Now, with only him and Emma kicking through drifts of brown leaves, it all seemed cheerless and slightly sinister. Two miles of gravel road separated the camp from the blue highway that led to an intersection with a convenience store that sold gas, lottery tickets, beer, and not much else. The nearest town was twenty miles away.


  “What happens if I cut my hand off with a chainsaw?” Philip asked.


  “Well, you’ll be better off treating yourself than calling 911. It could take them an hour to get here. That’s if the roads are clear.”


  They spent one morning on a nostalgic circuit of the old camp road, Philip replacing his silver-topped cane with the sturdy walking sick Emma gave him. They were back at the lodge by lunchtime. A stone’s-throw from its front steps stretched Lake Tuonela, a cerulean crescent that could, in seconds, turn into frigid, steel-colored chop powerful enough to swamp a Boston Whaler. This time of year there were few boaters on the water: an occasional canoe or kayak, hunters making a foray from a hunting camp. The opposite shore was a nature preserve, or maybe it belonged to a private landowner—Philip had never gotten the details straight. He dimly recalled some ghost story told around the campfire, about early Finnish settlers who claimed the far shore was haunted or cursed.


  More likely it was just wildly unsuitable for farming. Philip only knew it formed some kind of no-man’s-land. In all his years visiting Lake Tuonela, he’d never set foot there.


  Not that he was tempted to. A mile of icy water lay between the camp and the far shore, and his bad foot kept him from anything resembling a strenuous hike.


  “Whenever you go outside, make sure you wear an orange jacket. Even if you’re just walking out to the car,” Emma warned him as they headed back inside. “Waterfowl season now, then deer season. The camp is posted, but we still hear gunshots way too close. Here—”


  She pointed to a half-dozen blaze orange vests hanging beside the door. “Take your pick. You can have your pick of bedrooms, too.” she added. “If you get bored, move to a different room. Like the Mad Tea Party. Just strip the bed and fold the sheets on top, we’ll deal with laundry when we come back in March.”


  He chose his usual room on the main floor, with French doors that opened onto the porch overlooking the lake, though he wondered vaguely why he didn’t simply camp in the living room. The lodge had been built over a century ago with hand-hewn logs and slate floor, a flagstone fireplace so massive Philip could have slept inside it. The place had most of the original furnishings, along with the original windows and concomitant lack of insulation, which meant one was warm only within a six-foot radius of the woodstove or fireplace.


  Sunday morning Emma gave him final instructions regarding frozen pipes, power outages, wildlife safety. “If you meet a moose, run. If you meet a bear, don’t.”


  “What about a mountain lion?”


  “Hit him with a rock.”


  And that was it. In the afternoon he drove Emma to Bangor to catch her flight. It was very late when he returned, the night sky overcast. He had to use a flashlight to find his way along the leaf-covered path. Branches scraped against each other, the wind rustled in dead burdock. He could hear but not see the water a few yards off, waves slapping softly against the shore, and the distant murmur of wild geese disturbed by the sound of the car.


  He slept that night with the outside light on, an extravagance Emma would have deplored.


  The camp was less remote than he’d feared. Or, rather, he could choose how isolated he wanted to be. He had to drive thirty minutes to a grocery store, but its shelves held mostly familiar products. If he wanted company, there was a bean supper every Saturday at the Finnish Church, though Emma had advised him to get there early, before they sold out of plates. There was no wireless or DSL at Tuonela; dialup took so long that Philip soon gave up using it more than once or twice a week. Instead he devoted himself to reading, hauling in firewood, and wandering the trails around the lake.


  As a boy, he’d been able to find his way in the dark from his cabin to the main road. Now he was pleased to discover that he could, at least, follow the same woodland paths in daylight, even those trails that had been neglected for the last ten or fifteen years. Stripling oaks and beeches now towered above him; grassy clearings had become dense, unrecognizable thickets of alder and black willow.


  Still, some combination of luck and instinct and sense memory guided him: he rarely got lost, and never for long.


  He liked to walk in the very early morning, shortly before sunrise when mist hid the world from him, the only sound a faint dripping from branches and dead leaves. After a few days, he began to experience the same strange dislocation he’d experienced when dancing: that eerie sense of being absent from his body even as he occupied it more fully than at other times. The smell of woodstove followed him from the lodge; field mice rustled in the underbrush. As the fog burned off, trees and boulders slowly materialized. Scarlet-crowned oaks atop gray ledges; white slashes of birch; winterberry peppered with bright red fruit. Gold and crimson leaves formed intricate scrollwork upon the lake’s surface, and ducks and geese fed in the shallows.


  That was why he went out early, before the sound of shotguns startled them into a frenzy of beating wings. The lake was a flyway for migrating waterfowl. The loons were long gone, but others had taken their place. Goldeneye and teal, pintails and ringnecks; easily spooked wood ducks that whistled plaintively as they fled; hooded mergansers with gaudy crests and wings so vividly striped they looked airbrushed. There were always noisy flotillas of Canada geese, and sometimes a solitary swan that he only glimpsed if he went out while it was still almost dark.


  Even as a boy, Philip loved swans. Part of it was their association with ballet; mostly it was just how otherworldly they looked. Some mornings he set his alarm for four a.m., hoping to see the one that now and then emerged from the mist near the far shore like an apparition: silent, moving with uncanny slowness across the dark water. Alone among the other birds, it never took flight at the sound of guns, only continued its languid passage, until it was lost among thick stands of alder and cattails.


  He’d been at the camp for two weeks before dawn broke cold and clear, the first cloudless day since he arrived. Vapor streamed across glassy blue water to disappear as the sun rose above the firs. Philip finished his coffee, then walked along the edge of the lake, skirting gulleys where rain had cut deep channels into the bank. A small flock of green-winged teal swam close to shore, the mask above their eyes shining emerald in the sun. It was now early November, and until today the weather had been unseasonably warm. Hundreds, even thousands, of migrating waterfowl had lingered much longer than he’d expected.


  Though what did he know about birds? He only recognized those species he’d identified as a boy, or that Emma had pointed out to him over the years. Most stayed on the far side of the lake, though they must have fed elsewhere—at twilight the air rang with their piping cries and the thunderous echo of wings as they flew overhead, heading for the distant line of black firs that shadowed the desolate waters where they slept each night. The sound of their passage, the sight of all those madly beating wings against the evening sky filled him with the same wild joy he’d felt waiting backstage when the first bars of “A Midsummer Night’s Dream” or “Le Baiser de Fee” insinuated themselves in the dim theater. He seldom saw birds in flight during his early morning walks—a group of six or eight, perhaps, but never the endless ranks that rippled across the evening sky like waves buffeting an unseen shore.


  Now, he saw only the teal bobbing across the bright water. Above him ravens flew from tree to tree, croaking loudly at his approach. He tipped his head back to watch them, slowing his pace so he wouldn’t trip. Something soft yielded beneath his foot, as though he’d stepped on thick moss. He glanced down, and with a shout stumbled backward.


  On the ground a body lay curled upon its side. Naked, thin arms drawn protectively about its head. A man.


  No, not a man—a boy. Seventeen or eighteen and emaciated, his skin dead-white save for bruised shadows at his groin, the deep hollow of his throat. One shoulder was spattered with blood and dirt. Lank black hair was plastered across his face. A tiny black beetle crawled into a fringe of black hair.


  Philip stared at him, lightheaded. He took a deep breath, leaned on his walking stick, and reached to touch the corpse, gingerly, on the chest.


  The boy moaned. Philip recoiled, watched as a pink tinge spread across the boy’s broad cheekbones and hairless chest. The bluish skin in the cleft of his throat tightened then relaxed. He was alive.


  Philip tore off his orange vest and covered him. He ran his hands across the boy’s neck and wrists and breast, searching for a pulse, broken bones, bleeding. Except for that wounded shoulder, he could see or feel nothing wrong.


  He sank back onto his heels, fighting panic. He couldn’t leave him here while he ran back to the lodge—the boy looked near dead already.


  And what if he’d been attacked? What if his attackers returned?


  Philip ran a hand across his forehead. “Okay. Okay, listen. I’m going to help you. I’m just going to try and lift you up—”


  Gently as he could, he grasped the boy’s uninjured shoulder. The boy moaned again, louder this time. His eyes opened, pupils so dilated the irises showed no color. He gazed at Philip, then hissed, struggling to escape.


  “Hey.” Philip’s panic grew. What if the boy died, now, at his side? He stared into those huge black eyes, willing him to be calm. “Hold on, let me help you. Here, put your weight on me. . . .”


  He took the boy’s hand, felt sticklike fingers vibrating beneath his own. An odd, spasmodic quivering, as though bones, not muscles or skin, responded to his touch. Abruptly the hand grew slack. Philip looked down, terrified that the boy had died.


  But the boy only nodded, his strange black eyes unblinking, and let Philip help him to his feet.


  They walked to the lodge. The boy moved awkwardly, the vest draped across his shoulders, and flinched at Philip’s touch.


  “Does it hurt?” asked Philip anxiously.


  The boy said nothing. He was taller than Philip, so thin and frail his bones might have been wrapped in paper, not skin. He stepped tentatively among stones and fallen branches, muddy water puddling up around his bare feet. As they approached the lodge his eyes widened and he hissed again, from pain or alarm.


  “Lie here,” Philip commanded once they were inside. He eased the boy onto the couch facing the woodstove, then hurried to get blankets. “You’ll warm up in a minute.”


  He returned with the blankets. The boy sat, staring fixedly at the window. He was trembling.


  “You must be frozen,” Philip exclaimed. The boy remained silent.


  Before, Philip been struck by the leaden pallor of his skin. Now he saw that the hair on his arms and legs was also white—not sun-bleached but silvery, a bizarre contrast to the oil-black hair that fell to his shoulders, the dark hair at his groin. His eyebrows were black as well, arched above those staring eyes.


  “What’s your name?” asked Philip.


  The boy continued to gaze at the window. After a moment he looked away. “What has happened?”


  “You tell me.” Philip crossed the room to pick up the phone. “I’m going to call 911. It might take them a while to get here, so—”


  “No!”


  “Listen to me. You’re in shock. You need help—”


  “I’m not hurt.”


  “It doesn’t look that way to me. Did you—has someone been hurting you?”


  The boy gave a sharp laugh, displaying small, very white teeth. “I’m not hurt.” He had an oddly inflected voice, a faint childlike sibilance. “I’m cold.”


  “Oh.” Philip winced. “Right, I’m sorry. I’ll get you some clothes.”


  He put down the phone, went to his room, and rummaged through the bureau, returning a few minutes later with a pair of faded corduroy trousers, a new flannel shirt. “Here.”


  The boy took them, and Philip retreated to the kitchen. He picked up the phone again, replaced it, and swore under his breath.


  He was stalling, he knew that—he should call 911. He didn’t know anything about this kid. Was he drunk? On drugs? The dilated pupils suggested he was, also the muted hostility in his voice. Not to mention Philip had found him stark naked by the lake in thirty-degree weather.


  But who to call? 911? Police? His parents? What if he’d run away for a good reason? Would Philip truly be saving him if he rang for help? Or would this be one of those awful things you read about, where a well-meaning outsider wreaks havoc by getting involved in small-town life?


  Maybe he’d just been out all night with his girlfriend, or boyfriend. Or maybe he’d been kidnapped and left for dead. . . .


  Philip angled himself so he could peer into the living room, and watched as the boy shoved aside the blankets. The bright hairs on his arms caught the sunlight and shone as though washed with rain. He pulled on the corduroy trousers, fumbled with the zipper until he got it halfway up, leaving the fly unbuttoned, then stood and clumsily put on the flannel shirt. It was too big; the pants too short, exposing knobby ankles and those long white feet.


  He’s beautiful, thought Philip, and his face grew hot. Clothed, the boy seemed less exotic; also younger. Philip felt a stab of desire and guilt. He stepped away from the door, counted to sixty, then loudly cleared his throat before walking into the living room.


  “They fit?”


  The boy stood beside the woodstove, turning his hands back and forth. After a moment he looked at Philip. The swollen black pupils made his angular face seem ominous, skull-like.


  “I’m thirsty,” he said.


  “I’m sorry—of course. I’ll be right back—”


  Philip went into the kitchen, waited as the pipes rumbled and shook, and finally produced a thin stream of water. He filled a glass and returned.


  “Here. . . .”


  Cold air rushed through the open front door, sending a flurry of dead leaves across the slate.


  “God damn it.” Philip set the glass down. “Hey—hey, come back!” But the boy was gone.


  Philip walked along the driveway, then retraced his steps to the water’s edge. He considered taking the car to search on the main road, but decided that would be a waste of time. He trudged back to the lodge, his annoyance shading into relief and a vague, shameful disappointment.


  The boy had been a diversion: from solitude, boredom, the unending threnody of Philip’s own thoughts. He was already imagining himself a hero, calling 911, saving the kid from—well, whatever.


  Now he felt stupid, and uneasy.


  What had he been thinking, bringing a stranger inside? It was clear Philip lived alone. The boy might return to rob the place, enlist his friends to break into the cabins, lay waste to the entire camp. . . .


  He slammed the front door behind him. Angrily he grabbed the old Hudson Bay blankets and folded them, then picked up the discarded vest from beside the woodstove.


  The boy had made off with his clothes, too. The pants were old, but Philip had just bought the shirt for this trip. He glared at the vest and crossed the room to hang it with the other coats. As he reached for the hook, something pricked his hand. He glanced down to see a droplet of blood welling from the fleshy part of his palm. He wiped it on his sleeve, then inspected the vest.


  A twig or thorn must have gotten caught in it, or maybe a stray fish hook. He found nothing, until he turned the collar and saw a pale spur protruding from the fabric. He pinched it between his fingers and tugged it free.


  It was a white feather, maybe an inch long. The tiny quill had poked through the cloth, sharp as a pin. He examined it curiously, placed it in the center of his palm, and blew.


  For an instant it hung suspended in a shaft of light, like a feather trapped in amber; then drifted to the floor. It should have been easy to see, white against dark stone in the early morning sun. Philip searched for several minutes, but never found it.


  THE REST OF THAT DAY he felt restless and guilt-wracked. He should have done something about the boy, but what? His remorse was complicated by a growing anxiety. The boy was sick, or injured, or crazy. He’d freeze out there alone in the woods.


  And, too, there was the unwanted twinge of longing Philip experienced whenever he thought of him. He’d spent years keeping his own desires in check—he had no choice, with those endless ranks of beautiful creatures that surrounded him in the studio, constant reminders of his own fallibility, the inevitable decay of his limited gifts. The boy seemed a weird rebuke to all that, appearing out of nowhere to remind Philip of what it was like, not to be young, but to be in thrall to youth.


  He distracted himself by splitting wood for kindling. As the afternoon wore on, skeins of geese passed overhead, not Canada geese but a species he didn’t recognize, black with white wings and slate-colored necks and heads. They circled above the lodge, making a wild, high-pitched keening; then arrowed downward, so close that he could see the indigo gleam of their bills and their startlingly bright, almost baleful, golden eyes. Philip watched as they flew past, not once but three times, as though searching for a place to land.


  They never did. His presence spooked them, even when he stood motionless for their final transit. They swept into the sky and across the lake, their fretful cries echoing long after they were out of sight.


  Late that afternoon the wind picked up. Dead leaves rattled in oaks and beech as a cold gale blasted from the north, accompanied by an ominous ridge of cloud the color of basalt. Ice skimmed the gray water closest to shore. Another phalanx of the strange birds wheeled above the lodge, veering toward the woodpile, then soaring back into the darkening sky. Philip was relieved when a flock of quite ordinary Canada geese honked noisily overhead, followed by a ragged group of pintails. Four ravens landed in the oak beside the woodpile and hopped from branch to branch. They cocked their heads toward him, but remained silent.


  That unnerved Philip more than anything else. He leaned on the ax handle and stared back, then yelled at them. The ravens stared down with yellow eyes. One clacked its bill, but they made no sign of leaving. He picked up a piece of wood and lobbed it at the tree. The birds flapped their wings and retreated to a higher branch, where they sat in a row and continued to stare at him. Philip picked up the walking stick, brandished it in a feeble show of force, then gave up. He dragged a tarp from the storage shed, covered the woodpile, and painstakingly carried in several armfuls of logs. The ravens remained on the oak tree, heads lowered so they resembled a line of somber, black-clad jurors observing him. When he had brought the last load of wood inside he closed the door, then crossed to the window to gaze out. The birds hopped sideways to huddle together, and in unison turned their heads to stare at the house.


  Philip stepped back from the window, his neck and arms prickling. The ravens did not move. When it grew full dark he took a flashlight and shone it through the window.


  They were there still, watching him.


  He forced himself to move about the room, hoping that routine would eventually drive them from his thoughts. He turned on the radio and listened to the local news. A meteorologist predicted steady high winds all night and a chance of snow. Philip stoked the woodstove and made sure that matches and candles were near to hand. He ate early, lentil soup he’d made several days ago, then settled on the couch beside the stove and tried to read. Once he went to check if the ravens were still outside, and saw to his relief that they were finally gone.


  The lodge had always seemed inviolable, with its log walls and beams, stone floor and fireplace. But tonight the windows shuddered as though someone pounded at them. The candles Philip lit for atmosphere guttered, and even in the center of the room, beside the woodstove, he could feel a draft where wind nosed through chinks in the walls and windowpanes. Occasionally the old stove huffed loudly, gray smoke billowing from its seams. Philip would cough and curse and readjust the damper, poking the coals in a vain attempt to create an illusion of heat. Between the cold and smoke and ceaseless clamor of the wind, he found it difficult and finally impossible to concentrate on his book.


  “I give up,” he announced to the empty room. He blew out the candles, stuffed another log into the woodstove, and stalked off to bed.


  It was barely eight o’clock. Back in the city he might be starting to think about dinner. Here, he felt exhausted. No lights shone beyond the windows of his room. The reflection from the bedside lamp seemed insubstantial as a candle flame; the darkness outside a solid mass, huge and inescapable, that pressed against the panes. His room sat beneath the eaves, where the wind didn’t roar but crooned, a sound like mourning doves. The electric space heater Emma had left for him buzzed alarmingly, so he switched it off and heaped the cast-iron bedstead with Hudson Bay blankets. These smelled comfortingly of cedar, and were so warm he almost forgot the room was chill enough that he could see his breath.


  Within minutes he was asleep, and dreaming.


  Or perhaps not. Because as he slept, he heard the sound of wings overhead, yet knew these were not wings but wind buffeting glass. The frigid air that bit his face wasn’t a dream, either. He shivered and burrowed deeper beneath the blankets, so that only his nose and cheek were exposed.


  When a hand like ice was laid against his cheek, he knew that, too, was no dream.


  With a shout he rolled away from the edge of the bed, thrashing against the heavy blankets as he sat up. The darkness was impenetrable: even the faint outlines of window and furniture had vanished. Everything had vanished, save a shape beside the bed. It loomed above him, darker than the surrounding room, so dark that Philip’s eyes were drawn to it as if it had been a flame.


  The hand touched him a second time, lingering upon his cheek. “I’m cold,” someone whispered.


  Philip lunged for the lamp on his nightstand. Light flooded the room, and for a moment he thought he must be dreaming—nothing extraordinary could withstand a 100-watt bulb.


  Then he saw the boy. He still wore Philip’s clothes, the flannel shirt unbuttoned, corduroy pants clumped with burdock and specks of leaf mold. He hugged his arms to his chest and stared with huge black eyes at Philip.


  “What the hell are you doing?” shouted Philip.


  “I’m cold,” the boy repeated.


  Philip stumbled to his feet. He wore only an old T-shirt and flannel boxers, and yes, the room was cold—the door onto the porch was open. He yanked a blanket around him, tossed another at the boy.


  “Put that on,” he snapped.


  The boy stared at the blanket, then pulled it over his shoulders. Philip edged warily around the bed to close the door, and turned.


  The boy didn’t look dangerous, but he was obviously in distress. Mentally ill, probably. And bigger than Philip, too. He cursed himself again for not calling the police earlier.


  “What’s your name?” he asked.


  The boy grimaced, baring those small white teeth.


  “Suru,” he said.


  “Suru?”


  The boy hesitated, then nodded.


  “Well, Suru, we need to call your parents.” Philip fought to keep his voice calm. “I’m Philip. What’s your phone number?”


  Suru said nothing. He stared at his own hand, lifted then lowered one arm, the blanket suspended beneath like a crimson bat’s wing.


  “Come on,” pleaded Philip. “Either you give me your parents’ number or I’ll have to call the police.”


  Without warning the boy drew up beside him. His fingers closed around Philip’s hand, a sheath of ice. Again he whispered, “I’m cold.”


  The blanket dropped to the floor as he pressed himself against Philip’s chest. Philip tried to pull away, but the boy moved with him, his expression calm even as he thrust Philip back into the room. Philip shoved him, angry, then frightened, as he struck desperately at the boy’s arms and chest.


  It was like grasping handfuls of something soft and gelid, fine dry snow or down that shifted beneath his fingers. Emaciated as he was, the boy was frighteningly strong. Philip cried out as the boy forced him onto the bed. He gazed up into Suru’s eyes, no longer black but glaucous, a bright spark within each like a tiny shimmering seed.


  Then the boy’s skeletal arms were around him, holding him gently, hesitantly. He cocked his head, as though he listened for a sound other than Philip’s ragged breathing, then slowly lowered his cheek until it rested against Philip’s.


  “You’re warm,” said Suru, marveling.


  Philip tensed for an assault or whispered threat; a kiss; flight.


  But the boy only nestled against him. A minute passed, and Philip extended his hand cautiously, touching Suru’s shoulder where the flannel shirt gaped open.


  “Oh my god,” he exclaimed.


  It wasn’t dirt flecked across the boy’s shoulder, as he’d first thought, but a number of small black holes. Philip brushed one with a finger, dislodging something that fell to the floor with a loud ping.


  Buckshot.


  “Someone shot you?” he said, incredulous. “Good lord, you need to see a doctor—”


  “No!”


  “Don’t be crazy—it’ll get infected. Doesn’t it hurt?”


  Suru shook his head. Philip started to scramble from the bed, stopped when the boy cried out.


  “No. Please. It does not hurt. Only see—”


  Suru gazed out at the snow eddying around the windows and French door, then turned to Philip.


  “I lost the way,” he said. “When I fell. I returned but it was gone.”


  Philip frowned. “The way?”


  “From Tuonela. I fell, and you found me. I tried to go back. The way is gone.”


  He clutched his head and began to sob, anguished.


  “No—stop, please, really, it’s okay!” said Philip. “I’ll get you back. Just wait a minute and—”


  Suru looked at him. His eyes were huge, still that pale gray-green; but they held no tears. “Will you come with me?”


  “Go with you?”


  “Yes.”


  Philip glanced outside. He must be out of his mind, to even think of getting into the car with a stranger in the middle of the night. Though god only knew what kind of people were lurking out there in the woods, if Philip let the boy go off alone.


  “All right,” he said at last. “I’ll go with you. But—well, you know where you’re going, right?”


  Suru pointed at the window. “There,” he said. “Tuonela.”


  “Right.” Philip made a face. “But not from this side, right? You came from over there, by the nature preserve, or whatever it is? I don’t know those roads at all. You’ll have to tell me where to go. I really think we should just call someone.”


  But the boy was already walking toward the door.


  “Wait!” Philip grabbed him. “Let’s get you some proper clothes, okay? Stay here. And don’t go outside again. Don’t go anywhere, or I swear to god I’ll call the cops.”


  He waited until Suru settled back onto the bed, then went to dig around in a closet for shoes and a coat. The snow seemed to demand something more substantial than a blaze-orange vest. He retrieved his own heavy barn coat, after a few minutes located a worn parka for Suru.


  Shoes were more difficult. Philip had an old, well-broken-in pair of gumshoes, but when he presented Suru with a similar pair he’d found in Sam’s office, the boy flatly refused to wear them. He dismissed a second pair as well. Only when Philip threatened to remain at the lodge did Suru consent to a pair of high yellow fishing boots, unlined and smelling of mildew.


  But no amount of coercion would get him to wear socks. He still hadn’t buttoned his flannel shirt, either, or his fly.


  “You better finish getting dressed,” said Philip. Suru stared at him blankly. “Oh, for god’s sake. . . .”


  He stooped to button the boy’s shirt. The silvery hairs on Sum’s arms stiffened, though when Philip’s hand brushed against them they felt soft as fur or down. The boy sat compliantly, watching him, and Philip felt a stir of arousal. He finished with the shirt and glanced at the boy’s trousers.


  The zipper had come undone. Philip hesitated, then zipped it, fumbling with the fly button. He felt the boy’s cock stir beneath the fabric, looked up to see Sum staring at him. Philip flushed and stood.


  “Come on.” He walked from the room. “I’ll start the car.”


  Outside, snow fine as sand stung his face. He started the car and sat inside without turning on the headlights, staring at tossing trees, the black chasm where the lake stretched. When he finally headed back, Suru met him on the steps. Philip was relieved to see he still wore the boots and parka.


  “You all set?”


  Suru gave a small nod. Philip went inside to check the woodstove, grabbing two orange watchcaps and his walking stick as he returned. He shoved one hat onto his head, tossed the other to Sum, and gestured at the car. “Your chariot awaits.”


  Sum crouched to peer into one headlight, then pointed at the lake, past the spit of land where Philip had found him. “There.”


  “We still have to drive. I’ve got a map in the car, we can figure it out.” Suru shook his head. “That is not the way.”


  “You said you didn’t know the way!”


  “I said the way is gone.”


  “And?” Philip’s voice rose dangerously. “Has it come back?”


  Sum gazed at the sky. Above the lake the clouds parted, a rent just big enough to reveal a moon near full. Beneath it a broken lane of silver stretched across the water, fading then reappearing to ignite a stand of white birch along the shore.


  “There!” exclaimed Suru, and headed for the trees.


  Philip swore and hurried to turn off the car. When he stumbled back into the snow, Suru was nowhere to be seen. Neither was his walking stick. He kicked at the snow, trying to see where it had fallen, and at last gave up.


  “Suru!” he yelled.


  A faint voice echoed back from the trees. Philip walked as quickly as he could, praying he wouldn’t fall. At the edge of the woods he halted.


  All around him, the ground seemed to erupt into silvery waves. The air glittered and spun with falling snow, incandescent in the moonlight; the black lake appeared endless. A desert of obsidian, or some awful, bottomless canyon, as though the world had suddenly sheared away at Philip’s feet.


  He turned, shielding his eyes against the snow, but he could no longer see the lodge. The wind carried a voice to him.


  “Here!”


  A bright shape bobbed in the distance: Suru, waving excitedly. Philip headed toward him, his feet sliding across the slick ground.


  In a few minutes he reached the alder thicket crowding the bank. Here it became less treacherous to move, if no easier—he had to grab handfuls of whiplike alder branches and pull himself between them. Too late he realized he hadn’t worn gloves, but soon his fingers grew so numb he no longer felt where the branches slashed them. Sum’s voice came again, inches from where Philip struggled to free himself from a tangle of snow-covered vines. Fingers stronger than his own closed around his hand, and the boy pulled him through.


  “See?” cried Suru with a note of triumph.


  Philip blinked. The snow fell more heavily here, though a spinney of young birches served as a small windbreak. Beside him, Suru stared out across the black lake, to where moonlight touched the far shore. Spruce and fir glittered as with hoarfrost. Between that shore and where they stood, moonlight traced a thin, shining crescent along the water’s edge, marking a narrow path.


  “The way to Tuonela,” said Suru.


  Philip shoved his hands into his pockets, shivering. “I thought this was all Tuonela. It’s a big lake.”


  Suru shook his head. “This is not Tuonela. I could not find the way, until you found me.”


  “Good thing I did. You would have stayed there till spring. You might have died.”


  “No. I would not have died.”


  Another sound cut through the steady rush of wind, staccato and higher pitched. Philip cupped his hands around his eyes and stared up through the whirling snow.


  A vast, cloudlike shape flowed across the sky, heading toward the opposite shore. As it drew nearer, Philip saw it was not a cloud, but an immense flock of birds—geese with black necks and long white wings. They moved as a school of fish does in deep water, as though they formed a single huge creature that soared high above the trees, blotting out the moon so that only faint shafts of light showed through. He felt again the horror that had gripped him earlier, when a black chasm seemed to yawn at his feet.


  For days he had watched them in flight—flock upon flock of mergansers and pintails and teal, endless battalions of geese—yet, until now, he had never registered which horizon they’d been striving toward.


  All this time, they should have been flying south.


  But they were flying north.


  Suru gave a low cry and darted forward, stumbling on a snow-covered rock. There were stones everywhere, frozen black waves that slashed Philip’s hand like razors when he bent to help Suru to his feet. The boy trembled, and pointed at the lake.


  The moonlit path had been extinguished, save for a glimmering thread that wound between trees and underbrush, more the memory of moonlight than the real thing. Philip rubbed his eyes—the lashes felt glued together by snow—then looked over his shoulder.


  “We have to go back.” His chest ached with cold; it hurt to speak. “We’ll freeze, we’re not dressed for this.”


  “No. I cannot return there. You must come with me.”


  He gazed down at Philip, unblinking. His sunken eyes seemed part of the surrounding darkness, a skull disinterred by the storm.


  Yet the boy’s words held no command, but a plea. The wind whipped his black hair around his face, as in one smooth motion he shrugged the parka from his shoulders. The flannel shirt billowed about his exposed chest, then was torn from him. He lowered his head until his lips grazed Philip’s forehead, a kiss that burned like molten iron.


  “Come with me.”


  He embraced Philip, and the silvery hairs lengthened into tendrils that coiled around his shoulders. The boy’s mouth pressed against his, as icy thorns pricked Philip’s chest, blossomed into something soft yet fluid that enveloped him from throat to knees. As in his nightmares he fell.


  Yet instead of striking granite and frozen earth, he hung suspended between ground and sky, neither falling nor flying but somehow held aloft. As when he had been airborne above the stage, muscles straining as he traced a grand jete en avant, a leap into the darkness he had never completed in waking life without tumbling to the floor. The dream of flight consumed him: he was part of it, as each individual bird formed part of the vast shadow that wheeled above them in the snow-filled sky. He cried out, overcome with a joy close to pain; felt the boy’s embrace tighten and knew it was not arms that bore him but great wings and feathers like flashing blades. Philip clung to him, his terror flaring into desire as the wings beat furiously against the snow, Sum’s legs tightening around his until with a cry Philip came, and fell back onto the frozen ground.


  He rolled onto his side, struggled to pull himself upright and raised his arm, afraid to see what stood before him. White wings and arched neck and those glittering onyx eyes; a bill parted to reveal a tongue like an ebony serpent.


  White wings blurred into a vortex of snow. The long neck coiled back upon itself. Only the eyes glowed as before, black and fathomless within that skull-like face.


  Philip stumbled to his feet. Freezing wind tore at his clothes, yet it no longer overwhelmed him as it had just minutes before.


  “Who are you?” he whispered.


  “The Guardian of Tuonela,” replied Suru.


  Philip shuddered. He was delirious, that was why the cold didn’t bother him—that, or he’d already succumbed to hypothermia, the waking dream that claimed people before they froze to death.


  “The guardian of Tuonela?” he repeated stupidly. “But not this Tuonela.”


  “No. That is just a name. Tuonela is there.” Suru pointed to the far shore, invisible behind snow and the storm of birds. “I have never left it unguarded. Until now.”


  “But—why?”


  “I wished to see the other shore. But I had never fallen, or imagined that I could.” He lifted his head to stare at the wheeling birds. “They cannot return until I do. And it will be a terrible thing if they do not return.”


  “They’re migrating, that’s all.” Philip’s voice cracked. “Birds fly south in autumn, the storm confused them—”


  “They are not birds. I must go back.” Suru extended his hand. “Come with me.”


  “I—I can’t. I’ll freeze—I’ll die.”


  “You will not die with me. But—”


  The boy gestured in the direction of the lodge. A gust of wind stirred the trees, and for the first time Philip could see the glow of yellow windows in the frigid night.


  “If you wish to return there,” said Suru, “you must travel alone.”


  The boy fell silent. After a moment he went on in a low voice. “I do not want to leave you here, alone. You saved me from exile. In exchange I have given you a gift.”


  One finger reached to touch Philip’s forehead, and again icy flame blazed beneath Philip’s skin.


  “You’re insane,” said Philip. “Or I am.”


  He pulled away, then drove his fingernails into his palm, trying to wake himself; stamped his bad foot upon the frozen ground, a motion that should have sent him reeling.


  But just as he no longer felt cold, he could no longer feel pain. The boy’s touch had drawn that from him, as well.


  You saved me. In exchange I have given you a gift. . . .


  The wind died. Night once more claimed the glowing windows. Philip stared at the darkness that hid the lodge, that hid everything and everyone he had ever known.


  Life did not work like this, love did not work like this. Philip knew that. Only stories did, where wonder trumped despair and desire overcame death. The fairy’s kiss, the sacrificial faun; enchanted swans and shoes that sliced like blades, like ice. That was why he had become a dancer, not just to dream of fellowship and flight, but to partake, however fleetingly, in something close to ecstasy—and how long since he had experienced that?


  Even if he hadn’t lost his mind—even if this was somehow real, some crazed dream-bargain he’d made with his unconscious—he couldn’t imagine leaving it all behind. How could he leave Emma and their shared childhood? Or the young dancers he’d taught and promised to see when he returned to the city; the city itself, and the little world that nested inside it, with its hierarchy of striving men and women, ballet masters and earnest instructors who might never take the stage again but still couldn’t bring themselves to abandon it completely.


  If something opens up, you know we’ll find a place for you.


  “This gift.” Philip glanced at Suru. “If I go back, will it—will I still have it?”


  The boy nodded, and Philip flexed his leg tentatively.


  He could go back. Even if he couldn’t return to his old position, he could look for other work, a smaller company, some private school in the suburbs.


  Or he could stay here until he found something. Emma would love it, and Sam. He could see spring for the first time at Tuonela. Wild geese and swallows returning from their winter migration; a solitary swan plying blue water, dark ripples in its wake.


  He took a deep breath and turned to where Suru stood, waiting.


  “I’ll go with you.”


  Suru took his hand and drew him to his side, then led him, slowly, along the water’s edge. Before them the thread of moonlight wove between stones and ice-skimmed pools, frozen cattails and snow-covered spruce and birch. Birds filled the sky, not just waterfowl but owls and ravens, gulls and hawks, great crested herons and tiny kinglets and scissor-winged swallows that soared and skimmed above the lake but never touched its surface.


  Pinwheels of snow spun in their wake, extinguished by the black waters of Tuonela. With every step that Suru took, more birds appeared. The air became a living whirlwind, wings and shrill chatter, whistles and croaks; over it all a solitary, heartrending song like a mockingbird’s, that ended in a convulsive throb of grief or joy.


  Philip didn’t know how long they walked. Hours, perhaps. The moon never seemed to move from where it shone above the far shore. Snow blew across the moonlit path, but no more fell from the sky. The birds no longer sang, though Philip still felt the rush of untold wings. He was neither tired nor chilled; whenever his hand brushed Sum’s, cold fire flashed through his veins.


  The snow grew very deep, so powdery it was like swimming through drifts of cloud. Overhead, evergreen branches made a pattern like frost crystals against the stars. The trees grew taller, and Philip now saw that each had been slashed as with an ax, two deep grooves that formed a V. Suru touched one, withdrew a white finger glistening with sap and fragrant as balsam.


  “These mark the border,” he said. “We are within Tuonela now.”


  They walked on. Gradually, the distant shore came into view. A long rock-strewn beach and towering pines, stands of birch larger than any Philip had ever seen. Behind the beach rose a sheer black cliff hundreds of feet tall, dappled silver where moonlight touched fissures and ragged outcroppings.


  Sum halted. He stared at the desolate trees and that impassable wall of stone, the onyx waves lapping at the beach. Above the cliff countless birds circled restlessly. The great pines bowed beneath the wind of their flight.


  “We are nearly there,” said Suru.


  He turned to Philip and smiled. The flesh melted from his face. Sparks flickered within empty eye sockets; his mouth opened onto a darkness deeper than the sky. He was neither boy nor swan but bone and flame.


  Yet he was not terrible, and he bowed as he took Philip’s hand, indicating where a deep ravine split the ground a short distance from where they stood. A stream rushed through the channel, tumbling over rocks and bubbles of ice, before plunging in a shining waterfall that spilled into the lake. A fallen birch tree spanned the cleft. Ribbons of mottled bark peeled from its trunk, and there were jagged spurs where branches had broken or rotted away.


  “I will cross before you,” he said. “Wait until I have reached the other side. Do not look down.”


  Philip shook his head. “I can’t.”


  His tongue seemed to freeze against the roof of his mouth as he stared into the ravine, those knife-edged rocks and roaring cataract. At its center a whirlpool spun, a dreadful mouth gaping at the moon overheard.


  Suru lifted a fleshless hand. “You must. All things make this crossing.” He pointed to where the birds wheeled against the sky. “That is their road. This is mine. No living thing has ever taken it with me. That is my second gift to you.”


  Before Philip could reply, Suru turned. His arms stretched upward, all bones and light as he crouched, then leapt above the chasm. For an instant his skull merged with the moon, and a face gazed pityingly down upon the man who remained on the shore.


  Then moonlight splintered the cage of bone. Feathers unfurled in a glory of wings that rose and fell, slowly at first, then more and more swiftly, until the night sky fell back before them and light touched the cliff tops. The great pines kindled red and gold as thousands upon thousands of birds dove toward the surface of the lake and landed, the cliffs ringing with their cries.


  “Come!”


  Philip looked up to see the great swan hovering above the far shore, its eyes no longer black but blazing argent. The terrifying joy he’d felt earlier returned. For a second he closed his eyes, trying to summon every memory of the world behind him.


  Then he walked to the tree, lifted one foot, and carefully stepped onto it.


  Icy spume lashed his face as dread jolted him along with bitter cold. He looked up, terrified, but was blinded by needles of ice; shaded his eyes and took a second, lurching step.


  Beneath him the great birch trembled like a live thing. Philip gasped, then edged forward. He could no longer see the other shore; could see nothing but a glittering arc of frozen spray as he inched across the fallen tree. When he was halfway across, he glanced down.


  At the edge of the waterfall a figure knelt, her skin white as birch, her head bowed so he could only see a cascade of long black hair tangled in the whirlpool. As Philip watched she grasped her hair with both hands and began to drag it back through the frigid water, as though it were a net, then hoisted it upon the frozen shore, so that he saw what she had captured: countless men and women, infants and children, their eyes wide and staring and hands plucking uselessly at the net that had ensnared them.


  With a cry Philip stumbled and nearly fell. The woman looked up, her eyes empty sockets in a barren skull, mouth bared in a rictus of hunger and rage. Philip righted himself, then lurched toward the other bank.


  Something coiled around his ankle, taut as a wire. He gave a muffled shout, looked up to see the great swan still hovering above the shore. The bank was yet a few yards off. Another strand of black hair snaked toward him, writhing as it sought to loop around his wrist.


  “Jump!” cried Suru.


  Philip raised his arms, felt his balance shift from shoulders to calves to the balls of his feet. Faint chiming sounded in his ears: cracking ice, the ballet mistress’s bell when he was a boy; the tree beneath him splintering. Pain sheared his foot as he arched forward; and jumped.


  His face burned, his eyes. The chiming became a roar. Around him all was flame but it was not the air that was ablaze but Philip himself. His skin peeled away in petals of black and gold, embers blown like snow.


  But it was not snow but wings: Sum’s and his own, beating against the air. Far below, the black waters erupted as wave after wave of birds rose to greet them, geese and hawks and swallows, cranes and swifts and tanagers, gulls with the eyes of women and child-faced doves: all swallowed by the sunrise as they mounted the sky above the cliffs, and two swans like falling stars disappeared into the horizon.


  IT WAS SEVERAL DAYS before Joe Moody checked on the camp. The storm had brought down power lines, but he assumed that Emma’s friend would be fine, what with the generator and four cords of firewood.


  He found the lodge deserted, and Philip’s rental car buried under the snow. There were no footprints leading to or from the lodge; no sign of forced entry or violence. Emma and her husband were notified in Key West and returned, heartsick, to aid the warden service and police in the search. Divers searched the frigid waters of Lake Tuonela but no body was ever found.


  2010


  The Maiden Flight of McCauley’s Bellerophon


  BEING ASSIGNED TO THE HEAD for eight hours was the worst security shift you could pull at the museum. Even now, thirty years later, Robbie had dreams in which he wandered from the Early Flight gallery to Balloons & Airships to Cosmic Soup, where he once again found himself alone in the dark, staring into the bland gaze of the famous scientist as he intoned his endless lecture about the nature of the universe.


  “Remember when we thought nothing could be worse than that?” Robbie stared wistfully into his empty glass, then signaled the waiter for another bourbon and Coke. Across the table, his old friend Emery sipped a beer.


  “I liked the Head,” said Emery. He cleared his throat and began to recite in the same portentous tone the famous scientist had employed. “Trillions and trillions of galaxies in which our own is but a mote of cosmic dust. It made you think.”


  “It made you think about killing yourself,” said Robbie. “Do you want to know how many times I heard that?”


  “A trillion?”


  “Five thousand.” The waiter handed Robbie a drink, his fourth. “Twenty-five times an hour, times eight hours a day, times five days a week, times five months.”


  “Five thousand, that’s not so much. Especially when you think of all those trillions of galleries. I mean galaxies. Only five months? I thought you worked there longer.”


  “Just that summer. It only seemed like forever.”


  Emery knocked back his beer. “A long time ago, in a gallery far, far away,” he intoned, not for the first time.


  Thirty years before, the Museum of American Aviation and Aerospace had just opened. Robbie was nineteen that summer, a recent dropout from the University of Maryland, living in a group house in Mount Rainier. Employment opportunities were scarce; making $3.40 an hour as a security aide at the Smithsonian’s newest museum seemed preferable to bagging groceries at Giant Food. Every morning he’d punch his time card in the guards’ locker room and change into his uniform. Then he’d duck outside to smoke a joint before trudging downstairs for the morning meeting and that day’s assignments.


  Most of the security guards were older than Robbie, with backgrounds in the military and an eye on future careers with the D.C. police department or FBI. Still, they tolerated him with mostly good-natured ribbing about his longish hair and bloodshot eyes. All except for Hedge, the security chief. He was an enormous man with a shaved head who sat, knitting, behind a bank of closed-circuit video monitors, observing tourists and guards with an expression of amused contempt.


  “What are you making?” Robbie once asked. Hedge raised his hands to display an intricately patterned baby blanket. “Hey, that’s cool. Where’d you learn to knit?”


  “Prison.” Hedge’s eyes narrowed. “You stoned again, Opie? That’s it. Gallery Seven. Relieve Jones.”


  Robbie’s skin went cold, then hot with relief when he realized Hedge wasn’t going to fire him. “Seven? Uh, yeah, sure, sure. For how long?”


  “Forever,” said Hedge.


  “Oh, man, you got the Head.” Jones clapped his hands gleefully when Robbie arrived. “Better watch your ass, kids’ll throw shit at you,” he said, and sauntered off.


  Two projectors at opposite ends of the dark room beamed twin shafts of silvery light onto a head-shaped Styrofoam form. Robbie could never figure out if they’d filmed the famous scientist just once, or if they’d gone to the trouble to shoot him from two different angles.


  However they’d done it, the sight of the disembodied Head was surprisingly elective: it looked like a hologram floating amid the hundreds of back-projected twinkly stars that covered the walls and ceiling. The creep factor was intensified by the stilted, slightly puzzled manner in which the Head blinked as it droned on, as though the famous scientist had just realized his body was gone, and was hoping no one else would notice. Once, when he was really stoned, Robbie swore that the Head deviated from its script.


  “What’d it say?” asked Emery. At the time he was working in the General Aviation Gallery, operating a flight simulator that tourists clambered into for three-minute rides.


  “Something about peaches,” said Robbie. “I couldn’t understand, it sort of mumbled.”


  Every morning, Robbie stood outside the entrance to Cosmic Soup and watched as tourists streamed through the main entrance and into the Hall of Flight. Overhead, legendary aircraft hung from the ceiling. The 1903 Wright Flyer with its Orville mannequin; a Lilienthal glider; the Bell X-1 in which Chuck Yeager broke the sound barrier. From a huge pit in the center of the Hall rose a Minuteman III ICBM, rust-colored stains still visible where a protester had tossed a bucket of pig’s blood on it a few months earlier. Directly above the entrance to Robbie’s gallery dangled the Spirit of St. Louis. The aides who worked upstairs in the planetarium amused themselves by shooting paper clips onto its wings.


  Robbie winced at the memory. He gulped what was left of his bourbon and sighed. “That was a long time ago.”


  “Tempus fugit, baby. Thinking of which—” Emery dug into his pocket for a BlackBerry. “Check this out. From Leonard.”


  Robbie rubbed his eyes blearily, then read.


  From: l.scopes@MAAA.SI.edu


  Subject: Tragic Illness


  Date: April 6, 7:58:22 P.M. EDT


  To: emeryubergeek@gmail.com


  Dear Emery,


  I just learned that our Maggie Blevin is very ill. I wrote her at Christmas but never heard back. Fuad El-Hajj says she was diagnosed with advanced breast cancer last fall. Prognosis is not good. She is still in the Fayetteville area, and I gather is in a hospice. I want to make a visit though not sure how that will go over. I have something I want to give her but need to talk to you about it.


  L.


  “Ahhh.” Robbie sighed. “God, that’s terrible.”


  “Yeah. I’m sorry. But I figured you’d want to know.”


  Robbie pinched the bridge of his nose. Four years earlier, his wife, Anna, had died of breast cancer, leaving him adrift in a grief so profound it was as though he’d been poisoned, as though his veins had been pumped with the same chemicals that had failed to save her. Anna had been an oncology nurse, a fact that at first afforded some meager black humor, but in the end deprived them of even the faintest of false hopes borne of denial or faith in alternative therapies.


  There was no time for any of that. Zach, their son, had just turned twelve. Between his own grief and Zach’s subsequent acting out, Robbie got so depressed that he started pouring his first bourbon and Coke before the boy left for school. Two years later, he got fired from his job with the county parks commission.


  He now worked in the shipping department at Small’s, an off-price store in a desolate shopping mall that resembled the ruins of a regional airport. Robbie found it oddly consoling. It reminded him of the museum. The same generic atriums and industrial carpeting; the same bleak sunlight filtered through clouded glass; the same vacant-faced people trudging from Dollar Store to Sunglass Hut, the way they’d wandered from the General Aviation Gallery to Cosmic Soup.


  “Poor Maggie.” Robbie returned the BlackBerry. “I haven’t thought of her in years.”


  “I’m going to see Leonard.”


  “When? Maybe I’ll go with you.”


  “Now.” Emery shoved a twenty under his beer bottle and stood. “You’re coming with me.”


  “What?”


  “You can’t drive—you’re snackered. Get popped again, you lose your license.”


  “Popped? Who’s getting popped? And I’m not snackered, I’m—” Robbie thought. “Snockered. You pronounced it wrong.”


  “Whatever.” Emery grabbed Robbie’s shoulder and pushed him to the door. “Let’s go.”


  Emery drove an expensive hybrid that could get from Rockville to Utica, New York, on a single tank of gas. The vanity plate read MARVO and was flanked by bumper stickers with messages like GUNS DON’T KILL PEOPLE: TYPE 2 PHASERS KILL PEOPLE and FRAK OFF! as well as several slogans that Emery said were in Klingon.


  Emery was the only person Robbie knew who was somewhat famous. Back in the early 1980s, he’d created a local-access cable TV show called Captain Marvo’s Secret Spacetime, taped in his parents’ basement and featuring Emery in an aluminum foil costume behind the console of a cardboard spaceship. Captain Marvo watched videotaped episodes of low-budget 1950s science fiction serials with titles like PAYLOA.D.: MOONDUST while bantering with his copilot, a homemade puppet made by Leonard, named Mungbean.


  The show was pretty funny if you were stoned. Captain Marvo became a cult hit, and then a real hit when a major network picked it up as a late-night offering. Emery quit his day job at the museum and rented studio time in Baltimore. He sold the rights after a few years, and was immediately replaced by a flashy actor in Lurex and a glittering robot sidekick. The show limped along for a season then died. Emery’s fans claimed this was because their slacker hero had been sidelined.


  But maybe it was just that people weren’t as stoned as they used to be. These days the program had a surprising afterlife on the Internet, where Robbie’s son, Zach, watched it with his friends, and Emery did a brisk business selling memorabilia through his official Captain Marvo Web site.


  It took them nearly an hour to get into D.C. and find a parking space near the Mall, by which time Robbie had sobered up enough to wish he’d stayed at the bar.


  “Here.” Emery gave him a sugarless breath mint, then plucked at the collar of Robbie’s shirt, acid green with SMALLS embroidered in purple. “Christ, Robbie, you’re a freaking mess.”


  He reached into the backseat, retrieved a black T-shirt from his gym bag. “Here, put this on.”


  Robbie changed into it and stumbled out onto the sidewalk. It was mid-April but already steamy; the air shimmered above the pavement and smelled sweetly of apple blossom and coolant from innumerable air conditioners. Only as he approached the museum entrance and caught his reflection in a glass wall did Robbie see that his T-shirt was emblazoned with Emery’s youthful face and foil helmet above the words O CAPTAIN MY CAPTAIN.


  “You wear your own T-shirt?” he asked as he followed Emery through the door.


  “Only at the gym. Nothing else was clean.”


  They waited at the security desk while a guard checked their IDs, called upstairs to Leonard’s office, signed them in and took their pictures before finally issuing each a visitor’s pass.


  “You’ll have to wait for Leonard to escort you upstairs,” the guard said.


  “Not like the old days, huh, Robbie?” Emery draped an arm around Robbie and steered him into the Hall of Flight. “Not a lot of retinal scanning on your watch.”


  The museum hadn’t changed much. The same aircraft and space capsules gleamed overhead. Tourists clustered around the lucite pyramid that held slivers of moon rock. Sunburned guys sporting military haircuts and tattoos peered at a mockup of a F-15 flight deck. Everything had that old museum smell: soiled carpeting, machine oil, the wet-laundry odor wafting from steam tables in the public cafeteria.


  But the Head was long gone. Robbie wondered if anyone even remembered the famous scientist, dead for many years. The General Aviation Gallery, where Emery and Leonard had operated the flight simulators and first met Maggie Blevin, was now devoted to Personal Flight, with models of jet packs worn by alarmingly lifelike mannequins.


  “Leonard designed those.” Emery paused to stare at a child-size figure who seemed to float above a solar-powered skateboard. “He could have gone to Hollywood.”


  “It’s not too late.”


  Robbie and Emery turned to see their old colleague behind them.


  “Leonard,” said Emery.


  The two men embraced. Leonard stepped back and tilted his head. “Robbie. I wasn’t expecting you.”


  “Surprise,” said Robbie. They shook hands awkwardly. “Good to see you, man.”


  Leonard forced a smile. “And you.”


  They headed toward the staff elevator. Back in the day, Leonard’s hair had been long and luxuriantly blond. It fell unbound down the back of the dogshit yellow uniform jacket, designed to evoke an airline pilot’s, which he and Emery and the other General Aviation aides wore as they gave their spiel to tourists eager to yank on the controls of their Link Trainers. With his patrician good looks and stern gray eyes, Leonard was the only aide who actually resembled a real pilot.


  Now he looked like a cross between Obi-Wan Kenobi and Willie Nelson. His hair was white and hung in two braids that reached almost to his waist. Instead of the crappy polyester uniform, he wore a white linen tunic, a necklace of unpolished turquoise and coral, loose black trousers tucked into scuffed cowboy boots, and a skull earring the size of Robbie’s thumb. On his collar gleamed the cheap knockoff pilot’s wings that had once adorned his museum uniform jacket. Leonard had always taken his duties very seriously, especially after Margaret Blevin arrived as the museum’s first curator of Proto-Flight. Robbie’s refusal to do the same, even long after he’d left the museum himself, had resulted in considerable friction between them over the intervening years.


  Robbie cleared his throat. “So, uh. What are you working on these days?” He wished he wasn’t wearing Emery’s idiotic T-shirt.


  “I’ll show you,” said Leonard.


  Upstairs, they headed for the old photo lab, now an imaging center filled with banks of computers, digital cameras, scanners.


  “We still process film there,” Leonard said as they walked down a corridor hung with production photos from The Day the Earth Stood Still and Frau Im Mond. “Negatives, old motion picture stock—people still send us things.”


  “Any of it interesting?” asked Emery.


  Leonard shrugged. “Sometimes. You never know what you might find. That’s part of Maggie’s legacy—we’re always open to the possibility of discovering something new.”


  Robbie shut his eyes. Leonard’s voice made his teeth ache. “Remember how she used to keep a bottle of Scotch in that side drawer, underneath her purse?” he said.


  Leonard frowned, but Emery laughed. “Yeah! And it was good stuff, too.”


  “Maggie had a great deal of class,” said Leonard in a somber tone.


  You pompous asshole, thought Robbie.


  Leonard punched a code into a door and opened it. “You might remember when this was a storage cupboard.”


  They stepped inside. Robbie did remember this place—he’d once had sex here with a General Aviation aide whose name he’d long forgotten. It had been a good-size supply room then, with an odd, sweetish scent from the rolls of film stacked along the shelves.


  Now it was a very crowded office. The shelves were crammed with books and curatorial reports dating back to 1981, and archival boxes holding god knows what—Leonard’s original government-job application, maybe. A coat had been tossed onto the floor in one corner. There was a large metal desk covered with bottles of nail polish, and an ancient swivel chair that Robbie vaguely remembered having been deployed during his lunch hour tryst.


  Mostly, though, the room held Leonard’s stuff: tiny cardboard dioramas, mock-ups of space capsules and dirigibles. It smelled overpoweringly of nail polish. It was also extremely cold.


  “Man, you must freeze your ass off.” Robbie rubbed his arms.


  Emery picked up one of the little bottles. “You getting a manicurist’s license?”


  Leonard gestured at the desk. “I’m painting with nail polish now. You get some very unusual elects.”


  “I bet,” said Robbie. “You’re, like, huffing nail polish.” He peered at the shelves, impressed despite himself. “Jeez, Leonard. You made all these?”


  “Damn right I did.”


  When Robbie first met Leonard, they were both lowly GS-1s. In those days, Leonard collected paper clips and rode an old Schwinn bicycle to work. He entertained tourists by making balloon animals. In his spare time, he created Mungbean, Captain Marvo’s robot friend, out of a busted lamp and some spark plugs.


  He also made strange ink drawings, hundreds of them. Montgolfier balloons with sinister faces; B-52s carrying payloads of soap bubbles; caricatures of the museum director and senior curators as greyhounds sniffing each others’ nether quarters.


  It was this last, drawn on a scrap of legal paper, which Margaret Blevin picked up on her first tour of the General Aviation Gallery. The sketch had fallen out of Leonard’s jacket: he watched in horror as the museum’s deputy director stooped to retrieve the crumpled page.


  “Allow me,” said the woman at the director’s side. She was slight, fortyish, with frizzy red hair and enormous hoop earrings, wearing an Indian-print tunic over tight, sky blue trousers and leather clogs. She snatched up the drawing, stuffed it in her pocket, and continued her tour of the gallery. After the deputy director left, the woman walked to where Leonard stood beside his flight simulator, sweating in his polyester jacket as he supervised an overweight kid in a Chewbacca T-shirt. When the kid climbed down, the woman held up the crumpled sheet.


  “Who did this?”


  The other two aides—one was Emery—shook their heads.


  “I did,” said Leonard.


  The woman crooked her finger. “Come with me.”


  “Am I fired?” asked Leonard as he followed her out of the gallery.


  “Nope. I’m Maggie Blevin. We’re shutting down those Link Trainers and making this into a new gallery. I’m in charge. I need someone to start cataloging stuff for me and maybe do some preliminary sketches. You want the job?”


  “Yes,” stammered Leonard. “I mean, sure.”


  “Great.” She balled up the sketch and tossed it into a wastebasket. “Your talents were being wasted. That looks just like the director’s butt.”


  “If he was a dog,” said Leonard.


  “He’s a son of a bitch, and that’s close enough,” said Maggie. “Let’s go see personnel.”


  Leonard’s current job description read Museum Elects Specialist, Grade 9, Step 10. For the last two decades, he’d created figurines and models for the museum’s exhibits. Not fighter planes or commercial aircraft—there was an entire division of modelers who handled that.


  Leonard’s work was more rarefied, as evidenced by the dozens of flying machines perched wherever there was space in the tiny room. Rocket ships, bat-winged aerodromes, biplanes and triplanes and saucers, many of them striped and polka dotted and glazed with, yes, nail polish in circus colors, so that they appeared to be made of ribbon candy.


  His specialty was aircraft that had never actually flown; in many instances, aircraft that had never been intended to fly. Crypto-aviation, as some disgruntled curator dubbed it. He worked from plans and photographs, drawings and uncategorizable materials he’d found in the archives Maggie Blevin had been hired to organize. These were housed in a set of oak filing cabinets dating to the 1920s. Officially, the archive was known as the Pre-Langley Collection. But everyone in the museum, including Maggie Blevin, called it the Nut Files.


  After Leonard’s fateful promotion, Robbie and Emery would sometimes punch out for the day, go upstairs, and stroll to his corner of the library. You could do that then—wander around workrooms and storage areas, the library and archives, without having to check in or get a special pass or security clearance. Robbie just went along for the ride, but Emery was fascinated by the things Leonard found in the Nut Files. Grainy black-and-white photos of purported UFOs; typescripts of encounters with deceased Russian cosmonauts in the Nevada desert; an account of a Raelian wedding ceremony attended by a glowing crimson orb. There was also a large carton donated by the widow of a legendary rocket scientist, which turned out to be filled with 1950s foot-fetish pornography, and sixteen-millimeter film footage of several pioneers of flight doing something unseemly with a spotted pig.


  “Whatever happened to that pig movie?” asked Robbie as he admired a biplane with violet-striped ailerons.


  “It’s been deaccessioned,” said Leonard.


  He cleared the swivel chair and motioned for Emery to sit, then perched on the edge of his desk. Robbie looked in vain for another chair, finally settled on the floor beside a wastebasket filled with empty nail polish bottles.


  “So I have a plan,” announced Leonard. He stared fixedly at Emery, as though they were alone in the room. “To help Maggie. Do you remember the Bellerophon?”


  Emery frowned. “Vaguely. That old film loop of a plane crash?”


  “Presumed crash. They never found any wreckage, everyone just assumes it crashed. But yes, that was the Bellerophon—it was the clip that played in our gallery. Maggie’s gallery.”


  “Right—the movie that burned up!” broke in Robbie. “Yeah, I remember, the film got caught in a sprocket or something. Smoke detectors went off and they evacuated the whole museum. They got all on Maggie’s case about it, they thought she’d installed it wrong.”


  “She didn’t,” Leonard said angrily. “One of the tech guys screwed up the installation—he told me a few years ago. He didn’t vent it properly, the projector bulb overheated and the film caught on fire. He said he always felt bad she got canned.”


  “But they didn’t fire her for that.” Robbie gave Leonard a sideways look. “It was the UFO—”


  Emery cut him off. “They were gunning for her,” he said. “C’mon, Rob, everyone knew—all those old military guys running this place, they couldn’t stand a woman getting in their way. Not if she wasn’t air force or some shit. Took ’em a few years, that’s all. Fucking assholes. I even got a letter-writing campaign going on the show. Didn’t help.”


  “Nothing would have helped.” Leonard sighed. “She was a visionary. She is a visionary,” he added hastily. “Which is why I want to do this—”


  He hopped from the desk, rooted around in a corner, and pulled out a large cardboard box.


  “Move,” he ordered.


  Robbie scrambled to his feet. Leonard began to remove things from the carton and set them carefully on his desk. Emery got up to make more room, angling himself beside Robbie. They watched as Leonard arranged piles of paper, curling eight by tens, faded blueprints, and an old 35-millimeter film viewer, along with several large manila envelopes closed with red string. Finally he knelt beside the box and very gingerly reached inside.


  “I think the Lindbergh baby’s in there,” whispered Emery.


  Leonard stood, cradling something in his hands, turned and placed it in the middle of the desk.


  “Holy shit.” Emery whistled. “Leonard, you’ve outdone yourself.”


  Robbie crouched so he could view it at eye level: a model of some sort of flying machine, though it seemed impossible that anyone, even Leonard or Maggie Blevin, could ever have dreamed it might fly. It had a zeppelin-shaped body, with a sharp nose like that of a Lockheed Starfighter, slightly uptilted. Suspended beneath this was a basket filled with tiny gears and chains, and beneath that was a contraption with three wheels, like a velocipede, only the wheels were fitted with dozens of stiff flaps, each no bigger than a fingernail, and even tinier propellers.


  And everywhere, there were wings, sprouting from every inch of the craft’s body in an explosion of canvas and balsa and paper and gauze. Bird-shaped wings, bat-shaped wings; square wings like those of a box kite, elevators and hollow cones of wire; long tubes that, when Robbie peered inside them, were filled with baffles and flaps. Ailerons and struts ran between them to form a dizzying grid, held together with fine gold thread and mono—lament and what looked like human hair. Every bit of it was painted in brilliant shades of violet and emerald, scarlet and fuchsia and gold, and here and there shining objects were set into the glossy surface: minute shards of mirror or colored glass; a beetle carapace; flecks of mica.


  Above it all, springing from the fuselage like the cap of an immense toadstool, was a feathery parasol made of curved bamboo and multicolored silk.


  It was like gazing at the Wright Flyer through a kaleidoscope.


  “That’s incredible!” Robbie exclaimed. “How’d you do that?”


  “Now we just have to see if it flies,” said Leonard.


  Robbie straightened. “How the hell can that thing fly?”


  “The original flew.” Leonard leaned against the wall. “My theory is, if we can replicate the same conditions—the exact same conditions—it will work.”


  “But.” Robbie glanced at Emery. “The original didn’t fly. It crashed. I mean, presumably.”


  Emery nodded. “Plus there was a guy in it. McCartney—”


  “McCauley,” said Leonard.


  “Right, McCauley. And you know, Leonard, no one’s gonna fit in that, right?” Emery shot him an alarmed look. “You’re not thinking of making a full-scale model, are you? Because that would be completely insane.”


  “No.” Leonard fingered the skull plug in his earlobe. “I’m going to make another film—I’m going to replicate the original, and I’m going to do it so perfectly that Maggie won’t even realize it’snot the original. I’ve got it all worked out.” He looked at Emery. “I can shoot it on digital, if you’ll lend me a camera. That way I can edit it on my laptop. And then I’m going to bring it down to Fayetteville so she can see it.”


  Robbie and Emery glanced at each other.


  “Well, it’s not completely insane,” said Robbie.


  “But Maggie knows the original was destroyed,” said Emery. “I mean, I was there, I remember—she saw it. We all saw it. She has cancer, right? Not Alzheimer’s or dementia or, I dunno, amnesia.”


  “Why don’t you just Photoshop something?” asked Robbie. “You could tell her it was an homage. That way—”


  Leonard’s glare grew icy. “It is not an homage. I am going to Cowana Island, just like McCauley did, and I am going to re-create the maiden flight of the Bellerophon. I am going to film it, I am going to edit it. And when it’s completed, I’m going to tell Maggie that I found a dupe in the archives. Her heart broke when that footage burned up. I’m going to give it back to her.”


  Robbie stared at his shoe so Leonard wouldn’t see his expression. After a moment he said, “When Anna was sick, I wanted to do that. Go back to this place by Mount Washington where we stayed before Zach was born. We had all these great photos of us canoeing there, it was so beautiful. But it was winter, and I said we should wait and go in the summer.”


  “I’m not waiting.” Leonard sifted through the papers on his desk. “I have these—”


  He opened a manila envelope and withdrew several glassine sleeves. He examined one, then handed it to Emery.


  “This is what survived of the original footage, which in fact was not the original footage—the original was shot in 1901, on cellulose nitrate film. That’s what Maggie and I found when we first started going through the Nut Files. Only of course nitrate stock is like a ticking time bomb. So the Photo Lab duped it onto safety film, which is what you’re looking at.”


  Emery held the film to the light. Robbie stood beside him, squinting. Five frames, in shades of amber and tortoiseshell, with blurred images that might have been bushes or clouds or smoke damage, for all Robbie could see.


  Emery asked, “How many frames do you have?”


  “Total? Seventy-two.”


  Emery shook his head. “Not much, is it? What was it, fifteen seconds?”


  “Seventeen seconds.”


  “Times twenty-four frames per second—so, out of about four hundred frames, that’s all that’s left.”


  “No. There was actually less than that, because it was silent film, which runs at more like eighteen frames per second, and they corrected the speed. So, about three hundred frames, which means we have about a quarter of the original stock.” Leonard hesitated. He glanced up. “Lock that door, would you, Robbie?”


  Robbie did, looked back to see Leonard crouched in the corner, moving aside his coat to reveal a metal strongbox. He prised the lid from the top.


  The box was filled with water—Robbie hoped it was water. “Is that an aquarium?”


  Leonard ignored him, tugged up his sleeves, then dipped both hands below the surface. Very, very carefully he removed another metal box. He set it on the floor, grabbed his coat, and meticulously dried the lid, then turned to Robbie.


  “You know, maybe you should unlock the door. In case we need to get out fast.”


  “Jesus Christ, Leonard, what is it?” exclaimed Emery. “Snakes?”


  “Nope.” Leonard plucked something from the box, and Emery flinched as a serpentine ribbon unfurled in the air. “It’s what’s left of the original footage—the 1901 film.”


  “That’s nitrate?” Emery stared at him, incredulous. “You are insane! How the hell’d you get it?”


  “I clipped it before they destroyed the stock. I think it’s okay—I take it out every day, so the gases don’t build up. And it doesn’t seem to interact with the nail polish fumes. It’s the part where you can actually see McCauley, where you get the best view of the plane. See?”


  He dangled it in front of Emery, who backed toward the door. “Put it away, put it away!”


  “Can I see?” asked Robbie.


  Leonard gave him a measuring look, then nodded. “Hold it by this edge—”


  It took a few seconds for Robbie’s eyes to focus properly. “You’re right,” he said. “You can see him—you can see someone, anyway. And you can definitely tell it’s an airplane.”


  He handed it back to Leonard, who fastidiously replaced it, first in its canister and then the water-filled safe.


  “They could really pop you for that.” Emery whistled in disbelief. “If that stuff blew? This whole place could go up in flames.”


  “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” Leonard draped his coat over the strongbox, then started to laugh. “Anyway, I’m done with it. I went into the photo lab one night and duped it myself. So I’ve got that copy at home. And this one—”


  He inclined his head at the corner. “I’m going to take the nitrate home and give it a Viking funeral in the backyard. You can come if you want.”


  “Tonight?” asked Robbie.


  “No. I’ve got to work late tonight, catch up on some stuff before I leave town.”


  Emery leaned against the door. “Where you going?”


  “South Carolina. I told you. I’m going to Cowana Island, and . . .” Robbie caught a whiff of acetone as Leonard picked up the Bellerophon. “I am going to make this thing fly.”


  “HE REALLY IS NUTS. I mean, when was the last time he even saw Maggie?” Robbie asked as Emery drove him back to the Mall. “I still don’t know what really happened, except for the UFO stuff.”


  “She found out he was screwing around with someone else. It was a bad scene. She tried to get him fired; he went to Boynton and told him Maggie was diverting all this time and money to studying UFOs. Which unfortunately was true. They did an audit, she had some kind of nervous breakdown even before they could fire her.”


  “What a prick.”


  Emery sighed. “It was horrible. Leonard doesn’t talk about it. I don’t think he ever got over it. Over her.”


  “Yeah, but . . .” Robbie shook his head. “She must be, what, twenty years older than us? They never would have stayed together. If he feels so bad, he should just go see her. This other stuff is insane.”


  “I think maybe those fumes did something to him. Nitrocellulose, it’s in nail polish, too. It might have done something to his brain.”


  “Is that possible?”


  “It’s a theory,” said Emery broodingly.


  Robbie’s house was in a scruffy subdivision on the outskirts of Rockville. The place was small, a bungalow with masonite siding, a cracked cinder-block foundation, and the remains of a garden that Anna had planted. A green GMC pickup with an expired registration was parked in the drive. Robbie peered into the cab. It was filled with empty Bud Light bottles.


  Inside, Zach was hunched at a desk beside his friend Tyler, owner of the pickup. The two of them stared intently at a computer screen.


  “What’s up?” said Zach without looking away.


  “Not much,” said Robbie. “Eye contact.”


  Zach glanced up. He was slight, with Anna’s thick blond curls reduced to a buzz cut that Robbie hated. Tyler was tall and gangly, with long black hair and wire-rimmed sunglasses. Both favored tie-dyed T-shirts and madras shorts that made them look as though they were perpetually on vacation.


  Robbie went into the kitchen and got a beer. “You guys eat?”


  “We got something on the way home.”


  Robbie drank his beer and watched them. The house had a smell that Emery once described as Failed Bachelor. Unwashed clothes, spilled beer, marijuana smoke. Robbie hadn’t smoked in years, but Zach and Tyler had taken up the slack. Robbie used to yell at them but eventually gave up. If his own depressing example wasn’t enough to straighten them out, what was?


  After a minute, Zach looked up again. “Nice shirt, Dad.”


  “Thanks, son.” Robbie sank into a beanbag chair. “Me and Emery dropped by the museum and saw Leonard.”


  “Leonard!” Tyler burst out laughing. “Leonard is so fucking sweet! He’s, like, the craziest guy ever.”


  “All Dad’s friends are crazy,” said Zach.


  “Yeah, but Emery, he’s cool. Whereas that guy Leonard is just wack.”


  Robbie nodded somberly and finished his beer. “Leonard is indeed wack. He’s making a movie.”


  “A real movie?” asked Zach.


  “More like a home movie. Or, I dunno—he wants to reproduce another movie, one that was already made, do it all the same again. Shot by shot.”


  Tyler nodded. “Like The Ring and Ringu. What’s the movie?”


  “Seventeen seconds of a 1901 plane crash. The original footage was destroyed, so he’s going to restage the whole thing.”


  “A plane crash?” Zach glanced at Tyler. “Can we watch?”


  “Not a real crash—he’s doing it with a model. I mean, I think he is.”


  “Did they even have planes then?” said Tyler.


  “He should put it on YouTube,” said Zach, and turned back to the computer.


  “Okay, get out of there.” Robbie rubbed his head wearily. “I need to go online.”


  The boys argued but gave up quickly. Tyler left. Zach grabbed his cell phone and slouched upstairs to his room. Robbie got another beer, sat at the computer, and logged out of whatever they’d been playing, then typed in MCCAULEY BELLEROPHON.


  Only a dozen results popped up. He scanned them, then clicked the Wikipedia entry for Ernesto McCauley.


  
    McCauley, Ernesto (18??–1901) American inventor whose eccentric aircraft, the Bellerophon, allegedly flew for seventeen seconds before it crashed during a 1901 test flight on Cowana Island, South Carolina, killing McCauley. In the 1980s, claims that this flight was successful and predated that of the Wright brothers by two years were made by a Smithsonian expert, based upon archival lm footage. The claims have since been disproved and the film record unfortunately lost in a fire. Curiously, no other record of either McCauley or his aircraft has ever been found.

  


  Robbie took a long pull at his beer, then typed in MARGARET BLEVIN.


  
    Blevin, Margaret (1938–) Influential cultural historian whose groundbreaking work on early flight earned her the nickname “the Magnificent Blevin.” During her tenure at the Smithsonian’s Museum of American Aeronautics and Aerospace, Blevin redesigned the General Aviation Gallery to feature lesser-known pioneers of flight, including Charles Dellschau and Ernesto McCauley, as well as . . .

  


  “ ‘The Magnificent Blevin’ ?” Robbie snorted. He grabbed another beer and continued reading.


  
    But Blevin’s most lasting impact upon the history of aviation was her 1986 best-seller Wings for Humanity!, in which she presents a dramatic and visionary account of the mystical aspects of flight, from Icarus to the Wright brothers and beyond. Its central premise is that millennia ago a benevolent race seeded the earth, leaving isolated locations with the ability to engender human-powered flight. “We dream of flight because flight is our birthright,” wrote Blevin, and since its publication Wings for Humanity! has never gone out of print.

  


  “Leonard wrote this frigging thing!”


  “What?” Zach came downstairs, yawning.


  “This Wikipedia entry!” Robbie jabbed at the screen. “That book was never a best-seller—she sneaked it into the museum gift shop and no one bought it. The only reason it’s still in print is that she published it herself.”


  Zach read the entry over his father’s shoulder. “It sounds cool.”


  Robbie shook his head adamantly. “She was completely nuts. Obsessed with all this New Age crap, aliens and crop circles. She thought that planes could only fly from certain places, and that’s why all the early flights crashed. Not because there was something wrong with the aircraft design, but because they were taking off from the wrong spot.”


  “Then how come there’s airports everywhere?”


  “She never worked out that part.”


  “ ‘We must embrace our galactic heritage, the spiritual dimension of human flight, lest we forever chain ourselves to earth,’ ” Zach read from the screen. “Was she in that plane crash?”


  “No, she’s still alive. That was just something she had a wild hair about. She thought the guy who invented that plane flew it a few years before the Wright brothers made their flight, but she could never prove it.”


  “But it says there was a movie,” said Zach. “So someone saw it happen.”


  “This is Wikipedia.” Robbie stared at the screen in disgust. “You can say any fucking thing you want and people will believe it. Leonard wrote that entry, guarantee you. Probably she faked that whole film loop. That’s what Leonard’s planning to do now—replicate the footage then pass it off to Maggie as the real thing.”


  Zach collapsed into the beanbag chair. “Why?”


  “Because he’s crazy, too. He and Maggie had a thing together.”


  Zach grimaced. “Ugh.”


  “What, you think we were born old? We were your age, practically. And Maggie was about twenty years older—”


  “A cougar!” Zach burst out laughing. “Why didn’t she go for you?”


  “Ha ha ha.” Robbie pushed his empty beer bottle against the wall.


  “Women liked Leonard. Go figure. Even your mom went out with him for a while. Before she and I got involved, I mean.”


  Zach’s glassy eyes threatened to roll back in his head. “Stop.”


  “We thought it was pretty strange,” admitted Robbie. “But Maggie was good-looking for an old hippie.” He glanced at the Wikipedia entry and did the math. “I guess she’s in her seventies now. Leonard’s in touch with her. She has cancer. Breast cancer.”


  “I heard you,” said Zach. He rolled out of the beanbag chair, flipped open his phone, and began texting. “I’m going to bed.”


  Robbie sat and stared at the computer screen. After a while he shut it down. He shuffled into the kitchen and opened the cabinet where he kept a quart of Jim Beam, hidden behind bottles of vinegar and vegetable oil. He rinsed out the glass he’d used the night before, poured a jolt and downed it, then carried the bourbon with him to bed.


  THE NEXT DAY AFTER work, he was on his second drink at the bar when Emery showed up.


  “Hey.” Robbie gestured at the stool beside him. “Have a seat.”


  “You okay to drive?”


  “Sure.” Robbie scowled. “What, you keeping an eye on me?”


  “No. But I want you to see something. At my house. Leonard’s coming over, we’re going to meet there at six thirty. I tried calling you but your phone’s off.”


  “Oh. Right. Sorry.” Robbie signaled the bartender for his tab. “Yeah, sure. What, is he gonna give us manicures?”


  “Nope. I have an idea. I’ll tell you when I get there; I’m going to Royal Delhi first to get some takeout. See you—”


  Emery lived in a big town house condo that smelled of Moderately Successful Bachelor. The walls held framed photos of Captain Marvo and Mungbean alongside a life-size painting of Leslie Nielsen as Commander J. J. Adams.


  But there was also a climate-controlled basement filled with Captain Marvo merchandise and packing material, with another large room stacked with electronics equipment—sound system, video monitors and decks, shelves and files devoted to old Captain Marvo episodes, and dupes of the grade Z movies featured on the show.


  This was where Robbie found Leonard, bent over a refurbished Steenbeck editing table.


  “Robbie.” Leonard waved, then returned to threading film onto a spindle. “Emery back with dinner?”


  “Uh-uh.” Robbie pulled a chair alongside him. “What are you doing?”


  “Loading up that nitrate I showed you yesterday.”


  “It’s not going to explode, is it?”


  “No, Robbie, it’s not going to explode.” Leonard’s mouth tightened. “Did Emery talk to you yet?”


  “He just said something about a plan. So what’s up?”


  “I’ll let him tell you.”


  Robbie flushed angrily, but before he could retort there was a knock behind them.


  “Chow time, campers.” Emery held up two steaming paper bags. “Can you leave that for a few minutes, Leonard?”


  They ate on the couch in the next room. Emery talked about a pitch he’d made to revive Captain Marvo in cell-phone format. “It’d be freaking perfect, if I could figure out a way to make any money from it.”


  Leonard said nothing. Robbie noted that the cuffs of his white tunic were stained with flecks of orange pigment, as were his fingernails. He looked tired, his face lined and his eyes sunken.


  “You getting enough sleep?” Emery asked.


  Leonard smiled wanly. “Enough.”


  Finally the food was gone, and the beer. Emery clapped his hands on his knees, pushed aside the empty plates, then leaned forward.


  “Okay. So here’s the plan. I rented a house on Cowana for a week, starting this Saturday. I mapped it online and it’s about ten hours. If we leave right after you guys get off work on Friday and drive all night, we’ll get there early Saturday morning. Leonard, you said you’ve got everything pretty much assembled, so all you need to do is pack it up. I’ve got everything else here. Be a tight fit in the Prius, though, so we’ll have to take two cars. We’ll bring everything we need with us, we’ll have a week to shoot and edit or whatever, then on the way back we swing through Fayetteville and show the finished product to Maggie. What do you think?”


  “That’s not a lot of time,” said Leonard. “But we could do it.”


  Emery turned to Robbie. “Is you car roadworthy? It’s about twelve hundred miles round-trip.”


  Robbie stared at him. “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “The Bellerophon. Leonard’s got storyboards and all kinds of drawings and still frames, enough to work from. The Realtor’s in Charleston; she said there wouldn’t be many people this early in the season. Plus there was a hurricane a couple years ago; I gather the island got hammered and no one’s had money to rebuild. So we’ll have it all to ourselves, pretty much.”


  “Are you high?” Robbie laughed. “I can’t just take off. I have a job.”


  “You get vacation time, right? You can take a week. It’ll be great, man. The Realtor says it’s already in the eighties down there. Warm water, a beach—what more you want?”


  “Uh, maybe a beach with people besides you and Leonard?” Robbie searched in vain for another beer. “I couldn’t go anyway—next week’s Zach’s spring break.”


  “Yeah?” Emery shook his head. “So, you’re going to be at the store all day, and he’ll be home getting stoned. Bring him. We’ll put him to work.”


  Leonard frowned, but Robbie looked thoughtful. “Yeah, you’re right. I hadn’t thought of that. I can’t really leave him alone. I guess I’ll think about it.”


  “Don’t think, just do it. It’s Wednesday, tell ’em you’re taking off next week. They gonna fire you?”


  “Maybe.”


  “I’m not babysitting some—” Leonard started.


  Emery cut him off. “You got that nitrate loaded? Let’s see it.”


  They filed into the workroom. Leonard sat at the Steenbeck. The others watched as he adjusted the film on its sprockets. He turned to Robbie, then indicated the black projection box in the center of the deck.


  “Emery knows all this, so I’m just telling you. That’s a quartz halogen lamp. I haven’t turned it on yet, because if the frame was just sitting there it might incinerate the film, and us. But there’s only about four seconds of footage, so we’re going to take our chances and watch it, once. Maybe you remember it from the gallery?”


  Robbie nodded. “Yeah, I saw it a bunch of times. Not as much as the Head, but enough.”


  “Good. Hit that light, would you, Emery? Everyone ready? Blink and you’ll miss it.”


  Robbie craned his neck, staring at a blank white screen. There was a whir, the stutter of film running through a projector.


  At the bottom of the frame the horizon lurched, bright flickers that might be an expanse of water. Then a blurred image, faded sepia and amber, etched with blotches and something resembling a beetle leg: the absurd contraption Robbie recognized as the original Bellerophon. Only it was moving—it was flying—its countless gears and propellers and wings spinning and whirring and flapping all at once, so it seemed the entire thing would vibrate into a thousand pieces. Beneath the fuselage, a dark figure perched precariously atop the velocipede, legs like black scissors slicing at the air. From the left corner of the frame leaped a flare of light, like a shooting star or burning firecracker tossed at the pedaling figure. The pilot listed to one side, and—


  Nothing. The film ended as abruptly as it had begun. Leonard quickly reached to turn off the lamp, and immediately removed the film from the take-up drive.


  Robbie felt his neck prickle—he’d forgotten how weird, uncanny even, the footage was.


  “Jesus, that’s some bizarre shit,” said Emery.


  “It doesn’t even look real.” Robbie watched as Leonard coiled the film and slid it in a canister. “I mean, the guy, he looks fake.”


  Emery nodded. “Yeah, I know. It looks like one of those old silents, The Lost World or something. But it’s not. I used to watch it back when it ran a hundred times a day in our gallery, the way you used to watch the Head. And it’s definitely real. At least the pilot, McCauley—that’s a real guy. I got a big magnifier once and just stood there and watched it over and over again. He was breathing, I could see it. And the plane, it’s real too, far as I could tell. The thing I can’t figure is, who the hell shot that footage? And what was the angle?”


  Robbie stared at the empty screen, then shut his eyes. He tried to recall the rest of the film from when it played in the General Aviation gallery: the swift, jerky trajectory of that eerie little vehicle with its bizarre pilot, a man in a black suit and bowler hat; then the flash from the corner of the screen, and the man toppling from his perch into the white and empty air. The last thing you saw was a tiny hand at the bottom of the frame, then some blank leader, followed by the words “The Maiden Flight of McCauley’s Bellerophon (1901).” And the whole thing began again.


  “It was like someone was in the air next to him,” said Robbie. “Unless he got only six feet off the ground. I always assumed it was faked.”


  “It wasn’t faked,” said Leonard. “The cameraman was on the beach filming. It was a windy day, they were hoping that would help give the plane some lift but there must have been a sudden gust. When the Bellerophon went into the ocean, the cameraman dove in to save McCauley. They both drowned. They never found the bodies, or the wreckage. Only the camera with the film.”


  “Who found it?” asked Robbie.


  “We don’t know.” Leonard sighed, his shoulders slumping. “We don’t know anything. Not the name of the cameraman, nothing. When Maggie and I ran the original footage, the leader said ‘Maiden Flight of McCauley’s Bellerophon.’ The can had the date and ‘Cowana Island’ written on it. So Maggie and I went down there to research it. A weird place. Hardly any people, and this was in the summer. There’s a tiny historical society on the island, but we couldn’t find anything about McCauley or the aircraft. No newspaper accounts, no gravestones. The only thing we did find was in a diary kept by the guy who delivered the mail back then. On May 13, 1901, he wrote that it was a very windy day and two men had drowned while attempting to launch a flying machine on the beach. Someone must have found the camera afterward. Somebody processed the film, and somehow it found its way to the museum.”


  Robbie followed Leonard into the next room. “What was that weird flash of light?”


  “I don’t know.” Leonard stared out a glass door into the parking lot. “But it’s not overexposure or lens flare or anything like that. It’s something the cameraman actually filmed. Water, maybe—if it was a windy day, a big wave might have come up onto the beach or something.”


  “I always thought it was fire. Like a rocket or some kind of flare.”


  Leonard nodded. “That’s what Maggie thought, too. The mailman—mostly all he wrote about was the weather. Which if you were relying on a horse-drawn cart, makes sense. About two weeks before he mentioned the flying machine, he described something that sounds like a major meteor shower.”


  “And Maggie thought it was hit by a meteor?”


  “No.” Leonard sighed. “She thought it was something else. The weird thing is, a few years ago I checked online, and it turns out there was an unusual amount of meteor activity in 1901.”


  Robbie raised an eyebrow. “Meaning?”


  Leonard said nothing. Finally he opened the door and walked outside. The others trailed after him.


  They reached the edge of the parking lot, where cracked tarmac gave way to stony ground. Leonard glanced back, then stooped. He brushed away a few stray leaves and tufts of dead grass, set the film canister down and unscrewed the metal lid. He picked up one end of the coil of film, gently tugging until it trailed a few inches across the ground. Then he withdrew a lighter, flicked it, and held the flame to the tail of film.


  “What the—” began Robbie.


  There was a dull whoosh, like the sound of a gas burner igniting. A plume of crimson and gold leaped from the canister, writhing in the air within a ball of black smoke. Leonard staggered to his feet, covering his head as he backed away.


  “Leonard!” Emery grabbed him roughly, then turned and raced to the house.


  Before Robbie could move, a strong chemical stink surrounded him. The flames shrank to a shining thread that lashed at the smoke then faded into flecks of ash. Robbie ducked his head, coughing. He grasped Leonard’s arm and tried to drag him away, glanced up to see Emery running toward them with a fire extinguisher.


  “Sorry,” gasped Leonard. He made a slashing motion through the smoke, which dispersed. The flames were gone. Leonard’s face was black with ash. Robbie touched his own cheek gingerly, looked at his fingers, and saw they were coated with something dark and oily.


  Emery halted, panting, and stared at the twisted remains of the film can. On the ground beside it, a glowing thread wormed toward a dead leaf, then expired in a gray wisp. Emery raised the fire extinguisher threateningly, set it down, and stomped on the canister.


  “Good thing you didn’t do that in the museum,” said Robbie. He let go of Leonard’s arm.


  “Don’t think it didn’t cross my mind,” said Leonard, and walked back inside.


  THEY LEFT FRIDAY EVENING. Robbie got the week off, after giving his dubious boss a long story about a dying relative down South. Zach shouted and broke a lamp when informed he would be accompanying his father on a trip during his spring vacation.


  “With Emery and Leonard? Are you fucking insane?”


  Robbie was too exhausted to fight: he quickly offered to let Tyler come with them. Tyler, surprisingly, agreed, and even showed up on Friday afternoon to help load the car. Robbie made a pointed effort not to inspect the various backpacks and duffel bags the boys threw into the trunk of the battered Taurus. Alcohol, drugs, firearms: he no longer cared.


  Instead he focused on the online weather report for Cowana Island. Eighty degrees and sunshine, photographs of blue water, white sand, a skein of pelicans skimming above the waves. Ten hours, that wasn’t so bad. In another weak moment, he told Zach he could drive part of the way, so Robbie could sleep.


  “What about me?” asked Tyler. “Can I drive?”


  “Only if I never wake up,” said Robbie.


  Around six Emery pulled into the driveway, honking. The boys were already slumped in Robbie’s Taurus, Zach in front with earbuds dangling around his face and a knit cap pulled down over his eyes, Tyler in the back, staring blankly, as though they were already on I-95.


  “You ready?” Emery rolled down his window. He wore a blue flannel shirt and a gimme cap that read STARFLEET ACADEMY. In the hybrid’s passenger seat, Leonard perused a road atlas. He looked up and shot Robbie a smile.


  “Hey, a road trip.”


  “Yeah.” Robbie smiled back and patted the hybrid’s roof. “See you.”


  It took almost two hours just to get beyond the gravitational pull of the Washington Beltway. Farms and forest had long ago disappeared beneath an endless grid of malls and housing developments, many of them vacant. Every time Robbie turned up the radio for a song he liked, the boys complained that they could hear it through their earphones.


  Only as the sky darkened and Virginia gave way to North Carolina did the world take on a faint fairy glow, distant green and yellow lights reflecting the first stars and a shining cusp of moon. Sprawl gave way to pine forest. The boys had been asleep for hours, in that amazing, self-willed hibernation they summoned whenever in the presence of adults for more than fifteen minutes. Robbie put the radio on, low, searched until he caught the echo of a melody he knew, and then another. He thought of driving with Anna beside him, a restive Zach behind them in his car seat; the aimless trips they’d make until the toddler fell asleep and they could talk or, once, park in a vacant lot and make out.


  How long had it been since he’d remembered that? Years, maybe. He fought against thinking of Anna; sometimes it felt as though he fought Anna herself, her hands pummeling him as he poured another drink or staggered up to bed.


  Now, though, the darkness soothed him the way those long-ago drives had lulled Zach to sleep. He felt an ache lift from his breast, as though a splinter had been dislodged; blinked and in the rearview mirror glimpsed Anna’s face, slightly turned from him as she gazed out at the passing sky.


  He started, realized he’d begun to nod off. On the dashboard his fuel indicator glowed red. He called Emery, and at the next exit pulled off 95, the Prius behind him.


  After a few minutes they found a gas station set back from the road in a pine grove, with an old-fashioned pump out front and yellow light streaming through a screen door. The boys blinked awake.


  “Where are we?” asked Zach.


  “No idea.” Robbie got out of the car. “North Carolina.”


  It was like stepping into a twilight garden, or some hidden biosphere at the zoo. Warmth flowed around him, violet and rustling green, scented overpoweringly of honeysuckle and wet stone. He could hear rushing water, the stirring of wind in the leaves, and countless small things—frogs peeping, insects he couldn’t identify. A nightbird that made a burbling song. In the shadows behind the building, fireflies floated between kudzu-choked trees, like tiny glowing fish.


  For an instant he felt himself suspended in that enveloping darkness. The warm air moved through him, sweetly fragrant, pulsing with life he could neither see nor touch. He tasted something honeyed and faintly astringent in the back of his throat, and drew his breath in sharply.


  “What?” demanded Zach.


  “Nothing.” Robbie shook his head and turned to the pump. “Just—isn’t this great?”


  He filled the tank. Zach and Tyler went in search of food, and Emery strolled over.


  “How you holding up?”


  “I’m good. Probably let Zach drive for a while so I can catch some z’s.”


  He moved the car, then went inside to pay. He found Leonard buying a pack of cigarettes as the boys headed out, laden with energy drinks and bags of chips. Robbie slid his credit card across the counter to a woman wearing a tank top that set off a tattoo that looked like the face of Marilyn Manson, or maybe it was Jesus.


  “Do you have a restroom?”


  The woman handed him a key. “Round back.”


  “Bathroom’s here,” Robbie yelled at the boys. “We’re not stopping again.”


  They trailed him into a dank room with gray walls. A fluorescent light buzzed overhead. After Tyler left, Robbie and Zach stood side by side at the sink, trying to coax water from a rusted spigot to wash their hands.


  “The hell with it,” said Robbie. “Let’s hit the road. You want to drive?”


  “Dad.” Zach pointed at the ceiling. “Dad, look.”


  Robbie glanced up. A screen bulged from a small window above the sink. Something had blown against the wire mesh, a leaf or scrap of paper.


  But then the leaf moved, and he saw that it wasn’t a leaf at all but a butterfly.


  No, not a butterfly—a moth. The biggest he’d ever seen, bigger than his hand. Its fan-shaped upper wings opened, revealing vivid golden eyespots; its trailing lower wings formed two perfect arabesques, all a milky, luminous green.


  “A luna moth,” breathed Robbie. “I’ve never seen one.”


  Zach clambered onto the sink. “It wants to get out—”


  “Hang on.” Robbie boosted him, bracing himself so the boy’s weight wouldn’t yank the sink from the wall. “Be careful! Don’t hurt it—”


  The moth remained where it was. Robbie grunted—Zach weighed as much as he did—felt his legs trembling as the boy prised the screen from the wall then struggled to pull it free.


  “It’s stuck,” he said. “I can’t get it—”


  The moth fluttered weakly. One wing tip looked ragged, as though it had been singed.


  “Tear it!” Robbie cried. “Just tear the screen.”


  Zach wedged his fingers beneath a corner of the window frame and yanked, hard enough that he fell. Robbie caught him as the screen tore away to dangle above the sink. The luna moth crawled onto the sill.


  “Go!” Zach banged on the wall. “Go on, fly!”


  Like a kite catching the wind, the moth lifted. Its trailing lower wings quivered and the eyespots seemed to blink, a pallid face gazing at them from the darkness. Then it was gone.


  “That was cool.” For an instant, Zach’s arm draped across his father’s shoulder, so fleetingly Robbie might have imagined it. “I’m going to the car.”


  When the boy was gone, Robbie tried to push the screen back into place. He returned the key and went to join Leonard, smoking a cigarette at the edge of the woods. Behind them a car horn blared.


  “Come on!” shouted Zach. “I’m leaving!”


  “Happy trails,” said Leonard.


  Robbie slept fitfully in back as Zach drove, the two boys arguing about music and a girl named Eileen. After an hour he took over again.


  The night ground on. The boys fell back asleep. Robbie drank one of their Red Bulls and thought of the glimmering wonder that had been the luna moth. A thin rind of emerald appeared on the horizon, deepening to copper then gold as it overtook the sky. He began to see palmettos among the loblolly pines and pin oaks, and spiky plants he didn’t recognize. When he opened the window, the air smelled of roses, and the sea.


  “Hey.” He poked Zach, breathing heavily in the seat beside him. “Hey, we’re almost there.”


  He glanced at the directions, looked up to see the hybrid passing him and Emery gesturing at a sandy track that veered to the left. It was bounded by barbed-wire fences and clumps of cactus thick with blossoms the color of lemon cream. The pines surrendered to palmettos and prehistoric-looking trees with gnarled roots that thrust up from pools where egrets and herons stabbed at frogs.


  “Look,” said Robbie.


  Ahead of them the road narrowed to a path barely wide enough for a single vehicle, built up with shells and chunks of concrete. On one side stretched a blur of cypress and long-legged birds; on the other, an aquamarine estuary that gave way to the sea and rolling white dunes.


  Robbie slowed the car to a crawl, humping across mounds of shells and doing his best to avoid sinkholes. After a quarter mile, the makeshift causeway ended. An old metal gate lay in a twisted heap on the ground, covered by creeping vines. Above it a weathered sign clung to a cypress.


  WELCOME TO COWANA ISLAND


  NO DUNE BUGGIES


  They drove past the ruins of a mobile home. Emery’s car was out of sight. Robbie looked at his cell phone and saw there was no signal. In the back, Tyler stirred.


  “Hey, Rob, where are we?”


  “We’re here. Wherever here is. The island.”


  “Sweet.” Tyler leaned over the seat to jostle Zach awake. “Hey, get up.”


  Robbie peered through the overgrown greenery, looking for something resembling a beach house. He tried to remember which hurricane had pounded this part of the coast, and how long ago. Two years? Five?


  The place looked as though it had been abandoned for decades. Fallen palmettos were everywhere, their leaves stiff and reddish-brown, like rusted blades. Some remained upright, their crowns lopped off. Acid-green lizards sunned themselves in driveways where ferns poked through the blacktop. The remains of carports and decks dangled above piles of timber and mold-blackened Sheetrock. Now and then an intact house appeared within the jungle of flowering vines.


  But no people, no cars except for an SUV crushed beneath a toppled utility pole. The only store was a modest grocery with a brick facade and shattered windows, through which the ghostly outlines of aisles and displays could still be glimpsed.


  “It’s like 28 Days,” said Zach, and shot a baleful look at his father.


  Robbie shrugged. “Talk to the man from the Starfleet Academy.”


  He pulled down a rutted drive to where the hybrid sat beneath a thriving palmetto. Driftwood edged a path that led to an old wood-frame house raised on stiltlike pilings. Stands of blooming cactus surrounded it, and trees choked with honeysuckle. The patchy lawn was covered with hundreds of conch shells arranged in concentric circles and spirals. On the deck a tattered red whirligig spun in the breeze, and rope hammocks hung like flaccid cocoons.


  “I’m sleeping there,” said Tyler.


  Leonard gazed at the house with an unreadable expression. Emery had already sprinted up the uneven steps to what Robbie assumed was the front door. When he reached the top, he bent to pick up a square of coconut matting, retrieved something from beneath it, then straightened, grinning.


  “Come on!” he shouted, turning to unlock the door; and the others raced to join him.


  THE HOUSE HAD LINOLEUM floors, sifted with a fine layer of sand, and mismatched furniture—rattan chairs, couches covered with faded bark-cloth cushions, a canvas seat that hung from the ceiling by a chain and groaned alarmingly whenever the boys sat in it. The sea breeze stirred dusty white curtains at the windows. Anoles skittered across the floor, and Tyler fled shouting from the outdoor shower, where he’d seen a black widow spider. The electricity worked, but there was no air-conditioning and no television, no Internet.


  “This is what you get for three hundred bucks in the off season,” said Emery when Tyler complained.


  “I don’t get it.” Robbie stood on the deck, staring across the empty road to where the dunes stretched, tufted with thorny greenery. “Even if there was a hurricane—this is practically oceanfront, all of it. Where is everybody?”


  “Who can afford to build anything?” said Leonard. “Come on, I want to get my stuff inside before it heats up.”


  Leonard commandeered the master bedroom. He installed his laptop, Emery’s camera equipment, piles of storyboards, the box that contained the miniature Bellerophon. This formidable array took up every inch of floor space, as well as the surface of a Ping-Pong table.


  “Why is there a Ping-Pong table in the bedroom?” asked Robbie as he set down a tripod.


  Emery shrugged. “You might ask, why is there not a Ping-Pong table in all bedrooms?”


  “We’re going to the beach,” announced Zach.


  Robbie kicked off his shoes and followed them, across the deserted road and down a path that wound through a miniature wilderness of cactus and bristly vines. He felt light-headed from lack of sleep, and also from the beer he’d snagged from one of the cases Emery had brought. The sand was already hot; twice he had to stop and pluck sharp spurs from his bare feet. A horned toad darted across the path, and a skink with a blue tongue. His son’s voice came to him, laughing, and the sound of waves on the shore.


  Atop the last dune small yellow roses grew in a thick carpet, their soapy fragrance mingling with the salt breeze. Robbie bent to pluck a handful of petals and tossed them into the air.


  “It’s not a bad place to fly, is it?”


  He turned and saw Emery, shirtless. He handed Robbie a bottle of Tecate with a slice of lime jammed in its neck, raised his own beer and took a sip.


  “It’s beautiful.” Robbie squeezed the lime into his beer, then drank. “But that model. It won’t fly.”


  “I know.” Emery stared at where Zach and Tyler leaped in the shallow water, sending up rainbow spray as they splashed each other. “But it’s a good excuse for a vacation, isn’t it?”


  “It is,” replied Robbie, and slid down the dune to join the boys.


  OVER THE NEXT FEW days, they fell into an odd, almost sleepless rhythm, staying up till two or three A.M., drinking and talking. The adults pretended not to notice when the boys slipped a Tecate from the fridge, and ignored the incense-scented smoke that drifted from the deck after they stumbled off to bed. Everyone woke shortly after dawn, even the boys. Blinding sunlight slanted through the worn curtains. On the deck where Zack and Tyler huddled inside their hammocks, a tree frog made a sound like rusty hinges. No one slept enough, everyone drank too much.


  For once it didn’t matter. Robbie’s hangovers dissolved as he waded into water as warm as blood, then floated on his back and watched pelicans skim above him. Afterward he’d carry equipment from the house to the dunes, where Emery had created a shelter from old canvas deck chairs and bedsheets. The boys helped him, the three of them lugging tripods and digital cameras, the box that contained Leonard’s model of the Bellerophon, a cooler filled with beer and Red Bull.


  That left Emery in charge of household duties. He’d found an ancient red wagon half buried in the dunes, and used this to transport bags of tortilla chips and a cooler filled with Tecate and limes. There was no store on the island save the abandoned wreck they’d passed when they first arrived. No gas station, and the historical society building appeared to be long gone.


  But while driving around, Emery discovered a roadside stand that sold homemade salsa in mason jars and sage-green eggs in recycled cardboard cartons. The drive beside it was blocked with a barbed-wire fence and a sign that said BEWARE OF TWO-HEADED DOG.


  “You ever see it?” asked Tyler.


  “Nope. I never saw anyone except an alligator.” Emery opened a beer. “And it was big enough to eat a two-headed dog.”


  By Thursday morning, they’d carted everything from one end of the island to the other, waiting with increasing impatience as Leonard climbed up and down dunes and stared broodingly at the blue horizon.


  “How will you know which is the right one?” asked Robbie.


  Leonard shook his head. “I don’t know. Maggie said she thought it would be around here—”


  He swept his arm out, encompassing a high ridge of sand that crested above the beach like a frozen wave. Below, Tyler and Zach argued over whose turn it was to haul everything uphill again. Robbie shoved his sunglasses against his nose.


  “This beach has probably been washed away a hundred times since McCauley was here. Maybe we should just choose a place at random. Pick the highest dune or something.”


  “Yeah, I know.” Leonard sighed. “This is probably our best choice, here.”


  He stood and for a long time gazed at the sky. Finally he turned and walked down to join the boys.


  “We’ll do it here,” he said brusquely, and headed back to the house.


  Late that afternoon they made a bon—re on the beach. The day had ended gray and much cooler than it had been, the sun swallowed in a haze of bruise-tinged cloud. Robbie waded into the shallow water, feeling with his toes for conch shells. Beside the fire, Zach came across a shark’s tooth the size of a guitar pick.


  “That’s probably a million years old,” said Tyler enviously.


  “Almost as old as Dad,” said Zach.


  Robbie flopped down beside Leonard. “It’s so weird,” he said, shaking sand from a conch. “There’s a whole string of these islands, but I haven’t seen a boat the entire time we’ve been here.”


  “Are you complaining?” said Leonard.


  “No. Just, don’t you think it’s weird?”


  “Maybe.” Leonard tossed his cigarette into the fire.


  “I want to stay.” Zach rolled onto his back and watched as sparks flew among the first stars. “Dad? Why can’t we just stay here?”


  Robbie took a long pull from his beer. “I have to get back to work. And you guys have school.”


  “Fuck school,” said Zach and Tyler.


  “Listen.” The boys fell silent as Leonard glared at them. “Tomorrow morning I want to set everything up. We’ll shoot before the wind picks up too much. I’ll have the rest of the day to edit. Then we pack and head to Fayetteville on Saturday. We’ll find some cheap place to stay, and drive home on Sunday.”


  The boys groaned. Emery sighed. “Back to the salt mines. I gotta call that guy about the show.”


  “I want to have a few hours with Maggie.” Leonard pulled at the silver skull in his ear. “I told the nurse I’d be there Saturday before noon.”


  “We’ll have to leave pretty early,” said Emery.


  For a few minutes nobody spoke. Wind rattled brush in the dunes behind them. The bon—re leaped then subsided, and Zach fed it a knot of driftwood. An unseen bird gave a piping cry that was joined by another, then another, until their plaintive voices momentarily drowned out the soft rush of waves.


  Robbie gazed into the darkening water. In his hand, the conch shell felt warm and as silken as skin.


  “Look, Dad,” said Zach. “Bats.”


  Robbie leaned back to see black shapes dodging sparks above their heads.


  “Nice,” he said, his voice thick from drink.


  “Well.” Leonard stood and lit another cigarette. “I’m going to bed.”


  “Me, too,” said Zach.


  Robbie watched with mild surprise as the boys clambered to their feet, yawning. Emery removed a beer from the cooler, handed it to Robbie.


  “Keep an eye on the fire, compadre,” he said, and followed the others.


  Robbie turned to study the dying blaze. Ghostly runnels of green and blue ran along the driftwood branch. Salt, Leonard had explained to the boys, though Robbie wondered if that was true. How did Leonard know all this stuff? He frowned, picked up a handful of sand and tossed it at the feeble blaze, which promptly sank into sullen embers.


  Robbie swore under his breath. He finished his beer, stood, and walked unsteadily toward the water. The clouds obscured the moon, though there was a faint umber glow reflected in the distant waves. He stared at the horizon, searching in vain for some sign of life, lights from a cruise ship or plane; turned and gazed up and down the length of the beach.


  Nothing. Even the bon—re had died. He stood on tiptoe and tried to peer past the high dune, to where the beach house stood within the grove of palmettos. Night swallowed everything.


  He turned back to the waves licking at his bare feet. Something stung his face, blown sand or maybe a gnat. He waved to disperse it, then froze.


  In the water, plumes of light coiled and unfolded, dazzling him. Deepest violet, a fiery emerald that stabbed his eyes; cobalt and a pure blaze of scarlet. He shook his head, edging backward; caught himself and looked around.


  He was alone. He turned back, and the lights were still there, just below the surface, furling and unfurling to some secret rhythm.


  Like a machine, he thought; some kind of underwater wind farm. A wave farm?


  But no, that was crazy. He rubbed his cheeks, trying to sober up. He’d seen something like this in Ocean City late one night—it was something alive, Leonard had explained, plankton or jellyfish, one of those things that glowed. They’d gotten high and raced into the Atlantic to watch pale green streamers trail them as they body-surfed.


  Now he took a deep breath and waded in, kicking at the waves, then halted to see if he’d churned up a luminous cloud.


  Darkness lapped almost to his knees: there was no telltale glow where he’d stirred the water. But a few yards away, the lights continued to turn in upon themselves beneath the surface: scores of fist-size nebulae, as soundless and steady as his own pulse.


  He stared until his head ached, trying to get a fix on them. The lights weren’t diffuse, like phosphorescence. And they didn’t float like jellyfish. They seemed to be rooted in place, near enough for him to touch.


  Yet his eyes couldn’t focus: the harder he tried, the more the lights seemed to shift, like an optical illusion or some dizzying computer game.


  He stood there for five minutes, maybe longer. Nothing changed. He started to back away, slowly, finally turned and stumbled across the sand, stopping every few steps to glance over his shoulder. The lights were still there, though now he saw them only as a soft yellowish glow.


  He ran the rest of the way to the house. There were no lights on, no music or laughter.


  But he could smell cigarette smoke, and traced it to the deck, where Leonard stood beside the rail.


  “Leonard!” Robbie drew alongside him, then glanced around for the boys.


  “They slept inside,” said Leonard. “Too cold.”


  “Listen, you have to see something. On the beach—these lights. Not on the beach, in the water.” He grabbed Leonard’s arm. “Like—just come on.”


  Leonard shook him off angrily. “You’re drunk.”


  “I’m not drunk! Or, okay, maybe I am, a little. But I’m not kidding. Look—”


  He pointed past the sea of palmettos, past the dunes, toward the dark line of waves. The yellow glow was now spangled with silver. It spread across the water, narrowing as it faded toward the horizon, like a wavering path.


  Leonard stared, then turned to Robbie in disbelief. “You idiot. It’s the fucking moon.”


  Robbie looked up. And yes, there was the quarter moon, a blaze of gold between gaps in the cloud.


  “That’s not it.” He knew he sounded not just drunk but desperate. “It was in the water—”


  “Bioluminescence.” Leonard sighed and tossed his cigarette, then headed for the door. “Go to bed, Robbie.”


  Robbie started to yell after him, but caught himself and leaned against the rail. His head throbbed. Phantom blots of light swam across his vision. He felt dizzy, and on the verge of tears.


  He closed his eyes; forced himself to breathe slowly, to channel the pulsing in his head into the memory of spectral whirlpools, a miniature galaxy blossoming beneath the water. After a minute he looked out again, but saw nothing save the blades of palmetto leaves etched against the moonlit sky.


  HE WOKE SEVERAL HOURS later on the couch, feeling as though an ax were embedded in his forehead. Gray light washed across the floor. It was cold; he reached fruitlessly for a blanket, groaned, and sat up.


  Emery was in the open kitchen, washing something in the sink. He glanced at Robbie, then hefted a coffeepot. “Ready for this?”


  Robbie nodded, and Emery handed him a steaming mug. “What time is it?”


  “Eight, a little after. The boys are with Leonard—they went out about an hour ago. It looks like rain, which kind of throws a monkey wrench into everything. Maybe it’ll hold off long enough to get that thing off the ground.”


  Robbie sipped his coffee. “Seventeen seconds. He could just throw it into the air.”


  “Yeah, I thought of that, too. So what happened to you last night?”


  “Nothing. Too much Tecate.”


  “Leonard said you were raving drunk.”


  “Leonard sets the bar pretty low. I was—relaxed.”


  “Well, time to unrelax. I told him I’d get you up and we’d be at the beach by eight.”


  “I don’t even know what I’m doing. Am I a cameraman?”


  “Uh-uh. That’s me. You don’t know how to work it, plus it’s my camera. The boys are in charge of the windbreak and, I dunno, props. They hand things to Leonard.”


  “Things? What things?” Robbie scowled. “It’s a fucking model airplane. It doesn’t have a remote, does it? Because that would have been a good idea.”


  Emery picked up his camera bag. “Come on. You can carry the tripod, how’s that? Maybe the boys will hand you things, and you can hand them to Leonard.”


  “I’ll be there in a minute. Tell Leonard he can start without me.”


  After Emery left he finished his coffee and went into his room. He rummaged through his clothes until he found a bottle of ibuprofen, downed six, then pulled on a hooded sweatshirt and sat on the edge of his bed, staring at the wall.


  He’d obviously had some kind of blackout, the first since he’d been fired from the parks commission. Somewhere between his seventh beer and this morning’s hangover was the blurred image of Crayola-colored pinwheels turning beneath dark water, his stumbling flight from the beach, and Leonard’s disgusted voice: You idiot. It’s the fucking moon.


  Robbie grimaced. He had seen something, he knew that.


  But he could no longer recall it clearly, and what he could remember made no sense. It was like a movie he’d watched half awake, or an accident he’d glimpsed from the corner of his eye from a moving car. Maybe it had been the moonlight, or some kind of fluorescent seaweed.


  Or maybe he’d just been totally wasted.


  Robbie sighed. He put on his sneakers, grabbed Emery’s tripod, and headed out.


  A scattering of cold rain met him as he hit the beach. It was windy. The sea glinted gray and silver, like crumpled tinfoil. Clumps of seaweed covered the sand, and small round disks that resembled pieces of clouded glass: jellyfish, hundreds of them. Robbie prodded one with his foot, then continued down the shore.


  The dune was on the north side of the island, where it rose steeply a good fifteen feet above the sand. Now, a few hours before low tide, the water was about thirty feet away. It was exactly the kind of place you might choose to launch a human-powered craft, if you knew little about aerodynamics. Robbie didn’t know much, but he was fairly certain you needed to be higher to get any kind of lift.


  Still, that would be for a full-size craft. For a scale model you could hold in your two cupped hands, maybe it would be high enough. He saw Emery pacing along the water’s edge, vid cam slung around his neck. The only sign of the others was a trail of footsteps leading to the dune. Robbie clambered up, using the tripod to keep from slipping on sand the color and texture of damp cornmeal. He was panting when he reached the top.


  “Hey, Dad. Where were you?”


  Robbie smiled weakly as Zach peered out from the windbreak. “I have a sinus infection.”


  Zach motioned him inside. “Come on, I can’t leave this open.”


  Robbie set down the tripod, then crouched to enter the makeshift tent. Inside, bedsheet walls billowed in the wind, straining at an elaborate scaffold of broom handles, driftwood, the remains of wooden deck chairs. Tyler and Zach sat cross-legged on a blanket and stared at their cell phones.


  “You can get a strong signal here,” said Tyler. “Nope, it’s gone again.”


  Next to them, Leonard knelt beside a cardboard box. Instead of his customary white tunic, he wore one that was sky blue, embroidered with yellow birds. He glanced at Robbie, his gray eyes cold and dismissive. “There’s only room for three people in here.”


  “That’s okay—I’m going out,” said Zach, and crawled through the gap in the sheets. Tyler followed him. Robbie jammed his hands into his pockets and forced a smile.


  “So,” he said. “Did you see all those jellyfish?”


  Leonard nodded without looking at him. Very carefully he removed the Bellerophon and set it on a neatly folded towel. He reached into the box again and withdrew something else. A doll no bigger than his hand, dressed in a black frock coat and trousers, with a bowler hat so small that Robbie could have swallowed it.


  “Voilà,” said Leonard.


  “Jesus, Leonard.” Robbie hesitated, then asked, “Can I look at it?”


  To his surprise, Leonard nodded. Robbie picked it up. The little figure was so light he wondered if there was anything inside the tiny suit.


  But as he turned it gently, he could feel slender joints under its clothing, a miniature torso. Tiny hands protruded from the sleeves, and it wore minute, highly polished shoes that appeared to be made of black leather. Under the frock coat was a waistcoat, with a watch chain of gold thread that dangled from a nearly invisible pocket. From beneath the bowler hat peeked a fringe of red hair as fine as milkweed down. The cameo-size face that stared up at Robbie was Maggie Blevin’s, painted in hairline strokes so that he could see every eyelash, every freckle on her rounded cheeks.


  He looked at Leonard in amazement. “How did you do this?”


  “It took a long time.” He held out his hand, and Robbie returned the doll. “The hardest part was making sure the Bellerophon could carry her weight. And that she fit into the bicycle seat and could pedal it. You wouldn’t think that would be difficult, but it was.”


  “It—it looks just like her.” Robbie glanced at the doll again, then said, “I thought you wanted to make everything look like the original film. You know, with McCauley—I thought that was the point.”


  “The point is for it to fly.”


  “But—”


  “You don’t need to understand,” said Leonard. “Maggie will.”


  He bent over the little aircraft, its multicolored wings and silken parasol as bright as a toy carousel, and tenderly began to fit the doll-size pilot into its seat.


  Robbie shivered. He’d seen Leonard’s handiwork before, mannequins so realistic that tourists constantly poked them to see if they were alive.


  But those were life-size, and they weren’t designed to resemble someone he knew. The sight of Leonard holding a tiny Maggie Blevin tenderly, as though she were a captive bird, made Robbie feel light-headed and slightly sick. He turned toward the tent opening. “I’ll see if I can help Emery set up.”


  Leonard’s gaze remained fixed on the tiny figure. “I’ll be right there,” he said at last.


  At the foot of the dune, the boys were trying to talk Emery into letting them use the camera.


  “No way.” He waved as Robbie scrambled down. “See, I’m not even letting your dad do it.”


  “That’s because Dad would suck,” Zach said as Emery grabbed Robbie and steered him toward the water. “Come on, just for a minute.”


  “Trouble with the crew?” asked Robbie.


  “Nah. They’re just getting bored.”


  “Did you see that doll?”


  “The Incredible Shrinking Maggie?” Emery stopped to stare at the dune. “The thing about Leonard is, I can never figure out if he’s brilliant or potentially dangerous. The fact that he’ll be able to retire with a full government pension suggests he’s normal. The Maggie voodoo doll, though . . .”


  He shook his head and began to pace again. Robbie walked beside him, kicking at wet sand and staring curiously at the sky. The air smelled odd, of ozone or hot metal. But it felt too chilly for a thunderstorm, and the dark ridge that hung above the palmettos and live oaks looked more like encroaching fog than cumulus clouds.


  “Well, at least the wind’s from the right direction,” said Robbie.


  Emery nodded. “Yeah. I was starting to think we’d have to throw it from the roof.”


  A few minutes later, Leonard’s voice rang out above the wind. “Okay, everyone over here.”


  They gathered at the base of the dune and stared up at him, his tunic an azure rent in the ominous sky. Between Leonard’s feet was a cardboard box. He glanced at it and went on.


  “I’m going to wait till the wind seems right, and then I’ll yell, ‘Now!’ Emery, you’ll just have to watch me and see where she goes, then do your best. Zach and Tyler—you guys fan out and be ready to catch her if she starts to fall. Catch her gently,” he added.


  “What about me?” called Robbie.


  “You stay with Emery in case he needs backup.”


  “Backup?” Robbie frowned.


  “You know,” said Emery in a low voice. “In case I need help getting Leonard back to the rubber room.”


  The boys began to walk toward the water. Tyler had his cell phone out. He looked at Zach, who dug his phone from his pocket.


  “Are they texting each other?” asked Emery in disbelief. “They’re ten feet apart.”


  “Ready?” Leonard shouted.


  “Ready,” the boys yelled back.


  Robbie turned to Emery. “What about you, Captain Marvo?”


  Emery grinned and held up the camera. “I have never been readier.”


  Atop the dune, Leonard stooped to retrieve the Bellerophon from its box. As he straightened, its propellers began turning madly. Candy-striped rotators spun like pinwheels as he cradled it against his chest, his long white braids threatening to tangle with the parasol.


  The wind gusted suddenly: Robbie’s throat tightened as he watched the tiny black figure beneath the fuselage swing wildly back and forth, like an accelerated pendulum. Leonard slipped in the sand and fought to regain his balance.


  “Uh-oh,” said Emery.


  The wind died, and Leonard righted himself. Even from the beach, Robbie could see how his face had gone white.


  “Are you okay?” yelled Zach.


  “I’m okay,” Leonard yelled back.


  He gave them a shaky smile, then stared intently at the horizon. After a minute his head tilted, as though listening to something. Abruptly he straightened and raised the Bellerophon in both hands. Behind him, palmettos thrashed as the wind gusted.


  “Now!” he shouted.


  Leonard opened his hands. As though it were a butterfly, the Bellerophon lifted into the air. Its feathery parasol billowed. Fan-shaped wings rose and fell; ailerons flapped and gears whirled like pinwheels. There was a sound like a train rushing through a tunnel, and Robbie stared open-mouthed as the Bellerophon skimmed the air above his head, its pilot pedaling furiously as it headed toward the sea.


  Robbie gasped. The boys raced after it, yelling. Emery followed, camera clamped to his face and Robbie at his heels.


  “This is fucking incredible!” Emery shouted. “Look at that thing go!”


  They drew up a few yards from the water. The Bellerophon whirred past, barely an arm’s length above them. Robbie’s eyes blurred as he stared after that brilliant whirl of color and motion, a child’s dream of flight soaring just out of reach. Emery waded into the shallows with his camera. The boys followed, splashing and waving at the little plane. From the dune behind them echoed Leonard’s voice.


  “Godspeed.”


  Robbie gazed silently at the horizon as the Bellerophon continued on, its pilot silhouetted black against the sky, wings opened like sails. Its sound grew fainter, a soft whirring that might have been a flock of birds. Soon it would be gone. Robbie stepped to the water’s edge and craned his neck to keep it in sight.


  Without warning a green flare erupted from the waves and streamed toward the little aircraft. Like a meteor shooting upward, emerald blossomed into a blinding radiance that engulfed theBellerophon. For an instant Robbie saw the flying machine, a golden wheel spinning within a comet’s heart.


  Then the blazing light was gone, and with it the Bellerophon.


  Robbie gazed, stunned, at the empty air. After an endless moment he became aware of something—someone—near him. He turned to see Emery stagger from the water, soaking wet, the camera held uselessly at his side.


  “I dropped it,” he gasped. “When that—whatever the fuck it was, when it came, I dropped the camera.”


  Robbie helped him onto the sand.


  “I felt it.” Emery shuddered, his hand tight around Robbie’s arm. “Like a riptide. I thought I’d go under.”


  Robbie pulled away from him. “Zach?” he shouted, panicked. “Tyler, Zach, are you—”


  Emery pointed at the water, and Robbie saw them, heron-stepping through the waves and whooping in triumph as they hurried back to shore.


  “What happened?” Leonard ran up alongside Robbie and grabbed him. “Did you see that?”


  Robbie nodded. Leonard turned to Emery, his eyes wild. “Did you get it? The Bellerophon? And that flare? Like the original film! The same thing, the exact same thing!”


  Emery reached for Robbie’s sweatshirt. “Give me that, I’ll see if I can dry the camera.”


  Leonard stared blankly at Emery’s soaked clothes, the water dripping from the vid cam.


  “Oh no.” He covered his face with his hands. “Oh no . . .”


  “We got it!” Zach pushed between the grown-ups. “We got it, we got it!” Tyler ran up beside him, waving his cell phone. “Look!”


  Everyone crowded together, the boys tilting their phones until the screens showed black.


  “Okay,” said Tyler. “Watch this.”


  Robbie shaded his eyes, squinting.


  And there it was, a bright mote bobbing across a formless gray field, growing bigger and bigger until he could see it clearly—the whirl of wings and gears, the ballooning peacock-feather parasol and steadfast pilot on the velocipede; the swift, silent flare that lashed from the water then disappeared in an eyeblink.


  “Now watch mine,” said Zach, and the same scene played again from a different angle. “Eighteen seconds.”


  “Mine says twenty,” said Tyler.


  Robbie glanced uneasily at the water. “Maybe we should head back to the house,” he said.


  Leonard seized Zach’s shoulder. “Can you get me that? Both of you? E-mail it or something?”


  “Sure. But we’ll need to go where we can get a signal.”


  “I’ll drive you,” said Emery. “Let me get into some dry clothes.”


  He turned and trudged up the beach, the boys laughing and running behind him.


  Leonard walked the last few steps to the water’s edge, spray staining the tip of one cowboy boot. He stared at the horizon, his expression puzzled yet oddly expectant.


  Robbie hesitated, then joined him. The sea appeared calm, green-glass waves rolling in long swells beneath parchment-colored sky. Through a gap in the clouds he could make out a glint of blue, like a noonday star. He gazed at it in silence, and after a minute asked, “Did you know that was going to happen?”


  Leonard shook his head. “No. How could I?”


  “Then—what was it?” Robbie looked at him helplessly. “Do you have any idea?”


  Leonard said nothing. Finally he turned to Robbie. Unexpectedly, he smiled.


  “I have no clue. But you saw it, right?” Robbie nodded. “And you saw her fly. The Bellerophon.”


  Leonard took another step, heedless of the waves at his feet. “She flew.” His voice was barely a whisper. “She really flew.”


  THAT NIGHT NOBODY SLEPT. Emery drove Zach, Tyler, and Leonard to a Dunkin’ Donuts where the boys got a cell-phone signal and sent their movie footage to Leonard’s laptop. Back at the house, he disappeared while the others sat on the deck and discussed, over and over again, what they had seen. The boys wanted to return to the beach, but Robbie refused to let them go. As a peace offering, he gave them each a beer. By the time Leonard emerged from his room with the laptop, it was after three A.M.


  He set the computer on a table in the living room. “See what you think.” When the others had assembled, he hit Play.


  Blotched letters filled the screen: “The Maiden Flight of McCauley’s Bellerophon.” The familiar tipsy horizon appeared, sepia and amber, silvery flashes from the sea below. Robbie held his breath.


  And there was the Bellerophon with its flickering wheels and wings propelled by a steadfast pilot, until the brilliant light struck from below and the clip abruptly ended, at exactly seventeen seconds. Nothing betrayed the figure as Maggie rather than McCauley; nothing seemed any different at all, no matter how many times Leonard played it back.


  “So that’s it,” he said at last, and closed his laptop.


  “Are you going to put it on YouTube?” asked Zach.


  “No,” he replied wearily. The boys exchanged a look, but for once remained silent.


  “Well.” Emery stood and stretched his arms, yawning. “Time to pack.”


  Two hours later they were on the road.


  The hospice was a few miles outside town, a rambling old white house surrounded by neatly kept azaleas and rhododendrons. The boys were turned loose to wander the neighborhood. The others walked up to the veranda, Leonard carrying his laptop. He looked terrible, his gray eyes bloodshot and his face unshaven. Emery put an arm over his shoulder and Leonard nodded stiffly.


  A nurse met them at the door, a trim blond woman in chinos and a yellow blouse.


  “I told her you were coming,” she said as she showed them into a sunlit room with wicker furniture and a low table covered with books and magazines. “She’s the only one here now, though we expect someone tomorrow.”


  “How is she?” asked Leonard.


  “She sleeps most of the time. And she’s on morphine for the pain, so she’s not very lucid. Her body’s shutting down. But she’s conscious.”


  “Has she had many visitors?” asked Emery.


  “Not since she’s been here. In the hospital a few neighbors dropped by. I gather there’s no family. It’s a shame.” She shook her head sadly. “She’s a lovely woman.”


  “Can I see her?” Leonard glanced at a closed door at the end of the bright room.


  “Of course.”


  Robbie and Emery watched them go, then settled into the wicker chairs.


  “God, this is depressing,” said Emery.


  “It’s better than a hospital,” said Robbie. “Anna was going to go into a hospice, but she died before she could.”


  Emery winced. “Sorry. Of course, I wasn’t thinking.”


  “It’s okay.”


  Robbie leaned back and shut his eyes. He saw Anna sitting on the grass with azaleas all around her, bees in the flowers and Zach laughing as he opened his hands to release a green moth that lit momentarily upon her head, then drifted into the sky.


  “Robbie.” He started awake. Emery sat beside him, shaking him gently. “Hey—I’m going in now. Go back to sleep if you want, I’ll wake you when I come out.”


  Robbie looked around blearily. “Where’s Leonard?”


  “He went for a walk. He’s pretty broken up. He wanted to be alone for a while.”


  “Sure, sure.” Robbie rubbed his eyes. “I’ll just wait.”


  When Emery was gone he stood and paced the room. After a few minutes he sighed and sank back into his chair, then idly flipped through the magazines and books on the table. Tricycle, Newsweek, the Utne Reader; some pamphlets on end-of-life issues; works by Viktor Frankl and Elisabeth Kübler-Ross.


  And, underneath yesterday’s newspaper, a familiar sky blue dust jacket emblazoned with the garish image of a naked man and woman, hands linked as they floated above a vast abyss, surrounded by a glowing purple sphere. Beneath them the title appeared in embossed green letters.


  Wings for Humanity!


  The Next Step is OURS!


  by Margaret S. Blevin, PhD


  Robbie picked it up. On the back was a photograph of the younger Maggie in a white, embroidered tunic, her hair a bright corona around her piquant face. She stood in the Hall of Flight beside a mock-up of the Apollo lunar module, the Wright Flyer high above her head. She was laughing, her hands raised in welcome. He opened it to a random page.


  
    . . . that time has come: with the dawn of the Golden Millennium we will welcome their return, meeting them at last as equals to share in the glory that is the birthright of our species.

  


  He glanced at the frontispiece and title page, and then the dedication.


  For Leonard, who never doubted


  “Isn’t that an amazing book?”


  Robbie looked up to see the nurse smiling down at him.


  “Uh, yeah,” he said, and set it on the table.


  “It’s incredible she predicted so much stuff.” The nurse shook her head. “Like the Hubble telescope, and that caveman they found in the glacier, the guy with the lens? And those turbines that can make energy in the jet stream? I never even heard of that, but my husband said they’re real. Everything she says, it’s all so hopeful. You know?”


  Robbie stared at her, then quickly nodded. Behind her the door opened. Emery stepped out.


  “She’s kind of drifting,” he said.


  “Morning’s her good time. She usually fades around now.” The nurse glanced at her watch, then at Robbie. “You go ahead. Don’t be surprised if she nods off.”


  He stood. “Sure. Thanks.”


  The room was small, its walls painted a soft lavender-gray. The bed faced a large window overlooking a garden. Goldfinches and tiny green wrens darted between a bird feeder and a small pool lined with flat white stones. For a moment Robbie thought the bed was empty. Then he saw that an emaciated figure had slipped down between the white sheets, dwarfed by pillows and a bolster.


  “Maggie?”


  The figure turned its head. Hairless, skin white as paper, mottled with bruises like spilled ink. Her lips and fingernails were violet, her face so pale and lined it was like gazing at a cracked egg. Only the eyes were recognizably Maggie’s, huge, the deep slatey blue of an infant’s. As she stared at him, she drew her wizened arms up, slowly, until her fingers grazed her shoulders. She reminded Robbie disturbingly of a praying mantis.


  “I don’t know if you remember me.” He sat in a chair beside the bed. “I’m Robbie. I worked with Leonard. At the museum.”


  “He told me.” Her voice was so soft he had to lean close to hear her. “I’m glad they got here. I expected them yesterday, when it was still snowing.”


  Robbie recalled Anna in her hospital bed, doped to the gills and talking to herself. “Sure,” he said.


  Maggie shot him a glance that might have held annoyance, then gazed past him into the garden. Her eyes widened as she struggled to lift her hand, fingers twitching. Robbie realized she was waving. He turned to stare out the window, but there was no one there. Maggie looked at him, then gestured at the door.


  “You can go now,” she said. “I have guests.”


  “Oh. Yeah, sorry.”


  He stood awkwardly, then leaned down to kiss the top of her head. Her skin was as smooth and cold as metal. “ ’Bye, Maggie.”


  At the door he looked back, and saw her gazing with a rapt expression at the window, head cocked slightly and her hands open, as though to catch the sunlight.


  TWO DAYS AFTER THEY got home, Robbie received an e-mail from Leonard.


  
    Dear Robbie,


    Maggie died this morning. The nurse said she became unconscious early yesterday, seemed to be in pain but at least it didn’t last long. She had arranged to be cremated. No memorial service or anything like that. I will do something, probably not till the fall, and let you know.


    Yours,


    Leonard

  


  Robbie sighed. Already the week on Cowana seemed long ago and faintly dreamlike, like the memory of a childhood vacation. He wrote Leonard a note of condolence, then left for work.


  Weeks passed. Zach and Tyler posted their clips of the Bellerophon online. Robbie met Emery for drinks ever week or two, and saw Leonard once, at Emery’s Fourth of July barbecue. By the end of summer, Tyler’s footage had been viewed 347,623 times, and Zach’s 347,401. Both provided a link to the Captain Marvo site, where Emery had a free download of the entire text of Wings for Humanity! There were now over a thousand Google hits for Margaret Blevin, and Emery added a Bellerophon T-shirt to his merchandise: organic cotton with a silk-screened image of the baroque aircraft and its bowler-hatted pilot.


  Early in September, Leonard called Robbie.


  “Can you meet me at the museum tomorrow, around eight thirty? I’m having a memorial for Maggie, just you and me and Emery. After hours, I’ll sign you in.”


  “Sure,” said Robbie. “Can I bring something?”


  “Just yourself. See you then.”


  He drove in with Emery. They walked across the twilit Mall, the museum a white cube that glowed against a sky swiftly darkening to indigo. Leonard waited for them by the side door. He wore an embroidered tunic, sky blue, his white hair loose upon his shoulders, and held a cardboard box with a small printed label.


  “Come on,” he said. The museum had been closed since five, but a guard opened the door for them. “We don’t have a lot of time.”


  Hedges sat at the security desk, bald and even more imposing than when Robbie last saw him, decades ago. He signed them in, eyeing Robbie curiously then grinning when he read his signature.


  “I remember you—Opie, right?”


  Robbie winced at the nickname, then nodded. Hedges handed Leonard a slip of paper. “Be quick.”


  “Thanks. I will.”


  They walked to the staff elevator, the empty museum eerie and blue lit. High above them the silent aircraft seemed smaller than they had been in the past, battered and oddly toylike. Robbie noticed a crack in the Gemini VII space capsule, and strands of dust clinging to the Wright Flyer. When they reached the third floor, Leonard led them down the corridor, past the photo lab, past the staff cafeteria, past the library where the Nut Files used to be. Finally he stopped at a door near some open ductwork. He looked at the slip of paper Hedges had given him, punched a series of numbers into the lock, opened it then reached in to switch on the light. Inside was a narrow room with a metal ladder fixed to one wall.


  “Where are we going?” asked Robbie.


  “The roof,” said Leonard. “If we get caught, Hedges and I are screwed. Actually, we’re all screwed. So we have to make this fast.”


  He tucked the cardboard box against his chest, then began to climb the ladder. Emery and Robbie followed him, to a small metal platform and another door. Leonard punched in another code and pushed it open. They stepped out into the night.


  It was like being atop an ocean liner. The museum’s roof was flat, nearly a block long. Hot air blasted from huge exhaust vents, and Leonard motioned the others to move away, toward the far end of the building.


  The air was cooler here, a breeze that smelled sweet and rainwashed, despite the cloudless sky. Beneath them stretched the Mall, a vast green game board, with the other museums and monuments huge game pieces, ivory and onyx and glass. The spire of the Washington Monument rose in the distance, and beyond that the glittering reaches of Roslyn and Crystal City.


  “I’ve never been here,” said Robbie, stepping beside Leonard.


  Emery shook his head. “Me neither.”


  “I have,” said Leonard, and smiled. “Just once, with Maggie.”


  Above the Capitol’s dome hung the full moon, so bright against the starless sky that Robbie could read what was printed on Leonard’s box.


  MARGARET BLEVIN.


  “These are her ashes.” Leonard set the box down and removed the top, revealing a ziplocked bag. He opened the bag, picked up the box again, and stood. “She wanted me to scatter them here. I wanted both of you to be with me.”


  He dipped his hand into the bag and withdrew a clenched fist; held the box out to Emery, who nodded silently and did the same; then turned to Robbie.


  “You too,” he said.


  Robbie hesitated, then put his hand into the box. What was inside felt gritty, more like sand than ash. When he looked up, he saw that Leonard had stepped forward, head thrown back so that he gazed at the moon. He drew his arm back, flung the ashes into the sky, and stooped to grab more.


  Emery glanced at Robbie, and the two of them opened their hands.


  Robbie watched the ashes stream from between his fingers, like a flight of tiny moths. Then he turned and gathered more, the three of them tossing handful after handful into the sky.


  When the box was finally empty, Robbie straightened, breathing hard, and ran a hand across his eyes. He didn’t know if it was some trick of the moonlight or the freshening wind, but everywhere around them, everywhere he looked, the air was filled with wings.


  2011


  Near Zennor


  HE FOUND THE LETTERS inside a round metal candy tin, at the bottom of a plastic storage box in the garage, alongside strings of outdoor Christmas lights and various oddments his wife had saved for the yard sale she’d never managed to organise in almost thirty years of marriage. She’d died suddenly, shockingly, of a brain aneurysm, while planting daffodil bulbs the previous September.


  Now everything was going to Goodwill. The house in New Canaan had been listed with a realtor; despite the terrible market, she’d reassured Jeffrey that it should sell relatively quickly, and for something close to his asking price.


  ‘It’s a beautiful house, Jeffrey,’ she said, ‘not that I’m surprised.’ Jeffrey was a noted architect: she glanced at him as she stepped carefully along a flagstone path in her Louboutin heels. ‘And these gardens are incredible.’


  ‘That was all Anthea.’ He paused beside a stone wall, surveying an emerald swathe of new grass, small exposed hillocks of black earth, piles of neatly-raked leaves left by the crew he’d hired to do the work that Anthea had always done on her own. In the distance, birch trees glowed spectral white against a leaden February sky that gave a twilit cast to midday. ‘She always said that if I’d had to pay her for all this, I wouldn’t have been able to afford her. She was right.’


  He signed the final sheaf of contracts and returned them to the realtor. ‘You’re in Brooklyn now?’ she asked, turning back towards the house.


  ‘Yes. Green Park. A colleague of mine is in Singapore for a few months; he’s letting me stay there till I get my bearings.’


  ‘Well, good luck. I’ll be in touch soon.’ She opened the door of her Prius and hesitated. ‘I know how hard this is for you. I lost my father two years ago. Nothing helps, really.’


  Jeffrey nodded. ‘Thanks. I know.’


  He’d spent the last five months cycling through wordless, imageless night terrors from which he awoke gasping; dreams in which Anthea lay beside him, breathing softly then smiling as he touched her face; nightmares in which the neuro-electrical storm that had killed her raged inside his own head, a flaring nova that engulfed the world around him and left him floating in an endless black space, the stars expiring one by one as he drifted past them.


  He knew that grief had no target demographic, that all around him versions of this cosmic reshuffling took place every day. He and Anthea had had their own shared experience years before, when they had lost their first and only daughter to sudden infant death syndrome. They were both in their late thirties at the time. They never tried to have another child, on their own or through adoption. It was as though some psychic house fire had consumed them both: it was a year before Jeffrey could enter the room that had been Julia’s, and for months after her death neither he nor Anthea could bear to sit at the dining table and finish a meal together, or sleep in the same bed. The thought of being that close to another human being, of having one’s hand or foot graze another’s and wake however fleetingly to the realisation that this too could be lost – it left both of them with a terror that they had never been able to articulate, even to each other.


  Now, as then, he kept busy with work at his office in the city and dutifully accepted invitations for lunch and dinner there and in New Canaan. Nights were a prolonged torment: he was haunted by the realisation that Anthea had been extinguished, a spent match pinched between one’s fingers. He thought of Houdini, archrationalist of another century, who desired proof of a spirit world he desperately wanted to believe in. Jeffrey believed in nothing, yet if there had been a drug to twist his neurons into some synaptic impersonation of faith, he would have taken it.


  For the past month he’d devoted most of his time to packing up the house, donating Anthea’s clothes to various charity shops, deciding what to store and what to sell, what to divvy up among nieces and nephews, Anthea’s sister, a few close friends. Throughout he experienced grief as a sort of low-grade flu, a persistent, inescapable ache that suffused not just his thoughts but his bones and tendons: a throbbing in his temples, black sparks that distorted his vision; an acrid chemical taste in the back of his throat, as though he’d bitten into one of the pills his doctor had given him to help him sleep.


  He watched as the realtor drove off soundlessly, returned to the garage and transferred the plastic bin of Christmas lights into his own car, to drop off at a neighbour’s the following weekend. He put the tin box with the letters on the seat beside him. As he pulled out of the driveway, it began to snow.


  That night, he sat at the dining table in the Brooklyn loft and opened the candy tin. Inside were five letters, each bearing the same stamp: RETURN TO SENDER. At the bottom of the tin was a locket on a chain, cheap gold-coloured metal and chipped red enamel circled by tiny fake pearls. He opened it: it was empty. He examined it for an engraved inscription, initials, a name, but there was nothing. He set it aside and turned to the letters.


  All were postmarked 1971 – February, March, April, July, end of August – all addressed to the same person at the same address, carefully spelled out in Anthea’s swooping schoolgirl’s hand.


  Mr Robert Bennington,


  Golovenna Farm,


  Padwithiel,


  Cornwall


  Love letters? He didn’t recognise the name Robert Bennington. Anthea would have been thirteen in February; her birthday was in May. He moved the envelopes across the table, as though performing a card trick. His heart pounded, which was ridiculous. He and Anthea had told each other about everything – three-ways at university, coke-fuelled orgies during the 1980s, affairs and flirtations throughout their marriage.


  None of that mattered now; little of it had mattered then. Still his hands shook as he opened the first envelope. A single sheet of onion-skin was inside. He unfolded it gingerly and smoothed it on the table.


  His wife’s handwriting hadn’t changed much in forty years. The same cramped cursive, each i so heavily dotted in black ink that the pen had almost poked through the thin paper. Anthea had been English, born and raised in North London. They’d met at the University of London, where they were both studying, and moved to New Canaan after they’d married. It was an area that Anthea had often said reminded her of the English countryside, though Jeffrey had never ventured outside London, other than a few excursions to Kent and Brighton. Where was Padwithiel?


  
    21 February, 1971


    Dear Mr Bennington,


    My name is Anthea Ryson . . .

  


  And would a thirteen-year-old girl address her boyfriend as ‘Mr’, even forty years ago?


  
    . . . I am thirteen years old and live in London. Last year my friend Evelyn let me read Still the Seasons for the first time and since then I have read it two more times, also Black Clouds Over Bragmoor and The Second Sun. They are my favourite books! I keep looking for more but the library here doesn’t have them. I have asked and they said I should try the shops but that is expensive. My teacher said that sometimes you come to schools and speak, I hope some day you’ll come to Islington Day School. Are you writing more books about Tisha and the great Battle? I hope so, please write back! My address is 42 Highbury Fields, London NW1.


    Very truly yours,


    Anthea Ryson

  


  Jeffrey set aside the letter and gazed at the remaining four envelopes. What a prick, he thought. He never even wrote her back. He turned to his laptop and Googled Robert Bennington.


  
    Robert Bennington (1932- ), British author of a popular series of children’s fantasy novels published during the 1960s known as ‘The Sun Battles’. Bennington’s books rode the literary tidal wave generated by J.R.R. Tolkien’s work, but his commercial and critical standing were irrevocably shaken in the late 1990s when he became the centre of a drawn-out court case involving charges of paedophilia and sexual assault, with accusations lodged against him by several girl fans, now adults. One of the alleged victims later changed her account and the case was eventually dismissed amidst much controversy by child advocates and women’s rights groups. Bennington’s reputation never recovered: school libraries refused to keep his books on their shelves. All of his novels are now out of print, although digital editions (illegal) can be found, along with used copies of the four books in the ‘Battles’ sequence . . .

  


  Jeffrey’s neck prickled. The court case didn’t ring a bell, but the books did. Anthea had thrust one upon him shortly after they first met.


  ‘These were my favourites.’ She rolled over in bed and pulled a yellowed paperback from a shelf crowded with textbooks and Penguin editions of the mystery novels she loved. ‘I must have read this twenty times.’


  ‘Twenty?’ Jeffrey raised an eyebrow.


  ‘Well, maybe seven. A lot. Did you ever read them?’


  ‘I never even heard of them.’


  ‘You have to read it. Right now.’ She nudged him with her bare foot. ‘You can’t leave here till you do.’


  ‘Who says I want to leave?’ He tried to kiss her, but she pushed him away.


  ‘Uh uh. Not till you read it. I’m serious!’


  So he’d read it, staying up till 3:00 a.m., intermittently dozing off before waking with a start to pick up the book again.


  ‘It gave me bad dreams,’ he said as grey morning light leaked through the narrow window of Anthea’s flat. ‘I don’t like it.’


  ‘I know.’ Anthea laughed. ‘That’s what I liked about them – they always made me feel sort of sick.’


  Jeffrey shook his head adamantly. ‘I don’t like it,’ he repeated.


  Anthea frowned, finally shrugged, picked up the book and dropped it onto the floor. ‘Well, nobody’s perfect,’ she said, and rolled on top of him.


  A year or so later he did read Still the Seasons, when a virus kept him in bed for several days and Anthea was caught up with research at the British Library. The book unsettled him deeply. There were no monsters per se, no dragons or Nazgûl or witches, just two sets of cousins, two boys and two girls, trapped in a portal between one of those grim post-war English cities, Manchester or Birmingham, and a magical land that wasn’t really magical at all but even bleaker and more threatening than the council flats where the children lived.


  Jeffrey remembered unseen hands tapping at a window, and one of the boys fighting off something invisible that crawled under the bedcovers and attacked in a flapping wave of sheets and blankets. Worst of all was the last chapter, which he read late one night and could never recall clearly, save for the vague, enveloping dread it engendered, something he had never encountered before or since.


  Anthea had been right – the book had a weirdly visceral power, more like the effect of a low-budget black-and-white horror movie than a children’s fantasy novel. How many of those grown-up kids now knew their hero had been a paedophile?


  Jeffrey spent a half-hour scanning articles on Bennington’s trial, none of them very informative. It had happened over a decade ago; since then there’d been a few dozen blog posts, pretty equally divided between Whatever happened to . . .? and excoriations by women who had themselves been sexually abused, though not by Bennington.


  He couldn’t imagine that had happened to Anthea. She’d certainly never mentioned it, and she’d always been dismissive, even slightly callous, about friends who underwent counselling or psychotherapy for childhood traumas. As for the books themselves, he didn’t recall seeing them when he’d sorted through their shelves to pack everything up. Probably they’d been donated to a library book sale years ago, if they’d even made the crossing from London.


  He picked up the second envelope. It was postmarked ‘March 18, 1971’. He opened it and withdrew a sheet of lined paper torn from a school notebook.


  
    Dear Rob,


    Well, we all got back on the train, Evelyn was in a lot of trouble for being out all night and of course we couldn’t tell her aunt why, her mother said she can’t talk to me on the phone but I see her at school anyway so it doesn’t matter. I still can’t believe it all happened. Evelyn’s mother said she was going to call my mother and Moira’s but so far she didn’t. Thank you so much for talking to us. You signed Evelyn’s book but you forgot to sign mine. Next time!!!


    Yours sincerely your friend,


    Anthea

  


  Jeffrey felt a flash of cold through his chest. Dear Rob, I still can’t believe it all happened. He quickly opened the remaining envelopes, read first one then the next and finally the last.


  
    12 April 1971


    Dear Rob,


    Maybe I wrote down your address wrong because the last letter I sent was returned. But I asked Moira and she had the same address and she said her letter wasn’t returned. Evelyn didn’t write yet but says she will. It was such a really, really great time to see you! Thank you again for the books, I thanked you in the last letter but thank you again. I hope you’ll write back this time, we still want to come again on holiday in July! I can’t believe it was exactly one month ago we were there.


    Your friend,


    Anthea Ryson


    July 20, 1971


    Dear Rob,


    Well I still haven’t heard from you so I guess you’re mad maybe or just forgot about me, ha ha. School is out now and I was wondering if you still wanted us to come and stay? Evelyn says we never could and her aunt would tell her mother but we could hitch-hike, also Evelyn’s brother Martin has a caravan and he and his girlfriend are going to Wales for a festival and we thought they might give us a ride partway, he said maybe they would. Then we could hitch-hike the rest. The big news is Moira ran away from home and they called the POLICE. Evelyn said she went without us to see you and she’s really mad. Moira’s boyfriend Peter is mad too.


    If she is there with you is it okay if I come too? I could come alone without Evelyn, her mother is a BITCH.


    Please please write!


    Anthea (Ryson)


    Dear Rob,


    I hate you. I wrote FIVE LETTERS including this one and I know it is the RIGHT address. I think Moira went to your house without us. FUCK YOU. Tell her I hate her too and so does Evelyn. We never told anyone if she says we did she is a LIAR.


    FUCK YOU FUCK YOU FUCK YOU

  


  Where a signature should have been, the page was ripped and blotched with blue ink – Anthea had scribbled something so many times the pen tore through the lined paper. Unlike the other four, this sheet was badly crumpled, as though she’d thrown it away then retrieved it. Jeffrey glanced at the envelope. The postmark read ‘August 28’. She’d gone back to school for the fall term, and presumably that had been the end of it.


  Except, perhaps, for Moira, whoever she was. Evelyn would be Evelyn Thurlow, Anthea’s closest friend from her school days in Islington. Jeffrey had met her several times while at university, and Evelyn had stayed with them for a weekend in the early 1990s, when she was attending a conference in Manhattan. She was a flight-test engineer for a British defence contractor, living outside Cheltenham; she and Anthea would have hour-long conversations on their birthdays, planning a dream vacation together to someplace warm – Greece or Turkey or the Caribbean.


  Jeffrey had emailed her about Anthea’s death, and they had spoken on the phone – Evelyn wanted to fly over for the funeral but was on deadline for a major government contract and couldn’t take the time off.


  ‘I so wish I could be there,’ she’d said, her voice breaking. ‘Everything’s just so crazed at the moment. I hope you understand . . .’


  ‘It’s okay. She knew how much you loved her. She was always so happy to hear from you.’


  ‘I know,’ Evelyn choked. ‘I just wish – I just wish I’d been able to see her again.’


  Now he sat and stared at the five letters. The sight made him feel lightheaded and slightly queasy: as though he’d opened his closet door and found himself at the edge of a precipice, gazing down some impossible distance to a world made tiny and unreal. Why had she never mentioned any of this? Had she hidden the letters for all these years, or simply forgotten she had them? He knew it wasn’t rational; knew his response derived from his compulsive sense of order, what Anthea had always called his architect’s left brain.


  ‘Jeffrey would never even try to put a square peg into a round hole,’ she’d said once at a dinner party. ‘He’d just design a new hole to fit it.’


  He could think of no place he could fit the five letters written to Robert Bennington. After a few minutes, he replaced each in its proper envelope and stacked them atop each other. Then he turned back to his laptop, and wrote an email to Evelyn.


  He arrived in Cheltenham two weeks later. Evelyn picked him up at the train station early Monday afternoon. He’d told her he was in London on business, spent the preceding weekend at a hotel in Bloomsbury and wandered the city, walking past the building where he and Anthea had lived right after university, before they moved to the US.


  It was a relief to board the train and stare out the window at an unfamiliar landscape, suburbs giving way to farms and the gently rolling outskirts of the Cotswolds.


  Evelyn’s husband, Chris, worked for one of the high-tech corporations in Cheltenham; their house was a rambling, expensively renovated cottage twenty minutes from the congested city centre.


  ‘Anthea would have loved these gardens,’ Jeffrey said, surveying swathes of narcissus already in bloom, alongside yellow primroses and a carpet of crocuses beneath an ancient beech. ‘Everything at home is still brown. We had snow a few weeks ago.’


  ‘It must be very hard, giving up the house.’ Evelyn poured him a glass of Medoc and sat across from him in the slate-floored conservatory.


  ‘Not as hard as staying would have been,’ Jeffrey raised his glass. ‘To old friends and old times.’


  ‘To Anthea,’ said Evelyn.


  They talked into the evening, polishing off the Medoc and starting on a second bottle long before Chris arrived home from work. Evelyn was florid and heavyset, her unruly raven hair long as ever and braided into a single plait, thick and grey-streaked. She’d met her contract deadline just days ago and her dark eyes still looked hollowed from lack of sleep. Chris prepared dinner, lamb with mint and peas; their children were both off at university, so Jeffrey and Chris and Evelyn lingered over the table until almost midnight.


  ‘Leave the dishes,’ Chris said, rising. ‘I’ll get them in the morning.’ He bent to kiss the top of his wife’s head, then nodded at Jeffrey. ‘Good to see you, Jeffrey.’


  ‘Come on.’ Evelyn grabbed a bottle of Armagnac and headed for the conservatory. ‘Get those glasses, Jeffrey. I’m not going in till noon. Project’s done, and the mice will play.’


  Jeffrey followed her, settling onto the worn sofa and placing two glasses on the side-table. Evelyn filled both, flopped into an armchair and smiled. ‘It is good to see you.’


  ‘And you.’


  He sipped his Armagnac. For several minutes they sat in silence, staring out of the window at the garden, the narcissus and primroses faint gleams in the darkness. Jeffrey finished his glass, poured another and asked, ‘Do you remember someone named Robert Bennington?’


  Evelyn cradled her glass against her chest. She gazed at Jeffrey for a long moment before answering. ‘The writer? Yes. I read his books when I was a girl. Both of us did – me and Anthea.’


  ‘But – you knew him. You met him, when you were thirteen. On vacation or something.’


  Evelyn turned, her profile silhouetted against the window. ‘We did,’ she said at last, and turned back to him. ‘Why are you asking?’


  ‘I found some letters that Anthea wrote to him, back in 1971, after you and she and a girl named Moira saw him in Cornwall. Did you know he was a paedophile? He was arrested about fifteen years ago.’


  ‘Yes, I read about that. It was a big scandal.’ Evelyn finished her Armagnac and set her glass on the table. ‘Well, a medium-sized scandal. I don’t think many people even remembered who he was by then. He was a cult writer, really. The books were rather dark for children’s books.’


  She hesitated. ‘Anthea wasn’t molested by him, if that’s what you’re asking about. None of us were. He invited us to tea – we invited ourselves, actually – he was very nice and let us come in and gave us Nutella sandwiches and tangerines.’


  ‘Three little teenyboppers show up at his door, I bet he was very nice,’ said Jeffrey. ‘What about Moira? What happened to her?’


  ‘I don’t know.’ Evelyn sighed. ‘No one ever knew. She ran away from home that summer. We never heard from her again.’


  ‘Did they question him? Was he even taken into custody?’


  ‘Of course they did!’ Evelyn said, exasperated. ‘I mean, I don’t know for sure, but I’m certain they did. Moira had a difficult home life; her parents were Irish and the father drank. And a lot of kids ran away back then, you know that – all us little hippies. What did the letters say, Jeffrey?’


  He removed them from his pocket and handed them to her. ‘You can read them. He never did – they all came back to Anthea. Where’s Padwithiel?’


  ‘Near Zennor. My aunt and uncle lived there. We went and stayed with them during our school holidays one spring.’ She sorted through the envelopes, pulled out one and opened it, unfolding the letter with care. ‘February twenty-first. This was right before we knew we’d be going there for the holidays. It was my idea. I remember when she wrote this – she got the address somehow, and that’s how we realised he lived near my uncle’s farm. Padwithiel.’


  She leaned into the lamp and read the first letter, set it down and continued to read each of the others. When she was finished, she placed the last one on the table, sank back into her chair and gazed at Jeffrey.


  ‘She never told you about what happened.’


  ‘You just said that nothing happened.’


  ‘I don’t mean with Robert. She called me every year on the anniversary. March 12.’ She looked away. ‘Next week, that is. I never told Chris. It wasn’t a secret, we just— Well, I’ll just tell you.


  ‘We went to school together, the three of us, and after Anthea sent that letter to Robert Bennington, she and I cooked up the idea of going to see him. Moira never read his books – she wasn’t much of a reader. But she heard us talking about his books all the time, and we’d all play these games where we’d be the ones who fought the Sun Battles. She just did whatever we told her to, though for some reason she always wanted prisoners to be boiled in oil. She must’ve seen it in a movie.


  ‘Even though we were older now, we still wanted to believe that magic could happen like in those books – probably we wanted to believe it even more. And all that New Agey, hippie stuff, Tarot cards and Biba and “Ride a White Swan” – it all just seemed like it could be real. My aunt and uncle had a farm near Zennor. My mother asked if we three could stay there for the holidays and Aunt Becca said that would be fine. My cousins are older, and they were already off at university. So we took the train to Penzance and Aunt Becca picked us up.


  ‘They were turning one of the outbuildings into a pottery studio for her, and that’s where we stayed. There was no electricity yet, but we had a kerosene heater and we could stay up as late as we wanted. I think we got maybe five hours’ sleep the whole time we were there.’ She laughed. ‘We’d be up all night, but then Uncle Ray would start in with the tractors at dawn. We’d end up going into the house and napping in one of my cousin’s beds for half the afternoon whenever we could. We were very grumpy houseguests.


  ‘It rained the first few days we were there, just pissing down. Finally one morning we got up and the sun was shining. It was cold, but we didn’t care – we were just so happy we could get outside for a while. At first we just walked along the road, but it was so muddy from all the rain that we ended up heading across the moor. Technically it’s not really open moorland – there are old stone walls crisscrossing everything, ancient field systems. Some of them are thousands of years old, and farmers still keep them up and use them. These had not been kept up. The land was completely overgrown, though you could still see the walls and climb them. Which is what we did.


  ‘We weren’t that far from the house – we could still see it, and I’m pretty sure we were still on my uncle’s land. We found a place where the walls were higher than elsewhere, more like proper hedgerows. There was no break in the wall like there usually is, no gate or old entryway. So we found a spot that was relatively untangled and we all climbed up and then jumped to the other side. The walls were completely overgrown with blackthorn and all these viney things. It was like Sleeping Beauty’s castle – the thorns hurt like shit. I remember I was wearing new boots and they got ruined, just scratched everywhere. And Moira tore her jacket and we knew she’d catch grief for that. But we thought there must be something wonderful on the other side – that was the game we were playing, that we’d find some amazing place. Do you know The Secret Garden? We thought it might be like that. At least I did.’


  ‘And was it?’


  Evelyn shook her head. ‘It wasn’t a garden. It was just this big overgrown field. Dead grass and stones. But it was rather beautiful in a bleak way. Ant laughed and started yelling “Heathcliff, Heathcliff!” And it was warmer – the walls were high enough to keep out the wind, and there were some trees that had grown up on top of the walls as well. They weren’t in leaf yet, but they formed a bit of a windbreak.


  ‘We ended up staying there all day – completely lost track of the time. I thought only an hour had gone by, but Ant had a watch; at one point she said it was past three and I was shocked – I mean, really shocked. It was like we’d gone to sleep and woken up, only we weren’t asleep at all.’


  ‘What were you doing?’


  Evelyn shrugged. ‘Playing. The sort of let’s-pretend game we always did when we were younger and hadn’t done for a while. Moira had a boyfriend, Ant and I really wanted boyfriends – mostly that’s what we talked about whenever we got together. But for some reason, that day Ant said “Let’s do Sun Battles,” and we all agreed. So that’s what we did. Now of course I can see why – I’ve seen it with my own kids when they were that age, you’re on the cusp of everything, and you just want to hold on to being young for as long as you can.


  ‘I don’t remember much of what we did that day, except how strange it all felt. As though something was about to happen. I felt like that a lot, it was all tied in with being a teenager; but this was different. It was like being high, or tripping, only none of us had ever done any drugs at that stage. And we were stone-cold sober. Really all we did was wander around the moor and clamber up and down the walls and hedgerows and among the trees, pretending we were in Gearnzath. That was the world in The Sun Battles – like Narnia, only much scarier. We were mostly just wandering around and making things up, until Ant told us it was after three o’clock.


  ‘I think it was her idea that we should do some kind of ritual. I know it wouldn’t have been Moira’s, and I don’t think it was mine. But I knew there was going to be a full moon that night – I’d heard my uncle mention it – and so we decided that we would each sacrifice a sacred thing, and then retrieve them all before moonrise. We turned our pockets inside out, looking for what we could use. I had a comb – just a red plastic thing – so that was mine. Ant had a locket on a chain from Woolworths, cheap, but the locket part opened.


  ‘And Moira had a pencil. It said RAVENWOOD on the side, so we called the field Ravenwood. We climbed up on the wall and stood facing the sun and made up some sort of chant. I don’t remember what we said. Then we tossed our things onto the moor. None of us threw them far, and Ant barely tossed hers – she didn’t want to lose the locket. I didn’t care about the comb, but it was so light it just fell a few yards from where we stood. Same with the pencil. We all marked where they fell – I remember mine very clearly, it came down right on top of this big flat stone.


  ‘Then we left. It was getting late and cold, and we were all starving – we’d had nothing to eat since breakfast. We went back to the house and hung out in the barn for a while, and then we had dinner. We didn’t talk much. Moira hid her jacket so they couldn’t see she’d torn it, and I took my boots off so no one would see how I’d got them all mauled by the thorns. I remember my aunt wondering if we were up to something, and my uncle saying what the hell could we possibly be up to in Zennor? After dinner we sat in the living room and waited for the sun to go down, and when we saw the moon start to rise above the hills, we went back outside.


  ‘It was bright enough that we could find our way without a torch – a flashlight. I think that must have been one of the rules, that we had to retrieve our things by moonlight. It was cold out, and none of us had dressed very warmly, so we ran. It didn’t take long. We climbed back over the wall and then down onto the field, at the exact spot where we’d thrown our things.


  ‘They weren’t there. I knew exactly where the rock was where my comb had landed – the rock was there, but not the comb. Ant’s locket had landed only a few feet past it, and it wasn’t there either. And Moira’s pencil was gone, too.’


  ‘The wind could have moved them,’ said Jeffrey. ‘Or an animal.’


  ‘Maybe the wind,’ said Evelyn. ‘Though the whole reason we’d stayed there all day was that there was no wind – it was protected, and warm.’


  ‘Maybe a bird took it? Don’t some birds like shiny things?’


  ‘What would a bird do with a pencil? Or a plastic comb?’


  Jeffrey made a face. ‘Probably you just didn’t see where they fell. You thought you did, in daylight, but everything looks different at night. Especially in moonlight.’


  ‘I knew where they were.’ Evelyn shook her head and reached for the bottle of Armagnac. ‘Especially my comb. I have that engineer’s eye, I can look at things and keep a very precise picture in my mind. The comb wasn’t where it should have been. And there was no reason for it to be gone, unless . . .’


  ‘Unless some other kids had seen you and found everything after you left,’ said Jeffrey.


  ‘No.’ Evelyn sipped her drink. ‘We started looking. The moon was coming up – it rose above the hill, and it was very bright. Because it was so cold there was hoarfrost on the grass, and ice in places where the rain had frozen. So all that reflected the moon light. Everything glittered. It was beautiful, but it was no longer fun – it was scary. None of us was even talking; we just split up and crisscrossed the field, looking for our things.


  ‘And then Moira said, “There’s someone there,” and pointed. I thought it was someone on the track that led back to the farmhouse – it’s not a proper road, just a rutted path that runs alongside one edge of that old field system. I looked up and yes, there were three people there – three torches, anyway. Flashlights. You couldn’t see who was carrying them, but they were walking slowly along the path. I thought maybe it was my uncle and two of the men who worked with him, coming to tell us it was time to go home. They were walking from the wrong direction, across the moor, but I thought maybe they’d gone out to work on something. So I ran to the left edge of the field and climbed up on the wall.’


  She stopped, glancing out the window at the black garden, and finally turned back. ‘I could see the three lights from there,’ she said. ‘But the angle was all wrong. They weren’t on the road at all – they were in the next field, up above Ravenwood. And they weren’t flashlights. They were high up in the air, like this—’


  She set down her glass and got to her feet, a bit unsteadily, extended both her arms and mimed holding something in her hands. ‘Like someone was carrying a pole eight or ten feet high, and there was a light on top of it. Not a flame. Like a ball of light . . .’


  She cupped her hands around an invisible globe the size of a soccer ball. ‘Like that. White light, sort of foggy. The lights bobbed as they were walking.’


  ‘Did you see who it was?’


  ‘No. We couldn’t see anything. And, this is the part that I can’t explain – it just felt bad. Like, horrible. Terrifying.’


  ‘You thought you’d summoned up whatever it was you’d been playing at.’ Jeffrey nodded sympathetically and finished his drink.


  ‘It was just marsh gas, Ev. You know that. Will o’ the wisp, or whatever you call it here. They must get it all the time out there in the country. Or fog. Or someone just out walking in the moonlight.’


  Evelyn settled back into her armchair. ‘It wasn’t,’ she said. ‘I’ve seen marsh gas. There was no fog. The moon was so bright you could see every single rock in that field. Whatever it was, we all saw it. And you couldn’t hear anything – there were no voices, no footsteps, nothing. They were just there, moving closer to us – slowly,’ she repeated, and moved her hand up and down, as though calming a cranky child. ‘That was the creepiest thing, how slowly they just kept coming.’


  ‘Why didn’t you just run?’


  ‘Because we couldn’t. You know how kids will all know about something horrible, but they’ll never tell a grown-up? It was like that. We knew we had to find our things before we could go.


  ‘I found my comb first. It was way over – maybe twenty feet from where I’d seen it fall. I grabbed it and began to run across the turf, looking for the locket and Moira’s pencil. The whole time the moon was rising, and that was horrible too – it was a beautiful clear night, no clouds at all. And the moon was so beautiful, but it just terrified me. I can’t explain it.’


  Jeffrey smiled wryly. ‘Yeah? How about this: three thirteen-year-old girls in the dark under a full moon, with a very active imagination?’


  ‘Hush. A few minutes later Moira yelled: she’d found her pencil. She turned and started running back towards the wall, I screamed after her that she had to help us find the locket. She wouldn’t come back. She didn’t go over the wall without us, but she wouldn’t help. I ran over to Ant, but she yelled at me to keep searching where I was. I did, I even started heading for the far end of the field, towards the other wall – where the lights were.


  ‘They were very close now, close to the far wall I mean. You could see how high up they were, taller than a person. I could hear Moira crying. I looked back and suddenly I saw Ant dive to the ground. She screamed “I found it!” and I could see the chain shining in her hand.


  ‘And we just turned and hightailed it. I’ve never run so fast in my life. I grabbed Ant’s arm, and by the time we got to the wall Moira was already on top and jumping down the other side. I fell and Ant had to help me up, Moira grabbed her and we ran all the way back to the farm and locked the door when we got inside.


  ‘We looked out the window and the lights were still there. They were there for hours. My uncle had a Border Collie; we cracked the door to see if she’d hear something and bark, but she didn’t. She wouldn’t go outside – we tried to get her to look and she wouldn’t budge.’


  ‘Did you tell your aunt and uncle?’


  Evelyn shook her head. ‘No. We stayed in the house that night, in my cousin’s room. It overlooked the moor, so we could watch the lights. After about two hours they began to move back the way they’d come – slowly; it was about another hour before they were gone completely. We went out next morning to see if there was anything there – we took the dog to protect us.’


  ‘And?’


  ‘There was nothing. The grass was all beaten down, as though someone had been walking over it, but probably that was just us.’


  She fell silent.


  ‘Well,’ Jeffrey said after a long moment. ‘It’s certainly a good story.’


  ‘It’s a true story. Here, wait.’


  She stood and went into the other room, and Jeffrey heard her go upstairs. He crossed to the window and stared out into the night, the dark garden occluded by shadow and runnels of mist, blueish in the dim light cast from the conservatory.


  ‘Look. I still have it.’


  He turned to see Evelyn holding a small round tin. She withdrew a small object and stared at it, placed it back inside and handed him the tin. ‘My comb. There’s some pictures here too.’


  ‘That tin.’ He stared at the lid, blue enamel with the words ST AUSTELL SWEETS: FUDGE FROM REAL CORNISH CREAM stamped in gold above the silhouette of what looked like a lighthouse beacon. ‘It’s just like the one I found with Anthea’s letters in it.’


  Evelyn nodded. ‘That’s right. Aunt Becca gave one to each of us the day we arrived. The fudge was supposed to last the entire two weeks, and I think we ate it all that first night.’


  He opened the tin and gazed at a bright-red plastic comb sitting atop several snapshots; he dug into his pocket and pulled out Anthea’s locket.


  ‘There it is,’ said Evelyn wonderingly. She took the locket and dangled it in front of her, clicked it open and shut then returned it to Jeffrey. ‘She never had anything in it that I knew. Here, look at these.’


  She took back the tin. He sat waiting as she sorted through the snapshots then passed him six small black-and-white photos, each with OCTOBER 1971 written on the back.


  ‘That was my camera.’ Evelyn sank back into the armchair. ‘I didn’t finish shooting the roll till we went back to school.’


  There were two girls in most of the photos. One was Anthea, apple-cheeked, her face still rounded with puppy fat and her brown hair longer than he’d ever seen it; eyebrows unplucked, wearing baggy bell-bottom jeans and a white peasant shirt. The other girl was taller, sturdy but long-limbed, with long straight blonde hair and a broad smooth forehead, elongated eyes and a wide mouth bared in a grin.


  ‘That’s Moira,’ said Evelyn.


  ‘She’s beautiful.’


  ‘She was. We were the ugly ducklings, Ant and me. Fortunately I was taking most of the photos, so you don’t see me except in the ones Aunt Becca took.’


  ‘You were adorable.’ Jeffrey flipped to a photo of all three girls laughing and feeding each other something with their hands, Evelyn still in braces, her hair cut in a severe black bob. ‘You were all adorable. She’s just—’


  He scrutinised a photo of Moira by herself, slightly out of focus so all you saw was a blurred wave of blonde hair and her smile, a flash of narrowed eyes. ‘She’s beautiful. Photogenic.’


  Evelyn laughed. ‘Is that what you call it? No, Moira was very pretty, all the boys liked her. But she was a tomboy, like us. Ant was the one who was boy-crazy. Me and Moira, not so much.’


  ‘What about when you saw Robert Bennington? When was that?’


  ‘The next day. Nothing happened – I mean, he was very nice, but there was nothing strange like that night. Nothing untoward,’ she added, lips pursed. ‘My aunt knew who he was – she didn’t know him, except to say hello to at the post office, and she’d never read his books. But she knew he was the children’s writer, and she knew which house was supposed to be his. We told her we were going to see him, she told us to be polite and not be a nuisance and not stay long.


  ‘So we were polite and not nuisances, and we stayed for two hours. Maybe three. We trekked over to his house, and that took almost an hour. A big old stone house. There was a standing stone and an old barrow nearby, it looked like a hayrick. A fogou. He was very proud that there was a fogou on his land – like a cave, but man-made. He said it was three thousand years old. He took us out to see it, and then we walked back to his house and he made us Nutella sandwiches and tangerines and orange squash. We just walked up to his door and knocked – I knocked, Ant was too nervous and Moira was just embarrassed. Ant and I had our copies of The Second Sun, and he was very sweet and invited us in and said he’d sign them before we left.’


  ‘Oh, sure – “Come up and see my fogou, girls”’


  ‘No – he wanted us to see it because it gave him an idea for his book. It was like a portal, he said. He wasn’t a dirty old man, Jeffrey! He wasn’t even that old – maybe forty? He had long hair, longish, anyway – to his shoulders – and he had cool clothes, an embroidered shirt and corduroy flares. And pointy-toed boots – blue boot, bright sky-blue, very pointy toes. That was the only thing about him I thought was odd. I wondered how his toes fit into them – if he had long pointy toes to go along with the shoes.’ She laughed. ‘Really, he was very charming, talked to us about the books but wouldn’t reveal any secrets – he said there would be another in the series but it never appeared. He signed our books – well, he signed mine, Moira didn’t have one and for some reason he forgot Ant’s. And eventually we left.’


  ‘Did you tell him about the lights?’


  ‘We did. He said he’d heard of things like that happening before. That part of Cornwall is ancient, there are all kinds of stone circles and menhirs, cromlechs, things like that.’


  ‘What’s a cromlech?’


  ‘You know – a dolmen.’ At Jeffrey’s frown she picked up several of the snapshots and arranged them on the side-table, a simple house of cards: three photos supporting a fourth laid atop them. ‘Like that. It’s a kind of prehistoric grave, made of big flat stones. Stonehenge, only small. The fogou was a bit like that. They’re all over West Penwith – that’s where Zennor is. Aleister Crowley lived there, and D.H. Lawrence and his wife. That was years before Robert’s time, but he said there were always stories about odd things happening. I don’t know what kind of things – it was always pretty boring when I visited as a girl, except for that one time.’


  Jeffrey made a face. ‘He was out there with a flashlight, Ev, leading you girls on.’


  ‘He didn’t even know we were there!’ protested Evelyn, so vehemently that the makeshift house of photos collapsed. ‘He looked genuinely startled when we knocked on his door – I was afraid he’d yell at us to leave. Or, I don’t know, have us arrested. He said that field had a name. It was a funny word, Cornish. It meant something, though of course I don’t remember what.’


  She stopped and leaned towards Jeffrey. ‘Why do you care about this, Jeffrey? Did Anthea say something?’


  ‘No. I just found those letters, and—’


  He laid his hands atop his knees, turned to stare past Evelyn into the darkness, so that she wouldn’t see his eyes welling. ‘I just wanted to know. And I can’t ask her.’


  Evelyn sighed. ‘Well, there’s nothing to know, except what I told you. We went back once more – we took torches this time, and walking sticks and the dog. We stayed out till 3:00 a.m. Nothing happened except we caught hell from my aunt and uncle because they heard the dog barking and looked in the barn and we were gone.


  ‘And that was the end of it. I still have the book he signed for me. Ant must have kept her copy – she was always mad he didn’t sign it. Did she still have that?’


  ‘I don’t know. Maybe. I couldn’t find it. Your friend Moira, you’re not in touch with her?’


  Evelyn shook her head. ‘I told you, she disappeared – she ran away that summer. There were problems at home, the father was a drunk and maybe the mother, too. We never went over there – it wasn’t a welcoming place. She had an older sister, but I never knew her. Look, if you’re thinking Robert Bennington killed her, that’s ridiculous. I’m sure her name came up during the trial, if anything had happened we would have heard about it. An investigation.’


  ‘Did you tell them about Moira?’


  ‘Of course not. Look, Jeffrey – I think you should forget about all that. It’s nothing to do with you, and it was all a long time ago. Ant never cared about it – I told her about the trial, I’d read about it in the Guardian, but she was even less curious about it than I was. I don’t even know if Robert Bennington is still alive. He’d be an old man now.’


  She leaned over to take his hand. ‘I can see you’re tired, Jeffrey. This has all been so awful for you, you must be totally exhausted. Do you want to just stay here for a few days? Or come back after your meeting in London?’


  ‘No – I mean, probably not. Probably I need to get back to Brooklyn. I have some projects I backburnered, I need to get to them in the next few weeks. I’m sorry, Ev.’


  He rubbed his eyes and stood. ‘I didn’t mean to hammer you about this stuff. You’re right – I’m just beat. All this—’ He sorted the snapshots into a small stack, and asked, ‘Could I have one of these? It doesn’t matter which one.’


  ‘Of course. Whichever, take your pick.’


  He chose a photo of the three girls, Moira and Evelyn doubled over laughing as Anthea stared at them, smiling and slightly puzzled.


  ‘Thank you, Ev,’ he said. He replaced each of Anthea’s letters into its envelope, slid the photo into the last one, then stared at the sheaf in his hand, as though wondering how it got there. ‘It’s just, I dunno. Meaningless, I guess; but I want it to mean something. I want something to mean something.’


  ‘Anthea meant something.’ Evelyn stood and put her arms around him. ‘Your life together meant something. And your life now means something.’


  ‘I know.’ He kissed the top of her head. ‘I keep telling myself that.’


  Evelyn dropped him off at the station next morning. He felt guilty, lying that he had meetings back in London, but he sensed both her relief and regret that he was leaving.


  ‘I’m sorry about last night,’ he said as Evelyn turned into the parking lot. ‘I feel like the Bad Fairy at the christening, bringing up all that stuff.’


  ‘No, it was interesting.’ Evelyn squinted into the sun. ‘I hadn’t thought about any of that for awhile. Not since Ant called me last March.’


  Jeffrey hesitated, then asked, ‘What do you think happened? I mean, you’re the one with the advanced degree in structural engineering.’


  Evelyn laughed. ‘Yes – and see where it’s got me. I have no idea, Jeffrey. If you ask me, logically, what do I think? Well, I think it’s just one of those things that we’ll never know what happened. Maybe two different dimensions overlapped – in superstring theory, something like that is theoretically possible, a sort of duality.’


  She shook her head. ‘I know it’s crazy. Probably it’s just one of those things that don’t make any sense and never will. Like how did Bush stay in office for so long?’


  ‘That I could explain.’ Jeffrey smiled. ‘But it’s depressing and would take too long. Thanks again, Ev.’


  They hopped out of the car and hugged on the curb. ‘You should come back soon,’ said Ev, wiping her eyes. ‘This is stupid, that it took so long for us all to get together again.’


  ‘I know. I will – soon, I promise. And you and Chris, come to New York. Once I have a place, it would be great.’


  He watched her drive off, waving as she turned back onto the main road; went into the station and walked to a ticket window.


  ‘Can I get to Penzance from here?’


  ‘What time?’


  ‘Now.’


  The station agent looked at her computer. ‘There’s a train in about half an hour. Change trains in Plymouth, arrive at Penzance a little before four.’


  He bought a first-class, one-way ticket to Penzance, found a seat in the waiting area, took out his phone and looked online for a place to stay near Zennor. There wasn’t much – a few farmhouses designed for summer rentals, all still closed for the winter. An inn that had in recent years been turned into a popular gastropub was open; but even now, the first week of March, they were fully booked. Finally he came upon a B&B called Cliff Cottage. There were only two rooms, and the official opening date was not until the following weekend, but he called anyway.


  ‘A room?’ The woman who answered sounded tired but friendly. ‘We’re not really ready yet, we’ve been doing some renovations and—’


  ‘All I need is a bed,’ Jeffrey broke in. He took a deep breath. ‘The truth is, my wife died recently. I just need some time to be away from the rest of the world and . . .’ His voice trailed off.


  He felt a pang of self-loathing, playing the pity card; listened to a long silence on the line before the woman said, ‘Oh, dear, I’m so sorry. Well, yes, if you don’t mind that we’re really not up and running. The grout’s not even dry yet in the new bath. Do you have a good head for heights?’


  ‘Heights?’


  ‘Yes. Vertigo? Some people have a very hard time with the driveway. There’s a two-night minimum for a stay.’


  Jeffrey assured her he’d never had any issues with vertigo. He gave her his credit card info, rang off and called to reserve a car in Penzance.


  He slept most of the way to Plymouth, exhausted and faintly hung-over. The train from Plymouth to Penzance was nearly empty. He bought a beer and a sandwich in the buffet car and went to his seat. He’d bought a novel in London at Waterstone’s, but instead of reading, gazed out at a landscape that was a dream of books he’d read as a child – granite farmhouses, woolly-coated ponies in stone paddocks; fields improbably green against lowering grey sky, graphite clouds broken by blades of golden sun, a rainbow that pierced a thunderhead then faded as though erased by some unseen hand. Ringnecked pheasants, a running fox. More fields planted with something that shone a startling goldfinch-yellow. A silvery coastline hemmed by arches of russet stone. Children wrestling in the middle of an empty road. A woman walking with head bowed against the wind, hands extended before her like a diviner.


  Abandoned mineshafts and slagheaps; ruins glimpsed in an eyeflash before the train dove into a tunnel; black birds wheeling above a dun-coloured tor surrounded by scorched heath.


  And, again and again, groves of gnarled oaks that underscored the absence of great forests in a landscape that had been scoured of trees thousands of years ago. It was beautiful yet also slightly disturbing, like watching an underpopulated, narratively fractured silent movie that played across the train window.


  The trees were what most unsettled Jeffrey: the thought that men had so thoroughly occupied this countryside for so long that they had flensed it of everything – rocks, trees, shrubs all put to some human use so that only the abraded land remained. He felt relieved when the train at last reached Penzance, with the beach-front promenade to one side, glassy waves breaking on the sand and the dark towers of St Michael’s Mount suspended between water and pearly sky.


  He grabbed his bag and walked through the station, outside to where people waited on the curb with luggage or headed to the parking lot. The clouds had lifted: a chill steady wind blew from off the water, bringing the smell of salt and sea-wrack. He shivered and pulled on his woollen overcoat, looking around for the vehicle from the rental car company that was supposed to meet him.


  He finally spotted it, a small white car parked along the sidewalk. A man in a dark blazer leaned against the car, smoking and talking to a teenage boy with dreadlocks and rainbow-knit cap and a woman with matted dark-blonde hair.


  ‘You my ride?’ Jeffrey said, smiling.


  The man took a drag from his cigarette and passed it to the woman. She was older than Jeffrey had first thought, in her early thirties, face seamed and sun-weathered and her eyes bloodshot. She wore tight flared jeans and a fuzzy sky-blue sweater beneath a stained Arsenal windbreaker.


  ‘Spare anything?’ she said as he stopped alongside the car. She reeked of sweat and marijuana smoke.


  ‘Go on now, Erthy,’ the man said, scowling. He turned to Jeffrey. ‘Mr Kearin?’


  ‘That’s me,’ said Jeffrey.


  ‘Gotta ’nother rollie, Evan?’ the woman prodded.


  ‘Come on, Erthy,’ said the rainbow-hatted boy. He spun and began walking towards the station. ‘Peace, Evan.’


  ‘I apologise for that,’ Evan said as he opened the passenger door for Jeffrey. ‘I know the boy, his family’s neighbours of my sister’s.’


  ‘Bit old for him, isn’t she?’ Jeffrey glanced to where the two huddled against the station wall, smoke welling from their cupped hands.


  ‘Yeah, Erthy’s a tough nut. She used to sleep rough by the St Erth train station. Only this last winter she’s taken up in Penzance. Every summer we get the smackhead hippies here; there’s always some poor souls who stay and take up on the street. Not that you want to hear about that,’ he added, laughing as he swung into the driver’s seat. ‘On vacation?’


  Jeffrey nodded. ‘Just a few days.’


  ‘Staying here in Penzance?’


  ‘Cardu. Near Zennor.’


  ‘Might see some sun, but probably not till the weekend.’


  He ended up with the same small white car. ‘Only one we have, this last minute,’ Evan said, tapping at the computer in the rental office. ‘But it’s better really for driving out there in the countryside. Roads are extremely narrow. Have you driven around here before? No? I would strongly recommend the extra damages policy . . .’


  It had been decades since Jeffrey had been behind the wheel of a car in the UK. He began to sweat as soon as he left the rental car lot, eyes darting between the map Evan had given him and the GPS on his iPhone. In minutes the busy roundabout was behind him; the car crept up a narrow, winding hillside, with high stone walls on either side that swiftly gave way to hedgerows bordering open farmland. A brilliant yellow field proved to be planted with daffodils, their constricted yellow throats not quite in bloom. After several more minutes, he came to a crossroads.


  Almost immediately he got lost. The distances between villages and roads were deceptive: what appeared on the map to be a mile or more instead contracted into a few hundred yards, or else expanded into a series of zigzags and switchbacks that appeared to point him back towards Penzance. The GPS directions made no sense, advising him to turn directly into stone walls or gated driveways or fields where cows grazed on young spring grass. The roads were only wide enough for one car to pass, with tiny turnouts every fifty feet or so where one could pull over, but the high hedgerows and labyrinthine turns made it difficult to spot oncoming vehicles.


  His destination, a village called Cardu, was roughly seven miles from Penzance; after half an hour the odometer registered that he’d gone fifteen miles and he had no idea where he was. There was no cell phone reception. The sun dangled a hand’s-span above the western horizon, staining ragged stone outcroppings and a bleak expanse of moor an ominous reddish-bronze, and throwing the black fretwork of stone walls into stark relief. He finally parked in one of the narrow turnouts, sat for a few minutes staring into the sullen blood-red eye of the sun, and at last got out.


  The hedgerows offered little protection from the harsh wind that raked across the moor. Jeffrey pulled at the collar of his coat, turning his back to the wind, and noticed a small sign that read PUBLIC FOOTPATH. He walked over and saw a narrow gap in the hedgerow, three steps formed of wide flat stones. He took the three in one long stride and found himself at the edge of an overgrown field, similar to what Evelyn had described in her account of the lights near Zennor. An ancient-looking stone wall bounded the far edge of the field, with a wider gap that opened to the next field and what looked like another sign. He squinted, but couldn’t make out what it read, and began to pick his way across the turf.


  It was treacherous going – the countless hummocks hid deep holes, and more than once he barely kept himself from wrenching his ankle. The air smelled strongly of raw earth and cow manure. As the sun dipped lower, a wedge of shadow was driven between him and the swiftly darkening sky, making it still more difficult to see his way. But after a few minutes he reached the far wall, and bent to read the sign beside the gap into the next field.


  CAS CIRCLE.


  He glanced back, saw a glint of white where the rental car was parked, straightened and walked on. There was a footpath here – hardly a path, really; just a trail where turf and bracken had been flattened by the passage of not-many feet. He followed it, stopping when he came to a large upright stone that came up to his waist. He looked to one side then the other, and saw more stones, forming a group more ovoid than circular, perhaps thirty feet in diameter. He ran his hand across the first stone – rough granite, ridged with lichen and friable bits of moss that crumbled at his touch.


  The reek of manure was fainter here: he could smell something fresh and sweet, and when he looked down saw a silvery gleam at the base of the rock. He crouched and dipped his fingers into a tiny pool, no bigger than his shoe. The water was icy-cold, and even after he withdrew his hand, the surface trembled.


  A spring. He dipped his cupped palm into it and sniffed warily, expecting a foetid whiff of cow muck.


  But the water smelled clean, of rock and rain. Without thinking he drew his hand to his mouth and sipped, immediately flicked his fingers to send glinting droplets into the night.


  That was stupid, he thought, hastily wiping his hand on his trousers. Now I’ll get dysentery. Or whatever one gets from cows.


  He stood there for another minute, then turned and retraced his steps to the rental car. He saw a pair of headlights approaching and flagged down a white delivery van.


  ‘I’m lost,’ he said, and showed the driver the map that Evan had given him.


  ‘Not too lost.’ The driver perused the map, then gave him directions. ‘Once you see the inn you’re almost there.’


  Jeffrey thanked him, got back into the car and started to drive. In ten minutes he reached the inn, a rambling stucco structure with half a dozen cars out front. There was no sign identifying Cardu, and no indication that there was anything more to the village than the inn and a deeply rutted road flanked by a handful of granite cottages in varying states of disrepair. He eased the rental car by the mottled grey buildings to where what passed for a road ended; bore right and headed down a cobblestoned, hairpin drive that zigzagged along the cliff-edge.


  He could hear but could not see the ocean, waves crashing against rocks hundreds of feet below. Now and then he got a skin-crawling glimpse of immense cliffs like congealed flames – ruddy stone, apricot-yellow gorse, lurid flares of orange lichen all burned to ash as afterglow faded from the western sky.


  He wrenched his gaze back to the narrow strip of road immediately in front of him. Gorse and brambles tore at the doors; once he bottomed out, then nosed the car across a water-filled gulley that widened into a stream that cascaded down the cliff to the sea below.


  ‘Holy fucking Christ,’ he said, and kept in first gear. In another five minutes he was safely parked beside the cottage, alongside a small coupé.


  ‘We thought maybe you weren’t coming,’ someone called as Jeffrey stepped shakily out onto a cobblestone drive. Straggly rosebushes grew between a row of granite slabs that resembled headstones. These were presumably to keep cars from veering down an incline that led to a ruined outbuilding, a few faint stars already framed in its gaping windows. ‘Some people, they start down here and just give up and turn back.’


  Jeffrey looked around, finally spotted a slight man in his early sixties standing in the doorway of a grey stone cottage tucked into the lee of the cliff. ‘Oh, hi. No, I made it.’


  Jeffrey ducked back into the car, grabbed his bag and headed for the cottage.


  ‘Harry,’ the man said, and held the door for him.


  ‘Jeffrey. I spoke to your wife this afternoon.’


  The man’s brow furrowed. ‘Wife?’ He was a head shorter than Jeffrey, clean-shaven, with a sun-weathered face and sleek grey-flecked dark brown hair to his shoulders. A ropey old cable-knit sweater hung from his lank frame.


  ‘Well, someone. A woman.’


  ‘Oh, that was Thomsa. My sister.’ The man nodded, as though this confusion had never occurred before. ‘We’re still trying to get unpacked. We don’t really open till this weekend, but . . .’


  He held the door so Jeffrey could pass inside. ‘Thomsa told me of your loss. My condolences.’


  Inside was a small room with slate floors and plastered walls, sparely furnished with a plain wooden table and four chairs intricately carved with Celtic knots; a sideboard holding books and maps and artfully mismatched crockery; large gas stove and a side-table covered with notepads and pens, unopened bills and a laptop. A modern cast-iron wood-stove had been fitted into a wide, old-fashioned hearth. The stove radiated warmth and an acrid, not unpleasant scent, redolent of coal-smoke and burning sage. Peat, Jeffrey realised with surprise. There was a closed door on the other side of the room, and from behind this came the sound of a television. Harry looked at Jeffrey, cocking an eyebrow.


  ‘It’s beautiful,’ said Jeffrey.


  Harry nodded. ‘I’ll take you to your room.’


  Jeffrey followed him up a narrow stair beneath the eaves, into a short hallway flanked by two doors. ‘Your room’s here. Bath’s down there, you’ll have it all to yourself. What time would you like breakfast?’


  ‘Seven, maybe?’


  ‘How about seven-thirty?’


  Jeffrey smiled wanly. ‘Sure.’


  The room was small, white plaster walls and a window-seat overlooking the sea, a big bed heaped with a white duvet and myriad pillows, corner wardrobe carved with the same Celtic knots as the chairs below. No TV or radio or telephone, not even a clock. Jeffrey unpacked his bag and checked his phone for service: none.


  He closed the wardrobe, looked in his backpack and swore. He’d left his book on the train. He ran a hand through his hair, stepped to the window-seat and stared out.


  It was too dark now to see much, though light from windows on the floor below illuminated a small, winding patch of garden, bound on the cliff side by a stone wall. Beyond that there was only rock and, far below, the sea. Waves thundered against the unseen shore, a muted roar like a jet turbine. He could feel the house around him shake.


  And not just the house, he thought; it felt as though the ground and everything around him trembled without ceasing. He paced to the other window, which overlooked the drive, and stared at his rental car and the coupé beside it through a frieze of branches, a tree so contorted by wind and salt that its limbs only grew in one direction. He turned off the room’s single light, waited for his eyes to adjust; stared back out through one window, and then the other.


  For as far as he could see, there was only night. Ghostly light seeped from a room downstairs onto the sliver of lawn. Starlight touched on the endless sweep of moor, like another sea unrolling from the line of cliffs brooding above black waves and distant headlands. There was no sign of human habitation: no distant lights, no street-lamps, no cars, no ships or lighthouse beacons: nothing.


  He sank onto the window seat, dread knotting his chest. He had never seen anything like this – even hiking in the Mojave Desert with Anthea ten years earlier, there had been a scattering of lights sifted across the horizon and satellites moving slowly through the constellations. He grabbed his phone, fighting a cold black solitary horror. There was still no reception.


  He put the phone aside and stared at a framed sepia-tinted photograph on the wall: a three-masted schooner wrecked on the rocks beneath a cliff he suspected was the same one where the cottage stood. Why was he even here? He felt as he had once in college, waking in a strange room after a night of heavy drinking, surrounded by people he didn’t know in a squalid flat used as a shooting gallery. The same sense that he’d been engaged in some kind of psychic somnambulism, walking perilously close to a precipice.


  Here, of course he actually was perched on the edge of a precipice. He stood and went into the hall, switching on the light; walked into the bathroom and turned on all the lights there as well.


  It was almost as large as his bedroom, cheerfully appointed with yellow and blue towels piled atop a wooden chair, a massive porcelain tub, hand-woven yellow rugs and a fistful of daffodils in a cobalt glass vase on a wide windowsill. He moved the towels and sat on the chair for a few minutes, then crossed to pick up the vase and drew it to his face.


  The daffodils smelled sweetly, of overturned earth warming in the sunlight. Anthea had loved daffodils, planting a hundred new bulbs every autumn; daffodils and jonquil and narcissus and crocuses, all the harbingers of spring. He inhaled again, deeply, and replaced the flowers on the sill. He left a light on beside the sink, returned to his room and went to bed.


  He woke before 7:00. Thin sunlight filtered through the white curtains he’d drawn the night before and for several minutes he lay in bed, listening to the rhythmic boom of surf on the rocks. He finally got up, pulled aside the curtain and looked out.


  A line of clouds hung above the western horizon, but over the headland the sky was pale blue, shot with gold where the sun rose above the moor. Hundreds of feet below Jeffrey’s bedroom navy swells crashed against the base of the cliffs and swirled around ragged granite pinnacles that rose from the sea, surrounded by clouds of white seabirds. There was a crescent of white sand, and a black cavern-mouth gouged into one of the cliffs where a vortex rose and subsided with the waves.


  The memory of last night’s horror faded: sunlight and wheeling birds, the vast expanse of air and sea and all-but-treeless moor made him feel exhilarated. For the first time since Anthea’s death he had a premonition not of dread but of the sort of exultation he felt as a teenager, waking in his boyhood room in early spring.


  He dressed and shaved – there was no shower, only that dinghy-sized tub, so he’d forgo bathing till later. He waited until he was certain he heard movement in the kitchen, and went downstairs.


  ‘Good morning.’ A woman who might have been Harry’s twin leaned against the slate sink. Slender, small-boned, with straight dark hair held back with two combs from a narrow face, brown-eyed and weathered as her brother’s. ‘I’m Thomsa.’


  He shook her hand, glanced around for signs of coffee then peered out the window. ‘This is an amazing place.’


  ‘Yes, it is,’ Thomsa said evenly. She spooned coffee into a glass cafetière, picked up a steaming kettle and poured hot water over the grounds. ‘Coffee, right? I have tea if you prefer. Would you like eggs? Some people have all sorts of food allergies. Vegans, how do you feed them?’ She stared at him in consternation, turned back to the sink, glancing at a bowl of eggs. ‘How many?’


  The cottage was silent, save for the drone of a television behind the closed door and the thunder of waves beating against the cliffs. Jeffrey sat at a table set for one, poured himself coffee and stared out to where the moor rose behind them. ‘Does the sound of the ocean ever bother you?’ he asked.


  Thomsa laughed. ‘No. We’ve been here thirty-five years; we’re used to that. But we’re building a house in Greece, in Hydra, that’s where we just returned from. There’s a church in the village and every afternoon the bells ring, I don’t know why. At first I thought, isn’t that lovely, church bells! Now I’m sick of them and just wish they’d shut up.’


  She set a plate of fried eggs and thick-cut bacon in front of him, along with slabs of toasted brown bread and glass bowls of jam, picked up a mug and settled at the table. ‘So, are you here on holiday?’


  ‘Mmm, yes.’ Jeffrey nodded, his mouth full. ‘My wife died last fall. I just needed to get away for a bit.’


  ‘Yes, of course. I’m very sorry.’


  ‘She visited here once when she was a girl – not here, but at a farm nearby, in Zennor. I don’t know the last name of the family, but the woman was named Becca.’


  ‘Becca? Mmmm, no, I don’t think so. Maybe Harry will know.’


  ‘This would have been 1971.’


  ‘Ah – no, we didn’t move here till ’75. Summer, us and all the other hippie types from back then.’ She sipped her tea. ‘No tourists around this time of year. Usually we don’t open till the second week in March. But we don’t have anyone scheduled yet, so.’ She shrugged, pushing back a wisp of dark hair. ‘It’s quiet this time of year. No German tour buses. Do you paint?’


  ‘Paint?’ Jeffrey blinked. ‘No. I’m an architect, so I draw, but mostly just for work. I sketch sometimes.’


  ‘We get a lot of artists. There’s the Tate in St Ives, if you like modern architecture. And of course there are all the prehistoric ruins – standing stones, and Zennor Quoit. There are all sorts of legends about them, fairy tales. People disappearing. They’re very interesting, if you don’t mind the walk.


  ‘Are there places to eat?’


  ‘The inn here, though you might want to stop in and make a booking. There’s the pub in Zennor, and St Ives of course, though it can be hard to park. And Penzance.’


  Jeffrey winced. ‘Not sure I want to get back on the road again immediately.’


  ‘Yes, the drive here’s a bit tricky, isn’t it? But Zennor’s only two miles, if you don’t mind walking – lots of people do, we get hikers from all over on the coastal footpath. And Harry might be going out later, he could drop you off in Zennor if you like.’


  ‘Thanks. Not sure what I’ll do yet. But thank you.’


  He ate his breakfast, making small talk with Thomsa and nodding at Harry when he emerged and darted through the kitchen, raising a hand as he slipped outside. Minutes later, Jeffrey glimpsed him pushing a wheelbarrow full of gardening equipment.


  ‘I think the rain’s supposed to hold off,’ Thomsa said, staring out the window. ‘I hope so. We want to finish that wall. Would you like me to make more coffee?’


  ‘If you don’t mind.’


  Jeffrey dabbed a crust into the blackcurrant jam. He wanted to ask if Thomsa or her brother knew Robert Bennington, but was afraid he might be stirring up memories of some local scandal, or that he’d be taken for a journalist or some other busybody. He finished the toast, thanked Thomsa when she poured him more coffee, then reached for one of the brochures on the sideboard.


  ‘So does this show where those ruins are?’


  ‘Yes. You’ll want the Ordnance Survey map. Here—’


  She cleared the dishes, gathered a map and unfolded it. She tapped the outline of a tiny cove between two spurs of land. ‘We’re here.’


  She traced one of the spurs, lifted her head to stare out the window to a grey-green spine of rock stretching directly to the south. ‘That’s Gurnard’s Head. And there’s Zennor Head—’


  She turned and pointed in the opposite direction, to a looming promontory a few miles distant, and looked back down at the map. ‘You can see where everything’s marked.’


  Jeffrey squinted to make out words printed in a tiny, Gothic font. TUMULI, STANDING STONE, HUT CIRCLE, CAIRN. ‘Is there a fogou around here?’


  ‘A fogou?’ She frowned slightly. ‘Yes, there is – out towards Zennor, across the moor. It’s a bit of a walk.’


  ‘Could you give me directions? Just sort of point the way? I might try and find it – give me something to do.’


  Thomsa stepped to the window. ‘The coastal path is there – see? If you follow it up to the ridge, you’ll see a trail veer off. There’s an old road there, the farmers use it sometimes. All those old fields run alongside it. The fogou’s on the Golovenna Farm; I don’t know how many fields back that is. It would be faster if you drove towards Zennor then hiked over the moor, but you could probably do it from here. You’ll have to find an opening in the stone walls or climb over – do you have hiking shoes?’ She looked dubiously at his sneakers. ‘Well, they’ll probably be all right.’


  ‘I’ll give it a shot. Can I take that map?’


  ‘Yes, of course. It’s not the best map – there’s a more detailed Ordnance Survey one, I think.’


  He thanked her and downed the rest of his coffee, went upstairs and pulled a heavy woollen sweater over his flannel shirt, grabbed his cell phone and returned downstairs. He retrieved the map and stuck it in his coat pocket, said goodbye to Thomsa, rinsing dishes in the sink, and walked outside.


  The air was warmer, almost balmy despite a stiff wind that had torn the line of clouds into grey shreds. Harry knelt beside a stone wall, poking at the ground with a small spade. Jeffrey paused to watch him, then turned to survey clusters of daffodils and jonquils, scores of them, scattered across the terraced slopes among rocks and apple trees. The flowers were not yet in bloom, but he could glimpse sunlit yellow and orange and saffron petals swelling within the green buds atop each slender stalk.


  ‘Going out?’ Harry called.


  ‘Yes.’ Jeffrey stooped to brush his fingers across one of the flowers. ‘My wife loved daffodils. She must have planted thousands of them.’


  Harry nodded. ‘Should open in the next few days. If we get some sun.’


  Jeffrey waved farewell and turned to walk up the drive.


  In a few minutes, the cottage was lost to sight. The cobblestones briefly gave way to cracked concrete, then a deep rut that marked a makeshift path that led uphill, towards the half-dozen buildings that made up the village. He stayed on the driveway, and after another hundred feet reached a spot where a narrow footpath meandered off to the left, marked by a sign. This would be the path that Thomsa had pointed out.


  He shaded his eyes and looked back. He could just make out Cliff Cottage, its windows a flare of gold in the sun. He stepped onto the trail, walking with care across loose stones and channels where water raced downhill, fed by the early spring rains. To one side, the land sheared away to cliffs and crashing waves; he could see where the coastal path wound along the headland, fading into the emerald crown of Zennor Head. Above him, the ground rose steeply, overgrown with coiled ferns, newly sprung grass, thickets of gorse in brilliant sun-yellow bloom where bees and tiny orange butterflies fed. At the top of the incline, he could see the dark rim of a line of stone walls. He stayed on the footpath until it began to bear towards the cliffs, then looked for a place where he could break away and make for the ancient fields. He saw what looked like a path left by some kind of animal and scrambled up, dodging gorse, his sneakers sliding on loose scree, until he reached the top of the headland.


  The wind here was so strong he nearly lost his balance as he hopped down into a grassy lane. The lane ran parallel to a long ridge of stone walls perhaps four feet high, braided with strands of rusted barbed wire. On the other side, endless intersections of yet more walls divided the moor into a dizzyingly ragged patchwork: jade-green, beryl, creamy yellow; ochre and golden amber. Here and there, twisted trees grew within sheltered corners, or rose from atop the walls themselves, gnarled branches scraping at the sky. High overhead, a bird arrowed towards the sea, and its plaintive cry rose above the roar of wind in his ears.


  He pulled out the map, struggling to open it in the wind, finally gave up and shoved it back into his pocket. He tried to count back four fields, but it was hopeless – he couldn’t make out where one field ended and another began.


  And he had no idea what field to start with. He walked alongside the lane, away from the cottage and the village of Cardu, hoping he might find a gate or opening. He finally settled on a spot where the barbed wire had become engulfed by a protective thatch of dead vegetation. He clambered over the rocks, clutching desperately at dried leaves as the wall gave way beneath his feet and nearly falling onto a lethal-looking knot of barbed wire. Gasping, he reached the top of the wall, flailed as wind buffeted him then crouched until he could catch his breath.


  The top of the wall was covered with vines, grey and leafless, as thick as his fingers and unpleasantly reminiscent of veins and arteries. This serpentine mass seemed to hold the stones together, though when he tried to step down the other side, the rocks once again gave way and he fell into a patch of whip-like vines studded with thorns the length of his thumbnail. Cursing, he extricated himself, his chinos torn and hands gouged and bloody, and staggered into the field.


  Here at least there was some protection from the wind. The field sloped slightly uphill to the next wall. There was so sign of a gate or breach. He shoved his hands into his pockets and strode through knee-high grass, pale green and starred with minute yellow flowers. He reached the wall and walked alongside it. In one corner several large rocks had fallen. He hoisted himself up until he could see into the next field. It was no different from the one he’d just traversed, save for a single massive evergreen in its centre.


  Other than the tree, the field seemed devoid of any vegetation larger than a tussock. He tried to peer into the field beyond, and the ones after that, but the countryside dissolved into a glitter of green and topaz beneath the morning sun, with a few stone pinnacles stark against the horizon where moor gave way to sky.


  He turned and walked back, head down against the wind; climbed into the first field and crossed it, searching until he spied what looked like a safe place to gain access to the lane once more. Another tangle of blackthorn snagged him as he jumped down and landed hard, grimacing as a thorn tore at his neck. He glared at the wall, then headed back to the cottage, picking thorns from his overcoat and jeans.


  He was starving by the time he arrived at the cottage, also filthy. It had grown too warm for his coat; he slung it over his shoulder, wiping sweat from his cheeks. Thomsa was outside, removing a shovel from the trunk of the car.


  ‘Oh, hello! You’re back quickly!’


  He stopped, grateful for the wind on his overheated face. ‘Quickly?’


  ‘I thought you’d be off till lunchtime. A few hours, anyway?’


  ‘I thought it was lunchtime.’ He looked at his watch and frowned. ‘That can’t be right. It’s not even ten.’


  Thomsa nodded, setting the shovel beside the car. ‘I thought maybe you forgot something.’ She glanced at him, startled. ‘Oh my – you’re bleeding – did you fall?’


  He shook his head. ‘No, well, yes,’ he said sheepishly. ‘I tried to find that fogou. Didn’t get very far. Are you sure it’s just ten? I thought I was out there for hours – I figured it must be noon, at least. What time did I leave?’


  ‘Half-past nine, I think.’


  He started to argue, instead shrugged. ‘I might try again. You said there’s a better Ordnance Survey map? Something with more details?’


  ‘Yes. You could probably get it in Penzance – call the bookshop there if you like, phone book’s on the table.’


  He found the phone book in the kitchen and rang the bookstore. They had a copy of the map and would hold it for him. He rummaged on the table for a brochure with a map of Penzance, went upstairs to spend a few minutes washing up from his trek, and hurried outside. Thomsa and Harry were lugging stones across the grass to repair the wall. Jeffrey waved, ducked into the rental car and crept back up the drive towards Cardu.


  In broad daylight it still took almost ten minutes. He glanced out to where the coastal footpath wound across the top of the cliffs, could barely discern a darker trail leading to the old field systems, and, beyond that, the erratic cross-stitch of stone walls fading into the eastern sky. Even if he’d only gone as far as the second field, it seemed impossible that he could have hiked all the way there and back to the cottage in half an hour.


  The drive to Penzance took less time than that; barely long enough for Jeffrey to reflect how unusual it was for him to act like this, impulsively. Everything an architect did was according to plan. Out on the moor and gorse-covered cliffs the strangeness of the immense, dour landscape had temporarily banished the near-constant presence of his dead wife. Now, in the confines of the cramped rental car, images of other vehicles and other trips returned, all with Anthea beside him. He pushed them away, tried to focus on the fact that here at last was a place where he’d managed to escape her; and remembered that was not true at all.


  Anthea had been here, too. Not the Anthea he had loved, but her mayfly self, the girl he’d never known; the Anthea who’d contained an entire secret world he’d never known existed. It seemed absurd, but he desperately wished she had confided in him about her visit to Bennington’s house, and the strange night that had preceded it. Evelyn’s talk of superstring theory was silly – he found himself sympathising with Moira, content to let someone else read the creepy books and tell her what to do. He believed in none of it, of course. Yet it didn’t matter what he believed, but whether Anthea had, and why.


  Penzance was surprisingly crowded for a weekday morning in early March. He circled the town’s winding streets twice before he found a parking space, several blocks from the bookstore. He walked past shops and restaurants featuring variations on themes involving pirates, fish, pixies, sailing ships. As he passed a tattoo parlour, he glanced into the adjoining alley and saw the same rainbow-hatted boy from the train station, holding a skateboard and standing with several other teenagers who were passing around a joint. The boy looked up, saw Jeffrey and smiled. Jeffrey lifted his hand and smiled back. The boy called out to him, his words garbled by the wind, put down his skateboard and did a headstand alongside it. Jeffrey laughed and kept going.


  There was only one other customer in the shop when he arrived, a man in a business suit talking to two women behind the register.


  ‘Can I help you?’ The older of the two women smiled. She had close-cropped red hair and fashionable eyeglasses, and set aside an iPad as Jeffrey approached.


  ‘I called about an Ordnance Survey map?’


  ‘Yes. It’s right here.’


  She handed it to him, and he unfolded it enough to see that it showed the same area of West Penwith as the other map, enlarged and far more detailed.


  The woman with the glasses cocked her head. ‘Shall I ring that up?’


  Jeffrey closed the map and set it onto the counter. ‘Sure, in a minute. I’m going to look around a bit first.’


  She returned to chatting. Jeffrey wandered the shop. It was small but crowded with neatly stacked shelves and tables, racks of maps and postcards, with an extensive section of books about Cornwall – guidebooks, tributes to Daphne du Maurier and Barbara Hepworth, DVDs of The Pirates of Penzance and Rebecca, histories of the mines and glossy photo volumes about surfing in Newquay. He spent a few minutes flipping through one of these, then continued to the back of the store. There was an entire wall of children’s books, picture books near the floor, books for older children arranged alphabetically above them. He scanned the Bs, and looked aside as the younger woman approached, carrying an armful of calendars.


  ‘Are you looking for something in particular?’


  He glanced back at the shelves. ‘Do you have anything by Robert Bennington?’


  The young woman set the calendars down, ran a hand along the shelf housing the Bs; frowned and looked back to the counter. ‘Rose, do we have anything by Robert Bennington? It rings a bell, but I don’t see anything here. Children’s writer, is he?’ she added, turning to Jeffrey.


  ‘Yes. The Sun Battles, I think that’s one of them.’


  The other customer nodded goodbye as Rose joined the others in the back.


  ‘Robert Bennington?’ She halted, straightening a stack of coffee table books, tapped her lower lip then quickly nodded. ‘Oh yes! The fantasy writer. We did have his books – he’s fallen out of favour.’ She cast a knowing look at the younger clerk. ‘He was the child molester.’


  ‘Oh, right.’ The younger woman made a face. ‘I don’t think his books are even in print now, are they?’


  ‘I don’t think so,’ said Rose. ‘I’ll check. We could order something for you, if they are.’


  ‘That’s okay – I’m only here for a few days.’


  Jeffrey followed her to the counter and waited as she searched online.


  ‘No, nothing’s available.’ Rose shook her head. ‘Sad bit of business, wasn’t it? I heard something recently; he had a stroke I think. He might even have died, I can’t recall now who told me. He must be quite elderly, if he’s still alive.’


  ‘He lived around here, didn’t he?’ said Jeffrey.


  ‘Out near Zennor, I think. He bought the old Golovenna Farm, years ago. We used to sell quite a lot of his books – he was very popular. Like the Harry Potter books now. Well, not that popular.’ She smiled. ‘But he did very well. He came in here once or twice, it must be twenty years at least. A very handsome man. Theatrical. He wore a long scarf, like Doctor Who. I’m sure you could find used copies online, or there’s a second-hand bookshop just round the corner – they might well have something.’


  ‘That’s all right. But thank you for checking.’


  He paid for the map and went back out onto the sidewalk. It was getting on to noon. He wandered the streets for several minutes looking for a place to eat, settled on a small, airy Italian restaurant where he had grilled sardines and spaghetti and a glass of wine. Not very Cornish, perhaps, but he promised himself to check on the pub in Zennor later.


  The Ordnance map was too large and unwieldy to open at his little table, so he stared out the window, watching tourists and women with small children in tow as they popped in and out of the shops across the street. The rainbow-hatted boy and his cronies loped by, skateboards in hand. Dropouts or burnouts, Jeffrey thought; the local constabulary must spend half its time chasing them from place to place. He finished his wine and ordered a cup of coffee, gulped it down, paid the check, and left.


  A few high white clouds scudded high overhead, borne on a steady wind that sent up flurries of grit and petals blown from ornamental cherry trees. Here in the heart of Penzance, the midday sun was almost hot: Jeffrey hooked his coat over his shoulder and ambled back to his car. He paused to glance at postcards and souvenirs in a shop window, but could think of no one to send a card to. Evelyn? She’d rather have something from Zennor, another reason to visit the pub.


  He turned the corner, had almost reached the tattoo parlour when a plaintive cry rang out.


  ‘Have you seen him?’


  Jeffrey halted. In the same alley where he’d glimpsed the boys earlier, a forlorn figure sat on the broken asphalt, twitchy fingers toying with an unlit cigarette. Erthy, the thirtyish woman who’d been at the station the day before. As Jeffrey hesitated she lifted her head, swiped a fringe of dirty hair from her eyes and stumbled to her feet. His heart sank as she hurried towards him, but before he could flee she was already in his face, her breath warm and beery. ‘Gotta light?’


  ‘No, sorry,’ he said, and began to step away.


  ‘Wait – you’re London, right?’


  ‘No, I’m just visiting.’


  ‘No – I saw you.’


  He paused, thrown off-balance by a ridiculous jolt of unease. Her eyes were bloodshot, the irises a peculiar marbled blue like flawed bottle-glass, and there was a vivid crimson splotch in one eye, as though a capillary had burst. It made it seem as though she looked at him sideways, even though she was staring at him straight on.


  ‘You’re on the London train!’ She nodded in excitement. ‘I need to get back.’


  ‘I’m sorry.’ He spun and walked off as quickly as he could without breaking into a run. Behind him he heard footsteps, and again the same wrenching cry.


  ‘Have you seen him?’


  He did run then, as the woman screamed expletives and a shower of gravel pelted his back.


  He reached his rental car, his heart pounding. He looked over his shoulder, jumped inside and locked the doors before pulling out into the street. As he drove off, he caught a flash in the rear-view mirror of the woman sidling in the other direction, unlit cigarette still twitching between her fingers.


  When he arrived back at the cottage, he found Thomsa and Harry sitting at the kitchen table, surrounded by the remains of lunch, sandwich crusts and apple cores.


  ‘Oh, hello.’ Thomsa looked up, smiling, and patted the chair beside her. ‘Did you go to The Tinners for lunch?’


  ‘Penzance.’ Jeffrey sat and dropped his map onto the table. ‘I think I’ll head out again, then maybe have dinner at the pub.’


  ‘He wants to see the fogou,’ said Thomsa. ‘He went earlier but couldn’t find it. There is a fogou, isn’t there, Harry? Out by Zennor Hill?’


  Jeffrey hesitated, then said, ‘A friend of mine told me about it – she and my wife saw it when they were girls.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Harry after a moment. ‘Where the children’s writer lived. Some sort of ruins there, anyway.’


  Jeffrey kept his tone casual. ‘A writer?’


  ‘I believe so,’ said Thomsa. ‘We didn’t know him. Someone who stayed here once went looking for him, but he wasn’t home – this was years ago. The old Golovenna Farm.’


  Jeffrey pointed to the seemingly random network of lines that covered the map, like crazing on a piece of old pottery. ‘What’s all this mean?’


  Harry pulled his chair closer and traced the boundaries of Cardu with a dirt-stained finger. ‘Those are the field systems – the stone walls.’


  ‘You’re kidding.’ Jeffrey laughed. ‘That must’ve driven someone nuts, getting all that down.’


  ‘Oh, it’s all GPS and satellite photos now,’ said Thomsa. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t have this map earlier, before you went for your walk.’


  Harry angled the map so the sunlight illuminated the area surrounding Cardu. ‘This is our cove, here . . .’


  They pored over the map. Jeffrey pointed at markers for hut circles and cairns, standing stones and tumuli, all within a hand’s-span of Cardu, as Harry continued to shake his head.


  ‘It’s this one, I think,’ Harry said at last, and glanced at his sister. He scored a square half-inch of the page with a blackened fingernail, minute Gothic letters trapped within the web of field systems.


  CHAMBERED CAIRN


  ‘That looks right,’ said Thomsa. ‘But it’s a ways off the road. I’m not certain where the house is – the woman who went looking for it said she roamed the moor for hours before she came on it.’


  Jeffrey ran his finger along the line marking the main road. ‘It looks like I can drive to here. If there’s a place to park, I can just hike in. It doesn’t look that far. As long as I don’t get towed.’


  ‘You shouldn’t get towed,’ said Thomsa. ‘All that land’s part of Golovenna, and no one’s there. He never farmed it, just let it all go back to the moor. You’d only be a mile or so from Zennor if you left your car. They have musicians on Thursday nights, some of the locals come in and play after dinner.’


  Jeffrey refolded the map. When he looked up, Harry was gone. Thomsa handed him an apple.


  ‘Watch for the bogs,’ she said. ‘Marsh grass, it looks sturdy, but when you put your foot down it gives way and you can sink under. Like quicksand. They found a girl’s body ten years back. Horses and sheep, too.’ Jeffrey grimaced and she laughed. ‘You’ll be all right – just stay on the footpaths.’


  He thanked her, went upstairs to exchange his overcoat for a windbreaker, and returned to his car. The clouds were gone: the sun shone high in a sky the summer blue of gentians. He felt the same surge of exultation he’d experienced that morning, the sea-fresh wind tangling the stems of daffodils and narcissus, white gulls crying overhead. He kept the window down as he drove up the twisting way to Cardu and the honeyed scent of gorse filled the car.


  The road to Zennor coiled between hedgerows misted green with new growth and emerald fields where brown-and-white cattle grazed. In the distance a single tractor moved so slowly across a black furrow that Jeffrey could track its progress only by the skein of crows that followed it, the birds dipping then rising like a black thread drawn through blue cloth.


  Twice he pulled over to consult the map. His phone didn’t work here – he couldn’t even get the time, let alone directions. The car’s clock read 14:21. He saw no other roads, only deeply-rutted tracks protected by stiles, some metal, most of weathered wood. He tried counting stone walls to determine which marked the fields Harry had said belonged to Golovenna Farm, and stopped a third time before deciding the map was all but useless. He drove another hundred feet until he found a swathe of gravel between two tumble-down stone walls, a rusted gate sagging between them. Beyond it stretched an overgrown field bisected by a stone-strewn path.


  He was less than a mile from Zennor. He folded the map and jammed it into his windbreaker pocket along with the apple, and stepped out of the car.


  The dark height before him would be Zennor Hill. Golovenna Farm was somewhere between there and where he stood. He turned slowly, scanning everything around him to fix it in his memory: the winding road, intermittently visible between walls and hedgerows; the ridge of cliffs falling down to the sea, bookended by the dark bulk of Gurnards Head in the southwest and Zennor Head to the northeast. On the horizon were scattered outcroppings that might have been tors or ruins or even buildings. He locked the car, checked that he had his phone, climbed over the metal gate and began to walk.


  The afternoon sun beat down fiercely. He wished he’d brought a hat, or sunglasses. He crossed the first field in a few minutes, and was relieved to find a break in the next wall, an opening formed by a pair of tall, broad stones. The path narrowed here but was still clearly discernible where it bore straight in front of him, an arrow of new green grass flashing through ankle-high turf overgrown with daisies and fronds of young bracken.


  The ground felt springy beneath his feet. He remembered Thomsa’s warning about the bogs and glanced around for something he might use as a walking stick. There were no trees in sight, only wicked-looking thickets of blackthorn clustered along the perimeter of the field.


  He found another gap in the next wall, guarded like the first by two broad stones nearly as tall as he was. He clambered onto the wall, fighting to open his map in the brisk wind, and examined it, trying to find some affinity between the fields around him and the crazed pattern on the page. At last he shoved the map back into his pocket, set his back to the wind and shaded his eyes with his hand.


  It was hard to see – he was staring due west, into the sun – but he thought he glimpsed a black bulge some three or four fields off, a dark blister within the haze of green and yellow. It might be a ruin, or just as likely a farm or outbuildings. He clambered down into the next field, crushing dead bracken and shoots of heather; picked his way through a breach where stones had fallen and hurried until he reached yet another wall.


  There were the remnants of a gate here, a rusted latch and iron pins protruding from the granite. Jeffrey crouched beside the wall to catch his breath. After a few minutes he scrambled to his feet and walked through the gap, letting one hand rest for an instant upon the stone. Despite the hot afternoon sun it felt cold beneath his palm, more like metal than granite. He glanced aside to make sure he hadn’t touched a bit of rusted hardware, but saw only a boulder seamed with moss.


  The fields he’d already passed through had seemed rank and overgrown, as though claimed by the wilderness decades ago. Yet there was no mistaking what stretched before him as anything but open moor. Clumps of gorse sprang everywhere, starbursts of yellow blossom shadowing pale-green ferns and tufts of dogtooth violets. He walked cautiously – he couldn’t see the earth underfoot for all the new growth – but the ground felt solid beneath mats of dead bracken that gave off a spicy October scent. He was so intent on watching his step that he nearly walked into a standing stone.


  He sucked his breath in sharply and stumbled backward. For a fraction of a second he’d perceived a figure there, but it was only a stone, twice his height and leaning at a forty-five degree angle, so that it pointed towards the sea. He circled it, then ran his hand across its granite flank, sun-warmed and furred with lichen and dried moss. He kicked at the thatch of ferns and ivy that surrounded its base, stooped and dug his hand through the vegetation, until his fingers dug into raw earth.


  He withdrew his hand and backed away, staring at the ancient monument, at once minatory and banal. He could recall no indication of a standing stone between Cardu and Zennor, and when he checked the map he saw nothing there.


  But something else loomed up from the moor a short distance away – a house. He headed towards it, slowing his steps in case someone saw him, so that they might have time to come outside.


  No one appeared. After five minutes he stood in a rutted drive beside a long, one-storey building of grey stone similar to those he’d passed on the main road; slate-roofed, with deep small windows and a wizened tree beside the door, its branches rattling in the wind. A worn hand-lettered sign hung beneath the low eaves: GOLOVENNA FARM.


  Jeffrey looked around. He saw no car, only a large plastic trash bin that had blown over. He rapped at the door, waited, then knocked again, calling out a greeting. When no one answered he tried the knob, but the door was locked.


  He stepped away to peer in through the window. There were no curtains. Inside looked dark and empty, no furniture or signs that someone lived here, or indeed if anyone had for years. He walked round the house, stopping to look inside each window and half-heartedly trying to open them, without success. When he’d completed this circuit, he wandered over to the trash bin and looked inside. It too was empty.


  He righted it, then stood and surveyed the land around him. The rutted path joined a narrow, rock-strewn drive that led off into the moor to the west. He saw what looked like another structure not far from where the two tracks joined, a collapsed building of some sort.


  He headed towards it. A flock of little birds flittered from a gorse bush, making a sweet high-pitched song as they soared past him, close enough that he could see their speckled breasts and hear their wings beat against the wind. They settled on the ruined building, twittering companionably as he approached, then took flight once more.


  It wasn’t a building but a mound, roughly rectangular but with rounded corners, maybe twenty feet long and half again as wide; as tall as he was, and so overgrown with ferns and blackthorn that he might have mistaken it for a hillock. He kicked through brambles and clinging thorns until he reached one end, where the mound’s curve had been sheared off.


  Erosion, he thought at first; then realised that he was gazing into an entryway. He glanced behind him before drawing closer, until he stood knee-deep in dried bracken and whip-like black-thorn.


  In front of him was a simple doorway of upright stones, man-high, with a larger stone laid across the tops to form a lintel. Three more stones were set into the ground as steps, descending to a passage choked with young ferns and ivy mottled black and green as malachite.


  Jeffrey ducked his head beneath the lintel and peered down into the tunnel. He could see nothing but vague outlines of more stones and straggling vines. He reached to thump the ceiling to see if anything moved.


  Nothing did. He checked his phone – still no signal – turned to stare up into the sky, trying to guess what time it was. He’d left the car around 2:30, and he couldn’t have been walking for more than an hour. Say it was four o’clock, to be safe. He still had a good hour-and-a-half to get back to the road before dark.


  He took out the apple Thomsa had given him and ate it, dropped the core beside the top step; zipped his windbreaker and descended into the passage.


  He couldn’t see how long it was, but he counted thirty paces, pausing every few steps to look back at the entrance, before the light faded enough that he needed to use his cell phone for illumination. The walls glittered faintly where broken crystals were embedded in the granite, and there was a moist, earthy smell, like a damp cellar. He could stand upright with his arms outstretched, his fingertips grazing the walls to either side. The vegetation disappeared after the first ten paces, except for moss, and after a few more steps there was nothing beneath his feet but bare earth. The walls were of stone, dirt packed between them and hardened by the centuries so that it was almost indistinguishable from the granite.


  He kept going, glancing back as the entryway diminished to a bright mouth, then a glowing eye, and finally a hole no larger than that left by a finger thrust through a piece of black cloth.


  A few steps more and even that was gone. He stopped, his breath coming faster, then walked another five paces, the glow from his cell phone a blue moth flickering in his hand. Once again he stopped to look back.


  He could see nothing behind him. He shut off the cell phone’s light, experimentally moved his hand swiftly up and down before his face; closed his eyes then opened them. There was no difference.


  His mouth went dry. He turned his phone on, took a few more steps deeper into the passage before halting again. The phone’s periwinkle glow was insubstantial as a breath of vapour: he could see neither the ground beneath him nor the walls to either side. He raised his arms and extended them, expecting to feel cold stone beneath his fingertips.


  The walls were gone. He stepped backwards, counting five paces, and again extended his arms. Still nothing. He dropped his hands and began to walk forward, counting each step – five, six, seven, ten, thirteen – stopped and slowly turned in a circle, holding the phone at arm’s-length as he strove to discern some feature in the encroaching darkness. The pallid blue gleam flared then went out.


  He swore furiously, fighting panic. He turned the phone on and off, to no avail; finally shoved it into his pocket and stood, trying to calm himself.


  It was impossible that he could be lost. The mound above him wasn’t that large, and even if the fogou’s passage continued for some distance underground, he would eventually reach the end, at which point he could turn around and painstakingly wend his way back out again. He tried to recall something he’d read once, about navigating the maze at Hampton Court – always keep your hand on the left-hand side of the hedge. All he had to do was locate a wall, and walk back into daylight.


  He was fairly certain that he was still facing the same way as when he had first entered. He turned, so that he was now facing where the doorway should be, and walked, counting aloud as he did. When he reached one hundred he stopped.


  There was no way he had walked more than a hundred paces into the tunnel. Somehow, he had got turned around. He wiped his face, slick and chill with sweat, and breathed deeply, trying to slow his racing heart. He heard nothing, saw nothing save that impenetrable darkness. Everything he had ever read about getting lost advised staying put and waiting for help; but that involved being lost above ground, where someone would eventually find you. At some point Thomsa and Harry would notice he hadn’t returned, but that might not be till morning.


  And who knew how long it might be before they located him? The thought of spending another twelve hours or more here, motionless, unable to see or hear, or touch anything save the ground beneath his feet, filled Jeffrey with such overwhelming horror that he felt dizzy.


  And that was worst of all: if he fell, would he even touch the ground? He crouched, felt an absurd wash of relief as he pressed his palms against the floor. He straightened, took another deep breath and began to walk.


  He tried counting his steps, as a means to keep track of time, but before long a preternatural stillness came over him, a sense that he was no longer awake but dreaming. He pinched the back of his hand, hard enough that he gasped. Yet still the feeling remained, that he’d somehow fallen into a recurring dream, the horror deadened somewhat by a strange familiarity. As though he’d stepped into an icy pool, he stopped, shivering, and realised the source of his apprehension.


  It had been in the last chapter of Robert Bennington’s book, Still the Seasons; the chapter that he’d never been able to recall clearly. Even now it was like remembering something that had happened to him, not something he’d read: the last of the novel’s four children passing through a portal between one world and another, surrounded by utter darkness and the growing realisation that with each step the world around her was disintegrating and that she herself was disintegrating as well, until the book ended with her isolated consciousness fragmented into incalculable motes within an endless, starless void.


  The terror of that memory jarred him. He jammed his hands into his pockets and felt his cell phone and the map, his car keys, some change. He walked more quickly, gazing straight ahead, focused on finding the spark within the passage that would resolve into the entrance.


  After some time his heart jumped – it was there, so small he might have imagined it, a wink of light faint as a clouded star.


  But when he ran a few paces he realised it was his mind playing tricks on him. A phantom light floated in the air, like the luminous blobs behind one’s knuckled eyelids. He blinked and rubbed his eyes: the light remained.


  ‘Hello?’ he called, hesitating. There was no reply.


  He started to walk, but slowly, calling out several times into the silence. The light gradually grew brighter. A few more minutes and a second light appeared, and then a third. They cast no glow upon the tunnel, nor shadows: he could see neither walls nor ceiling, nor any sign of those who carried the lights. All three seemed suspended in the air, perhaps ten feet above the floor, and all bobbed slowly up and down, as though each was borne upon a pole.


  Jeffrey froze. The lights were closer now, perhaps thirty feet from where he stood.


  ‘Who is it?’ he whispered.


  He heard the slightest of sounds, a susurrus as of escaping air. With a cry he turned and fled, his footsteps echoing through the passage. He heard no sounds of pursuit, but when he looked back, the lights were still there, moving slowly towards him. With a gasp he ran harder, his chest aching, until one foot skidded on something and he fell. As he scrambled back up, his hand touched a flat smooth object; he grabbed it and without thinking jammed it into his pocket, and raced on down the tunnel.


  And now, impossibly, in the vast darkness before him he saw a jot of light that might have been reflected from a spider’s eye. He kept going. Whenever he glanced back, he saw the trio of lights behind him.


  They seemed to be more distant now. And there was no doubt that the light in front of him spilled from the fogou’s entrance – he could see the outlines of the doorway, and the dim glister of quartz and mica in the walls to either side. With a gasp he reached the steps, stumbled up them and back out into the blinding light of afternoon. He stopped, coughing and covering his eyes until he could see, then staggered back across first one field and then the next, hoisting himself over rocks heedless of blackthorns tearing his palms and clothing, until at last he reached the final overgrown tract of heather and bracken, and saw the white roof of his rental car shining in the sun.


  He ran up to it, jammed the key into the lock and with a gasp fell into the driver’s seat. He locked the doors, flinching as another car drove past, and finally looked out the window.


  To one side was the gate he’d scaled, with field after field beyond; to the other side the silhouettes of Gurnard’s Head and its sister promontory. Beyond the fields, the sun hung well above the lowering mass of Zennor Hill. The car’s clock read 15:23.


  He shook his head in disbelief: it was impossible he’d been gone for scarcely an hour. He reached for his cell phone and felt something in the pocket beside it – the object he’d skidded on inside the fogou.


  He pulled it out. A blue metal disc, slightly flattened where he’d stepped on it, with gold-stamped words above a beacon.


  ST AUSTELL SWEETS: FUDGE FROM REAL CORNISH CREAM


  He turned it over in his hands and ran a finger across the raised lettering.


  Aunt Becca gave one to each of us the day we arrived. The fudge was supposed to last the entire two weeks, and I think we ate it all that first night.


  The same kind of candy tin where Evelyn had kept her comb and Anthea her locket and chain. He stared at it, the tin bright and enamel glossy-blue as though it had been painted yesterday. Anyone could have a candy tin, especially one from a local company that catered to tourists.


  After a minute he set it down, took out his wallet and removed the photo Evelyn had given him: Evelyn and Moira doubled-up with laughter as Anthea stared at them, slightly puzzled, a half-smile on her face as though trying to determine if they were laughing at her.


  He gazed at the photo for a long time, returned it to his wallet, then slid the candy lid back into his pocket. He still had no service on his phone.


  He drove very slowly back to Cardu, nauseated from sunstroke and his terror at being underground. He knew he’d never been seriously lost – a backwards glance as he fled the mound reassured him that it hadn’t been large enough for that.


  Yet he was profoundly unnerved by his reaction to the darkness, the way his sight had betrayed him and his imagination reflexively dredged up the images from Evelyn’s story. He was purged of any desire to remain another night at the cottage, or even in England, and considered checking to see if there was an evening train back to London.


  But by the time he edged the car down the long drive to the cottage, his disquiet had ebbed somewhat. Thomsa and Harry’s car was gone. A stretch of wall had been newly repaired, and many more daffodils and narcissus had opened, their sweet fragrance following him as he trudged to the front door.


  Inside he found a plate with a loaf of freshly baked bread and some local blue cheese, beside it several pamphlets with a yellow Post-It note.


  
    Jeffrey —


    Gone to see a play in Penzance. Please turn off lights downstairs. I found these books today and thought you might be interested in them.


    Thomsa

  


  He glanced at the pamphlets – another map, a flyer about a music night at the pub in Zennor, a small paperback with a green cover – crossed to the refrigerator and foraged until he found two bottles of beer. Probably not proper B&B etiquette, but he’d apologise in the morning.


  He grabbed the plate and book and went upstairs to his room. He kicked off his shoes, groaning with exhaustion, removed his torn windbreaker and regarded himself in the mirror, his face scratched and flecked with bits of greenery.


  ‘What a mess,’ he murmured, and collapsed onto the bed.


  He downed one of the bottles of beer and most of the bread and cheese. Outside, light leaked from a sky deepening to ultramarine. He heard the boom and sigh of waves, and for a long while he reclined in the window-seat and stared out at the cliffs, watching as shadows slipped down them like black paint. At last he stood and got some clean clothes from his bag. He hooked a finger around the remaining bottle, picked up the book Thomsa had left for him and retired to the bathroom.


  The immense tub took ages to fill, but there seemed to be unlimited hot water. He put all the lights on and undressed, sank into the tub and gave himself over to the mindless luxury of hot water and steam and the scent of daffodils on the windowsill.


  Finally he turned the water off. He reached for the bottle he’d set on the floor and opened it, dried his hands and picked up the book, a worn paperback, its creased cover showing a sweep of green hills topped by a massive tor, with a glimpse of sea in the distance.


  OLD TALES FOR NEW DAYS


  BY ROBERT BENNINGTON


  Jeffrey whistled softly, took a long swallow of beer and opened the book. It was not a novel but a collection of stories, published in 1970 – Cornish folktales, according to a brief preface, ‘told anew for today’s generation’. He scanned the table of contents – ‘Pisky-Led’, ‘Tregeagle and the Devil’, ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ – then sat up quickly in the tub, spilling water as he gazed at a title underlined with red ink: ‘Cherry of Zennor’. He flipped through the pages until he found it.


  Sixteen-year-old Cherry was the prettiest girl in Zennor, not that she knew it. One day while walking on the moor she met a young man as handsome as she was lovely.


  ‘Will you come with me?’ he asked, and held out a beautiful lace handkerchief to entice her. ‘I’m a widower with an infant son who needs tending. I’ll pay you better wages than any man or woman earns from here to Kenidjack Castle, and give you dresses that will be the envy of every girl at Morvah Fair.’


  Now, Cherry had never had a penny in her pocket in her entire young life, so she let the young man take her arm and lead her across the moor . . .


  There were no echoes here of The Sun Battles, no vertiginous terrors of darkness and the abyss; just a folk tale that reminded Jeffrey a bit of Rip Van Winkle, with Cherry caring for the young son and, as the weeks passed, falling in love with the mysterious man.


  Each day she put ointment on the boy’s eyes, warned by his father never to let a drop fall upon her own, until of course one day she couldn’t resist doing so, and saw an entire host of gorgeously-dressed men and women moving through the house around her, including her mysterious employer and a beautiful woman who was obviously his wife. Bereft and betrayed, Cherry fled; her lover caught up with her on the moor and pressed some coins into her hand.


  ‘You must go now and forget what you have seen,’ he said sadly, and touched the corner of her eye. When she returned home she found her parents dead and gone, along with everyone she knew, and her cottage a ruin open to the sky. Some say it is still a good idea to avoid the moors near Zennor.


  Jeffrey closed the book and dropped it on the floor beside the tub. When he at last headed back down the corridor, he heard voices from the kitchen, and Thomsa’s voice raised in laughter. He didn’t go downstairs; only returned to his room and locked the door behind him.


  He left early the next morning, after sharing breakfast with Thomsa at the kitchen table.


  ‘Harry’s had to go to St Ives to pick up some tools he had repaired.’ She poured Jeffrey more coffee and pushed the cream across the table towards him. ‘Did you have a nice ramble yesterday and go to the Tinners?’


  Jeffrey smiled but said nothing. He was halfway up the winding driveway back to Cardu before he realised he’d forgotten to mention the two bottles of beer.


  He returned the rental car and got a ride to the station from Evan, the same man who’d picked him up two days earlier.


  ‘Have a good time in Zennor?’


  ‘Very nice,’ said Jeffrey.


  ‘Quiet this time of year.’ Evan pulled the car to the curb. ‘Looks like your train’s here already.’


  Jeffrey got out, slung his bag over his shoulder and started for the station entrance. His heart sank when he saw two figures arguing on the sidewalk a few yards away, one a policeman.


  ‘Come on now, Erthy,’ he was saying, glancing up as Jeffrey drew closer. ‘You know better than this.’


  ‘Fuck you!’ she shouted, and kicked at him. ‘Not my fucking name!’


  ‘That’s it.’


  The policeman grabbed her wrist and bent his head to speak into a walkie-talkie. Jeffrey began to hurry past. The woman screamed after him, shaking her clenched fist. Her eye with its bloody starburst glowed crimson in the morning sun.


  ‘London!’ Her voice rose desperately as she fought to pull away from the cop. ‘London, please, take me—’


  Jeffrey shook his head. As he did, the woman raised her fist and flung something at him. He gasped as it stung his cheek, clapping a hand to his face as the policeman shouted and began to drag the woman away from the station.


  ‘London! London!’


  As her shrieks echoed across the plaza, Jeffrey stared at a speck of blood on his finger. Then he stooped to pick up what she’d thrown at him: a yellow pencil worn with toothmarks, its graphite tip blunted but the tiny, embossed black letters still clearly readable above the ferrule.


  RAVENWOOD.
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  ELIZABETH HAND is the author of numerous multiple-award-winning, genre-spanning novels and collections of short fiction, as well as a long-time reviewer and critic for many publications.


  She has two novels coming out in 2012: Available Dark, a psychological thriller and follow-up to her Shirley Jackson Award-winner Generation Loss, and Radiant Days, a YA novel about the French poet Arthur Rimbaud.


  She lives on the coast of Maine, where she is at work on Wylding Hall, a YA suspense novel inspired by Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca.


  ‘I have a complicated relationship with West Penwith,’ explains Hand, ‘my favourite part of the UK (except, of course, for London). In 2000, I had to cancel an overseas journey at the last minute, the highlight of which was to be my third trip to West Penwith. Crushed by not being able to visit, I spent those three weeks home in Maine, writing “Cleopatra Brimstone”.


  ‘My next trip coincided with 2001’s devastating foot-and-mouth epidemic, which curtailed much of the research I’d intended to do – no tromping across the moors and open fields. A few years later, I once again had to cancel a trip to the countryside near Zennor. And, while in London in March 2011, two days before my now much-delayed return to Cornwall, I learned that my oldest and closest friend had suffered a brain aneurysm, was in a coma and not expected to recover. Eerily, just days before my friend was stricken, I’d begun a story – this one – with the protagonist’s beloved wife dying of a brain aneurysm. I did go to West Penwith, though the trip was inevitably overshadowed by grief. My friend died the day I returned to the US.


  ‘All of the events recounted by Evelyn, involving an impromptu ritual and subsequent appearance of three spectral lights, actually occurred on March 12, 1971, to myself and two friends in Pound Ridge, New York. I have no more explanation for what happened than Jeffrey does in the story – less, in fact, because as far as I know there are no burial mounds off Long Ridge Road. Unless, of course, there are.’


  Uncle Lou


  NINA’S UNCLE LOU LIVED in Hampstead, on a narrow, leafy side road that overlooked the Heath—from this vantage, a seemingly endless sweep of green, studded with ancient oaks where ravens clacked and acorns rained down to be gathered by small children and, sometimes, overeager dogs loosed for a run. Nina could remember collecting acorns with her parents when she was that age, not much bigger than a small dog herself, and carefully piling them where squirrels could find them.


  Back then, she’d found this part of London vaguely sinister. The trees, probably, so gnarled and immense and reminiscent of a disturbing illustration in one of her picture books. Now of course she knew it was an impossibly posh area, late-model hybrids and Lotuses and Volvos parked in the drives, Irish and Polish nannies pushing Silver Cross prams, women slender as herons walking terriers that could fit in the palm of Nina’s hand. Hampstead had been posh when she was a girl too, but then the burnished brick houses and wrought-iron fences had possessed a louche air, as though the Kray twins might be up to something in the carriage house.


  Nina was fourteen when she realized that rakish edge emanated not from Hampstead but from Uncle Lou himself, with his long hair, bespoke suits from Dougie Millings, and gold-tasseled Moroccan slippers that curled up at the toes like a genie’s. He was her favorite uncle—her only uncle, in fact—and her only relation except for a centenarian great-great-aunt supposedly entrenched in a retirement community on the Costa del Sol. Nina was an only child, with no first cousins and grandparents long dead.


  Her divorced parents had died too, years ago when Nina was still at university. Since then, she had been in the habit of visiting Uncle Lou once a month or so, when his travels brought him home. He would disappear for months at a time and, when he returned, always answered her questions as to his whereabouts by placing a finger to his Ups.


  His peripatetic lifestyle had slowed in the last decade, so she now saw him more often. He was a travel writer, creator of the popular World by Night series. Budapest by Night had been his first, unexpected best seller, quickly spawning Paris by Night, London by Night, Marseilles by Night, Vienna by Night, and so on ad infinitum. This was in the 1960s and early 1970s, when the world was much larger and far more exotic. Bohemian tourism was just gaining a toehold in the travel industry, fueled by rumors of Brion Gysin’s pilgrimage to Jakarta with Brian Jones to observe whirling dervishes, and the legions of hippies decamping to Katmandu to eat yak butter whilst negotiating drug deals.


  Yet no matter how obscure or remote a place, Uncle Lou had been there before you, and already returned to his flat in Pallas Mews to bash out an account of where to find the best all-night noodle shop in Bangkok, or a black-market mushroom stall beneath the catacombs in Rome, or a Stockholm voyeurs’ club masquerading as a film society devoted to works that featured the forgotten silent movie star Sigrid Blau.


  “Doesn’t he ever feel guilty?” Nina’s mother had once asked her. Lou was her husband’s much-older brother; he had been in the war, and afterward spent several years in Eastern Europe, where his activities were unknown, but remained the object of much speculation by Nina’s parents. He had returned to London sporting a beard and a newly fashionable mane of long hair. The beard was not a permanent affectation—Uncle Lou had been clean shaven before the war, yet afterward was remarkably hirsute, shaving at least once and sometimes twice a day. But he kept the flowing black hair, which became a trademark of his author photos.


  Nina’s mother had always found him “showy,” her code word for homosexual, though Uncle Lou in fact was a notorious ladies’ man.


  Nina had frowned at her mother’s question. “Guilty about what?”


  “About promoting criminal activities?”


  “He’s not promoting anything,” said Nina. “The things he writes about help the local economy.”


  “I suppose you could call it that,” her mother sniffed, and returned to her delphiniums.


  This afternoon, early-October sunlight washed across the cobblestone walk leading to Pallas Mews. Uncle Lou’s vintage Aston Martin DB4 was parked out front beneath a green tarpaulin that was covered with an impasto of bird droppings that suggested it had not been driven in some time. Pale yellow leaves had banked up against the front door to the flat, and Nina plucked a torn plastic bag from the ivy and clematis vines that covered the brick wall.


  She had never visited Uncle Lou without an invitation by telephone or, these days, e-mail. The summons was always precise, for late afternoon or early evening; this one had read Drop by 5:15 Thursday 19th. In his kitchen, Uncle Lou had a large wall calendar, a sort of scroll, with the phases of the moon marked on it and myriad jottings in his fine, minuscule penmanship, indicating the exact hour and minute at which various meetings had been scheduled. At home he never met with more than one visitor at a time; the nature of his work was solitary as well as nocturnal.


  When she was still in her teens, Nina had once arrived ten minutes early. She could hear Uncle Lou inside, washing dishes as he listened to Radio 2, and even glimpsed him strolling past the front window to turn the music down. But the door did not open until the appointed time.


  Today it opened even before she could knock.


  “Nina, dear.” Her uncle smiled and beckoned her inside. “You look lovely. Watch that pile there, I haven’t got them out to the bin yet.”


  Nina sidestepped a heap of newspapers as he closed the door. Uncle Lou had always been meticulous, even fussy. He’d employed a cleaning woman who came once a week to keep the white Flokati rugs spotless and arrange the kilim pillows neatly on the white leather sofa and matching chairs; to straighten the Hockney painting and make sure the Dansk dishes were in their cupboards.


  But several years ago, the cleaning woman had moved to Brighton to be closer to her grandchildren. Uncle Lou hadn’t bothered to find someone new, and the flat had developed the defiantly unkempt air of a club goer who knows she is too old to wear transparent vinyl blouses, even with a camisole beneath, but continues to do so anyway.


  “I know, it’s a bit of a mess.” Uncle Lou sighed and bent to pick up a stray newspaper that was attempting escape, and set it back atop the stack with a hand that trembled slightly. His Moroccan slippers flapped around his bony feet, gold tassels gone and curled toes sadly flattened. “But it’s so expensive now to find anyone. Come on in, dear, do you want a drink?”


  “No thanks. Or yes, well, if you’re going to have something.”


  Uncle Lou leaned over to graze her cheek with a kiss. He hadn’t shaved, and she noted an alarming turquoise blister—actually, a blob of toothpaste—on his neck.


  “That’s my girl,” he said, and shuffled into the kitchen.


  While he got drinks, Nina wandered into his office, a brick-walled space covered with bookshelves that held copies of the By Night books in dozens, perhaps hundreds, of various translations. There were more untidy stacks here, of unopened mail that had not yet made its way onto Uncle Lou’s desk.


  She glanced at one of the envelopes. Its postal date was a month previous. She looked over her shoulder and hastily flipped through more envelopes, finding some dated back to the spring. At the sound of Uncle Lou’s footsteps in the hall she turned quickly and went to meet him.


  “Thanks.” She took the martini glass he offered her—it was clean, at least—and raised it to ting against his.


  “Chin-chin,” said Uncle Lou.


  She walked with him to the dining room, which overlooked a good-sized courtyard. Years ago Uncle Lou had let the outside space revert to a tangle of mulberry bushes, etiolated plane trees, and ground ivy. It would have made a nice dog run, but Uncle Lou had never kept a dog. There were signs of some kind of animals rooting around—foxes, probably, which were common in Hampstead, though Nina had never caught a whiff of their distinctive musky scent.


  They settled at the dining table. Uncle Lou set out a plate of olives and some slightly stale biscuits. They drank and chatted about a travel piece in last week’s Guardian, a noisy dog in Nina’s neighborhood, people they knew in common.


  “Have you heard from Valerie Minton?” asked Nina. She finished her drink and nibbled at an olive. “You haven’t mentioned her for a while.”


  Uncle Lou sighed. “Oh dear, very sad. I guess I forgot to tell you. She died in March. A heart thing—a blessing, really. She had that early-onset Alzheimer’s.” He downed the rest of his martini and set the empty glass beside hers. “Here’s a piece of good advice: Don’t get old.”


  “Oh, Uncle Lou.” Nina hugged him. “You’re not old.”


  But that of course was a lie. She could feel how thin he’d gotten, and frail. And the flat was all too clearly becoming a burden in terms of upkeep.


  She grasped his hand and stared at him. His long hair was white, sparser than it had been. His face was lined, but a lifetime of keeping late hours had saved him from skin-damaging ultraviolet rays and preserved a certain youthful suppleness. With his high cheekbones, stark blade of a nose, and cleft chin, he might have been an aging actor, with eyes a disconcerting shade of amber, so pale they appeared almost colorless in strong light. The theatrical effect was heightened by his wardrobe, which this afternoon consisted of an embroidered India-print shirt over wide-wale corduroy trousers that had once been canary yellow but had faded to the near white of lemon pith, and the heavy silver ring he always wore on his right pointer finger.


  The ring wobbled now as that finger shook, scolding her. “I am older than old, Nina. Older than God, who has never forgiven me for it.”


  Nina laughed, and he turned to gaze wistfully out into the courtyard. How old was Uncle Lou? In his eighties, at least. Many of his old friends were dead; others had moved to live with their children, or into retirement communities. Nina’s own flat was too small for another person; she could move in with him, she supposed, but she knew Uncle Lou wouldn’t hear of it. A few years earlier, he had sold the By Night trademark and backlist to a web entrepreneur for an impressive sum. Perhaps he could be encouraged to look into one of those posh facilities where elderly people of means lived?


  She wouldn’t bring it up this afternoon, but made a mental note to do some research herself into what was available near Hampstead.


  Uncle Lou squeezed her hand. “Do you feel up to a walk on the Heath?”


  Nina nodded. “Great idea.”


  They strolled along a path that meandered over a gentle rise crowned by an ancient oak. There were always families with young children here, and lots of dogs off leash.


  “Uh oh,” said Nina, as a silken-furred red setter came bounding toward them. She moved protectively to his side. “Incoming . . .”


  Dogs behaved in a peculiar fashion around Uncle Lou. Those that had previously encountered him acted as the setter did now: As it drew near, it dropped to its belly and inched toward him, whining softly, tail wagging madly.


  Strange dogs, however, barked or snarled, ears pressed tight against their skulls and tails held low, and often fled before Uncle Lou could hold out his hand and make reassuring cht cht sounds that Nina could barely hear.


  “Hello there.” Uncle Lou stopped and gazed down at the setter, smiling. His knees bent slightly and he winced as he reached to touch the dog’s forehead. “Conor, isn’t it? Good dog.”


  At the old man’s touch, the setter scrambled to its feet and danced around him, ears flapping.


  “Sorry, sorry!” A man rushed up and grasped the dog’s collar, clipping a leash onto it. “Don’t want him to knock you over!”


  Uncle Lou shook his head. “Oh, he wouldn’t do that. Would you, Conor?”


  He stooped to take the dog’s head between his hands and gazed into its eyes. The setter grew absolutely still, as though it sensed a game bird nearby; then dropped to its belly, head cocked as it stared up at Uncle Lou.


  “Well, he likes you, doesn’t he?” The man patted the setter’s head, smiling. “Come on then, Conor. Let’s go.”


  Nina waved as the man strode off, the setter straining at the leash. Uncle Lou stood beside her, watching until the two figures disappeared into the trees. He turned to his niece, nodding as though all this had occurred according to some plan.


  “I’d like you to accompany me to an event.” He gestured at the path, indicating they should begin to head back home. “If you’re not too busy.”


  “Of course,” said Nina. “Where is it?”


  “At the zoo.”


  “The zoo?” Nina looked over in surprise. Uncle Lou had always been far more likely to invite his niece to attend a clandestine midnight gathering of political dissidents or artists than to suggest a visit to the zoo.


  “Yes. The Whipsnade Zoo, not Regent’s Park, so we’ll have to drive up to Dunstable. A fund-raiser for a new building, a home for endangered fruit bats, I think, or maybe it’s kiwis? Something nocturnal, anyway. There’ll be press around, the local gentry, maybe a few minor celebrities. You know the sort of thing. Someone in the PR department obviously thought it would be amusing if I was in attendance. You can be my date.”


  He slipped his arm into hers, and Nina laughed. “Sure. Sounds like fun. When is it? Do I need to dress up?”


  “Next Wednesday. I believe the invitation says to wear black. Not very imaginative. But you always look lovely, dear.”


  They’d reached the Pallas Mews flat. Uncle Lou paused to pluck a clematis blossom from the ivy-covered wall, and turned to poke its stem through a buttonhole in Nina’s jacket. “There. Purple is your color, isn’t it? Thank you for dropping by.”


  He kissed her cheek and Nina embraced him, hugging him tightly. “I’ll see you next week.”


  Uncle Lou nodded, long white hair stirring in the evening breeze, and walked unsteadily back inside.


  The following week Nina showed up at the appointed quarter hour, 4:45. A bit earlier than customary for Uncle Lou, but they wanted to allow plenty of time for rush-hour traffic on the Ml. Out front, the tarp had been removed from the Aston Martin, which gleamed like quicksilver in the twilight.


  “Hello, darling, don’t you look marvelous!” exclaimed Uncle Lou as she stepped into the flat. “I haven’t seen that dress before, have I? Lovely.”


  He kissed her cheek, and she noticed his own cheeks were flushed and his tawny eyes bright.


  “You look lovely too,” she said, laughing. “Is there some ulterior motive for this event? Am I the beard for an assignation?”


  For an instant Uncle Lou appeared alarmed, but then he shook his head.


  “No.” He made a show of straightening his velvet jacket, a somewhat frayed black paisley with silver embroidery. “It’s been a while since I was out and about, that’s all. And I need to be worthy of you, of course.”


  She waited as he moved about the flat, collecting keys, the oversized black envelope containing the invitation, a plastic carrier bag from Sainsbury’s, an umbrella.


  “I think it’s supposed to be nice,” said Nina, eyeing the umbrella.


  “You’re probably right.” Uncle Lou set the umbrella back atop a hall table and paused, catching his breath. After a moment he slid a hand into his pocket, withdrew it to hold out a set of car keys.


  “Here.” He put the keys into Nina’s palm and closed her fingers around them. “I’d like you to drive.”


  “What?” Nina’s eyes widened. “The—your car?”


  Uncle Lou nodded. “Yes. I don’t trust myself anymore. It used to be I saw better at night than daytime, but now . . .” He grimaced. “Last time I took it out I drove onto the curb near Tesco. You can drive a standard, right?”


  “Yes—of course. But—”


  “I’m giving it to you.” He turned and picked up a large manila envelope on the side table. “Everything’s in here, I’ve done all the paperwork already. Title and deed. It’s yours. There are some other papers in there as well. You might look at them when you have some spare time.”


  Nina stared at the keys in her hand. “But—are you sure, Uncle Lou?”


  “Absolutely. Impress that boyfriend of yours at the law firm. I can always borrow it back if I need to. Now, we’d better go—I don’t want to be late.”


  He tucked the manila envelope beneath his arm. Once inside the car, he slid it into the glove box. “Let’s remember it’s there,” he said, and sank into the leather seat.


  They ran into heavy traffic heading north, but this eased as they approached Dunstable. The zoo was in the countryside a few miles outside town, within a greenbelt that was in stark contrast to the depressing sprawl behind them. Uncle Lou rolled down his window, letting in the smell of autumn leaves and smoke. On a distant green hillside, the immense chalk figure of a lion had been carved. Above the hill, a full moon had just begun to rise, tarnished silver against the periwinkle sky.


  “Look at that,” said Nina. “Isn’t that beautiful?”


  “Isn’t it,” said Uncle Lou, and squeezed her hand upon the gearshift.


  They arrived at the zoo entrance shortly after the reception’s opening time.


  “Don’t park there,” Uncle Lou said when Nina put on her turn signal for the main car park. “Keep going—there, on the left. Much less crowded, and you’ll be able to leave quickly later.”


  Nina angled the Aston Martin through a narrow gate that opened into a much smaller lot. It held only a handful of vehicles, most of them zoo vans and trucks.


  “Are we allowed to park here?” she asked, after following Uncle Lou’s directions to ease the Aston Martin beneath a large oak.


  “Oh yes. It never really fills up. Bit of a secret.” With an effort, he extricated himself from the car, steadying himself against the hood and sighing. “I swear, that car gets smaller every time I get inside it.” He pointed at a gap in an overgrown hedge. “That way.”


  “How do you know about this?” asked Nina, stepping gingerly through the gap.


  “I have friends here I visit sometimes. Ah, that must be where we’re supposed to be. . . .”


  This zoo was much more parklike than the London Zoo; more like the grounds of a stately home, only minus the home, and with elephants and oryx and other large wildlife. Dusk had deepened into early evening, the moon poised above them in a lapis sky where a few faint stars shimmered. Unearthly noises echoed through the night: high-pitched chitters, a loud snuffling that became a bellow, an odd hollow pumping sound.


  “Least bittern,” said Uncle Lou, cocking his head in the direction of the sound.


  Nina squinted in the fading light. “How do you know that?”


  “I’m a font of useless knowledge. I’ve built my career on it.”


  A path led them toward a large field where a crowd milled around an open-sided white marquee tent. A few security guards and several men and women in staff uniforms that marked them as animal keepers mingled with people wearing loose interpretations of fancy dress. At a small booth beside the tent, a middle-aged woman in a black faux-fur capelet examined Uncle Lou’s invitation.


  “I know who you are,” she said, beaming up at him. “I met my husband because of Athens by Night. Is this your daughter?”


  “My niece.” Uncle Lou tucked Nina’s arm into his.


  The woman checked their names off a list and gestured toward the tent. “Go get some champagne. Enjoy!”


  The reception was to raise funds for a new, state-of-the-art Owl House, which would provide habitat for the endangered Eurasian eagle-owl and pygmy owl, along with more common species. Beneath the marquee, tables draped in black and silver held trays of canapes and elaborate hors d’oeuvres made to resemble owls, full moons, and bats. In one corner, a large owl with a slender chain attached to its leg perched upon a leather gauntlet covering the arm of a tall, blond young man in zoo-staff livery. A number of guests had gathered here, and the owl regarded them with baleful hauteur, now and then ruffling its feathers and clicking its beak noisily.


  After making a beeline for the bar, Nina and Uncle Lou wandered around the tent, drinking their champagne and admiring a large display with three-dimensional models of the proposed Owl House. A few people walked over to clasp Uncle Lou’s hand and greet him by name, including Miranda Eccles, an ancient woman writer of some renown. Nina had often heard the rumor that the two had been lovers. While they spoke, Nina slipped away to get two more glasses of champagne. By the time she returned, the elderly woman was gone.


  “Let’s go say hello to that owl,” said Uncle Lou.


  He handed his empty glass to a passing waiter and took a full one from Nina. They edged their way to the front of the group, being careful not to spill their champagne. The owl had turned its back on the onlookers.


  “It looks rather like Miranda, doesn’t it?” observed Uncle Lou.


  The owl’s head abruptly swiveled in a disconcerting 260-degree arc. Its yellow eyes fixed on Uncle Lou, the pupils large as pound coins. Without warning it raised its wings and flapped them menacingly, beak parting to emit an ear-splitting screech.


  Nina gasped. A few people cried out, then laughed nervously as the owl keeper swiftly produced a canvas hood that he quickly dropped over the bird.


  “He’s getting restless,” he explained, adjusting the hood. “Full moon, he wants to hunt. And he’s not used to so many people.”


  “I feel the same way.” Uncle Lou took Nina’s elbow and steered her toward an exit. “Let’s take a walk outside.”


  They handed off their empty glasses and stepped back into the night. Uncle Lou seemed invigorated by the champagne: He threw his head back, gazing at the moon; laughed, then pointed to a black tracery of trees some distance away.


  “There,” he said.


  He began walking so quickly that Nina had to run to catch up. When she reached his side, he took her hand, slowing his pace.


  “You’ve been a very good niece.” He glanced down at her. For the first time Nina noticed he had neglected to shave, perhaps for several days: Gray stubble covered his jaw and chin. “I don’t know how my brother and your mother managed to produce such a wonderful daughter, but I’m very glad they did.”


  “Oh, Uncle Lou.” Nina’s eyes filled with tears. “I feel the same way about you.”


  “I know you do. Here.” He stopped, and with some effort twisted the heavy silver ring from his hand. He grasped Nina’s wrist and slid the ring onto her right pointer finger. “I want you to have this.”


  She looked at him in surprise. “It fits! It always looked so big.”


  Moonlight glinted on the silver band as Uncle Lou drew it to his Ups and kissed her knuckle, the gray hairs on his chin soft where they brushed her fingertips.


  “Of course it fits. You have my hands,” he said, and let hers drop. “Come on.”


  They passed artfully landscaped habitats with placards indicating that antelopes or Bactrian camels lived there, behind hidden moats or fences cunningly designed to resemble vines or reeds or waist-high grass. A gated road permitted cars and zoo buses to drive through a mock savanna where lions and cheetahs prowled.


  Nina saw no sign of any animals, though she occasionally caught the ripe scents of dung or musk, the muddy green smell of a manmade pond or marsh. The snorts and hoots had diminished as night deepened and creatures either settled to sleep or, in the case of predators, grew silent and watchful.


  But then a single wavering cry rang out from the direction of the trees, ending as abruptly as it began. Nina’s entire body flashed cold.


  “What was that?” she whispered. But Uncle Lou didn’t reply.


  They reached the stand of trees, where the gravel walkway forked. Without hesitation Uncle Lou bore to the left.


  Here, more trees loomed alongside the path, their branches entwining above unruly thickets of thorny brush. Acorns and beech mast crunched underfoot, so that it seemed as though they had entered a forest. There was a spicy smell of bracken, and another scent, unfamiliar but unmistakably an animal’s.


  After a few minutes Uncle Lou stopped. He glanced behind them, and for a moment remained still, listening.


  “This way,” he said, and ducked beneath the trees.


  “Are we allowed here?” Nina called after him in a low, urgent voice.


  Uncle Lou’s words echoed back to her. “At night, everything is allowed. Shhh!”


  She hesitated, trying to peer though the heavy greenery; finally ducked and began to push her way through, shielding her face with one hand. Brambles plucked at her dress, and she flinched as a thorn scraped against one leg.


  But then the underbrush receded. She stepped into a small clearing thick with dead leaves. Several large trees loomed against the moonlit sky. Uncle Lou stood beneath one of these, breathing heavily as he stared at a small hill several yards away. More trees grew on its slope, between boulders and creeping vines.


  “Uncle Lou?”


  She took a step toward him, froze as a dark shape flowed between the boulders then disappeared. Before she could cry out she heard Uncle Lou’s soft voice.


  “There’s a fence.”


  She swallowed, blinking, looked where he pointed, and saw a faint latticework of twisted chain link. She waited for her heart to slow, then darted to his side.


  And, yes, now she could discern that behind the chain-link fence was a deep cement moat, maybe twenty feet wide and extending into the darkness in either direction. Vines straggled down its sides, and overhanging mats of moss and dead leaves.


  They were at the back of one of the enclosures, a place where visitors were absolutely not allowed.


  “Uncle Lou,” Nina whispered, her voice rising anxiously.


  As she spoke, the shadowy form rematerialized, still on the far side of the moat, and directly across from them. It lowered its head between massive shoulders, moonlight flaring in its eyes so that they momentarily glowed red, then stretched out its front legs until its belly grazed the ground. A wolf.


  Nina stared at it, torn between amazement and an atavistic fear unassuaged by the presence of the moat. When a second form slipped beside the first, she jumped.


  “They won’t hurt you,” murmured Uncle Lou.


  A third wolf trotted from the trees, and another, and another, until at last seven were ranged at the foot of the hill. They gazed at the old man, tongues lolling from their long jaws, and then each lay down in turn upon the grass in a watchful pose.


  “What are they doing?” breathed Nina.


  “The same thing we are,” replied Uncle Lou. “Excuse me for a moment—nature calls. . . .”


  He patted her shoulder and walked briskly toward another tree.


  Nina politely turned away—he sometimes had to do this when they had embarked upon a long stroll on the Heath, always returning to shake his head and mutter, “Old man’s bladder.”


  She looked back at the wolves, who now appeared somewhat restive. The largest one’s head snapped up. It stared at something overhead, then scrambled to its feet. At the same moment, Nina heard a rustling in the treetops, followed by a creaking sound.


  “Uncle Lou?” She glanced at the tree where he’d gone to relieve himself. “Everything all right?”


  The rustling grew louder. Nina looked up, and saw one of the upper boughs of the tree bending down at an alarming angle, so that its tip hung over the moat. A large whitish animal was clambering down its length, sending dead leaves and bits of debris to the ground beneath. Nina clapped a hand to her mouth as a shaft of moonlight struck the bough, revealing Uncle Lou, naked and slowing to a crawl as the branch bowed under him.


  The wolves had all leapt up and stood in a row at the enclosure’s edge, eyes fixed on the white figure above them. With a loud crack, the bough snapped. At the same instant Uncle Lou sprang from it, his pale form mottled with shadow as he landed upon the grass and rolled between the creatures there.


  With a cry, Nina ran forward, stopped, and fought to see her uncle in the blur of dust and leaves and fur on the other side of the hidden moat. The wolves danced around it, tails held low, heads high, then drew back as another wolf struggled to its feet.


  It was nearly the same size as the largest wolf, its muzzle white and iron-gray fur tipped with silver. It shook its head, sending off a flurry of leaves and twigs, stood very still as the other big male approached to sniff its hindquarters, then its throat. Finally it touched the newcomer’s white muzzle, growling playfully as the two engaged in mock battle and the other wolves darted forward, tails wagging as they joined in.


  Nina watched, too stunned to move. Not until the wolves turned and began to stream back into the shadows did she call out.


  “Wait!”


  The biggest wolf paused to glance back at her, then disappeared into the underbrush with the others. Only the grizzled wolf slowed, and looked over its shoulder at Nina. For a long moment it held her gaze, its tawny eyes and pale muzzle gilded by the moonlight. Then it too turned and trotted into the darkness.


  Nina shook her head, trying to catch her breath. Astonishment curdled into terror as she thought of the reception not far away. She raced to the tree Uncle Lou had climbed, and beneath it found the plastic Sainsbury’s bag. Stuffed inside were his clothes, velvet jacket and corduroy trousers, socks and underwear, and at the very bottom the worn Moroccan slippers.


  At the sight of them she began to cry, but quickly wiped her eyes. Clutching the bag to her chest, she pushed her way through the trees and overgrown brush until she reached the path again.


  Somehow she found her way back to the car park where she’d left the Aston Martin. She passed no one, walking as fast as she dared before breaking into a run as she neared the hedge that bounded the lot. The moon had dipped below the trees. The sounds of the reception had long since dwindled to the distant drone of departing cars.


  She started the Aston Martin, heart pounding as she eased it onto the access road and headed toward the main highway, sobbing openly now, always careful not to exceed the speed limit.


  At last she reached her apartment. She parked the car in the underground garage, leaving a note on the windscreen for the security guard so it would not be towed; retrieved the manila envelope from the glove box, grabbed the bag containing Uncle Lou’s clothes, and went upstairs. She poured herself a stiff drink, downed it, and with shaking hands opened the envelope.


  Inside was a long, affectionate letter from her uncle, along with the title to the Aston Martin, and precisely detailed instructions as to how to dispose of his clothing and answer the awkward and inevitable questions that would soon arise regarding his disappearance. There was also contact information for his longtime accountant and solicitor—and, of course, a copy of his will.


  In addition to the car, he left the Pallas Mews flat and all it contained to Nina, along with his shares in the By Night enterprise. And there was an extremely generous bequest to the Whipsnade Zoo, with a provision that a sizable portion of it be used for the continued upkeep and improvement of the gray wolves’ habitat.


  Nina sold the Aston Martin. Maintenance was costly, and she worried about its being vandalized or stolen. After six months she moved into the Pallas Mews flat, refurbishing it slightly and donating the unworn clothing to Oxfam, though she kept the Moroccan slippers. She continues to visit Uncle Lou every week, taking the train to Luton and then the bus to the zoo. The gray wolf exhibit is seldom crowded, even on Sundays, and Nina often has it to herself. Sometimes, the grizzled old wolf sits at the edge of the enclosure and gazes at her with his tawny eyes, and occasionally raises his white muzzle in a yodeling cry.


  But more often than not, she finds him outstretched on one of the moss-covered boulders, eyes closed, breathing gently: the very picture of lupine bliss as he sleeps in the afternoon sun.


  2012


  Summerteeth


  The rolltop desk in this cabin belonged to your parents, you told me last night. Earlier in the evening you pointed to a top shelf in the lodge kitchen, three blown-glass bottles shaped like little birds, red, piss-yellow, the deep brownish violet of kelp on the ledges outside.


  “Those glass things were my grandmother’s. They were always in her house in Stony Brook. Now they’re here. It’s so weird, this stuff. All this stuff.”


  I would have said, It follows you. I was there; I am here now. One of the things that followed you.


  This morning you interviewed me in your cabin, your computer set up on another desk, a big microphone on a stand. You sat in the chair before the computer and adjusted the mike, singing snatches of an old Bill Withers song, whispering, clicking your tongue, snapping your fingers.


  “Don’t look at this.” You pointed at the monitor. Fizzy spikes rose and fell as you spoke. “It can be distracting. Seeing your voice.”


  You’re interviewing all the visitors to the island. One by one all last week, today, after I leave. The Marriage Project. They go to your cabin and you ask them Have you ever been married? What does love mean to you? The sound bites are beautiful, spliced into swooping piano cadences, your guitar. Back on the mainland flames erupt, lines of peoples snake outside airports. Here on the island, there is music, wind in the trees, the persistent thump of the windmill that gives us power, rising from the island’s highest point, a giant with one great eye. From your computer the sound of a woman laughing—we’re all doomed—your brother’s voice soft with alcohol. Your cigarette smoke in the cabin around me. Prayer flags strung from the ceiling, tiny red lights. A piano, every year the piano tuner stays on the island for a week in exchange for keeping it in tune. Your Gibson guitar. Bottles of your medication silhouetted against the window, sunlight glinting from the plastic vials like a tiny cityscape. A city I visit. You live there.


  Neither of us lives here. Nothing can be sustained. Sex, drugs, art, electricity, even the trees. It’s over.


  Yesterday morning you showed me a letter, written to you by the poet who left the day before I arrived. Almost twenty years younger than me; you showed me her poems as well. Hard-edged, hard for me to read.


  “This letter she wrote to me. It reminded me of your letters.”


  You handed it to me. The letter typed, an inky scrawl across the envelope. The boy in the tree. My name for you since we were seventeen. She has read all my books, she was explaining them to you, explaining what it means. The boy in the tree, a Dionysian figure, the consort of the goddess, a symbol of the eternal return.


  Blah blah blah, I thought.


  Then panic. My letters to you were written thirty-two years ago. She wasn’t born yet.


  Yesterday we walked along the ledges above the sea. Immense granite boulders split in two; we jumped between them, that horrifying jolt when I saw the long black mouth opening and knew how quickly it could happen.


  “I feel like it’s checking in on me regularly now,” you said. Matter-of-fact, as always. You lit another cigarette. Your voice dropped. “Every month or so it taps me on the shoulder. ‘Hey, just checking. Just checking in. Another month.”


  I felt sick, with nothing to steady myself against. If you. If we fell. Eventually they would find us, or the tide would. No radio here, no TV; one computer tied in to a router. Sometimes I hear a burst of static and words bleat from the radio on Billy’s boat.


  Everything is falling.


  “We’ll go up that way,” you said, and pointed. A green spill of moss and lichen, cat firs. We clambered up the last long expanse of granite and into the woods, and returned to your cabin.


  There are eleven people here. Writers, poets, painters. One performer: you. Your brother, who owns the island. A cook. The caretaker, Billy, who lives in Ellisport. Every year someone disappears; one person, maybe two. Usually they show up again in their hometowns, weeks or months later.


  But sometimes people never come back. A few years ago, the body of one woman, a poet, was found in the woods near her home in Montana. Bones, hair, teeth; no clothing or jewelry. Her front teeth had been worn away to nubs. The first two joints of all her fingers were gone. There was no other sign of trauma. The official cause of death was exposure.


  I arrived in Ellisport early in the morning. Billy came to get me in the boat.


  “That all you got?” He looked at my one bag. “Some of these people, they bring everything. Cases of wine. One lady, she had two white Persian cats. She didn’t last long.”


  “Cats?”


  He nodded and peered at the boat’s nav screen. Outlines of rocks, Ellisport’s coastline. The island. “Traps, they don’t show up,” he said as the boat eased away from the dock. In the dark water, hundreds of bobbing lobster buoys, neon orange and green and blue and red. “That lady with the cats, she just showed up at the dock on the island yesterday morning, told me to bring her back. Never said anything, just left.”


  “Maybe the cats didn’t like it.”


  Billy laughed. “The cats were gone. She was freaking crazy about it, too.”


  “Gone? Like they got lost?”


  He shrugged. “Maybe. Well, no. Something got them.”


  “Like an animal?”


  “Something. No animals on the island. I mean, birds. Sometimes a moose might swim over, that happened once.” He squinted to where the sun shone through the morning fog. Jagged rocks and huge clumps of drifting kelp. Rising from the fog a gray-green cloud, your brother’s island. “Nope. Something got ’em, though.”


  You were waiting at the dock when we arrived.


  I could not stop trembling. We kissed in the clearing by the island sawmill. We had kissed the week before that at my house on the mainland, two bottles of wine, a joint. I hadn’t been stoned in twenty years. A stash I’d saved for all that time, for when I might need it. Medicinal; now.


  The full moon rose above the lake, yellow. Liquid, everything falling away into your mouth. Salt, smoke, your tongue sour with nicotine. Lying on your bed last night you said, “This is a great blowjob—this is the most beautiful blowjob. Much better than the other night.”


  “I was drunk then,” I said.


  I kissed you last week for the first time in twenty-six years. Your smell was the same. Your eyes, I always write of them as green, leaf-green, sap-green, beryl.


  But they’re not green. They’re blue, turquoise, the most astonishing aquamarine. Liquid. Everything else about you is burning away. When I licked the blood from your cock I tasted ash. Your skin like the leaden bloom that covers the tiny fir seedlings in the forest; I touch it and it disappears, until I draw my hand before my face and smell you. Rotting wood. Rain and the sea. Blue not green. That glow from the mainland. Everything is burning away.


  “I had an ominous voice mail from my dentist.” You lit another cigarette. We were sitting by the picnic table outside your brother’s house on the windward side of the island, the only place where a cell phone can pick up a signal. All day long people drift there and back again, walking in slow circles, talking to ghosts on the mainland. “He said, Angus, call me right away. We have to talk about your X-rays.”


  You laughed. I felt my heart skip. “Are you going to call?”


  “Nah. When I go home. I don’t want to hear any of that shit here. Work. Someone else quit this morning. Everyone’s leaving.”


  You shook your head and laughed again. “What, do I have teeth cancer? I’m not afraid of dying.”


  I stared out at the water, a lobster boat heading towards Ellisport. “Lots of people have fake teeth,” you said. We walked back to your cabin.


  After breakfast this morning I brought two of my books over to the lodge and left them on a table in the reading room. My other books are there, all the stories I wrote about you. We are on an island, surrounded by the reach and the open Atlantic. I am surrounded only by you.


  What we took: cellphones, computers, paper, pens, paints, canvas, guitars, a harmonica, wine, scotch, beer, vodka, marijuana, amphetamines, cold medicine, sleeping pills, cigarettes, volumes of poetry, warm clothes, iPods, two white Persian cats. What we left: wives, husbands, children, cars, houses, air-conditioning, TVs, radios, pets, houseplants, offices. Everyone keeps talking about those cats.


  Everyone here is working on something, feverishly. You are doing The Marriage Project. You interviewed me and I spoke of my brief marriage. How inconsequential it is. All those interviews, all those people telling you about their first marriage. All those chopped-off voices. Yesterday I saw a letter on your desk dated months ago, when the mail still came on time. Little Buddhas lined up on top of your computer. Taped to the wall above the piano, pictures of your children. The two grown girls; the three children by your second wife. I sat on the chair in front of the mike and removed my glasses. Not for vanity, but because if I saw you clearly I would not be able to speak. The air inside the cabin was close, pine resin and cigarette smoke, marijuana, Shambala incense. Your sweat. The tang the medication leaves on your skin; bitter. You wore jeans, leather moccasins, a tie-dyed T-shirt. I shivered uncontrollably and asked if I could wear something of yours, so that my voice wouldn’t break up for my trembling. You gave me a brown zipped sweatshirt with yellow stripes, a fake heraldic sigil. The kind of thing someone might wear in high school. Did you wear something like this, a jacket, a sweater?


  I can’t remember.


  There is a painter here named Annie. You’re obsessed with her.


  “Annie, she’s a feral artist,” you told me. We were in the lodge kitchen. The cook was chopping parsley for dinner at the long wooden countertop. Bottles of wine on the long mahogany table Billy made, your iPod on the counter. The Beach Boys, Outkast, “Hey Ya.” Happy music. The cook was dancing. “She gets up every day before the sun comes up and goes out to her rock and just stays there all day, waiting.”


  “For what?”


  “Who the fuck knows. The right moment. The final curtain. She stays there all day, she only comes back here at dinnertime to eat. She doesn’t talk much. She paints, just this one spot. Her rock. She’s been coming here for three years now. I don’t know when she sleeps, she works all night and goes out again at 4 a.m.”


  Annie.


  That night I met her at dinner. Tall, rawboned, long straight straw-colored hair. Slightly rough skin, wide-set gray eyes. She wore stained khakis, a blue sweater, ancient hip waders. Big hands, the nails chewed down to nothing. She spoke very softly, her gaze flickering around the room the whole time.


  “So you just go out there and work?” I asked. We were drinking red wine, moving slowly around the perimeter of the room. Annie kept her head down, her hair obscuring her face. Now and then she’d look aside, furtively, then gaze at me head-on for a moment before turning.


  “Yes.” Her voice soft, without affect yet musical. A swallow’s voice. “On the far side of the island. By the rocks. Those trees there.” She held her wineglass in one hand and kept the other hand in her pocket. “That tree. Yes.”


  “And you just . . . wait?”


  She looked up. Her eyes flared. “Yes.”


  Her expression never changed; only those eyes. As though something moved inside her skull, cutting off the light. “Yes,” she murmured again, and walked away.


  “You know what I started to think about?”


  You stared out at the edge of the woods, cat fir and moss-covered boulders, birch trees. Sea urchin shells broken on the rocks. “A woman having sex with a dog. Like a wolf or something. If she tries to get away, it rips her throat out.”


  I laughed. “I would never say something like that.”


  “Yeah. A really big dog.”


  Each cabin contains a single bed—a cot, really—so narrow it can barely hold one person, let alone two. At night I lie beside you as you sleep, your head turned from me, your arms curled up in front of your face, your fingers curled. Like one of those bodies at Pompeii. On the windowsills burn candles in small glasses. The smell of smoke on everything. My own skin; my mouth. Everything burns.


  You asked me, “Have you noticed how you can smell things here?” We sat on the cabin steps, sheltered beneath cat firs, and watched rain spatter the rocky beach below us. “Things you never notice back there, you can smell them here. I can, anyway. Like I can smell my brother when he’s way down the path. And Annie—I went down to her place yesterday and I knew she wasn’t there, because I couldn’t smell her.”


  “Can you smell me?”


  You stared out at the water graying beneath the storm. “No. You smell like me.”


  “The light,” I said. “That’s what’s different for me. The light everywhere, it’s so bright but I can look right at it. I can stare at the sun. Have you noticed that?”


  “No. I mean, a little, maybe. I guess it’s being on an island—the water everywhere, and the sky. It must all reflect off the rocks.”


  “I guess.” I blinked and it hurt. Even with my glasses on, the dark lenses—my eyes ached. I turned and looked at you. “Hold still, there’s something caught . . .”


  You grimaced as I touched your tooth. “A piece of fluff,” I said, and scraped it onto my finger. “There.”


  I stared at the tiny matted wad on my fingertip. At first I thought it was feathers, or a frayed bit of cloth. But when I held it up to the light I saw it was a minute clump of hair, silky, silvery-white.


  “That’s weird,” I said, and flicked it into the rain.


  That evening before dinner I stood on the porch at the lodge and stared out to sea. The wind so strong I wondered about the windmill, that sound like an airplane preparing for takeoff, steady thump and drone. When the wind dies, the windmill stops turning. Power fluctuates, the lights flicker and fail then shine once more. A vast black wedge of cloud loomed above the reach and sent spurs of lightning across the water. Each bolt seared my eyes, my nails left little half-moons in my arms but I didn’t look away.


  “You should be careful.” Annie came up beside me, wrapped in a brown sweatshirt with yellow stripes. She pulled the hood up, her hands invisible inside the sleeves. “It will hurt you.”


  “Lightning? From way out there?” I laughed, but turned so she wouldn’t see my face. Your shirt. “I think I’m okay here.”


  “Not lightning.” She crouched beside me. The hood spilled over her forehead so that it was difficult to discern her features, anything but her eyes. “Oh, poor thing—”


  She reached for a citronella candle in a large, netted glass holder. A brown leaf the size of my hand protruded from the opening. Annie tilted the glass towards her, wincing, then stroked the edge of the leaf.


  “Polyphemous,” she said.


  It wasn’t a leaf, but the remains of a moth, forewing and hindwing, each longer than my finger. The color of browned butter, edged with pale-orange, with a small eyespot on the forewing and a larger eyespot on the hindwing. The spots were the same vivid sea-blue as your eyes but ringed with black, as though the eye had been kohled. Within a sheath of yellow wax I could glimpse its body, like a furred thumb, its long feathered antenna and the other wing, charred, ragged.


  “It’s beautiful,” I said. “That’s so sad.”


  She lifted her finger, brown scales on the tip like soot. “The eyes, when it opens its wings suddenly they look like an owl’s eyes.”


  She set down the candle and pressed her hands together, palm to palm, then spread them. “See? That’s how it scares off whatever tries to eat it.”


  “What’re you looking at?”


  You came up the steps, stopped beside Annie and glanced down at the candle.


  “It’s a moth,” I said.


  “A Polyphemous moth,” said Annie.


  You stared at it then laughed. “What a way to go, huh?”


  You lit another cigarette. I held out my hand and you gave me the lighter. I flicked it and stared at the flame, brought it so close to my face that I felt a hot pulse between my eyes, you and Annie blurred into lightning.


  “Hey,” you said. “Watch it.”


  “She keeps doing that,” said Annie.


  “Listen to this.”


  We were in your cabin. Another night, late. We’d left everyone else by the bonfire. A meteor shower was expected, someone said; maybe tonight, maybe tomorrow. No one could remember when. You sat in front of the computer and stared at your files, lines and graphs, adjusted the volume then leaned back. “Listen.”


  Crickets. Outside faint laughter and voices from the fire, wind, but no insects. The crickets were inside with us.


  “You’re recording crickets?” I asked.


  “No.” Your brow furrowed. “I don’t know what the fuck happened. These are the files—”


  You tapped the monitor, columns of data with initials beneath them, words and numerals. “Those are my edits. But something got screwed up. I played them back this afternoon and this is all I get.”


  A steady line moved across the screen as crickets sang. You stood abruptly. “Come on, let’s go look for Annie. I want to see if I can find her in the dark.”


  We walked into the woods. Behind us the sound of crickets faded into your cabin. The dull orange glow from the bonfire disappeared behind the trees. It was cool, autumn weather not August. Wind brisk with salt and the scent of rugosa roses in bloom along the beach. Sky filled with stars, so many stars; a lake that holds a burning city.


  Annie’s rock was on the far side of the island and faced the open sea, a narrow spur of granite like a pointing finger. A fissure split its center, water pooled there and the pinpoint reflection of stars. You took my hand so I wouldn’t fall. Twisted birches grew between the rocks, their leaves black with salt. Even in the dark I could see them.


  But we couldn’t see Annie. You called her name, quietly at first, then louder. At our feet waves lapped at the rocks; behind us, in the ferns, crickets. I heard bats ricochet and whine above our heads. You kissed me and we fucked on the rocks, my hands and knees soaked and bloodied. Your nails broke my skin, everything hurt so much that lights flashed behind my eyelids. I blinked and the lights were still there, streaking down the sky, a soundless eruption of green and crimson.


  The voices by the distant bonfire softened into insect song.


  The wind died, the windmill, the sound of a falling plane silenced. You held me and we were completely still. Neither of us came. In the trees above us the muted flutter of wings and two round eyes, green not blue; a soft flurry as it lifted from the branch and something soft fell and caught between my teeth.


  “That was an owl,” you whispered. “I think it was Annie.”


  You laughed. As we walked back to the beach we heard a low wailing from the other side of the island, one voice then another, and a third. Coyotes. Everyone was gone. The bonfire had burned to embers. You gave me your lighter and I started the fire again, fed it birch bark and twigs and red oak logs until the flames rose. In the sky above the sea things fell and burned. I watched as you walked along the beach, the red tip of your cigarette as you danced and swayed and sang. In the darkness something swooped above your head.


  You should be careful, she whispered.


  I held my hands in the flames until they glowed.


  2017


  Fire.


  EVERYBODY GATHER ROUND. HOLD hands. Whose turn is it?


  Mine? Okay.


  So a poet, a fireman, a director, and a magician all walk into a bar.


  Okay, obviously I know this is not a bar. I’m changing some of the details cause it’s my turn to tell our story, okay? I know that. We all know that. It’s just, that’s how a lot of stories start, people walking into a bar. Jokes.


  I know, none of this is funny, but what else are we going to do? Food’s gone, enough water for what, another day? If we all just take sips. Can people even live on such a small amount of water? With the fire just . . .


  I know, right, I’ll stop. Back to the story. Five random people walk into a bar. A couple of them know each other from the hiking trail or before. The poet, she had a book won some prize, I can’t remember the name. I know, it’s sweet. She’s an amazing cook, too, that’s her day job, she’s a chef in this great place in Telluride. And it’s actually a firefighter, not a fireman. Definitely not a fireman. She is a firefighter, we all know what a badass, right? Right! Like would we even have survived here for the last three days without her?


  Yeah, I know. Really, thank you, Marina.


  Please don’t everyone start to cry—lo siento, please, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Can I just start over?


  So they all walk into a bar, only it’s not a bar. There’s a standup comic too, and a rocket scientist. Cause like how great is that, you know how everyone always says “I’m not a rocket scientist”? He is a rocket scientist! Robert, how’s that imaginary escape pod coming? The imaginary flame-retardant one that’ll fly us all back to Denver or wherever the hell they said people would be safe?


  Okay, I get it. Also not funny. You’re killing me. Talk about a tough crowd.


  So a poet, a firefighter, a nuclear physicist guy, a director—right, a documentarian, not a regular filmmaker—and an illusionist, and a standup comic all walk into a bar. Whew! Got one right. They’re all on a hike, they all started off before the fire got out of control and became a, whatever they call it.


  Right—a megafire. Thanks, Marina.


  So they’re on a hike and like a thousand other idiots—ten thousand, a hundred thousand, I don’t know how many—they’re outside and get cut off by the fire. The mega—


  Yeah, okay. The fire event. I’m fine with calling it that, Lula. Fire event, very nice. That’s why it’s good to have a poet. They’re hiking, though they didn’t all start out together, they just end up in the same place.


  But not the firefighter, she’s not hiking. She’s working here. And no, it’s not a bar, I think we can all agree on that. It’s a fire tower and a fire research station on top of Mount Reynolds, ten thousand five hundred and forty-seven feet—is that above sea level? I never get that, like do we measure from the beach somewhere a thousand miles away or from the ground up?


  All I know is, it was a fucking hike to get here. I’ve never been so exhausted in my life, and I was on a whole season of Who Wants to Marry My Mom? If that show had worked out, probably I wouldn’t be here now. Maybe I wouldn’t have gone on that stupid retreat in the middle of the woods in the middle of fucking nowhere, Colorado. Maybe things would have been better, maybe not. These days, quién sabe?


  No, I absolutely would not be here now. I’d be back East with Reuben and Peter and Lou, I’d be with my kids, my family . . .


  Lo siento, sorry. You are my family now, I know that. We all know that. Lo siento. Just so hard, you know? To . . .


  All right, if you’re my family—who gets to be Uncle Al?


  Yo, thanks, Jeff. Didn’t know there was any of that left. Who here thought we’d be having whatever they call it, communion with Jim Beam, when the water ran out? When the water almost ran out. Jeff, you’re recording all this, right?


  I can’t say it enough, Jeff really is a genius. When we were hiking up here I thought he was crazy, half the filmmakers I know, they’re all about big cameras and shit, big crews. Not Jeff. Just the smartphone, but a fuckload more backup chargers than I’ve ever seen. We passed Lula and Hermanos on the trail, if I’d known she was a cook—and a poet!—and he was a magician I would have stuck with them. In case, you know, she might have made us Thanksgiving dinner and he could have teleported us all somewhere to eat it. Turkey and pecan pie, what I wouldn’t—


  Right, yeah, sorry again. No food talk. But remember the first day we were up here—I can say this, right?—remember the first day, those lights in the sky? They were so beautiful and scary, me and Marina saw them and I’ll admit, I was scared. I thought it was some kind of drones. Bad drones, the kind the terrorists used to start the fires. But I was hoping maybe they were the other kind, the ones they used to fight the LA megafire last year. They worked then, right? I thought maybe they were sending them here. But Marina said no, she’d trained in using them. This must be another kind of drone. So I was kind of nervous, yeah, I was scared.


  Then it turns out it wasn’t drones but birds, that whole flock of birds on fire—hundreds and hundreds. I know everybody saw them, once they got close. Jeff got that amazing footage. That noise.


  And it was horrible when they came down. That smell. But we ate, right? I’m not talking about food here, I’m talking about something else—


  I don’t know what I’m talking about. Just, birds on fire from the sky. And we at least got to eat. You’d think there’d be all kinds of animals ran up here the way we did, to escape. Like that scene in Bambi, remember that? Scared the shit out of me when I was a kid. But at least we could’ve eaten them.


  Jeff, any more of that? Just a—


  Thanks. If nothing else, it’s good to be someplace where bourbon is a major food group.


  So Jeff thought the smoke was getting worse before I did, when we were first hiking here, I mean. We left before dawn, just taking a hike. It seemed like a good idea, why we were here. I saw the news, they said it was far away, or it seemed far away, just not that far away, I guess, or not far enough away. A different state, maybe. I thought the smoke might have drifted from somewhere else, another one of those places where everyone wants to live. Or used to. The mountains, the desert, it’s so beautiful. Who wouldn’t want to live here, right? Or at least visit. Do your poet magician movie thing. Your nuclear physicist thing. Second home, whatever.


  Yeah, you all get it. I know you all get it. Actually, I smelled it first, even before Jeff noticed it. I even said something about no smoking on the trail, no cigarettes or campfires—even I knew about that. I don’t smoke anyway, and I’ve never started a campfire in my life.


  But the smell. It was crazy. You all remember it, right? Lula, how did you describe it yesterday when it was your turn?


  Like smoke exhaling itself, thrice burnt—that’s good, Lula. Why you’re the poet.


  After a while, I didn’t even notice I was breathing it in. But I couldn’t smell anything else. I think all the receptors in my nostrils got burned out by the smoke. Which, being around Jeff three days with no bathing facilities, is not such a bad thing.


  Yeah bra, I love you too.


  I know the smoke thing’s different for people with asthma, Hermanos. I wasn’t forgetting that. But the respirator helps, right? I wish there were enough for everyone but it’s good to take turns. Everyone takes turns with whatever’s left. Which isn’t much.


  No, I won’t shut up about it. I’m not done yet. This is my version of the story. This is why it’s great we have different people ended up here. People from the artist colony, Lula and Hermanos. Hermanos, it’s incredible what you’re doing. Have you guys seen it? You really have to—Marina, is it okay if we open the safe room and go down? Right now? Cause I don’t think everyone has seen it, just me and Marina and him. Would that be okay with you, Hermanos? Marina? Yeah? That would be amazing! Thanks, Marina!


  Just everyone be really careful going down the stairs. It’s cooler here, even with the A/C dead. Concrete bunker. Also, this is why it’s good to have the rocket scientist around, to handle those solar panels if we ever—


  Yeah, well, I know there’s not enough sun because of the smoke. And I know the light batteries are almost dead. I thought we weren’t going to discuss that now. Plus it’s my turn, and I definitely do not want to discuss it.


  So it’s kind of dark down here and I know we can’t waste the batteries or the lanterns. But. I think we should see what Hermanos did with his turn. Cause he couldn’t talk with the asthma and all. Wearing the respirator.


  Thanks, Marina—I should just get a tattoo that says that. Thanks, Marina. Because if like you’re going to be trapped on a mountain for the firepocalypse, you want to be with the beautiful firefighter, right?


  The beautiful, brilliant, innovative firefighter! You said it, Robert, not me! How did we get so lucky? Work with what you got, right?


  Can you hand me that flashlight, please?


  Isn’t this amazing? Hermanos, this is just such a fucking amazing thing, I can’t even say it. Every wall, he covered every wall. The one thing all this charcoal is good for—you can draw with it! I never even knew that.


  Isn’t it amazing? This is like, you see those cave paintings and you think, how did this last for a hundred thousand years? Or however many years—ten thousand, I dunno. Maybe some guy painted them when no one was looking during the World Cup. I never actually saw one, just pictures and that 3D movie. Point is, it lasted all that time.


  So Hermanos is a magician—an illusionist, yeah—and I hope maybe you can figure out a way to do some of that shit for us. Maybe disappear us from here back home. That would be nice.


  But the fact is, he’s an artist, too, and he drew all this, and I just think it’s fucking amazing. Like someday in ten thousand years, someone will find this bunker and see it and they’ll understand what happened. A picture story without words. Maybe Jeff’s batteries will last ten thousand years and they can watch it on his phone. Cause there sure as shit ain’t gonna be anything left out there to show them what happened.


  Yeah okay, okay, I’m sorry, lo siento. I should get a tattoo with that, too, right? I’m sorry in every language. Hermanos, could you do that? It would be cool if we could all get matching tattoos.


  Look, I really am sorry. Really. Aw, Jeff, come on. Marina, I know. I said I’m sorry. Lula. I know we all feel the same way. We just show it different.


  This is me. I’m sorry this is me. But that’s why it’s good we have everyone else.


  Yeah, I’d like to stay down here too. It’s definitely cooler. Not like we’re missing much up there.


  I did go up to the tower really early this morning, while it was still dark. No, I was with Marina, I didn’t break any goddamn rules. Robert was there too. Not that I could understand what he was saying. Physics, that should be a language, too.


  It is a language? Yeah? How do you say “I’m sorry” in physics?


  Anyway, it was strange. In the day everything’s all hazed out by the smoke. Looks like fucking Mordor out there. At night it does too, but you can see the fire better in the dark.


  Can you even tell anymore if it’s day or night? If this keeps up. I wonder about that sometimes. Anyway we’re up there on the tower and it’s night, it’s dark, you can’t see anything, really can’t see anything because of the smoke, so no stars, I don’t even know if you could ever see lights here from houses or something, because the whole three days I’ve been here it’s just smoke.


  Marina? Before, could you see lights?


  So okay, some, but not now. Not this morning. No moon, nada, oscura, no nothing. Just dark.


  Except for, up there on the tower, if you turned in a circle, you could see the fire, this ring of fire. Shut up, I hate that song. Jeff, serious, bra, shut up. A perfect ring of fire, so perfect—it was beautiful, I couldn’t make this up. You could see it moving but it was like someone had designed it, like special effects. Like Marina says, fire is a living thing—that’s what it was like. A living thing. Only so big, you can’t imagine any living thing could be that big. Huge. Enorme. Vasto.


  And it’s here. It’s right here. Right there.


  No, I won’t. I haven’t finished yet. Let me finish.


  Thanks.


  This is the other thing, we were out there watching and eventually it got light. Sunrise only no sun, it just got light. Lighter. All you could see was smoke and you could definitely smell it more, I could smell it more—everyone did, I know. You couldn’t see the fire so much but I assume it’s there, right, Marina?


  Look, there’s no point, we can’t fucking pretend! And it’s my fucking turn. And the thing is, as it got light—lighter—Marina and Robert and me looked at the sky and we saw clouds. Big clouds, far away but dark, not those other clouds that are just the smoke and dust. Real clouds. And the wind, you all felt the wind, right? I know it’s hot, we all get that, but it’s wind. You could feel it now, if we were outside. Dr. Science there, he can tell you, wind means a front coming in. A front.


  I don’t know what kind of front. Santa Ana? I know it’s the wrong time of year but now we get those crazy winds all the time. Yeah, see, Marina says the same thing, and that’s like her job. But we don’t know what kind. It could be, it could be it’s just blowing towards us, all of it, and—


  But it could be, maybe, maybe it’s rain. Those kind of clouds, tell them what they are, Robert.


  Mammatus, right. Mammatus clouds. Big thunderstorms, they can be part of a severe storm, with rain, maybe. Rain, real rain, a ton of rain . . .


  Right? Right? Maybe? Yeah.


  Can we go up back there to the fire tower, Marina? All of us? It’ll be dark soon but if we go up now it’ll be easier on the steps. Then everyone could see what I was talking about. The way it looks at night, the fire. I think everyone should see it, I think everyone might want to see it. So afterwards you can say you saw it, maybe. And if not, just so we can all see it together.


  Yeah, we can have a vote. I don’t think we should leave anyone behind—that’s not for me to decide, we all need to—okay, that’s cool, everyone says yes. Marina, you can do the honors? And Robert, you and me, we can go at the end, in case anyone needs—yeah, it’s a long freaking way, you will definitely get winded, Lula. It’s fine with me if you keep those things on, you and Hermanos. I know it’s my turn but I’ll wait cause I want you to see up there. And you need them more than I do. Especially now. Too bad we don’t have spacesuits. Spacesuits to breathe. But thank god we have two respirators. Thank god for the U.S. Fire Service. Thank god for Marina.


  Jeff, you got that one charger left, right? Now’s the time, bra. Maybe. Roll ’em!


  It does smell different up here, right? Right? I bet you can smell it even with those respirators on. The smoke but something else, I think maybe there’s something else. Something not smoke.


  Did you see that? Did anyone see that? Was it, do you think—lightning? Yeah? Maybe? Maybe.


  Yeah, I know it could be a goddamn terrorist drone. But it also could be lightning. So it could, something could happen. Rain. It might happen is all I’m saying.


  Anyway, we’re all here. It’s like a movie, here we all are, the fuck we would ever know each other but here we are. I wonder if anyone else . . .


  Okay. Okay. That’s it for me. Thanks—really, thank you. You don’t know what it’s like—but of course you do. I know you do. Even Jeff. So okay, I’m done. I’m done. So.


  Everyone gather round. Everyone hold hands.


  Whose turn is it?


  Eat the Wyrm


  JOHAN HAD BEEN TELLING ME about Solopgang ever since I arrived in Greenland.


  “It’s not on the way to anyplace, so you have to make a special pilgrimage. Maybe we can go after the SIKON conference.”


  Nothings on the way to anyplace in Greenland, I wanted to say, but what was the point? Solopgang was legendary in the way things are, or used to be, in Greenland—famous to fifteen people. The name was Danish for “sunrise.” The guy who ran it, Kurt Gunderson, had knocked around the country for a few years as a corporate geologist before lighting out for the territory and, in one of the country’s more improbable reinventions, becoming a grower and distiller of mescal.


  I’m not much of a drinker, but I used to have a taste for tequila. Not a very elevated taste—Cuervo Gold was about as far as it reached. But after the SIKON conference, where I spent three futile days discussing core samples and how to downplay the dangers of nuclear contamination as the ice sheet melted, exposing the waste stored there decades earlier, I was ready for a pilgrimage.


  LET’S GO, I texted Johan.


  He picked me up on Friday. It took us three days to reach Ipatkitak, on the northeast coast. We stayed in rentals the first two nights, corrugated buildings that in the US might have been used for storing cannibalized lawnmowers or refrigerators too heavy to be lugged to the dump. The morning of the third day we left our SUV in the lee of an immense spar of black rock, and hiked the remainder of the way.


  The views were spectacular, black crags and that endless stretch of indigo water, the luminous cerulean of melting icebergs igniting to gold as the sun rose, the blue heart of a dying flame. The air had a raw, stony smell I’ve only experienced in the Greenland wilderness, untainted by the stink of fuel and rotting fish and burning tires that hangs over the larger settlements; a stink recently grown more corrosive as reps from corporations and nations crowded the villages in the grab for mineral rights as the icecap disappeared.


  “Can’t we just stay here?” I asked on the third night, when we pitched a tent beneath the rusting hulk of an abandoned transport vehicle.


  “Maybe Kurt will let us stay with him.” Johan rolled over in his sleeping bag, opened the tent flap so he could light a cigarette. “We can tend his greenhouse.”


  “Greenland greenhouse. That’s an oxymoron.”


  Johan nodded. “Oxymoron would have been a good name for the bar.”


  During the Cold War, Ipatkitak had been the site of a small US air base. Military detritus was everywhere, strewn across the barren rocks like the wreckage of some long-ago plane crash. Shattered windshields, husks of Jeeps and trailers, tires as big as a wading pool. Kurt’s homestead was still half a day’s trek from here. We left early the next morning and arrived before noon, just as a cold fog settled in, obscuring the surrounding plain and the distant sweep of jagged mountains.


  “Welcome!”


  Kurt strode from a small Quonset hut that appeared to float on the rocky plain, a black bubble. He was short for a Dane, darkhaired, not blond, with a graying beard and round tinted eyeglasses. He looked like a benign if earnest Trotskyite. “Johan, great to see you! And Emma, so glad we finally meet. Come, you can put your things inside, then we can head over to Solopgang. It’s only a minute’s walk that way.”


  He gestured vaguely at the thickening fog as we followed him into the Quonset hut. Half an hour later, we ventured back out. I’d been hoping to fortify myself with some food before we turned to the business of sampling Kurt’s booze, but Johan was too impatient.


  “We’ve come eight hundred miles for a drink. I want that drink.” Kurt nodded, and we followed him to another Quonset hut, smaller, its round windows brilliantly lit from within. Solar panels and propane tanks and several generators littered the rocky ground. A polar bear hide dangled from a flagpole, its jaws rattling in the wind. Above the hut’s entrance hung a hand-carved wooden sign, the letters picked out in crimson paint.


  SOLOPGANG


  Kurt held the door for us as we stepped inside, blasted by a wave of heat so intense that immediately I began to sweat. I blinked, blinded by banks of growlights suspended from the domed ceiling and arranged along the perimeter of the space. I felt as though we’d stepped onstage, at the mercy of hundreds of spotlights, or into the loading bay of a UFO.


  “My god, Emma, look at all this!” Johan cried.


  The room was filled with huge, spiky plants, some nearly as tall as I was, their thick, blade-shaped leaves shading from periwinkle blue to a green so rich and dark the leaves might have been carved from malachite. I inhaled deeply, my nostrils stung by the heat and also the slightly acrid scent of the agave plants; it was as though their leaves had been singed.


  I turned to Kurt, who had stopped to stroke a long stalk that held a creamy agave blossom. “How can you possibly keep them warm enough in winter?”


  He shrugged. “That’s my secret, right? But very strange things are happening around here. Everywhere, I think. Did you hear they found an arm on the Garm glacier? Thousands of years old, they think, like the Ice Man. Tattoos on the hand and part of a sleeve made from sealskin. But only the arm. What do you think happened to the rest of him?”


  I laughed. “They’ll find him when the rest of the glacier melts.”


  “No, the ice everywhere near him is gone. They searched and searched and they found nothing. I think something ate him. Okay, this way.”


  I’d expected Solopgang to bear at least a cursory resemblance to an actual bar or restaurant. While it didn’t cost as much as climbing Everest, or dinner at a Michelin-starred place, I’d heard you could rack up a hefty bar tab.


  But the space Kurt ushered us into was a narrow annex with walls of unpainted plywood. The cement floor was sticky. There were no windows. Strings of white LEDs drooped from nails in the wood, illuminating a rectangular table with a battered red formica top, and six metal folding chairs. Beside the door someone had scrawled on a piece of cardboard with a Sharpie.


  Eat the wyrm.


  “Have a seat,” said Kurt. He walked to a small metal cabinet, opened it, and withdrew a bottle and three glass tumblers. “We’ll start with this.”


  “No.” Johan shook his head, then pointed at the sign by the door. “We want to taste it.”


  Kurt hesitated, set the bottle and tumblers back on the shelf and walked toward us, pulling out a mobile. Johan did the same with his phone. After a brief exchange of information and shadow currency, Kurt nodded.


  “Right back,” he said, and headed into the greenhouse. I sat on one of the rickety chairs next to Johan.


  “I’ve never done that,” I said, staring at the hand-lettered sign. “Eat the worm. Have you?”


  “Yeah, sure. It’s not a big deal—in Mexico, they eat caterpillars, you know? This is very different. Five K it cost, but it’ll be worth it.”


  A few minutes later Kurt returned. He settled at the table, and placed two small bottles in front of us, each stoppered with a cork. Carefully he removed the corks.


  “There you go,” he said.


  At first I thought they were made of the same kind of glass they used for old Coke bottles, that diffuse green-blue color that always reminded me of a hurricane sky.


  But when I gingerly picked up mine, I saw that the glass was clear. The strange glaucous hue came from the liquid inside. Something floated at the bottom of the glass.


  No, didn’t float—swam. I gazed at it, my neck prickling: a creature roughly the size and length of my pinkie finger, shimmering and pulsating, its sinuous motion causing it to flicker dull orange, then the brilliant acid green of Vasoline glass.


  I drew the bottle closer to my face, hardly daring to breathe. The little creature writhed, coiling and uncoiling so that it was difficult to count its legs. Four, I thought. A rippling scarlet fringe surrounded its thumbnail-sized head, the same color as its eyes. There were three of them.


  I glanced at Johan. He’d already brought the glass to his lips, eyes shining and his cheeks pink with excitement.


  “Skol,” he said, raising his tumbler to me and downing the mescal in a gulp. I watched him, my mouth dry, as he and Kurt both turned to me expectantly. I drew the bottle to my lips, caught a faint odor of sulfur and an even fainter hint of putrefying meat. I closed my eyes.


  “Skol,” I said, and drank.


  2018


  Ghost Light


  I was never a fan of Zeke McDermott’s music. Too angsty, despite the Tom Waits growl and lumberjack look favored by guys who wouldn’t know a maul from a mailbox. He wasn’t famous enough to sell out the Burnt Harbor Opera House, or get booked in summer, when the big names come through.


  But he might well have sold out if he’d had the chance to play in July rather than February. He had buzz—solid Pitchfork rankings, an NPR feature. Still not my taste, though a lot of people here like his stuff. Once the foodies started migrating north from Brooklyn and Boston, the Opera House drew a younger demographic. When McDermott came through last winter, the house was half-full, damn good considering the show had been canceled due to a blizzard, then rescheduled for two nights later.


  McDermott didn’t travel with a road crew. Few solo performers do unless they’re a name—that’s why places like the Opera House hire guys like me to run lights and sound. McDermott rode out the storm at the Harbor Inn, in what passes for downtown. That was when he hooked up with Bree. Bree lives above the Rum Line, across from the Opera House. Bree’s cute, small, and tomboyish, with a fish tattoo on her upper arm, a brookie. I assumed she was gay. I never caught any sexual vibe from her, not so unusual when you consider I’m twice her age, a former roadie who drives to Ellsworth to attend weekly NarcAnon meetings.


  Anyway, she met McDermott at the Rum Line. They spent the next three nights together. My place is a few doors down from the Inn; I saw her leaving a couple times. I wasn’t stalking her: that’s just the kind of thing you notice in a town small as this.


  Plus, Bree works for me. She went to Northeastern to study music—she plays mandolin—but moved back home after a year. Money issues. I know her dad and, as a favor, took her under my wing. Taught her the basics of wiring, how to rig the lighting pipes, set up and break down a show. How to check the ropes, which were sisal and prone to fray. Bigger venues like the Camden Opera House have updated their tech. Burnt Harbor can’t afford that, so we make do.


  Bree was good at it. I ended up hiring her. I liked having her around, liked hearing her play the mandolin while I figured out lighting cues. Far as I know, she never slept with the talent till McDermott. Didn’t matter to me as long as she did her job.


  And all bets are off during a blizzard. She showed up on the afternoon of the rescheduled performance, and we got to work.


  That was a magical gig. People were stir crazy after the storm, not a full house but enthusiastic. McDermott had a strong stage presence. Good-looking enough, with a beard and dark hair, a disarmingly gruff, somewhat theatrical manner at odds with all those heartachy songs. He sat in a chair near the edge of the stage, cradling his Gibson as he sang into a mic that dated to the Nixon era.


  His only special request was he wanted a floor lamp within reach. He did this shtick during his closer, something else he copped from Waits: set down his guitar and danced, did this little drunken waltz with the mic, singing as he grabbed on to the lamp like an old-time cartoon drunk. Our lamp had a tasseled shade and had done hard duty in community theater plays for decades. Blue gels in the follow spot simulated moonlight; dust in the air glowed like snow. Schmaltzy but effective. He got a standing ovation.


  To top it off, he brought Bree and her mandolin onstage for an encore. I don’t know if they planned it or not. Not, I think, from the way she blushed. They sang “Shady Grove,” the two of them grinning at each other like they’d done this a hundred times.


  I know they were together that night—next day was one of the few when Bree showed up late for work. I didn’t say anything. She looked happier than I’d ever seen her.


  That didn’t last. Weeks went by, then months. She never told me, but I knew. She gained a little weight, then lost it, showed up a few times drunk or stoned. I reamed her out—it wasn’t just unprofessional but dangerous. I didn’t want one of those pipes falling on me, or her.


  After that I’d still see her at the Rum Line, but she showed up sober. Never heard her play the mandolin again.


  A year went by. Come February, McDermott’s back. No blizzard this time: freakishly warm weather, no snow, maple sap running. I called McDermott and asked if he wanted anything special.


  Nope. Like last year, just a mic and standing lamp close to hand.


  Bree laid down spike tape to mark where his chair and mic would go. The lamp we’d used before had been totaled during a production of ARSENNIC AND OLD LACE, so we used the ghost light. That’s a safety precaution required for theaters: a standing lamp with a naked bulb that’s turned on after hours, when the house is dark.


  Our ghost light was old, like everything else. Bree measured off from McDermott’s chair, set the lamp there. We were good to go.


  We didn’t sell out, but it was close. Locals remembered last year’s show, and the springlike weather brought people from far away as Bangor. Inside, it must’ve been eighty degrees, worse onstage with the footlights. I’d asked Bree to turn down the heat; either she forgot or so many bodies raised the temp.


  Still, McDermott put on a great show. When it came time for his final song, I dimmed everything save for that spooky blue follow spot. He waltzed around with the mic, sweat streaming down his face: a convincing drunk. Did his little pirouette and grabbed the ghost light.


  It looked like part of the act. His head snapped back: he clutched the mic in one hand and the lamp in the other, staggering to the edge of the stage. Some people laughed.


  Then he plummeted offstage, pulling mic stand and lamp with him. People screamed. Somebody—Bree, probably—hit the houselights. Somebody else called 911.


  Probably he was dead before he hit the floor. From the lighting booth, I could see how his neck torqued as his head struck the stage edge. I raced down, yelling at people to get away in case the mic and ghost light were still live. Fortunately, the cords were yanked out as he fell.


  I dealt with the cops and EMTs when they arrived, and later with more cops. So did Bree. Everyone knew me, everyone believed me when I said I’d checked everything beforehand. With all that antiquated equipment, I’d invested in a good continuity tester and a Klein Non-Contact Voltage Tester. I went around before every show, twice, making sure nothing was hot—that none of the lights or equipment had a live current. I’d done that as usual before McDermott’s gig.


  The death was ruled accidental. No one blamed me, or Bree, but the Opera House was shuttered afterwards and we had to find other work. Neither of us spoke to any media, though videos of Bree playing with McDermott showed up online, along with footage from his final show.


  I know what happened. That old ghost light had a two-prong plug that wasn’t polarized like modern ones. If you plugged it into the wall outlet one way, no problem. If you put it in with the prongs reversed, the metal lampstand would be live with current. Even that wasn’t a problem—unless you grasped the lamp with one hand and something else that was grounded with the other. Like a mic.


  Bree knew to plug in the ghost light so it wasn’t hot. And I’d checked it, twice. At some point before the performance, she’d gone backstage, yanked the plug then put it back in, reversed so the ghost light was live.


  If you brush a hot piece of equipment with your knuckles, you’ll get a shock, though not enough to kill you. If you grab it, the live current causes your muscles to contract: you can’t let go. Combine that with sweaty hands, a grounded mic, a dim stage, and an eight-foot drop, and you get Zeke McDermott, RIP.


  I never said anything to Bree about it. I assume she had her reasons. She’s taken up the mandolin again—I see her sometimes at the Rum Line’s open mic night. She’s pretty damn good.


  Farrow Street


  For the last seventeen years, she’d spent Christmas with friends in Devon. Her coworkers at the law firm where she was the office manager thought this was the height of luxury, and there were always the same bad jokes about visiting the Queen and London Bridge. In fact she booked her flight months in advance, which made the trip relatively inexpensive, spent a night at a budget hotel in Heathrow, then caught the train from London to Taunton, where Joanne and Chris picked her up. Once they reached Belstone, her costs consisted of a few meals out and the good wine she always picked up at Paddington.


  This year, however, she received a phone call from Joanne in mid-October.


  “I’m so sorry, Mel—I know this upsets your plans. But it’s the baby’s first Christmas, and Sarah and Trent really want us there with them. And of course we want to go. Do you think you could rebook and come after the New Year?”


  “I’ll check it out. And of course I understand, not a problem.”


  It turned out that it was a problem. Rebooking the flight would cost more than the original tickets. If she stayed at home, Melanie would be on her own for Christmas in her shitty little apartment just outside Tyson’s Corner.


  So she looked online and found a cheap hotel near Bloomsbury. She reserved a room beginning two days before Christmas, with plans to return home before New Year’s Eve. Christmas in London! She’d save on the cost of the train ticket and spend her money on meals out and nice wine for herself. Maybe see a show and find a nice place for a traditional Christmas dinner. She packed her carry-on (she never trusted the airlines not to lose her checked luggage), along with the burgundy cashmere sweater she’d worn to the office Christmas party for the last few years; also paperbacks of A Christmas Carol and David Copperfield, neither of which she’d ever read.


  The Buckingham Arms turned out to be a shabby converted row house off Gower Street, not Bloomsbury, one of eight equally dingy hotels with names like Queen’s Grove and Royal Stanwick. Inside it smelled of french fries and marijuana smoke. Her windowless room was tiny, a flimsy bed shoved up against one wall. Plywood shelves built into the other wall had buckled from damp. The bathroom had a metal shower stall and a sagging sink, its pipes dark with rust. When Melanie went downstairs to reception and asked if she could be moved to another room, the very young man behind the desk (it was built into a closet) turned from the computer, blinked sleepily, and shook his head.


  “Sorry, we’re booked up till New Year’s.”


  She stormed to her room and tried to go online to see if she could get a refund from the booking site. But her mobile couldn’t get a Wi-Fi signal, and she’d decided against buying a sim card because it was too expensive. This meant another trip downstairs, where the sleepy-eyed boy was now playing some sort of game on his mobile.


  “Yeah, I know,” he said when she complained about the lack of Wi-Fi. “It keeps cutting out. I think it’s because of all the construction.”


  She gave up, took a melatonin, and went to bed.


  She slept fitfully, awakened by people going up and down the stairs. She’d forgotten to put in her earplugs, and she was too tired to search for them in a strange room in the middle of the night. So she buried her head in the thin pillow and tried taking long, deep breaths. She gave up at five a.m., when an endless parade of delivery vans and trucks began in the street outside, causing the bed to shake.


  But she was awake now, and it was Christmas Eve. The Buckingham Arms didn’t serve breakfast (or anything else), so she dressed, tucked her copy of A Christmas Carol into her handbag, and trudged back downstairs.


  The sleepy male receptionist had been replaced by an equally young woman with an Eastern European accent, who greeted Melanie cheerfully. “Jet lag? I know, it’s horrible—kept me up for a week when my boyfriend and I went to New York last summer.”


  Melanie gave her a curt nod. “Is there a place nearby that’s open for breakfast?”


  “Breakfast?” The young woman glanced at her mobile. “At five? Not around here. Maybe if you head to Marylebone, or Camden. I’m not sure if the tube is running this early. The holiday,” she added, eyes widening as though confiding a secret.


  Melanie sighed. Maybe that explained all the trucks and delivery vans. She headed for the door, halting when the receptionist called after her.


  “Wait, I remember—there’s a McDonald’s two streets over! Or you can go to Euston, I’m sure there’s places inside the station. Pret A Manger, I think.”


  Melanie turned and left without replying.


  Outside, it was raining, not hard but a cold steady drizzle. She’d forgotten to pack an umbrella—in Devon it often snowed at Christmas. She pulled up the hood of her wool coat, relieved that at least she was wearing boots, not her best pair but practical, with sturdy rubber soles and pleather uppers. She walked in the direction the receptionist had pointed to indicate Euston. After ten minutes, she still hadn’t seen any sign of the station, and halted under the awning of a news agent. The door was locked, but she saw a man inside behind the register. She tapped on the window and smiled. He glanced up and shook his head. She knocked again, louder.


  “I just want directions!”


  His muffled voice came back to her. “Six o’clock!”


  She stood for another minute, trying to will him to let her in, then trudged the way she’d come, turning down the next street, when she recognized the unwelcoming line of down-market hotels. She found the McDonald’s a few blocks away. It opened at six, but by now it almost was six. So she waited outside until a girl in an orange uniform came and unlocked the door. She had coffee and an Egg McMuffin, and comforted herself by thinking how this would make a funny story when she got back to the office in the New Year. London at Christmas, and nowhere to eat but McDonald’s!


  She read a bit of A Christmas Carol before she set it aside and took her mobile from her handbag. Miracle of miracles, she was able to get a Wi-Fi signal here. She looked up Christmas sights in London, also last-minute tickets. The shows were all sold out, including the long-running musicals she wouldn’t have even considered seeing at home. She thought she might go to Carnaby Street and look at the lights, then walk to Liberty and see if she might find a scarf as a present for herself, or even splurge on an umbrella.


  But when she glanced out the window, she saw that the rain had grown heavier. Passing vehicles threw spumes of filthy water onto the sidewalk. People hurried to work, an army of black umbrellas and wireless headsets. She consulted her phone again and decided on Covent Garden, finished her coffee, and set out.


  The Underground was packed. She stood in the train car, pressed between a heavyset man in a maintenance suit and a woman standing guard over a large suitcase that blocked the aisle. When the doors opened at Covent Garden Station, people flooded onto the platform. Melanie let herself be swept along with them down the passage and into a lift, up a flight of stairs, and finally out into the chilly gray morning. Covent Garden was as crowded inside as the train had been, but here the mood was jollier, with Christmas music piped over the sound system. A group in medieval garb stood at one end of the arcade, attempting to sing “The Wessex Carol” over a recording of “Merry Christmas Everybody.” Melanie found respite in a vintage clothing emporium, where she fortified herself with mulled cider and a stale mince pie before once again braving hordes of shoppers.


  Still, the prevailing mood remained merry and bright. She spent the morning drifting from shop to shop. When the rain lifted, she went outside, surprised to see how quickly the buskers and living statues had appeared once the weather improved. A Victorian bride was clad entirely in white: even her face was chalked, everything but her eyes, which gazed out at Melanie, a startling violet. Men in bowler hats performed tricks with gold rings and a flaming orb to a delighted crowd of families with children. She returned inside to find the medieval choristers replaced by a group of men clad in vaguely rustic eighteenth-century attire who lustily belted out “Wassail” and then engaged in morris dancing. Melanie watched them for a few minutes, until with a yawn she embarked on another circuit of the hall. She bought herself a forest-green scarf patterned with wine-colored berries that she thought would go well with her cashmere sweater, and continued to sample enough mince pies and cider to keep her sated until early afternoon, when she ventured out into the street intent on finding a pub for lunch.


  It was only then that she discovered her mobile phone was gone. Dropped in the crowd, or more likely, pickpocketed. She felt a frisson of terror that candled into rage: how could she have been so careless? She looked around for a policeman or security guard—she’d seen several milling around inside. Now of course there was not one to be found.


  She huddled beneath the awning of an upscale designer boutique and tried to calm herself. The mobile was nearly two years old: she’d have traded it in for a new one within a few months. It didn’t work over here, not as a phone, and she’d already discovered that any Wi-Fi access would be sporadic. She was old enough to remember a time when people got around relying on maps and friendly strangers, the theft of her phone notwithstanding. She’d have an old-fashioned holiday, and let serendipity guide her through the city. Thank God her wallet hadn’t been stolen.


  The streets around Covent Garden were thronged, as were the pubs and restaurants. On one corner a half-dozen children dressed like extras from a production of Oliver! sweetly sang “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen.” She briefly considered dropping a pound coin into the cap at their feet, but she saw a small shining heap in there already, and even a few notes. After all, they weren’t real urchins.


  She wandered along the sidewalks, taking little notice of where she turned. The rain had finally slackened, though it remained cold, and she gazed with envy through pub windows at the people who sat inside, laughing as they ate and drank. More than once she passed a group of drunken Santas standing outside a pub as they smoked.


  It was nearly three o’clock before she found a pub where she could make her way inside. She went to the bar and ordered a pint and a plate of fish and chips, found an empty table where she could watch the revelry around her. Office parties and another Santa posse, this one made up of tipsy young women who shrieked gleefully as they tugged at each other’s false beards. Melanie took her time over lunch—it was late enough by now that she could think of it as an early supper. The battered fish was barely lukewarm, and the chips were stone-cold. She considered sending it back, but the crowd at the bar was now three-deep. She grimaced and ate what she could, sipping her pint. She’d forgotten that English beer was served warm.


  When at last she finished, it was full dark outside. Automatically she reached into a pocket for her mobile, recalled it had been stolen. Nothing to be done. She elbowed her way across the room and asked the barkeep where the closest tube station was. He shouted directions at her, and she headed off for her hotel.


  A different receptionist sat behind the hotel desk, a young black man plumper than the other, with a neatly trimmed Van Dyke beard and red plaid bow tie.


  “Merry Christmas,” he said as she walked past him. “Enjoy yourself out there?”


  Melanie nodded. “Very much.”


  She knew that to fight jet lag she should stay up until her normal bedtime, but the long day had exhausted her. She took two melatonin, remembered to put in her earplugs, read a few more pages of A Christmas Carol, and collapsed into bed.


  Miraculously, she slept through the night. It was light when she awoke and, disoriented, stared at a blotch on the ceiling. It bore an unpleasant resemblance to a face, mouth adroop and eyes too far apart. She took a deep breath and smelled cigarette smoke, also marijuana, and remembered where she was; reached for her phone on the rickety nightstand.


  But of course, she’d lost it. She sat up, in vain looked around the grimy room for a clock. She didn’t own a wristwatch. There was no window she could peer out, no way whatsoever to guess what time it was. She went to the door, cracked it, and glanced up and down the corridor. A small window at the far end glowed the dull gray of tarnished silver. Morning, probably, though who knew? She showered and dressed and went downstairs to find out.


  Yet another receptionist slumped behind the desk, head cradled in her arms, a Santa hat askew on her matted blonde hair. As Melanie approached she looked up, her eyes bleary and face streaked with mascara. Melanie wondered if she was one of the female Santas she’d seen in the pub.


  “Can I help you?” she asked. Wincing, she sat up and tugged the hat until it covered her forehead.


  “I just wanted to know what time it is.”


  The girl picked up her mobile and squinted at it. “Half ten, it looks like.”


  “Ten thirty?” The girl nodded. Melanie gave a little gasp of surprise. “It’s so late!”


  “Supposed to be somewhere?”


  “No. Just I hadn’t expected to sleep so late. My mobile was stolen yesterday.”


  The girl’s eyes widened in such horror and pity that for an instant Melanie thought she might hand over her own cell phone. Instead she quickly slid it into her pocket. “Did you report it to the police?”


  Melanie shook her head. “What’s the point? It was old, anyway.”


  “You’re right about that. The police, I mean.” The girl swiveled her chair to gaze at the computer screen.


  Melanie went to the door and opened it to look outside, letting in a blast of chilly air. Above the construction cranes and run-down brick apartment stretched an unbroken wall of ashen clouds. The cold wind sent fast-food wrappers and Styrofoam containers tumbling along the sidewalk. The street was empty, except for a black car that had been booted, and also eerily silent.


  Frowning, she stepped down to the sidewalk, craning her neck to see if there was traffic on the cross street a few blocks distant. Nearly thirty seconds passed before a single car fleetingly appeared between the rows of buildings.


  She went back inside, clutching her arms to warm herself. “It’s so quiet out there.”


  “That’s Christmas.” The girl glanced up from the computer and shrugged. “Everything’s dead.”


  “I was wondering about that.” Melanie looked around the tiny foyer, wishing that another hotel guest would come downstairs. The girl was useless. Everyone here was useless. “Is there somewhere I can get breakfast? Or lunch, actually, it’ll probably be noon before I go out. Not McDonald’s or, you know, a convenience store. A proper restaurant.”


  The girl shook her head. “Not on Christmas. Everything’s closed. I doubt McDonald’s is even open.”


  “There has to be someplace.” Melanie resisted the urge to snatch the Santa hat from the girl’s head. “I was in Covent Garden yesterday, there were restaurants that looked like they might be open.”


  “Really? I doubt it. But maybe.” Her tone was dubious. “It’d be expensive—you’d have to find a taxi to take you there. There’s not many of them’ll be working, either. And they’ll all be booked by now.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  The girl sighed, licked a finger, and absently rubbed it beneath one raccoon eye. “You’re American, aren’t you? Americans always think they’ll come here at Christmas and it’ll be like the movies. Tiny Tim and big parties, all that. But it’s not. The whole city shuts down. No tube, no trains, no buses, nothing. Well, you might find a bus runs every hour or so in the afternoon,” she added grudgingly. “But I don’t know where.”


  Melanie gazed at her in disbelief. “But how does everyone get to work?”


  “They don’t. I told you, everything’s closed. I mean, police and hospitals are open, but they’ll be short-staffed. In case you planned on getting sick. Or arrested.”


  “I don’t,” snapped Melanie. “How did you get here?”


  “My boyfriend dropped me off. I have to stay over tonight, there’s a room upstairs where staff can sleep. Not that it’s your business.”


  Melanie closed her eyes, opened them to see the girl once more intent on the computer screen. Gritting her teeth, Melanie stood on tiptoe to peer over the desk, and asked, “All right. I’ll find my way on my own. Do you have a map there? A city map?”


  The girl groaned and hopped from her chair. “All right, all right. Let’s see what we can find.”


  She ducked behind the desk, rummaged around on the floor, and reappeared, holding a plastic bin overflowing with papers. “I think there’s a map here.”


  Melanie watched as she sifted through wads of receipts, business cards, advertisements for cheap mobile phone service and Indian takeaway. The girl tossed a brochure onto the desk. “There’s a tube map, but that won’t help until day after tomorrow.”


  “What’s tomorrow?”


  “Boxing Day. Everything’s dead then, too. Wait! Here we go . . .” Triumphantly she held up a dog-eared tourist map and handed it to Melanie. “Will that do?”


  Melanie unfolded the map on the desk. “It’s dated 1997.”


  “Really? Well, that’s the best I can do.” The girl stuffed the papers back into the plastic bin, set it on the floor, and kicked it against the wall. “Not that much will have changed, I don’t think. Anything else?”


  Melanie glared at her, but the girl had already turned away. “No. I guess this will have to do.”


  She folded up the map and returned to her room. She took a shower, then pulled on a pair of black pants and her burgundy cashmere sweater. She examined it for pilling—she’d bought it on sale four years ago, but she only wore it a few times a year. The room’s mirror was old; much of its silver had flaked away, so that her reflection seemed that of a different woman, one whose face was disfigured by black spots like spreading mold.


  The bathroom mirror was a slight improvement. She stood under the fluorescent, dabbed some concealer under her eyes, then sparingly applied a wine-colored gloss to her lips. There was no hair dryer, so she did her best with a towel and a hairbrush. Last of all she put on her boots and hooded coat, made sure her passport was in her bag, stuck the map in her pocket, and headed out.


  The wind had picked up. She clutched her hood around her head, walking briskly until she came to the nearest major cross street. Even here traffic was sparse. She waited in hopes of seeing a taxi, stamping her feet against the sidewalk to keep warm. When at last a black cab appeared, she stepped into the road, waving frantically.


  It sped past. Melanie swore angrily and started walking again. Now and then she’d check her map, ducking into doorways to keep the wind from crumpling it. The map was useless for the area around Euston Station, which had been completely transformed by new construction. She set her sights on Euston Road, a thoroughfare that, once she reached it, must lead somewhere. Surely she’d find an open restaurant in that part of the city. Worst-case scenario, it would be a better spot to catch a cab elsewhere.


  She plodded on for what must have been hours, with no way to keep track of time or how far she’d walked. The only other people she saw were beggars sprawled on the sidewalk and an old woman who, when Melanie approached her to ask for directions, darted across the road. Above her the sky darkened from ash to charcoal. Her fingers grew numb, and her toes. She was famished and also thirsty—who’d have thought to bring a water bottle on a short excursion to find an open restaurant in a major world city on Christmas Day?


  It must have been after three o’clock when the light began to fail in earnest. Over the last hour or so, the neighborhoods around her had grown increasingly desolate: Indian takeaways, charity shops, betting parlors, storefronts selling cheap electronics—all shuttered. She hadn’t seen another person in an hour at least, or a bus. Some blocks ahead of her, a thicket of construction cranes overshadowed the street. It seemed unlikely she’d find any signs of life there: in fact, it looked downright dangerous.


  She froze as an unexpected sound broke the near-silence: a church bell. She held her breath and counted as it tolled five times. As its last echoes faded, she turned in a slow circle, trying to discern from which direction the chimes came.


  Not behind her—she definitely would have heard the bells before now. And certainly not from that arsenal of construction equipment. And the opposite side of the road consisted of nothing but block upon block of shabby shops and crumbling council flats.


  No, the church must be somewhere not too far from where she stood.


  She felt her heart lighten—a church on Christmas Day wouldn’t be empty. If she hurried, she might find a service in progress, or a nearby rectory where she could ask for directions. She quickened her pace, and after only a few steps saw a narrow alley to her right. The building on the corner looked like an abandoned warehouse or factory. Past it, she couldn’t see any houses, or anything that might be a commercial establishment. But she was certain that the sound of church bells had come from here.


  She shoved her hands deeper into her pockets and started down the alley. Beneath her feet, the cement sidewalk gave way to mottled brick, and the paved roadway to cobblestones. A few yards ahead, a hazy glow surrounded a solitary streetlamp.


  Melanie blinked and looked up at the sky, where the silhouettes of looming buildings faded into near-darkness. She hesitated, then turned and walked back to the corner, stopping to squint at the sign posted on the side of the broken-down warehouse. Farrow Street.


  She consulted her map. She saw no Farrow Street near the road she’d been following, or anywhere else for that matter. Not that it was a very extensive map. She leaned against the warehouse wall, debating whether searching for the church would be a fool’s errand. She could try to retrace her steps to the hotel and from there make her way to Euston Station. At this point she’d settle for another Egg McMuffin.


  Shivering, she glanced down the alley. Past the solitary streetlamp, on the other side of the road, a shaft of golden light streamed across the sidewalk, burnishing the old brick. The light seemed too bright to come from a residence. A restaurant, maybe, or a pub or bar.


  Melanie stuffed the map into her pocket and headed quickly back down the alley, avoiding gaps in the sidewalk where the bricks had dislodged. On each side of the narrow passage rose a deserted warehouse. If there had been any sunlight, these derelict buildings would have blocked it. A tarry substance seeped from beneath many of their windows, staining the walls and in spots covering the sidewalk like black lichen.


  As she drew closer to the streetlamp, she saw that it had begun to snow, minute flakes like glittering sand that shimmered in the diffuse pale light. Perhaps twenty yards farther on, the unseen building’s buttery glow grew more intense, making the snow flare like a bonfire.


  Melanie pulled her hood tighter and ran to the other side of the alley. Her feet slipped on the greasy cobbles, but she didn’t care. Already she saw herself sitting at a candlelit table with a steaming plate in front of her, and a glass of wine. Maybe an entire bottle. A few more steps, and she reached the light’s source.


  Tucked between the warehouses was a four-story house, built from the same old yellow brick as the warehouses and sidewalk. A tracery of ivy covered its facade, rather than the black mildew on the warehouse walls. Stone steps led up to a door painted dark green. To one side of the door protruded a bow window, and it was through its panes that the welcoming golden light fell to ignite the sidewalk and the alley.


  Melanie stopped and stared at the house, enchanted. Long curtains had been pulled back from the three windows: she could clearly see a round bull’s-eye mirror on the opposite wall, the corner of a white fireplace mantel. A lit white taper in a silver candle holder sat atop the mantel, its flame throwing jagged shadows on the wall behind it. Larger shadows moved about the room, and she glimpsed a blur of crimson, a dress or suit jacket, a shock of dark hair.


  As she stared, the door opened, loosing the sound of faint music into the frigid night. A woman in a knee-length beaded shift stepped out and looked measuringly at the sky before glancing down at the sidewalk.


  “Oh, hullo,” she said. Her close-cropped dark hair had been slicked back, exposing a long white neck and chandelier earrings that flashed scarlet and emerald in the light that spilled around her. “Are you looking for us?”


  Melanie shook her head. “I don’t think so,” she said, then hastily added, “I’ve been walking all over, trying to find a restaurant that’s open. I don’t have a phone, so I couldn’t—”


  “Come on in.” The woman cast a swift look over her shoulder, turned back to Melanie and nodded, beckoning her. “Please, you look half-frozen.”


  Nodding gratefully, Melanie hurried up the steps. The woman moved aside and gestured into the hallway. “Someone will take your coat.”


  “Oh, no thanks, I’ll just—”


  “Suit yourself,” the woman said.


  She peered at the street one last time before closing the door, turned to a marble-topped side table, and picked up an old-fashioned key from a porcelain dish. She locked the door and gazed past Melanie into the living room. “Some of the others are in there, the rest are scattered around the house. Help yourself to anything you want.”


  “Thank you,” Melanie said. She looked down at her plain wool coat and pleather boots. “I don’t know if I—”


  But the woman was already walking down the hall, toward a staircase leading to the next floor. Melanie watched her go. Music drifted down from an upper room, a fiddle playing a vaguely familiar tune. She didn’t know the song’s name, but she’d heard it before, probably in an old movie.


  She wondered if she should follow the woman upstairs. Instead she took a deep breath and stepped into the living room. A susurrus of conversation abruptly ceased, as a dozen or so people turned to regard her. Most were standing, though two elderly women perched on a settee upholstered in sky-blue fabric. One of the women wore a drab brown sweater and matching skirt, heavy black stockings and chunky shoes, which made Melanie feel slightly better about her own attire.


  But many of the other guests appeared dressed for a costume party. One man sported green plaid knee breeches and an embroidered waistcoat; another wore a baggy herringbone suit, with a gaudy stickpin in his tie and cuff links shaped like scarab beetles. Several of the women wore elaborate dresses that grazed the floor, one with a bustle. Another woman sported a large hat festooned with crimson and white ostrich plumes. A teenage girl with a brightly lipsticked mouth and a blonde pageboy lounged against the fireplace mantel, her tartan skirt falling just below her knees. Beside her, a middle-aged man in an old-fashioned bobby’s uniform repeatedly attempted to light a cigarette with a lighter.


  “No spark,” he said, and looked accusingly at Melanie. “Or butane’s gone.”


  “I’m sorry,” Melanie replied. She smiled wanly, waiting for someone to welcome her or introduce themselves. When they remained silent, she went on, “I got lost, and your hostess asked me in. So I’m sorry, I don’t know anyone.”


  She smiled again. The other guests stared at her without speaking. After a moment, the old woman in the brown skirt gave a hooting laugh. No one else spoke.


  Melanie felt her face grow hot. She’d always thought people in the United Kingdom were more polite than their American counterparts, but obviously this wasn’t the case in London, where rudeness seemed to have become a spectator sport. She’d rather spend the night walking alone in the cold streets than be treated this way.


  As she steeled herself to turn and leave, her gaze fell upon the fireplace. Flames flickered behind the screen, and almost without thinking she walked toward it, crouched, and held her hands up to the blaze. Screw these people: she’d warm herself before going out again.


  The fire gave off little heat. She was tempted to remove the fire screen so she could move even closer. But that might annoy the others, or cause that awful old woman to laugh at her again. After a few minutes she straightened and turned to face the room once more.


  The other guests hadn’t moved from where they sat or stood. The bobby still flicked his cigarette lighter. The blonde with the lipstick-red pumps and tartan skirt adjusted a corsage pinned to her sweater, red roses and a sprig of holly.


  “We should go up soon,” pronounced a dark-skinned boy who looked about ten. He wore a red hoodie and sneakers and huddled on the floor in a corner by the bow window, which was why she hadn’t noticed him until now.


  “Upstairs?” asked Melanie.


  The boy stared past her into the fireplace but remained silent. Was he afraid?


  Melanie took a step toward him, then stopped. For the first time, she noticed that there were no electric lamps in the room. Solitary candles or candelabras stood along the mantel, atop side tables and ranged along a shelf above the wood wainscoting. A large oriental rug covered the floor, its pale swirls of mauve and powder-blue and rose counterpoint to the walls, which were painted a deeper blue. Empty or near-empty wineglasses stood on the tables, along with glass decanters that still held a few inches of what looked like red wine. On a low console by the window sat a silver platter covered with half-eaten tarts and a handful of grapes clinging to a desiccated stem. She reached for the platter, glancing over her shoulder as she did.


  The woman in the feathered hat was staring at her. Almost imperceptibly, she shook her head. Melanie frowned. The gesture struck her as more disapproving than warning, and she no longer cared if anything she did might be perceived as rudeness. Pot calling kettle black! She was famished. She picked up a grape and popped it into her mouth, grimacing as she bit into it. Sour.


  Yet there might be more food in another room. She looked at the boy sitting in the corner. He seemed by far the most normal-looking person in the room. If she caught his eye, she’d motion for him to accompany her. But he just fiddled with the zipper of his hoodie and gazed fixedly at the floor.


  Melanie licked her lips, trying to dispel the grape’s acrid aftertaste, and crossed back into the hall. From upstairs echoed that same faint fiddle music, the sounds of muted voices and footsteps walking up another set of stairs.


  More voices came from the end of the hall. Candles guttered in sconces, the wax pooling in dark streaks on the floor beneath them. Melanie walked past the staircase and several open rooms, all set as for a party with lit candles and trays that held the remains of food, empty wineglasses and decanters. In the dining room, its table draped with a damask cloth and resplendent with silver candlesticks and place settings for twenty, two men in work clothes stood with their backs to her, staring out a window into the darkness. Melanie paused to watch them, clearing her throat in hopes they might turn and see her.


  They did not, nor did they speak to each other. She sighed and walked on until she reached the back of the house. She’d expected to find a kitchen here, and maybe a bathroom. But there was only a small, rather utilitarian-looking room, with a single plain wood table, a very small window, and a door that opened onto a set of stairs leading into the basement.


  Melanie stood, listening to determine if she could hear any activity from the basement. There was nothing save a draft of cold air with an underlying scent of wood smoke. Of course: back when this house was built, the kitchen would have been downstairs. But why hadn’t it been converted since then?


  When she’d been researching things to do in London over the holidays, she’d come across an article about Geffrye House, where visitors could tour rooms done up in the style of bygone years and centuries. The staff wore period clothing and, in the days leading up to Christmas, held holiday gatherings inspired by Dickens’s work.


  That must be the sort of place she’d stumbled upon—maybe Geffrye House itself. Perhaps she’d come across a private gathering, a group of friends or employees who’d booked the building for their Christmas party. That might account for the cool reception she’d received, also the matter-of-fact manner in which the woman she’d first encountered had greeted Melanie.


  She stood there musing, starting when once again a church bell began to toll. She counted each stroke—eight, nine, ten . . .


  It couldn’t possibly be that late! She walked to the room’s single window and tried to peer out. It was so webbed with filth she could see nothing. Somewhere outside, the bell continued tolling. Not until it struck eleven did it stop, the reverberation of its final note lingering in the room around her like a foul smell.


  A sick feeling came over her, the kind of pure, visceral fear she experienced when encountering turbulence on an airplane flight. It had been barely past five when she entered the house. She knew that five or six hours hadn’t passed, just as she knew this wasn’t a museum or private Christmas party. She hurried from the room and back down the corridor, clutching her handbag as she tugged her coat tightly around her.


  The two workmen she’d seen in the dining room stood in the middle of the hall, gazing at the stairwell, their expressions blank. The fiddle music had fallen silent. One of the men shook his head. He headed up the steps, the sound of his hobnailed boots echoing through the house. The second man stared after him, then glanced aside at Melanie.


  “Almost time,” he said, and followed his colleague upstairs.


  Throat tight, Melanie nearly ran toward the front door. Several of the other guests straggled from the main room into the hallway, the boy in the red hoodie among them. She slowed as she drew near him, her lips parted to speak. He glanced up at her, his dark eyes glittering in the candlelight, looked away, and slouched past. Behind him walked the young woman in the tartan skirt.


  But her long fingers only brushed the holly leaves, adjusting her corsage before she, too, headed for the stairs.


  People now crowded the entry to the living room in their haste to leave. Melanie hesitated, desperately scanning faces. The woman with the ostrich plume hat held up her long skirt and brushed past her, close enough that Melanie caught the sickly scent of tuberoses and lilies, and heard her speaking to herself.


  “. . . to be late. Never, ever . . .”


  Melanie darted past the others to the front door, grasped the brass doorknob, and turned it. Locked. She twisted it again, harder.


  It didn’t budge. She turned and raced to the marble-topped table where she’d seen the woman retrieve the key earlier. The porcelain dish was empty. She moaned softly, looked up to see the woman in the brown skirt staring at her with small beetle-black eyes. Once more she gave that harsh hooting laugh and hurried on to the steps.


  Melanie leaned against the wall, forced herself to breathe deeply in an attempt to remain calm. Should she scream? Break a window and jump outside? Grab someone and insist they help her?


  But when she looked up, the hallway was empty. She caught a glimpse of green plaid knee breeches, the flash of red satin. That was all.


  From upstairs the fiddle music began once more, livelier this time. Melanie took a deep breath and walked to the staircase. She took the steps slowly, glancing back and praying that she might see the woman she’d first met. When she reached the second-floor landing she paused. A single candle burned in a blackened sconce, casting a pallid glow on walls papered in a fleur-de-lis pattern. Ahead of her, a corridor only a few yards long led to another stairway. She could hear footsteps from the next floor, a shriek that might have been a whistle, or a woman.


  She cast a final look behind her. A feather of candlelight touched the floor at the foot of the stairs and faded into darkness. She turned and walked down the hall to the second set of stairs, placed her hand on the railing, and began to walk up. In the dying gleam of the single candle, she saw that what she had mistaken for patterned wallpaper was a delicate filigree of mold, threadlike filaments that moved as she passed, like maidenhair seaweed, until the encroaching shadows swallowed them.


  Above her the fiddle music wavered and swelled, the sound of waves on the shore. With each receding note, the darkness grew, until she could see nothing. She heard a church bell, impossibly distant. She counted each stroke: twelve, one for each step.


  She reached the third-floor landing, where a tendril of reddish light seeped from beneath what must be a door. As she approached, it swung open. For an instant, Melanie saw the woman who’d beckoned her inside, now armless, legless. Her beaded shift slid from her like rain, along with her eyes, nose, hair, teeth; and Melanie gazed into a formless face, devoid of any features save a slack, immense mouth surrounded by myriad minute tendrils that rippled softly as they welcomed her.


  2020


  The Owl Count


  IN MID-MARCH, LOUIS’S childhood friend Eric died of a cerebral aneurysm after being in a coma for nine days. The memorial was in the small Vermont town where they’d grown up together. Louis drove there from northern Maine, spent the night at a friend’s house after the service, and left again next morning.


  It was late afternoon when he got back home, to a few inches of new snow. He went inside and fired up the woodstove, sorted through the few items of mail that had arrived since he’d left, grabbed a beer from the fridge, and checked his mobile. There he found a text message from his old friend Yvette.


  
    Looks like the best night for the owl count will be tonight or Monday. Moon is just past full now. Will be cold but I’m afraid if we don’t get out this week we’ll miss the chance because of weather.

  


  Louis stared out at the bare trees silhouetted against the dusk.


  After a moment he wrote, just returned from a funeral in Vermont, can do it tomorrow maybe


  Immediately she replied: No, supposed to snow early tomorrow. Need to go tonight.


  Louis swore softly, then sighed, ok what time


  Will pick you up @ 11:30. See you then!


  He finished his beer and reheated some soup for dinner, checked the temperature and weather. Twenty-eight degrees, cloudy, not much wind. Heavy snow predicted but not till morning. Not an ideal night, at least as far as Louis was concerned—it was way too cold.


  But the owls wouldn’t care, and neither would Yvette. Like Louis, she was widowed. Her husband, Buddy, had been Louis’s close friend, a game warden who’d been two months from retirement when he had a heart attack while searching for a snowmobiler who’d gone missing up by Greenville. Louis always felt like he’d taken Buddy’s death harder than Yvette. Not true, he knew that; it was just Yvette’s way. Her composure and oddly fatalistic good humor remained unshaken by death, war, the slow decay of the wilderness where they lived. And now, her own illness.


  Louis’s wife, Sheila, had died within a year of Buddy. That was over a decade ago. The plastic bins full of medications she’d been prescribed in her last months were still jammed onto the floor of the bedroom closet, where her winter coats, flannel shirts, and snow-mobiling gear continued to hang alongside Louis’s own. Like Yvette—like everyone—he’d been downsized from his teaching job when their university rolled over to the Al modules. Since then he’d gotten by the same way his Maine ancestors had a century earlier. Bartering and scavenging; hunting and fishing; coaxing pumpkins, squash, beans, onions, garlic, Jacob’s Cattle Beans from the stony soil and longer growing season that was one of the few enduring benefits of the so-called lost winters.


  “You can grow tomatoes in Maine now!” Yvette always marveled.


  “Yeah, but not potatoes,” Louis would retort. The mutated potato bugs had seen to that.


  He washed his soup bowl and spoon, went outside to bring in more firewood. If it really did snow the next day, he’d be too tired from the owl count to bother in the morning. He drank another beer, set the alarm for 11:00 p.m., four hours from now, and went to bed.


  He woke when the phone rang. Yvette again. He looked blearily at the time and groaned. “Jesus, you couldn’t let me sleep another fifteen minutes?”


  “I was afraid you wouldn’t wake up!”


  Louis had never overslept for the owl count, but he knew that wasn’t the issue. Yvette was too excited to wait. “Well, give me a few minutes. I need some coffee.”


  “I have coffee.”


  “I give up. See you when you get here.”


  He heated water for the coffee and dressed. Thermal long underwear, a pair of wool hunting pants that had been his father’s, a ragg wool sweater, and another that Sheila had knit for him. Two pairs of wool socks, old insulated Bean boots. Most years, he and Yvette didn’t hear any owls. But it was guaranteed that they’d freeze as they waited in hopes of doing so.


  He’d just finished gulping down the coffee when Yvette’s headlights cut through the darkness outside the kitchen window. She left the car idling and entered without knocking. Louis held up his coffee mug. “Want some?”


  Yvette perched on the arm of the chair beside the woodstove. With her green snow pants, oversized black boots, and red parka, its pointed hood pulled up so that wispy white curls framed her face, she resembled a garden gnome. She glanced at the coffee mug and shook her head.


  “I’m all set,” she said. She watched Louis with the avid expression of a dog awaiting a walk. He grabbed gloves and knit cap, pulled on his own parka, shoved his mobile in a pocket, and stuck another log in the woodstove.


  “OK,” he said.


  Yvette hopped up and hurried outside. Louis followed, the snow soft beneath his boots. He got into her old Subaru, where she handed him a clipboard.


  “And there’s more coffee.” She pointed at a thermos on the floor, put the car into gear, and gingerly pulled out onto the road. “I’m so excited!” she exclaimed, and grinned.


  Louis had joined the owl count twenty-six years earlier, when Yvette’s former owling partner moved back to Florida. Back then, the program was administered by a Maine college that had received a grant to do a study of the state’s owl population. The top data sheet on Louis’s clipboard dated to that time.


  
    
      
        
          	
            We seek to establish owl presence across our landscape, to

            estimate population and density for common Maine owls,

            and to detect changes in distribution or density perhaps

            related to human influences . . .

          
        

      
    

  


  Data was collected by teams of volunteers across Maine between early March and mid-April—breeding season. They monitored five owl species—short- and long-eared owls, saw-whet owls, barred owls, great horned owls. The project ended years ago, but Yvette and Louis had continued to go out nearly every spring since. This was Yvette’s idea, of course, but except for that year when Sheila had finally gone into hospice in Bangor, Louis accompanied Yvette every time, including the March night only weeks after Buddy’s death.


  The Subaru jounced down the rutted drive to the road as Yvette downshifted to avoid potholes and frost heaves. Louis’s car was a hybrid, nearly as old as Yvette’s Subaru, but it didn’t fare as well in winter. He stuck the clipboard on the floor and reached to turn down the heat. Yvette’s car reeked of dog and scorched engine oil—the head gasket leaked, so she had to top off the oil every other day, from a stockpile she’d traded for with gallons of tomato sauce and some deworming medicine with a 2007 expiration date. Her dog, Wilmer, was back at the house. The only time he didn’t accompany Yvette was during the owl count.


  “Damn!” Yvette slapped the steering wheel and Louis looked at her in alarm. Yvette never swore. “I forgot to check if there’s batteries in the CD player! Do you have any?”


  “At the house, maybe.” He twisted to look into the back seat, piled with outdoor gear and blankets covered in dog hair, and snaked out his arm to retrieve the portable boom box, a decrepit piece of outmoded technology that Yvette coddled as though it had been one of her wheezing dogs. She’d bought it specifically for the owl count. That must have been more than thirty years ago, when CDs were already being phased out.


  As far as Louis knew, she never used it for any other purpose—he’d never seen a single other CD in her house. Some nights during the summer, she’d play the owl-call CD on the deck of her house up on Flywheel Mountain, watching as the owls appeared ghostlike from the darkness above her head. A practice the Owl Monitoring Program had strictly warned against, back in the day, but the study had ended so long ago, who was possibly left to care? Certainly Yvette had seen so long ago, who was possibly left to care? Certainly Yvette had seen and heard more owls during these forbidden sessions than they ever had during the owl count.


  He peered through the CD player’s smudged plastic window and saw the disc. Did she ever even remove it? Probably not. He hit Play, watched as the disc began to spin. “It’s working,” he said.


  “Thank God.”


  The car juddered as she steered it onto Route 217, one of the secondary roads that threaded through this part of the Allagash territory. Yvette had meticulous directions for the owl count—the exact mileage between each stop, numbers on utility poles and mailboxes, descriptions of unusual trees or rocks, notes for other landmarks. Once upon a time, there had been sporting camps here, then family-friendly resorts, then a few glampsites, a fairly desperate and frankly insane attempt on the part of entrepreneurs from away that failed almost overnight. As the timber companies went under, most of their holdings went to the state, but with no demand for paper, building materials, or recreation, the land had reverted to wilderness. A new and different kind of wilderness: the nature of the boreal forest changed as conifers and evergreens adapted to the longer growing season or, in many cases, died.


  Someone from away might not notice the difference. Looking out the window of the Subaru, Louis still saw the black encroaching walls to either side of the narrow road, the trees closer to the broken tarmac with each passing season. He rolled down the window—even with the heat off, the car was stifling. Cold air rushed in, balsam and the pissy scent of cat spruce, along with a more forbidding, granitic scent that he knew presaged snow.


  “It feels like it could be a real storm,” he said, cradling the boom box in his lap.


  “I know.” Yvette sounded triumphant. “That’s why I wanted to go tonight. Can you see the Gazetteer back there? Grab it, will you? I want to head up to the Araweag.”


  “Really?” The Araweag was paper-mill land, or had been before it was clear-cut long ago. Now it was boggy, impenetrable thickets of speckled alder and blackberry crowding the wetland.


  “I want to try something different. Miriam Rogers told me her son was hunting moose up there and saw a great horned owl. Hunting, in daylight.”


  “The owl or Miriam’s son?”


  “The owl. He watched it swoop down on a snowshoe hare. Poor bunny.”


  “A snowshoe hare? In broad daylight?”


  “That’s why I want to go.”


  “If the owls are hunting in daytime, why would we hear them now?”


  Yvette swatted him. “Just tell me how far it is.”


  He opened the glove compartment so he could read by its light, flipped through the Gazetteer until he found the right page. “Twenty miles, maybe? Bad roads, though. Some may not be open anymore.”


  “Let’s stay on 217. Make a few of the old stops first.”


  Louis nodded. He closed the glove compartment and tossed the Gazetteer onto the floor behind his seat, swigged a mouthful of tepid coffee from the thermos, and closed his eyes.


  “I’m sorry about your friend,” Yvette said. “It was your friend, right?”


  Louis didn’t open his eyes. Yvette had mild dementia that manifested mostly as forgetfulness. “Thanks.”


  “After Buddy died,” she went on cheerfully, “someone told me I should watch for signs. Lori, she’s the massage therapist used to live at Stone Farm. She told me if I wanted a sign from Buddy, I should close my eyes and count to three. When I opened them, the first three things I saw, that would be the sign.”


  “Did you ever see anything?”


  “Just the dogs.”


  Eyes shut, Louis thought of Eric, the last time they’d met. Walking along the Battenkill, the river where as boys they’d fished for brownies and brookies: once one of the world’s great trout streams, now nothing but a stony track that resembled an ancient Roman road winding through the Vermont woods. When he opened his eyes, he saw only his own reflection in the black glass of the Subaru’s passenger window.


  When they used to do the owl count, Yvette would put a big cardboard sign that read OWL MONITORING PROGRAM on the dashboard. In those days, more vehicles were on the road. Not many, especially in the middle of the night, but there’d been a few times when people slowed or even stopped. Always men, they often seemed to have been drinking, another reason Louis liked to accompany Yvette. Once a state trooper had approached them—someone had noticed the parked Subaru and phoned dispatch. The policeman had been bemused, even more so when Yvette played him some of the owl calls.


  “Well, just be careful you don’t run out of gas,” he’d finally said. “Cold out here.”


  It had been years since they’d seen another car or pickup at night, but Louis felt the familiar frisson as they pulled over beside their first landmark, a Bangor Hydro power pole that hadn’t been live since 2013. A small piece of metal stamped 141A was nailed to the pole, but Louis had long since learned to identify it by the surrounding fields: once farmland, now overgrown with highbush blueberry and sumac.


  In daylight, you could spot the centuries-old clapboard farmhouse in the distance. When he and Yvette had first done the count, lights shone from one or two of its windows and dogs barked, alerting the household to interlopers in the road, but no one had ever come out to investigate. Louis heard the old man who’d lived there wandered off one night a few summers ago. His body was never found. Now Louis could barely make out the house, ghostly white against the black trees.


  Yvette asked, “Did you check the volume?”


  Louis reached again for the boom box. He switched it to the radio, reflexively turning the dial. Nothing but static until he hit the Christian music station out of Houlton, one of the few remaining stations in operation and the only one with a signal strong enough to be heard up here. Louis adjusted the volume, grimacing, and quickly switched the player back to CD mode.


  “Did you bring extra batteries?”


  Louis shook his head. “I told you, no.”


  “Oh,” said Yvette. She turned the car off and stared at the steering column with vague interest, as though she’d never seen one before. “I didn’t hear you.”


  “That’s OK.” Louis often wondered if her forgetfulness might be an evolutionary advantage. If you couldn’t recall the world as it had once been, you couldn’t miss it.


  Though the evolutionary benefits diminished once you factored in things like forgetting to eat, or misplacing the car keys while you were out in the middle of the night in subzero weather. He slid the key from the ignition and pocketed it.


  Yvette smiled. “I didn’t forget the key.”


  Louis smiled back. “Neither did I.” He turned on the dashboard light, fumbled a pen from his parka pocket as he balanced the clipboard on his knees, turning from the first data sheet to the one beneath.


  MOMP 2012 MAINE OWL MONITORING PROGRAM


  MAINE AUDUBON AND THE MAINE DEPARTMENT


  OF INLAND FISHERIES AND WILDLIFE


  He filled in the date and time, ignored the other blank spaces—Observer, Route Code, Observer Email/Phone Number, Assistant’s Name—and began to fill in the information for Stop 1:


  Time (military): 00:27, Temp: 28F, Cloud Cover: 40 percent


  For Wind he circled the appropriate numerical Beaufort Wind Scale, guessing it was a 2 [4-6 mph, light breeze, wind felt on face, leaves rustle], even though there were no leaves to rustle. He glanced outside and saw spruce boughs rippling, changed the 2 to a 3 [gentle breeze, leaves and small twigs in motion]. He notated Noise and Precipitation in the same way, circling 0 for Precipitation [note that survey should not be conducted if precipitation is a 3 or above] and 1 for Noise [relatively quiet], even though when he cracked the window, it was pretty much silent outside.


  For Snow Cover he circled C [complete], For Frogs: Yes/No, No, He left Car Count and Plane Count blank. He couldn’t remember when he’d last seen or heard a plane. He filled in the Playback info from memory—Boom Box, High Volume, Memorex, Audible at 1/10 mile—and left the Comments section blank, for now.


  “Ready?” asked Yvette.


  “Almost.” He turned to the next sheet, scrawled in the date, his name and Yvette’s, the name of the township. He didn’t bother with the odometer reading, but looked outside once more before filling in the stop and habitat descriptions: Pole 141 A, Overgrown fields and abandoned house to right of road, woods to L. “OK, let’s go.”


  He set the clipboard on the floor, opened his door, and stepped outside. Yvette turned off the dashboard light, grabbed the boom box, and did the same. “Not that cold,” she said.


  Louis gave a noncommittal nod. It didn’t feel that cold, but he knew how it worked, especially with snow in the forecast. No fear of frostbite, but the humidity would seep through your parka and gloves and cap: if you didn’t keep moving, within a short while your blood would seem to cool and thicken, your bones to feel as though they held ice instead of marrow.


  And you weren’t supposed to move, not once the playback started. Yvette set the boom box onto the rust-pocked hood of the old car, pointing it toward the distant empty house across the fields. That overgrown swath would still be ideal habitat for owls and their prey—voles and white-footed mice, rabbits and snowshoe hare, smaller winter birds like chickadees that would be sleeping now but might be caught at dawn or dusk if they stirred.


  He leaned against the car, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness, his ears to the silence. His breath clouded the air as he tipped his head back and saw a few stars pricking through the haze. Cloud cover only 30 percent, he thought, but that wouldn’t last. A few feet away, Yvette’s pose mirrored his own, but her eyes were closed. Not sleeping: listening intently. He squeezed his own eyes shut, his head still uptilted.


  Everything sounded the same: white pine needles a susurrus like waves on the shore; the skreak of spruce branches rubbing together; a noise like knuckles cracking that might be a deer moving through the woods. He recalled what Yvette had said about watching for signs, held his breath, counted to three, and opened his eyes.


  For a split second he thought he saw another pair of eyes gazing into his, then realized they were stars, momentarily dazzling in a gap of clouds that moved swiftly across the sky. The wind carried a faint scent of crushed bracken and balsam. Almost certainly a deer had left its bed, awakened by their presence. He looked over his shoulder and saw Yvette watching him, her hand on the boom box. She raised her eyebrows. He nodded; she nodded back, then pushed Play.


  The owl-call sequence began with a low electronic beep, followed by the first track: two minutes of silence. During that time, Louis’s hearing grew more acute, the rustling of trees amplified so that he could distinguish between individual branches as they rubbed together, some high, others closer to the ground. After two minutes, the second track kicked in—the call of a short-eared owl: a series of brief, breathy hoots, repeated twice, then another two minutes of silence.


  Louis held his breath, straining to hear a reply. Many years ago, he had seen a short-eared owl in daylight, skimming above a field, its yellow eyes bright as traffic lights, tiny tufted ears nowhere in evidence. He saw and heard nothing now. The next call was the longeared owl’s: a single, rather toneless hoot, repeated several times, each after a few seconds’ interval, followed by the two-minute silence.


  Only now it wasn’t so silent. Tiny things stirred nearby—small birds fluttering nervously in the lower branches of the spruce trees. Mice skittered across the dead leaves that had rucked up against the tree trunks to provide shelter from the snow. Squeaks and rustlings, a swift settling back into a new, more watchful silence.


  The saw-whet owl was next. Its breathy piping cry grew gradually louder, paused, then repeated. Louis had seen one of these too, improbably perched upon his bulkhead one late-spring morning. It looked like a toy, small enough to fit into his cupped palm, with enormous orange eyes that, when it blinked, gave it the appearance of a sleepy child. Louis had longed to pick it up, it looked so utterly helpless and soft. When he went to check on it an hour later, it was gone. He hoped it hadn’t fallen prey to some larger owl or eagle. He cocked his head, hoping to hear a response in the silence that followed.


  Again, he heard nothing but wind in the trees. Like him, the birds and mice were holding their breath. He glanced at Yvette and saw her staring raptly into the sky above the field, her gaze flicking back and forth. Was she watching something? He squinted but could make out only darkness seeded by a handful of stars.


  Two tracks left. The barred owl came first, the owl they were most likely to hear, with its distinctive demand, Who cooks for you? Who cooks for you? followed by a six-minute silence—barred owls sometimes took longer to reply.


  This was the most difficult part of each stop. Six minutes could be an agony, if you were cold and unable to move. The frigid air crept up from his frozen feet: he felt immobilized, his legs encased in ice as though he were trapped in one of those fairy tales where people turned into statues. He no longer felt his fingers in his gloves. He tensed his muscles, fighting the urge to shiver, when, fainter than the sound of his own breath, an answering call echoed from somewhere far off in the black woods that surrounded the overgrown fields.


  Who cooks for you? Who cooks for you?


  Elation flooded him; he glanced at Yvette and saw her grinning like a madwoman. He strained to hear another call but none came. The long silence broke with the final track, the great horned owl’s loud, increasingly threatening Who? Who?? WHO???


  Its cry died off into the sound of wind rattling the aster stalks. Louis tilted his head slightly, mentally counting down the remaining seconds, and stiffened.


  Something was walking across the snow. Furtively: it paused before its feet broke through the frozen surface, a sound like a boot crunching shattered glass.


  Heat flashed through Louis’s body, terror and adrenaline. He looked at Yvette and saw her eyes widening, not in fear but wonder. He turned to see what she gazed at, detected nothing at first but then caught a glimpse of a dark blur at the edge of the field, maybe twenty yards away. In an eyeblink it had disappeared into the trees.


  An electronic beep signaled the end of the owl-call sequence. Louis grabbed the boom box. He and Yvette jumped back into the car, slamming the doors closed behind them. Louis locked his, leaned over and did the same to Yvette’s.


  “Did you see that?” she asked, eyes so wide she looked like an owl herself.


  “I don’t know.” He set the boom box at his feet—it felt cold as a block of ice—yanked off his gloves, and blew on his fingers as Yvette turned the ignition. “What was it?”


  “I don’t know.” Hands gripping the wheel, she craned her neck to peer past him, to where the black line of spruce and pine gave way to the long, white expanse broken by brambles, stands of dead aster and milkweed. “It looked like a person.”


  “It can’t have been a person,” Louis said, even though his thumping heart suggested that’s exactly what he believed. “A deer, probably.”


  “It was upright.” Yvette stared outside for another minute before she sighed, turned on the headlights, and began to drive, very, very slowly, continuing to look out the passenger side of the windshield. “Did you see it? Tall and kind of stooped. It might have been a bear.”


  “Bears don’t walk upright. Not in winter, anyway. They’re hibernating.”


  “But you saw it, right?”


  He shrugged, unwilling to look at her. “I don’t know,” he repeated. “I saw something—I think I saw something. I definitely heard something. I thought it was a deer. That noise their hooves make when they break through the crust.”


  “Deer don’t walk upright.”


  “Then it was a person.”


  Now he did meet Yvette’s gaze. They grimaced in unison.


  “That’s not good,” she said. “They could freeze.”


  “Do you think we should go back?”


  “No.” They both laughed, and Yvette added, “Maybe we should go back? What if it’s someone who’s lost?”


  “No one’s lost.” Louis removed his knit cap and pressed his hands against his ears to warm them. As heat flooded the car, and him, his fear abated. “It was probably a deer. I mean, it could have been an owl—I just saw it from the corner of my eye. You heard that barred owl, right?”


  “Yes! ‘Who cooks for you?’ ” Yvette hooted, and laughed again. “Did you write it down?”


  Louis shook his head. He retrieved the clipboard and pen, using his mobile as a flashlight as he scrawled Barred owl. He couldn’t recall the last time they’d heard an owl respond to the CD when they were out in the field like this—four or five years ago? Yet he heard plenty of owls when he was at home, barred owls and the occasional great horned owl, and he and Yvette had even sighted them a few times when they were driving along the owl-count route. Maybe there were simply fewer owls than there used to be, along with everything else. Fewer bats, fewer nightjars, fewer bugs, fewer bees.


  Fewer people too, since the last few outbreaks, though it was hard to think of that as a bad thing. Friends of his in the warden service said that wildlife populations appeared to be rebounding, not just deer and moose but apex predators and omnivores. Black bears and coyotes, mountain lions and wolves, whose existence the state’s Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife had a decades-long policy of denying, despite numerous sightings. The last confirmed wolf in Maine had been shot dead in Ellsworth in the 1990s, but Louis knew people who’d seen them, reliable witnesses—hunters, trappers, loggers, fishermen. The wolves came down from Quebec. No one knew if there were enough in Maine for a breeding population. Funding for that sort of study had disappeared long ago.


  Yvette longed to see a bear or wolf. Louis was content to think that they were out there at a safe distance from his home. Hearing a family of coyotes erupt into howls in the middle of the night, fifty feet from his driveway, could be hair-raising enough.


  “What’s the next stop?” he asked.


  “Deadman’s Curve.”


  After about five miles, Yvette pulled the car over again, this time along a heavily wooded stretch. The road here hadn’t been plowed, but wind had scoured most of the snow from the broken blacktop. A decaying mobile home stood a dozen yards from the road, its roof and walls collapsed to expose clouds of soggy pink fiberglass insulation, shredded Tyvek, and splintered beams, like some immense piece of roadkill.


  As Louis stepped out of the car, he recoiled from the odor of mildew and an overpowering reek of rodent urine, along with the stink of something dead, a rat or scavenging fox or coyote. He pulled his scarf up to cover his face as Yvette motioned him back into the car, and they pulled up farther along the road, out of sight of the trailer.


  “Whew. That was bad.” He stepped outside cautiously, pressing his scarf against his nose so he could breathe in the reassuring scents of damp wool and woodsmoke. “It’s better here.”


  Yvette nodded. She looked drifty, like maybe she couldn’t quite remember where they were, or why, but when she saw Louis watching her she smiled and set the boom box on the car’s hood. For a minute they stood without speaking. Louis lowered his scarf and breathed in tentatively catching only the faintest whiff of mildew.


  Not far from the road, on the same side as the ruined trailer, a stream ran through the woods. A small stream—with his long legs, he could have jumped across it without much effort—yet deep enough that it hadn’t frozen. No one had bothered to trim the trees here for ages—while most of the power poles remained standing, the power companies had long ago stopped maintaining them. As a result, the oaks and maples and birches had grown unchecked, their branches nearly meeting above the road to form a ragged net in which a few stars gleamed like trapped minnows. In the darkness, the little stream sounded startlingly loud, more like a torrent than a brook.


  “Ready?”


  He turned back to Yvette, nodding, and she pressed Play.


  The owls’ mournful liturgy repeated itself as before, alternating between silence and melancholy summons, its only response a fretful twittering from above that Louis recognized as a red squirrel’s alarm. The cold seemed more penetrating here; because of the tangle of branches over the road, Louis thought, then realized that was ridiculous. There was no sun. It must be getting on to 2:00 a.m.


  He cursed himself for not bringing along a thermos of hot coffee. He knew better than to ask Yvette to abort the trip: she might forget what day, or even year, it was, but the owl count was sacrosanct. As the great horned owl’s cry faded into the final, silent track, Louis didn’t bother to suppress a yawn. He rubbed his arms, noting that Yvette remained stock-still, her hood’s pointed tip silhouetted against the trees like a spearpoint. The rushing stream sounded so loud he wondered if they’d missed the beep signaling the end of the call sequence.


  But then he heard the soft beep. Immediately he turned to open the car door. As he did, an explosive sound echoed from the woods directly behind them. Louis shouted: he stared into the trees, then at Yvette where she stood and gazed openmouthed at him. He heard splashing, a huffing noise that turned into a strangled grunt as something crashed through the underbrush. An overpowering fecal odor filled his nostrils, rot and shit but also sweat, a smell he’d never encountered that was somehow horribly recognizable.


  “Get in!” he gasped at Yvette, but she’d already grabbed the boom box and was back in the car. Louis flung the door open and saw her fumbling for the keys—she’d forgotten again and left them in the ignition. He got inside and locked the door, shouted at Yvette to do the same. The Subaru’s engine rumbled and the car shot forward, fishtailing across the slick road then straightening as Yvette hunched over the steering wheel.


  “That was a bear!” She sounded exultant.


  Louis said nothing, tried to slow his breath enough to speak without his voice breaking. “The fuck it was,” he said at last. He pulled off his gloves, hands shaking, and turned to look through the rear window. The car’s brake lights cast a dull crimson glow across skeletal birch trees and a fallen evergreen bough that Yvette had somehow avoided. “It sounded huge.”


  “Bears are huge. It could’ve been a moose. Or a beaver.”


  Louis snorted, but she was right. The sound of a beaver slapping its tail on the water in warning could reverberate like a thunderclap. “There’s no pond back there, just that stream.”


  “Maybe it runs into a pond nearby. Check the Gazetteer.”


  Louis shook his head impatiently—he felt at once irritated and frightened—but he picked up the Gazetteer and found the corresponding map among its frayed pages. “Nope. No pond.”


  Yvette slowed the car to a crawl, its studded tires grinding over the snow. “There should be a turn in the next few miles. For the Araweag—I think it’s on the left. Can you check for that?”


  “You still want to go?”


  “I thought we decided.”


  “Yeah, but. That thing . . .”


  “I know!” Her cheeks were flushed, excitement more than cold, he suspected. “See if you can find that turn.”


  A glance at the open Gazetteer on his lap showed the township, a formless green space threaded by streams that connected myriad small ponds, lakes, and wetlands. Broken stitches indicated a seasonal road, which these days meant an impassable one. Before he could voice a perfectly reasonable excuse for not going there—they’d get stuck, run out of gas, and not be found until spring, besides which there was just as much likelihood of hearing owls right here on the old route as in the Araweag—Yvette brought up the single unreasonable one.


  “Are you scared?”


  He took a deep breath. “Not really. Just—that noise, it spooked me. And the smell? Did you smell it?”


  “I did.” Yvette wrinkled her nose. “Phew! Like when my septic field overflows every year.”


  Yvette’s septic field hadn’t flooded in decades—she’d switched to a composting toilet, like nearly everyone else, as the grid became unreliable. Louis knew it would be pointless to remind her of this. She’d laugh and say, Oh right, I forgot. Then forget it all over again, just as she’d done with the car keys. He cleared his window, the glass already steaming up, stared out at the shifting crosshatch of black and gray-white. Trees, rocks, snowdrifts, trees.


  “It smelled worse than that,” he said. “Like . . .”


  “It could have been a moose. It sounded big.”


  Louis nodded, frowning. He picked up the thermos, took a swig of cold coffee, then offered it to Yvette, who shook her head. “Whatever it was, it smelled like it had rolled in something dead,” he said. “Like a dog does. And what was that noise? It sounded like an entire tree came down.”


  “Like I said, moose.”


  “A moose doesn’t knock down trees.”


  “Well, it’s not the same thing we heard at the first stop, whatever it was.” Yvette tugged her hood from her face. “It’s four miles from there to that old trailer. Nothing goes that fast. Maybe an owl,” she added after a moment’s thought. “Horned owls, they’re fast.”


  Yvette turned the wipers on. It had started to snow—tiny, dry flakes, the kind that normally blow off the windshield, but they weren’t driving fast enough for that. She hunched over the steering wheel, scanning the road. “I think there’s a sign—didn’t there used to be a sign?”


  “I don’t remember.” Louis didn’t bother to keep the irritation from his tone. He peeled off his gloves and closed his eyes for a moment, imagining himself back at home in bed, warm and asleep. Then he remembered Eric was dead. He was old enough now that grief had become a near-constant presence, a prolonged dull ache rather than the piercing anguish he’d experienced when he was younger. The aftermath of his wife’s death was like a raging virus that left him sickened and weak for several years, a virus that could be reawakened by stress, or sunrise, or a scent. You don’t recover from grief, he’d learned, it can’t be cured; it only appears to go into remission, to flare up, not as intensely perhaps but retaining its nightmarish power, with the next death.


  He had not even begun to mourn Eric. He thought again of that last time, just over a year ago, the two of them leaving the dried-up Battenkill to hike up a ski trail, a broad swath of young beeches and sugar maples that had sprung up when the ski mountain closed early in the century. Eric white-haired but hale, more so than Louis, who’d had to stop often to catch his breath, holding on to young birch trees that showered them with autumn leaves like a rain of new pennies.


  “They found a mastodon in the Mastigouche,” Eric had told him, and Louis laughed.


  “That sounds like a song,” he said, and began to warble. “Mastodon, in the Mastigooooche . . .”


  “No, really—there was a landslide, and they found its tusks in the rubble. Like in Siberia, where they keep mining mammoth ivory where the permafrost used to be.”


  He started as Yvette nudged him, looked up to see her grinning at him. “I know,” she said. “It was the Agropelter!” She pronounced the word with a slight lilt and the accent on the final syllable, the way her Quebecois grandmother would have. Agre-pel-TAY.


  Louis made a face. “Well, I hope not,” he said, and they laughed. Yvette’s great-grandfather had been a trucker who worked the Golden Road, the hundred-mile-long, mostly unpaved track that ran from the old paper mill in Millinocket to the Quebec border, and her great-great-grandfather had worked in Canadian logging camps. Yvette’s grandmother claimed he had hundreds of stories about the terrible things that could happen in the North Woods, but the only one Yvette recalled was about the Agropelter. Half human, half ape, the Agropelter sat in treetops and hurled rocks and branches at unsuspecting woodsmen, sometimes killing them.


  “Sounds like a bad excuse for knocking someone off with an ax,” Louis had remarked the first time Yvette recounted the legend.


  Now he checked the time: 2:17. “Getting late,” he said. “And it’s starting to snow. We’re supposed to call it off if it snows.”


  “Who’s going to check? And it’s not snowing now,” she added. Which was true: the sifting flakes had stopped. “You came—why did you come if you didn’t want to?”


  “I needed to be distracted.” That sounded cruel; she might not even remember his best friend had died. “Because of Eric.”


  “Of course,” she said, her customary briskness softened. “I remember.” She grasped his hand and squeezed it. “I’m so sorry, Louis.”


  “Thank you.”


  “You know, when Buddy died, my friend Lori told me if I ever wanted a sign from him, I should just close my eyes. The first three things I saw when I opened them, those would be the sign.”


  “Yes, you told me that.”


  “Oh, sorry!” she said without embarrassment. “I keep forgetting.”


  He turned away, recalling how Sheila during her illness had joked that whatever he did after she died, he shouldn’t marry Yvette. “Not a chance,” he’d told her, and that had never changed. His eyes stung and he closed them, thinking this time of Sheila, not Eric; opened them and gazed at his bare hands, the red knuckles swollen and fingers twisted from Dupuytren’s contracture.


  He leaned over to check the gas gauge. A quarter tank, enough to get home. He wondered when and where she’d been able to last fill the tank. Bangor, probably, which meant she’d used up a considerable amount of fuel driving home afterward. He looked in the back seat again, reached into the heap of dog hair-covered fabric, rummaged around till he found a zipper, and pulled at it. A sleeping bag emerged, trailing a chewed-up leash.


  “There might still be some of those hand warmers,” said Yvette. “Poke around, see if you can find them.”


  “That’s OK. I was looking for a weapon, actually. In case it tries to eat us.”


  “Very funny. They only eat owls, my gran said. And woodpeckers.”


  “Well, we’re safe then. The turn looks to be about eight miles, on the left. You remembered that fine.”


  The car inched along, Yvette downshifting as they crept over knee-high frost heaves and avoiding potholes large enough to swallow a bicycle. Intermittent gusts of snow would cloud the air then just as swiftly disappear, the tiny flakes not big enough to constitute a squall. The real snow wouldn’t start until morning. If it looked like it was going to come down sooner, they’d simply turn around.


  They drove in silence, interrupted only when one of them pointed out a former stop—the flat boulder overlooking a bog, the sweeping vista where they’d once heard two great horned owls—or when they spotted something. A fox crossing leisurely in front of them; a snowshoe hare sprinting off in alarm, its long hind feet kicking up feathers of snow; a pair of tufted ears like devil horns above glowing green eyes, barely visible in the underbrush.


  “Bobcat!” said Louis.


  “Lynx!” cried Yvette in triumph.


  “Oh, come on, how could you tell?”


  “It was bigger than a bobcat.”


  “It was there for two seconds!”


  Yvette pursed her lips in a smug smile. “I just know.”


  Louis unzipped his parka as the car grew overheated, the doggie smell vying with the faint, scorched-sugar scent of antifreeze that seeped from the vents. “You have a radiator leak,” he said.


  “I know. Bob Marsh said he’d fix it, come spring.”


  Louis checked the odometer, trying to figure out how much farther it was to the turn. They’d been driving for at least twenty minutes, a long time to cover only eight miles, even in the middle of the night, even on these roads.


  “Do you think we missed it?” he asked. “The sign could be gone. That old access road could be completely overgrown by now.”


  Yvette’s brow creased. “I hope not. Let’s give it another few minutes.”


  A few minutes became ten—Louis clocked the time. He couldn’t do anything else with his mobile; even back in the early part of the century, there hadn’t been service here.


  “Look.”


  Yvette inclined her head to the left, where a twisted metal pole jutted toward the road at a thirty-degree angle. Atop it dangled a small green sign so rusted Louis could barely read it. FR 2973, a fire road.


  “Huh. I haven’t seen one of those for years.” Once ubiquitous, these numerical signs designated seasonal or little-used roads. The numbering system had disappeared when towns had to conform to Emergency 911 standards, meaning all roads needed an actual name.


  Despite the warmth, Louis shivered. He peered into the darkness past the twisted pole. “Can we even get down there?”


  “I’ll just turn in, we can park and walk a bit if the snow’s not too deep.”


  Louis ran his hands across his knees but said nothing. His knees ached, his back. The Dupuytren’s contracture in his right hand made it hard to move his fingers in the chill. He’d dressed for cold, not for trudging through deep snow.


  But the old fire road, while overgrown and snow covered, still showed signs of use. He saw snowmobile tracks veering across the broad path, along with those of another vehicle, a small Sno-Cat probably. Someone poaching firewood, now that the territory was basically no-man’s-land. A few inches of snow had fallen since anyone had last been here—judging by the crust, at least a week ago—but not enough to impede walking.


  He zipped up his parka, watched as Yvette made the turn and drove several yards. He winced as the old Subaru jolted over a buried rock and bottomed out. “Maybe this is far enough?”


  Yvette nodded and brought the car to an abrupt stop, forgetting to take it out of gear. Louis’s skull banged against the headrest. “Ow!”


  “Sorry!” Yvette clapped her hands to her face. She began to laugh, then reached to touch Louis’s neck gently. “We don’t have to stay long. Miriam’s son saw a great horned owl here. He was hunting—moose, I think. I would love to see another one of those. The owl, I mean. Or the moose.”


  “I would rather not see a moose at night,” said Louis, gingerly rubbing the back of his neck. “Not if it’s going to knock a tree on my head.”


  “That wasn’t a moose. Bear,” said Yvette.


  She pulled up her hood and stepped out of the car without the boom box. Louis considered leaving it inside—maybe she’d forget the reason they were here, and they could just head home. But then she turned and pointed at it. He tucked it under one arm and joined her, stumping through the snow and halting in front of the car.


  Shreds of gray lichen littered the snow, and the dark scales of pine cones resembling fingernail clippings, which fell where red squirrels had fed in the trees overhead. Balsam and pine resin scented the air, rather than pissy cat spruce and crushed bracken. Even though the road was only a few yards off, he felt as though with a few steps, he’d traversed a hundred years, backward or forward, to a moment when his presence was as inconsequential as a thread of reindeer moss.


  He found the thought oddly comforting. Perhaps this was how Yvette felt all the time. He set the boom box on top of the car, tugged his knit cap snugly over his ears, pulled up his hood, and stared at the sky.


  Far above him, a gap in the clouds revealed stars so brilliant he imagined he heard them crackling in the frigid air. The night seemed absolutely still—he felt no wind on his cheeks, and the jagged black evergreens that scraped the horizon appeared not to move.


  And yet he did hear something. A faint, nearly subliminal sound like static, a noise he could imagine accompanying the prickles that presaged the agonizing leg cramps that woke him some nights. He cocked his head, trying to figure out if he was imagining it and, if not, where it came from; glanced over to see Yvette looking at him, eyebrows raised. Within moments her expression altered, from perplexity to alarm to outright horror. He opened his mouth to ask What? Then he heard the same thing.


  He thought it was the wind at first: a low rumbling that lasted mere seconds before it stopped. In the near silence he heard Yvette’s breathing and his own, a frantic rustling in a tree overhead. He exhaled shakily, caught his breath sharply when the sound recurred—louder this time, closer, rising then fading into a long echo that, after several moments, died away completely.


  And, after another few moments, resumed. The cry rose, not the yodeling ululation of a coyote or wolf, both of which he knew: something deeper, more sustained and resonant. It died away before recurring a fourth time, much louder, so close that the hairs on his neck and arms and scalp rose, as from nearby lightning. Sensation flooded him, an emotion he had never experienced before: a horror so all-encompassing his stomach convulsed. His arms grew limp, his knees buckled, and he slumped against the car’s hood, gloved fingers sliding across the smooth metal as he tried to grab it.


  The sound faded. Silence surrounded him, long enough that his gasps subsided and he drew a shuddering breath, wiping tears onto his sleeve. He struggled to stand upright, bracing himself against the car, and cried aloud when the sound came again, from not more than twenty feet away. Loud enough now that he could detect within the deafening bellow a grinding anguish, physical pain and also a deeper torment, as the cry exploded into a thunderous roar. His ears ached but he could clearly hear as it crashed through the trees, not blindly but with steady purpose, pausing between each step as though ensuring the ground would bear its weight. A shrill piping sounded in his ears, the saw-whet owl, he thought with desperate calm, before recognizing his own scream. The roar came again and with it a wave of heat.


  He gagged as that smell of fecal rot overwhelmed him. A tree crashed down, pine needles and splinters of wood stabbed his cheek and his vision blurred as blood washed across one eye. Soft feathers brushed his face, or fur, he could no longer distinguish between what was his skin, his body inside his layers of clothing, his scalp or neck or toes. His feet disappeared, the ground beneath them. With a moan he slanted his gaze sideways, searching for Yvette in the maelstrom of snow and broken bark, hair, blood, bone, and feathers.


  He saw only a smudge of red, the tip of her parka’s hood. He tried to breathe but found his mouth sealed shut by the wind; tasted blood, he’d bitten his tongue. He thought of Yvette, of Sheila in bed beside him, of Eric walking next to him as they traced the lost Battenkill.


  He closed his eyes, counted to three. Who cooks for you? he thought, and opened them.


  2021


  For Sale by Owner


  I CAN’T remember exactly when I first started entering houses while the owners weren’t around. Before my children were born, so that’s at least thirty-five years ago. It started in the fall, when I used to walk my old English sheepdog, Winston, down one of the camp roads on Taylor Pond. That road is more built up now with new summer houses and even a few year-round homes, but back then there were only two houses that were occupied all year. The rest, maybe a dozen all together, were camps or cottages, uninsulated and very small, certainly by today’s standards. They straggled along the lakefront, some in precarious stages of decay, the others neatly kept up with shingles or board-and-batten siding. These days you couldn’t build a structure that close to the waterfront, but eighty or ninety years ago, no one cared about things like that.


  Anyway, Winston and I would amble along the dirt road for an hour or two at a time, me kicking at leaves, Winston snuffling at chipmunks and red squirrels. This would be after I got off work at the CPA office where I answered the phone, or on weekends. The pond was beautiful—a lake, really, they just called it a pond—and sometimes I’d watch loons or otters in the water, or a bald eagle overhead. I never saw another living soul except for Winston. No cars ever went by— those two year-round homes were at the head of the road.


  I’m not sure why I decided one day just to walk up to one of the camps and see if the door was open. Probably I was looking at the water, and the screened-in porch, and got curious about who lived inside. Although to be honest, I really wasn’t interested in who lived there. I just wanted to see what the inside looked like.


  I tried the screen door. It opened, of course—who locks their screen door? Then I tried the knob on the inner door and it opened, too. I told Winston to wait for me, and went inside.


  It looked pretty much like any camp does, or did. Small rooms, knotty pine walls, exposed beams. One story, with a tiny bathroom and a metal shower stall. Tiny kitchen with a General Electric fridge that must’ve dated to the early 1960s, its door held open by a dishrag wrapped around the handle. Two small bedrooms with two beds apiece.


  The living room was the nicest, with big old mullioned windows, a door that opened onto the screened porch. The kind of furniture you find in camps—secondhand stuff, or chairs and side tables demoted from the primary residence. A big coffee table; shelves holding boxes of games and puzzles, paperbacks that had swollen with damp. Stone fireplace with a small pile of camp wood beside it. On the walls, framed Venus paint-by-numbers paintings of deer or mountains.


  Camps had a particular smell in those days. Maybe they still do. Mildew, coffee, cigarette smoke, woodsmoke, Comet. It’s a nice smell, even the mildew if it’s not too strong. I spent a minute or two gazing at the lake through the windows. Then I left.


  The next camp was pretty much the same thing, though with two canoes by the water instead of one, the dock pulled out alongside them. The door was unlocked. There were more games here, also a wrapped-up volleyball net and a plastic Whiffle Ball bat. Children’s bathing suits hanging in the bathroom. Nicer furniture, scuffed up but newer-looking, blond wood. The chairs and table and couch looked like they’d been bought as a set. The view here wasn’t as open as at the first house, because some tamaracks had grown too close to the windows. But it was still nice, with the children’s artwork displayed on the walls, and a framed photograph of Mount Cadillac.


  I made sure the door closed securely behind me and continued walking. Winston stopped chasing squirrels and seemed content to stay beside me. I idly plucked leaves and sticks from his tangled fur, making a mental note to give him a thorough brushing when I got home, maybe a bath.


  For the next hour or so it was more of the same. Only about half of the camps were unlocked, though all the screened porch doors were open. In those cases, I’d check out the view from the porch, angling among stacked-up wicker or plastic furniture, folded lawn chairs, life preservers and deflated water toys. On one porch, the door to the living room was open, so I got to take a look at that.


  There was a pleasant sameness to the decor of all these places, if you could call it decor, and an even more reassuring sense of difference between how people spruced up their little havens. A tiny, handmade camp that consisted of only a single room had fishing gear in the corner, a huge moose rack over the door, and a six-point deer rack on the outhouse. In the neighboring shingle cottage, almost every surface was covered by something crocheted or handwoven or knit or quilted, and the air smelled strongly of cigarettes and potpourri.


  I took stock of each place, and considered how I might move around the furniture, or what trees I’d cut down. Once or twice I recognized the name on the door, or a face in a faded family photograph. I never opened any drawers or cabinets or took anything. I wouldn’t have dreamed of that. Like I said, I just wanted to see what they looked like inside.


  Finally, we reached the end of the camp road. Winston was tired and the sun was getting low, besides which I never walked any farther than this. So we turned round and walked back to the head of the camp road, then onto the paved road, where I’d left my old Volvo parked on the grass. Winston hopped into the back and we went home. I spent about an hour brushing him but didn’t bother with the bath. He really hated baths.


  For the rest of that autumn, I’d occasionally walk along different camp roads in town and do the same thing. By the time Thanksgiving arrived, my curiosity had been sated. As the days grew darker and colder, I walked Winston close to home. A year later I married Brandon, and a year after that our daughter was born.


  By the time I started walking again, a decade had passed. The old dog had died, and we never got another. I walked with other women now, the mothers of my children’s classmates. I grew close to one in particular, Rose. We began walking when our boys were nine or ten years old, and continued doing so for almost thirty years. Like me, Rose liked to walk along the camp roads, where there were few cars, though in summer the mosquitoes were terrible, and over the decades we learned to be increasingly mindful of ticks.


  Rose was small and cheerful and talked a lot. Local gossip, family news. Sometimes we’d rant about politics. Our friend Helen joined us occasionally. She walked faster than Rose and I, so there’d be less conversation when the three of us were together. Over the years, Rose, like me, had stopped coloring her hair. I went mousy grey but Rose’s grew in the color of a new nickel. Helen continued to dye her hair, though it wasn’t as blond as it had been. Our husbands were all friendly, and the six of us often got together for dinners or bonfires or the Super Bowl.


  So it was odd that I had known Rose for almost a quarter century before I learned that she, too, liked exploring empty houses. We were walking on the dirt road that runs along Lagawala Lake. It was late fall, and the weather had been unseasonably cold for about a week. There were few houses along the camp road, all clustered at the far end, all vacated till the following summer—we knew that because we’d gotten in the habit of peering through the windows. I never mentioned my old habit, though once or twice, when Rose wasn’t looking, I’d test the door of a cottage. But everyone kept their houses locked now.


  About halfway down the road someone from out of state had bought a huge parcel of the lakefront, where for the last ten years they’d been building a vast compound. We both knew some of the contractors who’d worked there at some point—stonemasons, builders, roofers, electricians, plumbers, heating and cooling experts, carpenters—and they told us what was inside the various Shingle-style mansions and outbuildings that had been erected. An indoor swimming pool, a billiards room, a separate building devoted to a screening room with a bar designed to look like an English pub. A miniature golf course with bronze statues at every hole. The caretaker had his own Craftsman cottage, bigger than my house.


  Most extravagant of all was an outdoor carousel housed in its own building. Electronically controlled curtains kept us from ever being able to see what this looked like inside. There was also a hideous, two-story high, blaze-orange cast-resin sculpture of a plastic duck. In nearly a decade, we never saw any sign that someone had occupied the house or property, other than the caretaker.


  One winter day early in the construction, when the mansion had been closed in and roofed but none of the interior work had been done, Rose and I halted to stare up at it. Work had stopped for the winter.


  “That is a disgusting waste of money,” I said.


  “You’re not kidding. They’re heating it, too.”


  “Heating it? The windows aren’t even in.”


  “I know. But the heat’s blasting inside.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Cause I’ve been in a bunch of times. The doors are all open. Want to see?”


  I glanced down the road, toward the caretaker’s house. A thick stand of evergreens screened us from it. Besides, if anyone caught us, what would they do? We were two respectable middle-aged ladies who’d served on town committees and contributed to dozens of bake sales.


  “Sure,” I said, and we went inside.


  It was warm as a hotel room in there. Tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of tools and materials had been left in the various rooms— electrical wiring, sheetrock, tools, shopvacs, you name it. We wandered around for a while, but I lost interest fairly quickly. There were no furnishings, and the lake view was nice but not spectacular. I also wondered if the owners had installed some kind of security system.


  “We better go,” I said. “They might have CCTV or something.”


  Rose shrugged. “Yeah, okay. But it’s fun, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah,” I said, and we returned to the road. After few seconds I added, “I used to do that sometimes, on the camp roads. Go into houses when no one was there.”


  “No!” Rose exclaimed so loudly that at first I thought she was horrified. “Me too! For years.”


  “Really?”


  “Sure. No one ever used to lock their doors. It was fun. I never did anything.”


  “Me neither.”


  After that, we’d compare notes whenever we passed a house we had entered. Rose knew more about the owners than I did, but then she knew more people in town than me. Sometimes, when Helen walked with us, we’d forget and mention a camp we’d both been inside.


  “How do you know these people?” Helen asked me.


  “I don’t,” I said. “I just like looking in their windows.”


  “Me too,” said Rose.


  Last October, the three of us took a long afternoon walk, not on one of the camp roads but a sparsely populated paved road that runs from our village center up the neighboring mountainside. We call it Mount Kilden; it’s actually a hill. We drove in my car to where there’s a pull-out and parked, then started to walk. Helen with her long legs strode a good ten feet in front of Rose and me, and looked over her shoulder to shout her contributions to our conversation.


  “If you want to talk you’re going to have to slow down,” I finally yelled.


  Helen halted, shaking her head. “You both should walk with Tim— I have to run to keep up with him.”


  I said, “If I ran I’d have a heart attack.”


  Helen laughed. “Good thing I know CPR,” she said, and once more started walking like she was in a race.


  The paved road up Mount Kilden runs for about four miles, then does a dogleg and turns into an old gravel road that continues for another mile or two before it ends abruptly in a pull-out surrounded by towering pines. A rough trail ran from the pull-out to the top of Mount Kilden, with a spectacular view of the lakes, Agganangatt River, and the real mountains to the north. The trail was used by locals who made a point of not telling people from away about it. It had been a decade since I’d walked that path.


  A hundred and fifty years ago, most of this was farmland, including a blueberry barren. Now woodland has overtaken the fields: tall maples and oaks, birch and beech, white pine, hemlock, impassable thorny blackberry vines. The autumn leaves were at their peak, gold and scarlet and yellow against a sky so blue it made my eyes hurt. Goldenrod and aster and Queen Anne’s lace bloomed along the side of the road. Somewhere far away a dog barked, but up here you couldn’t hear a single car. Our pace had slackened, and even Helen slowed to admire the trees.


  “It’s so beautiful up here,” she said. “We should walk here more often. Why don’t we walk here more often?”


  I groaned. “Maybe because I’d have a heart attack every time we did?”


  “We can go back if you want,” said Rose, and patted my arm.


  “No, I’m fine. I’ll just walk slowly.”


  Within a few minutes, we all started to walk more slowly. The woods had retreated from the road here: we could see more sky, which gave the impression we were much higher than we really were. Old stone walls snaked among the trees, marking boundaries between farms and homesteads that had long since disappeared. Nothing remained of the houses except for cellar holes, and the trees that had been planted by their front doors—always a pair, one lilac and one apple tree, the lilacs now forming dense stands of grey and withered green, the apple trees still bearing fruit.


  I picked one. It tasted sweet and slightly winey—a cider apple. I finished it and tossed the core into the woods, and hurried after the others.


  “Look,” said Helen, pointing to where the trees thinned out ever more, just past a curve in the dirt road. “Don’t you love that house? When Tim and I used to hike up here, we always said we’d buy it and live there someday.”


  “We did too!” exclaimed Rose in delight. “Hank loved that house. I loved that house.”


  They both glanced at me, and I nodded. “I never came here with Brandon, but oh yes. It’s a beautiful house.”


  Laughing, Rose broke into an almost-run. Helen followed and quickly passed her. After a minute or two, I caught up with them.


  A broad lawn swept down to the road. The grass looked like it hadn’t been mowed in a few weeks, but it hadn’t been neglected to the point where weeds or saplings had taken root. Brilliant crimson leaves carpeted it, from an immense maple tree that towered in the middle of the lawn. Thirty or so feet behind the tree stood a house. Not an old farmhouse or Cape Cod, which you’d expect to find here, and not a Carpenter Gothic, either. This was a Federal-style house, almost square and two stories tall, with lots of big windows, white clapboard siding, and two brick chimneys. You don’t see a whole lot of Federal houses in this area, and I’d guess this one was built in the early 1800s. There was no sign of a barn or other outbuildings. No garage, though that’s not so unusual. We don’t have a garage, either. Blue and purple asters grew along its front walls, and the tall grey stalks of daylilies that had gone by.


  The house appeared vacant—no curtains in the windows, no lights— but it had been kept up. The white paint was weathered but not too bad. The granite foundation hadn’t settled. The chimneys were intact and didn’t seem in need of repointing. I walked up to the front door and tried the knob.


  It turned easily in my hand. I looked back to catch Rose’s eye, but she was heading around the side of the house. A moment later I heard her cry out.


  “Marianne, look!”


  I left the door and walked to the side of the house, where Rose pointed at a sign leaning against the wall.


  FOR SALE BY OWNER.


  “It’s for sale,” she said, almost reverently.


  “It was for sale.” Helen picked up the sign and hefted it—handmade of plywood painted white and nailed to a stake. “They probably took it off the market after Labor Day.”


  I stepped closer to examine it. The words FOR SALE BY OWNER were neatly painted in black letters. Beneath, someone had scrawled a phone number in Magic Marker. The numbers had blurred together from the rain. I didn’t recognize the area code.


  “I wonder what they’re asking for it,” said Helen, and leaned the sign back against the house.


  “A lot,” I said. Real estate here has gone through the roof in the last ten years.


  “Well, I don’t know.” Rose stepped back and stared up at the roofline, straight as though drawn by a ruler on the sky. “It’s kind of far from everything.”


  “There is no ‘far from anything’ in this town,” I retorted. “And people who move here, they want privacy.”


  “Then why hasn’t it sold?”


  “If the owner’s selling it, it might not be listed anywhere. Nobody drives up here except locals. And the season’s over, it’s off the market now anyway. That’s why they took down the sign.” I gestured to the front of the house. “The door’s open. Want to look inside?”


  “Of course,” said Rose, and grinned.


  Helen frowned. “That’s trespassing.”


  “Only if we get caught,” I replied.


  We headed to the front door. I pushed it open and we went inside, entering a small anteroom that would be a mudroom if anyone lived there, and cluttered with boots and coats and gear. Now it was empty and spotless. We stepped cautiously through another doorway, into what must have been the living room.


  “Wow.” Rose’s eyes widened. “Look at this.”


  I blinked, shading my eyes. Bright as it had been outside, here it was even brighter. Sunlight streamed through the large windows. The hardwood floors were so highly polished they looked as though someone had spilled maple syrup on them. The ceiling was high, the walls unadorned with moldings or wainscoting, and painted white. I walked to one wall and laid my hand against it, the surface smooth and slightly warm to the touch. I rapped it gently with my knuckles. Plaster, not drywall, and smooth as a piece of glass. Not what I’d expect to find in a house this old, where the plaster should be cracked or pitted. It must have been refinished not long ago.


  I turned to Rose and Helen. “Someone’s spent a lot of money here.”


  “It doesn’t look like anyone’s ever been here,” replied Helen. She was crouched in one corner. “Not for ages. Look—this is the only electrical outlet in this room, and it must be almost a hundred years old.”


  Helen and Rose wandered off. I could hear them laughing and exclaiming in amazement at what they found: an old-fashioned hand pump in the kitchen sink, water closet rather than a modern toilet. I stayed in the living room, enchanted by the light, which had an odd clarity. An empty room in a house this old should be filled with dust motes, but the sun pouring through the windows appeared almost solid. You hear about golden sunlight: this really did look solid, so much so that I took a step into the center of the room and swept my hand through the broad sunbeam that bisected the empty space. I felt nothing except a faint warmth.


  “We’re going upstairs!” Rose yelled from another room.


  I left the living room with reluctance—the days had grown shorter, soon it would be dark and that nice sunlight would be gone—but the hallway was nearly as bright, illuminated by glass sidelights beside the door and a half-moon fanlight above it. A single round window halfway up the steps made it easy to find my way to where Helen and Rose waited on the second-floor landing.


  “I’m ready to make an offer,” Rose announced, and laughed. “Did you see how big those rooms downstairs are?”


  I nodded. “You’d have to modernize everything.”


  “Oh, I know. I’m just daydreaming. But it’s all so beautiful.”


  “I can’t believe what good shape it’s in,” said Helen, whose husband was a carpenter. “I wonder who’s kept it up? I mean, someone can’t have been living here—no appliances.”


  “Big pantry, though,” said Rose.


  She turned and walked down the hall. Three doors opened onto it, each leading into a bedroom. The largest overlooked the road we’d walked up, with a heart-stopping view of trees in full autumn flame and the distant line of mountains. The other two rooms were smaller but still good-sized, bigger than our master bedroom at home. One looked up the slope of Mount Kilden, to the rocky outcropping up top called the Maidencliff, for a young girl who died there in the 1880s. She’d been picnicking with her family in the blueberry barren when her hat blew off, and she tumbled to her death as she chased after it.


  In the other bedroom, you had a view of Lagawala Lake, which from here looked much larger than it did when Rose and I walked along the camp roads there.


  “This would be my room,” I said, though no one was listening. The three of us went from one room to the next then back again, passing each other in the hallway and sharing observations.


  “No bathroom—what would that have been like?”


  “No heat, either.”


  “There’s a floor register in the main bedroom. I guess the kids would just freeze.”


  “They would probably have been two or three to a bed, back then,” said Helen, who had six grown or nearly-grown children. “That might have helped.”


  “No lights, though.” I looked at the ceiling. “It would have been dark at night.”


  “Yeah, but they’d have candles and lanterns and things like that. And people went to bed early then, too. Farmers, they have to get up at like three a.m.”


  “I don’t think this was a farm,” I said, and peered out the window. “No fields or barns.”


  Rose shook her head. “They could have owned all this land—it could all have been farms.”


  “Maybe,” I said.


  But I doubted it. Every farmhouse I’ve ever been in was sprawling and slightly ramshackle and comfortably messy—low-beamed ceilings, wood floors scuffed and uneven, walls dinged-up where kids had kicked them and showing evidence of having been painted and wallpapered numerous times over the years. The rooms opened one onto another and tended to be small, with few windows. And once they could afford it, farmers usually adopted new technology—electricity, milking machines, anything that would make their lives easier.


  Electric lights and outlets would have marred the clean lines and planes of this house. I’ve been in plenty of old houses that have been up-to-dated, as the old timers put it, and ruined in the process.


  Not this one. The bedrooms seemed to be almost perfectly square. Even the upstairs hallway felt square, though of course that was impossible. This symmetry could have felt restrictive, even claustrophobic. Instead, the plain white walls and warm-toned floors and carefully ordered doorways made me feel not calm, exactly, but quietly exhilarated. Like back when my husband Brandon and I would go to see a movie in the theater and we knew beforehand that it would be good and make us forget about everything else for a few hours. The house made me feel something like that.


  “You know what else is weird?” asked Rose. “The way it smells.”


  “It smells fine.” Helen glanced at me. “I don’t smell any mildew, do you, Marianne?”


  “No,” I said. “But she’s right, that’s what’s weird—it doesn’t smell like mildew, or mice, or anything like that. And it doesn’t smell like paint, either, or polyurethane on the floors.”


  We all took a final circuit of the three rooms, then trooped downstairs. Rose walked over to the brick fireplace—a Rumford fireplace, its angled sides designed to throw heat back into the living room. The hearth was immaculately clean, and so was the cast-iron bake oven set into the bricks. Rose opened and closed the oven door with a soft clang.


  “You know what we should do?” she asked, and looked at us expectantly. “We should have a sleepover here.”


  I said, “I’m in.”


  Helen hesitated. “Someone would see us. People are still hiking up here.”


  “They’re not hiking at night,” said Rose.


  “No one would see us,” I said. “If we just have flashlights, no one’s going to notice.”


  Helen mulled this over. “It’s going to be cold.”


  “It’s cold in the state park lean-tos when we camp there in the fall.”


  “But there we can have a fire.”


  “Don’t be a wuss,” said Rose. “We can tell the boys we’re having a girl’s night in one of the lean-tos, if there’s an emergency or something they’ll call us and we can head home.”


  “It’ll be fun,” I said, and looked out the window behind us. The sun had edged to the crest of Mount Kilden. The magical squares of gold light had shrunk to the size of a laptop screen. “It’ll be an adventure. I’ve always wanted to do something like this.”


  “Breaking and entering?” Helen frowned.


  “The door was unlocked,” said Rose. “Technically it would be civil trespassing—criminal trespassing means you broke in. If we come back here, and it’s locked, then we’ll just turn around and go home. Even if we did get caught, it’s only around a hundred dollar fine.”


  Helen looked at her in disbelief. “How do you know so much about this?”


  “I told you, I’ve always wanted to do it. Didn’t you ever think about it when you were a kid?”


  “Yes,” Helen said. “But we’re all sixty years old.”


  “That’s why it’s so important that we do it now,” said Rose.


  “I’ll bring wine,” said Helen, and we all cheered.


  I lowered my gaze to watch the last slim bars of light slide across the floor. For a few moments no one spoke. At last Helen said, “I’ve got to go home and get dinner going.”


  “Me too,” said Rose, and they walked to the front door. I stared at the empty room, its white walls greying as twilight fell, the glowing floorboards now charcoal. It still looked beautiful, and my exhilaration became a sort of quiet expectancy. I rested my hand against the wall again, saying goodbye, and followed the others outside.


  * * *


  We decided to have our sleepover the following Saturday night. The weather was supposed to be good, which meant there would be hikers on the summit trail, but we didn’t plan to go to the house until sunset, which would be right before six. If we saw any cars parked in either of the pull-outs, we’d just wait till they were gone, then drive up. We told our husbands we’d be camping at a lean-to in the state park, something we’d done many times over the years.


  “Don’t get eaten by a bear,” Brandon warned me as I left. “What time will you be back?”


  “Early, maybe ten or so? Helen goes to church, we’ll all probably leave when she does.”


  “You should have gone before now, it’s getting dark.”


  “We’ll be fine,” I said, and kissed him goodbye.


  I went out to the car and put my things in the back. The day had been warm and sunny, in the sixties, but the air had already grown chilly. I knew it would get colder, so I’d brought my ultralight sleeping bag, good for temps down to the thirties; also my pillow and a backpack with three sandwiches I’d bought at the general store, a big bag of chips, cookies, and a couple of water bottles. I beeped as I pulled away from the house, and drove at a respectable speed. We don’t have a police force in our town, only the occasional statie on rotation, but this would be a bad time to run into one of them.


  I’d arranged to pick up Rose, then Helen, so we’d only have one car.


  “It’s going to be cold.” I eyed Rose’s sleeping bag, one of those flannel-lined camp bags that’s really just meant to be used indoors.


  “I’m wearing layers. Plus, hot flashes.”


  “Did you bring the wine?” I asked Helen when we picked her up.


  “Of course.”


  We drove through town, everything quiet as always, and dark except for the streetlight by the general store. The darkness deepened as I pulled onto the winding road up Mount Kilden, my headlights illuminating trees that seemed slightly threatening as their branches moved in the wind. Dead leaves swirled across the road, and a pair of laser-green eyes flashed in the headlights, like bits of glass. Something stirred in the underbrush, too big for a fox or porcupine. A bobcat, maybe.


  I slowed the car to a crawl. I don’t see well in the dark anymore—I should have let Helen drive, she’s a few years younger and has better night vision. I steered carefully between potholes and ruts, keeping an eye out for deer. Rose and Helen chattered in the back seat, laughing at something Helen said. I smiled, even though I wasn’t paying attention and hadn’t heard the joke.


  It took us twice as long to reach the end of the road as it had the last time. There were no cars in the pull-out. I backed in, turned on the dome light, and opened the trunk so we could gather our things, then kept the headlights on so we could see our way to the house.


  “No, don’t,” said Rose. “Turn them off, I want to look at the sky for a minute. It’ll be fine.”


  I nodded, and we stood outside for a few minutes. It was much colder now, and I shivered as I craned my neck to look at the sky above Mount Kilden. The stars looked bright as a string of LED lights, much bigger than they appeared down in the village. I heard wind high up in the trees. In the distance, an owl hooted twice.


  “Okay, I’m cold,” announced Helen. “Let’s go.”


  We all switched on flashlights and trooped to the door. Rose went first, pausing with her hand on the knob. “What’s if it’s locked?”


  “Then we go home,” I replied. I tried not to sound too excited by that prospect, but it really was much colder than I’d expected, and while it was only getting on for seven, I was tired.


  But the knob turned easily under Rose’s hand. I heard a click, followed by a sweeping sound as she pushed the door open.


  “We’re home!” she sang out, as Helen and I walked in behind her. I hesitated, then closed the door. Immediately I felt better—safer, even though the three of us were alone in a dark empty house, and trespassing at that.


  “Hang on,” said Helen, and I heard her rummaging in her backpack. Seconds later, light filled the room as she held up a large brass hurricane lantern. Tim had given it to her as a thirtieth anniversary present. She crossed to the fireplace and set it on the mantle. “Let there be light.”


  We set down our sleeping bags, pillows, and other gear in the center of the room, a few feet from the fireplace. It felt distinctly warmer in here, or at least less cold. I took out my own lantern, much smaller than Helen’s—plastic, not brass, but with a powerful LED light—and set it on the mantle beside hers. Rose did the same with the lamp she’d brought. We each had our own flashlight as well, and our cell phone lights.


  I unrolled my sleeping bag, folding it over to make a comfortable place to sit, and dug through my backpack for the food I’d bought at the general store. Three sandwiches, one tuna salad, two Italian. Also the bag of fancy sea salt and vinegar chips, and three ginger-molasses cookies. Those cookies are huge, probably we could have split one between the three of us, and god knows I don’t need the extra calories. But it was a special occasion, so I splurged.


  I sat on my sleeping bag and lined up the sandwiches, cookies, and bag of chips in front of me. Rose had scooted over to the fireplace and was fiddling with something there. A match flared in her hand, and she began to light a number of little votive candles.


  “There!” she said, pleased, and got to her feet. “Now we can actually see.”


  I was surprised at what a difference those little candles made. Combined with the lanterns on the mantle, they lit up the entire room. I could even read the labels on the different sandwiches.


  “Everyone warm enough?’ asked Helen. “I brought an extra hoodie and a big scarf.”


  Rose nodded. She wore a bulky sweater under her fleece jacket, also a knit cap. I pointed at the cap.


  “That was a good idea.”


  “Remember that time we froze our butts off at the lean-to? I learned my lesson then.” Rose sat cross-legged on her sleeping bag and pulled it up over her legs like a blanket. “I’m starving. Where’s the food?”


  I handed out the sandwiches, opened the bag of chips, and set it on the floor. I knew that Rose and Helen liked tuna fish, but there had only been one tuna fish sandwich left, so they each took half. Helen produced a screw-top bottle of red wine and three plastic cups. She handed the cups around, then filled each one.


  “To us,” she said, holding hers up.


  “And the house,” added Rose, and we clicked our cups together.


  We ate the sandwiches by candlelight and lamplight, reminiscing about camping trips, snowstorms, power outages.


  “This is so much better!” Rose exclaimed. “I’d do this all the time if I could.”


  “Really?” Helen raised an eyebrow, took a sip of her wine. “I mean, you couldn’t—you can’t just go breaking into houses. But don’t you like being outside? Seeing the stars and a campfire and the trees and everything?”


  Rose wrapped her arms around her knees and stared up at the ceiling. “No,” she said after a long moment. “I like this. I prefer this.”


  “But we live indoors all the time,” countered Helen. “This isn’t camping, really.”


  “I know that. But this is different. It’s so . . . welcoming.”


  Helen and I looked at each other but didn’t say anything. I couldn’t think of any reason why Rose would find this empty house more welcoming than her own, which was a perfectly nice house, especially since Hank redid the kitchen a few years ago.


  But she did have a point. There was a kind of, maybe you would call it an aura, about this place. It might have been what people mean when they talk about good feng shui. I’d never felt it before, either, but I wouldn’t say I preferred it to my own home.


  “Maybe I could talk Hank into selling our place and buying it,” Rose went on. I couldn’t tell from her tone whether she was kidding or not.


  “Well, that would make for an interesting conversation,” said Helen, and we all laughed.


  When the chips were gone, Helen produced a bag of Little Lad’s popcorn, and we finished that too. She poured the last of the wine into our cups and placed the bottle on its side on the floor.


  “Spin the bottle?” She sent it rolling toward Rose, who put it in the bag we’d designated for trash, then turned to dig into her own backpack.


  “It’s only half full. But here.” She held up another wine bottle, uncorked it, and refilled our cups.


  I felt pleasantly buzzed, not drunk but happy. The light from the votive candles made the walls appear washed in yellow paint and cast shimmering circles on the ceiling. I wondered what it would be like to live here. Not seriously, not for myself; but for whoever had lived here, once upon a time.


  “They must have had money,” I said, thinking aloud. “Whoever lived here—if they weren’t farmers, they must have been well off to keep up this place. And who keeps it up now? It must cost a fortune.”


  Rose yawned. “I don’t know. I’m getting tired.”


  “Don’t you think it’s mysterious? Even if it’s just once a year,” I continued, “somebody has to do something to maintain it. Otherwise how could it have lasted this long?”


  “Me too,” said Helen. She stretched and glanced at me. “Tired, I mean. Sorry, Marianne.”


  I tried not to look annoyed. I’d go to the town office and ask to see the tax maps and determine who the owners were. Someone there would know who kept it up. Regina, the town clerk—she knew everyone. “Yeah, okay.”


  Helen and Rose took turns going outside to pee while I picked up the rest of the trash. When they returned, Helen walked to the mantle, switched off her brass lantern, and looked expectantly at me and Rose.


  “Go for it,” I said, and Helen turned off our lanterns as well.


  We all snuggled into our sleeping bags. “Are you going to be warm enough?” I asked Rose, thinking of her flannel bag.


  She nodded. “I’m wearing thermal long underwear.”


  I scrunched into my own down-filled bag. Even though I hadn’t bothered with a sleeping pad, and I was lying on a hardwood floor, I felt as snug and warm as if I were at home in my own bed. I gazed at the ceiling, where the light from the votive candles danced. I soon heard Rose breathing, deeply and evenly. A little while later, Helen started to snore. Not too loudly, but enough to make me wish I’d thought to bring my earplugs. Brandon snores and I have to wear them every night. I turned onto my side and closed my eyes, grateful for my pillow.


  I couldn’t fall asleep. My thoughts weren’t racing, I wasn’t worrying about bills or the kids or anything like that. I just couldn’t fall asleep. I looked at the time and it was getting on for ten, my usual bedtime. But sleep wouldn’t come. I finally decided I’d go outside to pee, since I hadn’t when the others did.


  I crawled reluctantly from my sleeping bag and stood. I expected the room to be cold but it was quite comfortable. Most of the votive candles were still burning, so maybe they generated a bit of heat, along with the three of us. I pulled on my sneakers, padded to the back door, and went outside.


  Almost immediately, a peculiar unease came over me. The air was still and cold, the stars so brilliant that, after a few moments, I could clearly see the expanse of grass and Queen Anne’s lace and goldenrod that swept up to the woods behind the house. I heard nothing except the rustle of leaves. But it still took all my courage to take the first step, and then another, until I reached the trees. I quickly did my business, zipped my pants back up, and started back.


  I only took two or three steps before I froze. I’ve been outside in the middle of the night plenty of times, in places far more isolated and wild than this. I’ve never felt afraid. Watchful and on alert, in case I came across some wild animal, but I never saw anything more exciting than a skunk, and I smelled him long before I saw him. I’d never been truly frightened.


  But now, in the overgrown backyard of a house in my own hometown, surrounded by woods I’d hiked dozens of times over the years, I felt my unease grow into dread, and, after some moments, terror. Gazing at it now, I realized that the house appeared different than it had just a few hours earlier. The neat proportions that had felt so calming now seemed, not exactly askew, but crude. The house no longer appeared three-dimensional: it looked like a drawing someone had made on an enormous sheet of grey paper, four black lines enclosing a grey square.


  And as I stared, even that changed. The roof dissolved into the night sky, the windows shrank to black dots. I couldn’t see the door, and as I tried frantically to determine where it was, my mind grew sluggish, as though I was waking from a heavy sleep.


  Yet I couldn’t wake and, as I stared at the looming shape in front of me, I could no longer remember what a door was. Something important, I knew that, something I knew and had often used—but for what purpose, and why?


  I squeezed my eyes shut, and opened them again to fog, a haze that darkened from grey to charcoal to inky black as it spread across everything around me. The stars were gone, and the ridge of Mount Kilden. My chest grew heavy, as though I was compressed between heavy walls. Was this a heart attack? A stroke? I tried to breathe but the air had been sucked away. I couldn’t feel my arms or legs, my face or skin. Everything melted into darkness: I was being snuffed out, like a candle.


  A sudden noise jarred me: I lurched forward and felt air rush back into my lungs. As I gasped, the sound came again—an owl hooting not far behind me. I fought to catch my breath, looked up to see the house just a few yards away. I stumbled toward it, sneakers sliding on damp leaves and grass, grabbed the knob and turned it and staggered inside.


  I closed the door—too loudly, but I didn’t hear a peep—locked it, and walked unsteadily into the living room. Relief flooded me, not just relief but a sudden, overwhelming calm. The stark terror I’d felt only minutes before faded completely, the way a middle-of-the-night dream does when you try to recall it in the morning.


  I was safe here. A single votive candle still burned in the fireplace, its flame wavering. I could see Rose and Helen curled up on their sleeping bags on the floor: Helen on her side, arms tucked out of sight and her expression relaxed; Rose face-down, half of her pillow squashed up to cover her head.


  I sighed with pleasure, removed my sneakers, and slid back into my own sleeping bag. It was still warm. So was my pillow. I burrowed deeper, gazed through half-shut eyes at a hint of gold on the wall from the tiny candle flame, and felt the house sigh with me as I fell asleep.


  I woke early, to Rose and Helen speaking in low tones.


  “. . . going to be so cold,” murmured Rose, and she laughed softly. “I don’t want to get up.”


  “I know. But I told Robert I’d be back in time for church.”


  “You could call him.”


  “That’s not going to make it any warmer in here.”


  I rolled onto my side and propped my head on my hand. “Good morning.”


  “Good morning!” Rose said brightly. Her eyes shone beneath her mussed-up hair. “Did you sleep well?”


  “I did.” I stopped, recalling my trip outside. I felt none of the fear I’d experienced then: I felt detached from it, as though remembering a story someone else had told me. “It was weird—I went out to pee, and . . . I don’t know. I had some kind of sinking spell.”


  Helen sat up. “Like what?”


  “I don’t know. I felt dizzy, and then I couldn’t breathe. Everything got dark—even darker, I mean.”


  “Maybe you had a stroke. A mild one,” she added.


  “Maybe,” I said. “It didn’t feel like that.”


  “Have you ever had a stroke?” asked Rose.


  “No. But I’ve read about it, and—I feel fine now.” I sat up so I could see them better. “I felt fine as soon as I got back inside. I might have just stood up too quickly or something.”


  I rubbed my arms. Rose was right—the room was very cold. The light was cold, too, more grey than gold. I remembered the dark haze that had blotted out everything else the night before, and shivered. “We should go get coffee at the general store.”


  “They don’t open till eight on Sunday,” Rose said.


  “We can go to my house.” Helen emerged from her sleeping bag, yawning, and ran a hand through her hair. “I wish there was a mirror here.”


  “No you don’t,” said Rose, raising an eyebrow at Helen’s disheveled clothing, and we both laughed.


  “Well, running water so I could brush my teeth. I’ll be right back.”


  Helen bent to retrieve a cosmetics bag and headed for the front door. I thought of warning her, but against what? I turned to Rose. “You sleep okay?”


  “I swear, I slept better than I have for a year.” She sat upright, her flannel bag pulled around her shoulders like a comforter. “Hank snores like you wouldn’t believe—he has sleep apnea, he should really have one of those machines. I may come back here tonight.” She smiled, but sounded half-serious.


  I got up and found my own toothbrush and toothpaste and water bottle. When Helen appeared in the doorway and announced “Next,” I went outside.


  The sun had risen but was hidden by the mountain. Mist streamed up the hillside and clung to the trees at the edge of the woods.


  Everything looked the way it does through a window screen, dim and a bit out of focus. I stood beside the door, steadying myself with one hand on the wall, waiting to see if I had another bad spell. I felt fine. I started to walk away from the house, pausing to look back.


  The FOR SALE BY OWNER sign still leaned against the wall. Overnight, more leaves had drifted around the stake, and the lettering seemed more faded. The plywood had buckled and splintered where it was screwed to the stake, and more of the white paint had flaked off, revealing the bare wood beneath.


  Overhead, a crow cawed and another replied. I turned to look up at the mountainside, shreds of mist disappearing as the sun broke over the eastern horizon. The wind picked up, loosing a flutter of yellow leaves from the birches. The brisk air smelled of acorns and dead leaves, the smoke from someone’s woodstove in the village below. I brushed my teeth, rinsed with a mouthful of water from my water bottle, and spit onto the yellow grass. I raked my fingers through my hair, felt in my pocket for my cell phone. I walked over to the sign and took a picture of the phone number. I’d call later, just out of curiosity.


  Back inside, Helen had rolled up her sleeping bag and was gathering whatever stray bits of stuff remained. A piece of waxed paper, a balled-up tissue, a glasses case. She’d already lined up her backpack, sleeping bag, and pillow beside the wall. The Catholic church was in Gilead, about ten minutes away. She’d have to leave soon to get there in time for nine o’clock Mass.


  I started on my own belongings, exchanging my socks for a clean pair. I made a circuit of the room, halting at the fireplace to gather up the spent tea lights. I dropped them into a paper bag and set it with my stuff in the middle of the room. I texted Brandon to let him know I’d be back soon, and asked if he’d like to meet at the general store for coffee and donuts. He replied immediately.


  Sure, text me when you’re there.


  “Brandon’s going to meet us at the general store.” I glanced at Rose. “You want to tell Hank?”


  Rose didn’t seem to have moved. She still sat on the floor and stared intently at the empty fireplace, as though trying to will flames to appear in it. Finally, she reached for her handbag, took out a hairbrush, and slowly brushed her hair. When she finished, she replaced the hairbrush and got to her feet. She rolled up her sleeping bag and set it by the wall, along with her handbag and backpack, went outside and returned after a few minutes.


  I picked up my own bag. I was ready to go—my back hurt from sleeping on the floor, and I had a slight headache. Too much wine. I knew Helen was growing impatient as well. Rose stood near the door but made no move to leave. Her brow furrowed; she cocked her head, gazing again at the fireplace.


  “Do you hear that?” she asked.


  Helen and I looked at her, then each other. I shrugged. “Hear what?”


  “That noise. Like—I don’t know. A radio? Listen.”


  I held my breath, listening. And yes, after a moment I did hear something, though it was hard to tell if it was an actual sound or something in my head, like tinnitus—it seemed as though I might have been hearing it for a while without noticing it. A nearly inaudible sound, not voices but not quite music either.


  Yet it wasn’t tinnitus. It sound more like wind chimes, or someone striking random notes on a tiny xylophone. I strained to hear, but it didn’t grow any louder.


  “It’s coming from upstairs,” said Rose. She walked to the foot of the steps leading to the second floor, pressed her palm against the wall, and turned to look at me. “If you stand here, you can hear it.”


  I joined her and gazed up the stairway, saw nothing but the pale morning light brightening the walls.


  But Rose was right. The chiming sound was louder here, and slightly more distinct, as if a cellphone set at low volume was ringing in a distant part of the house. I glanced back at Helen. “She’s right. Come listen.”


  Helen stayed where she was. “I think I’m going to just call Tim and ask him to come pick me up.”


  “Hang on.” Rose shook her head and sniffed. “Can you smell that? Someone’s baking something. Bread—it smells like baking bread.”


  I inhaled deeply, and nodded in agreement. “You’re right. It smells like bread. Or cookies. That’s very strange.”


  The scent, like the sound, seemed to emanate from upstairs. The faint chiming hadn’t grown any louder, yet it now seemed on the verge of being intelligible, though I still couldn’t determine exactly what the sound was. It was like listening to an old-fashioned shortwave radio, trying to tune in to a station in some unknown country. Only who was broadcasting, and why?


  “I’ll be right back,” said Rose. Before I could stop her, she ran upstairs.


  I gazed after her in alarm, but didn’t follow. In a few seconds, I heard her footsteps on the bare wood floor above as she walked down the hallway.


  Then the footsteps stilled. The chimes grew louder, as though she’d opened a door onto one of the bedrooms, and whatever produced the sound was inside. At the same time, the scent of bread gusted downstairs, though now it smelled different. Like bread but also loamy, like upturned earth when you’re gardening. I wrinkled my nose and looked over at Helen, who’d moved closer to me.


  “What’s that smell?” she asked, and grimaced. “We should get out of here, it could be a gas leak.”


  “It doesn’t smell like gas,” I said. But I agreed with her, we should get out. “Rose!” I yelled. “Let’s go!”


  No reply. I braced myself, setting one hand on each wall of the stairwell. But I still didn’t move to go upstairs. The chimes grew louder and more measured: for the first time, they sounded like music and not aimless tinkling. The earthy smell overpowered me, filling my nostrils, my lungs.


  “Rose!” I shouted, coughing. “Get down here!”


  From upstairs came the sound of running footsteps, then a thump. Rose appeared at the top of the steps, wild-eyed, one hand clapped over her mouth. She staggered down the stairway, and when she reached bottom, roughly pushed past me. I only had a glimpse of her face, white as a china plate, before she fled outside.


  I raced after her and found her kneeling at the edge of the lawn by the road. Her body heaved and I thought she was being sick, but when I crouched beside her and laid my hand on her shoulder, I saw that she was convulsed with sobs.


  “Rose! Rose, what happened? Is there somebody up there?”


  She said nothing, wouldn’t even look at me; just wept uncontrollably with her face in her hands. I took a few deep breaths—the choking smell was gone—glanced back but didn’t see Helen. What if someone was inside and had attacked her? I fumbled in my pocket for my phone, started to enter 911 when Helen ran outside.


  “There’s no one up there,” she said. She knelt on Rose’s other side and touched her arm. “Rose, what happened? Did you see something?”


  Rose shook her head but said nothing.


  “I checked all the rooms upstairs,” Helen continued, her voice steady. “I didn’t see anyone. I didn’t hear anything or smell anything, either. I did before, when you first mentioned it, but not just now. If somebody was there, they’re gone. Can you tell us what you saw?”


  Gently, she grasped Rose’s face and turned it toward her. Rose remained silent, her pale face blotched scarlet from weeping. She opened her mouth as though to speak, but seemed to think better of it.


  “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get you in the car.” I looked at Helen. “I’ll stay with her. Go get everything.”


  I helped Rose to her feet and walked her down the road to my car. She refused to get into the front seat, so I opened the back and she crawled in and lay face down, covering her head with her hands.


  She was afraid to look at the house, I realized. I leaned inside the car and rubbed her back, felt her trembling beneath my hand. I stared out at the second-floor windows, searching for any sign of motion, a glint of light, or the shadow of someone moving.


  I saw nothing. If anything, the house seemed even more peaceful and inviting than it had the day before. Morning sunlight set the windows ablaze. The asters along the front glowed amethyst. Above, the bulk of Mount Kilden shone green and scarlet beneath a cloudless blue sky.


  After a minute Helen emerged, laden with sleeping bags. She dumped them in the back of the car and returned for our handbags and backpacks, the paper bag containing the remnants from our meal.


  “That’s everything,” she said, and jumped inside the car. “Go.”


  I stroked Rose’s hair and touched her head, closed the back door, and got behind the wheel. I pulled out quickly in a spray of grit and gravel. In the rearview mirror, the house grew smaller and smaller, until we rounded a curve and it disappeared from view.


  I dropped Rose off first. Helen and I accompanied her up the walkway, Rose moving between us like a sleepwalker. When Hank opened the door and saw her, his eyebrows shot up. “What the hell were you girls drinking?”


  “She doesn’t feel well,” I said. Rose collapsed against Hank and once again began to cry. His confusion turned to alarm. “What happened?”


  “We don’t know,” said Helen. “She—it seems like she had some kind of episode.”


  “What kind of episode?” demanded Hank, but he didn’t wait for a reply. He shut the door, and through the window I saw him walking Rose to the couch.


  Helen and I hurried back to the car. “What do you think happened to her?” I asked as I drove toward town.


  “I don’t know. I think there might have been a gas leak or something. You said you felt strange last night.”


  “Yeah, but it wasn’t like that—I didn’t smell anything. And that noise—what was that noise?”


  “A ghost?’ She laughed brokenly.


  “Ghosts don’t act like that.”


  “Have you ever seen one?”


  “Of course not.” I tightened my hands on the wheel. “But that’s baloney. It’s more likely she had some kind of, I don’t know, a psychotic break or something.”


  “Rose?” Helen said in disbelief. “Are you kidding?”


  Whatever it was, Rose didn’t recover for a long time. She wouldn’t see me, or return my phone calls or texts. She did the same with Helen. Whenever I spoke to Hank, he was terse. I could tell he thought Helen and I were somehow responsible for whatever had happened. We hadn’t told him the truth—that we spent the night in an empty house up by Mount Kilden, and not at a lean-to at the state park. I still don’t know what Rose told him.


  “She needs some time, Marianne,” he said the last time I talked to him. “When she’s ready, she’ll give you a call.”


  Helen and I walked a few times after that, though we stuck to the camp roads by Taylor Lake. For a while we endlessly rehashed the events of that night, but we never came up with a reasonable explanation. Or an unreasonable one, either. Then Helen learned that her daughter was pregnant, and that took up her attention for the rest of the year.


  The day after our sleepover, I got out my cell phone, found the picture I’d taken of the FOR SALE BY OWNER sign, and copied down the phone number on it. I had to screw up my courage to punch it into my phone. As I did, my heart began to pound.


  The number rolled over to a message saying the call could not be completed. I attempted it again with the same result, then tried varying some of the numbers—the handwriting on the sign was hard to read on the tiny screen, even when I enlarged it. I never got through to anyone.


  Later that week I went to the town office. I told Regina, the clerk there, I wanted to look at the tax map for the part of town bordering Mount Kilden. She took me to a room and showed me the oversized books with the information for every piece of land in town, showing property lines and the names of landowners.


  “I know the house you mean,” Regina said as she pulled one of the heavy volumes from the shelf. “Every year people come in here asking about it.”


  I wanted to ask her more, but the phone rang in the other room. “Excuse me,” she said, and went to answer it.


  The house lot was easy to find—the last one on that long road that led to the foot of the mountain. I wrote down the lot number, then went to another book to check it against the landowner’s name: J. Jones. I didn’t bother to write that down. I closed the tax map and replaced it, waited till I heard Regina get off the phone, and returned to the front office.


  “Do you know anything about the property owner for that place?” I asked. “J. Jones? There’s a For Sale sign there, I tried calling the number on it but I couldn’t get any answer.”


  “No one ever does,” she said. “I tried it myself once, out of curiosity. Said it was disconnected.”


  “But he pays his taxes, right? This J. Jones?”


  She nodded. “Every year. By money order, and there’s never a return address. I checked that, too. It’s been like that for as long as I’ve been here. The deed goes back to the early 1800s. Same name and initials. Far as I know, it’s never left the family.”


  “But it’s for sale. It’s a nice house.”


  “It is, but that’s too isolated up there for me. Everyone else must think so, too—that sign’s been up for years.”


  “Who maintains it?” I picked up a pamphlet with information about fishing and hunting licenses and pretended to peruse it. “It always seems in good shape for a place no one lives in.”


  “That I do not know.” Regina shrugged. “Never heard of anyone here doing it. They might hire someone from one of the bigger property managers out of Augusta.”


  “Okay, thanks.”


  I set the brochure back on the counter. As I turned to go, Regina’s face creased. “How’s Rose doing? Hank was in here to register his truck and said she hasn’t been feeling well.”


  “I don’t know.” I felt my throat tighten. “I think she’ll be all right. I hope so.”


  “Me too,” said Regina, and nodded goodbye.


  I got in the car and drove up the road to Mount Kilden. A car with out-of-state plates was parked in the first pull-out, and as I continued onto the gravel road I passed a man and a woman, both wielding fancy-looking trekking poles. They waved. I nodded and kept going, past the last turnout until I reached the house. I parked at the edge of the road, and got out.


  Someone had mowed the lawn and raked away all the fallen leaves. The purple asters nodded in the wind. By the door, a single tiger lily had opened. The white clapboards appeared newly painted, as did the sign planted in the center of the lawn.


  FOR SALE BY OWNER.


  I hesitated, then walked warily across the grass. A different phone number had been scrawled on the sign. I held up my cell phone to take a photo, thought better of it, and let my hand drop.


  “Oh my god, look at this place!”


  I looked back to see the couple I’d passed a few minutes earlier. Trekking poles tucked under their arms, they gazed in delight at the >house. The woman smiled and waved and began walking across the lawn.


  “Are you the owner?” she asked in excitement. “We’ve been looking for a place like this for months!”


  “A year!” her husband called cheerfully after her.


  I opened my mouth and started to say No. Instead, I turned, grabbed the sign, and yanked it from the ground. It resisted at first, but I planted my feet more firmly and pulled harder, until it finally came out. Without pausing to catch my breath, I carried it toward my car.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, as the man and woman stared at me. “I changed my mind.”


  I got into my car and headed back down the mountainside. Just before the gravel road ended, I stopped and left the car idling while I retrieved the sign from the back seat. I crossed to the far side of the road and clambered over a fallen stone wall into the woods, fighting my way through brush and overhanging branches until I found a cellar hole, deep and filled with decades-worth of moldering dead leaves and fungi. I heaved the sign into the cellar hole and returned to my car, and drove as fast as I could until the mountain fell out of sight behind me.


  2023


  The Seventh Bride, or Female Curiosity


  Livey played the seventh bride, her predecessors represented on the Royal Camden’s stage by a series of macabre mannequins, three of them skeletal, the others papier-mâché, cloth, and wax figures depicting persons in varying stages of decay. Georgie Pye appeared opposite her nightly as Bluebeard. But not the towering, dark-skinned terrorizer of most versions of the play, shouting as his delicate helpmeet cowered before him, the gold key clutched in her trembling hand while his own raised the sword that would fall upon her smooth white neck.


  “Foul woman! One thing only I asked of you, not to visit this room—and you have disobeyed me!”


  And so on, the meek wife saved at the last moment when her sister (or brother, or mother; in one version a valiant passing troubadour) charges onstage and stabs the wicked murderer with a dagger.


  Georgie Pye’s Bluebeard didn’t shout, or even tower. Scarcely taller than the actresses who had played the seventh bride (Livey was not the first), he wore high-heeled boots that added several inches to his slender frame. From the stalls he resembled a wiry sapling rather than a great oak, which made his success in the role even more mystifying. Slender, long-limbed, with handsome though delicate features and his own dark curls, rather than the fuliginous wigs favored by other actors in the role, Pye made an unlikely yet appealing murderer. His eyes heavily kohled, a touch of rouge on his cheeks, a gold bangle in one ear, he seemed more Blackbeard the pirate, an effect underscored by his (false) beard, which was small and pointed as a flint arrowhead. And not the deep indigo of most Bluebeard’s, but an improbably bright peacock hue. Black trousers, a black tailcoat lined with peacock-blue satin, peacock-plumed hat borrowed from the actress who’d played Puss in Boots in the pantomime earlier that year. The oddity of his appearance was undoubtedly part of Georgie Pye’s appeal, especially to female audience members. Bluebeard, usually a blusterer who from his first entrance intimidates his new bride, now seemed shy, gentle even. You could see why his previous wives fell in love with him, even imagine it might not be so bad to meet the thrust of the curved sword he wielded in the dungeon where their corpses hung.


  Some people (mostly men) assumed that, offstage, he was an invert.


  Not the case.


  “You will take over for Jeanne tonight,” the theater manager announced when Livey showed up for work. Her usual turn was as a dancing flower in Harlequin’s Honey Moon, the playlet that preceded Bluebeard, or Female Curiosity.


  Livey stared at him, alarmed but not surprised. “What about Doris?”


  “Doris has taken unwell. She’ll remain that way for some time. I’ll raise your wage, don’t worry,” he added. “Don’t be alone with him, I can’t afford to hire someone new and you’re the only one the costume fits.”


  “I don’t know the words!”


  “Scream and sigh, Livey dear, that’s all it is. Have your friend Roger walk you home after.”


  Doris had left because she was with child. Georgie Pye’s baby. Everyone at the Camden Royal knew that Georgie wasn’t a Molly but a bad shilling. Three actresses had left now in an interesting condition, and another two because Georgie’s attentions had become over-avid, even violent. The house manager turned a blind eye—these things happened often enough. To be sure, at first Doris had willingly gone to Georgie’s dressing room, little more than a closet with a mirror.


  “He’s married, Doris,” Livey had warned her. “A wife and son in Blackheath.”


  “Two sons now.” Doris wiggled her fingers, feigning alarm. “They bore him, he says he’ll put me up in my own flat on Delancey Street.”


  Instead, Doris had left without a farewell to Livey or anyone else. Roger, the stagehand who moved the backdrops and scenery, operated the traveling curtains and also the trapdoor through which Bluebeard made his appearance, confided in Livey that Doris intended to see a specialist doctor.


  “Oh, I hope not,” Livey said, stricken. Another of Georgie’s girls had died after such a visit.


  “I’m sure she’ll be sensible,” Roger assured her. “She should have have been so before.”


  “Nothing to do with sense,” snapped Livey. She loathed Georgie, with his tin charm and claques of charladies tossing him daisies and pinks from the gods.


  Roger took her hand. “You have me, Livey. You don’t need to fear him.”


  She’d climbed the ladder to the fly tower to join him before her debut performance. She and Roger intended to marry in the autumn, when he’d saved enough money and Livey got around to telling her sister and brother-in-law, whose flat she shared on Pratt Street.


  “I hate him,” she said, staring down at the set where the six mannequins hung from heavy manila rope. “I don’t fear him.”


  What she did fear was the mannequins: ghastly figures, they terrified her even more than real corpses she’d seen. A naked man drowned in the Regents Canal, bloated like a spoiled sausage, tongue a curded yellow where it protruded from between his slack lips. Another man, very young and handsome, slumped on Pleasant Row; a sodomite, or unlucky enough to be mistaken for one.


  And there had been corpses she knew when they were alive. Her mother had died when she was very young and she had no memory of that, but she’d seen a grandfather, her father, an uncle all laid out in parlors.


  But no women. The sight of Bluebeard’s wives dangling from the flies made Livey’s hands itch with fear—she longed to remove her gloves so she could scratch them. The three skeletons were horrible because real: real bones, from a real woman, purchased at considerable expense from a resurrection man who plied his trade at Old St. Pancras. That was the first skeleton, its costume a shredded dress stiff with red paint. Real bones comprised the second skeleton too, though they came from different women.


  “Not as costly,” Georgie Pye had told Livey one day when he found her hurrying past the grisly shapes. She’d arrived late and hadn’t yet changed into her flower costume. He’d accosted her, recognizing her fear as she darted around the expansive pool of stage blood—glycerine and carmine dye, speckled with dust and dead flies—in her anxiety to avoid the mannequins, and Georgie himself. “But it was difficult to match all the different bones—some were from a very large woman. But this one—”


  His long fingers grasped a leg bone of the second skeleton, marbled brown and black. “See, this is from a much smaller person, probably a girl like yourself. She must’ve died a long time ago, that’s why her bones are so discolored. They didn’t bother bleaching them, like this one—”


  He’d taken Livey’s hand and pulled her after him, gently but irresistibly. “See how white she is? They bleached these bones then reassembled them. This one I think is from a horse,” he went on, frowning as he ran his free hand along a skeletal arm, flicking at the blue ribbons twined around it. “But the rib cage is definitely a person’s.”


  “I have to go,” Livey gasped. She pulled free, and heard Georgie’s amused voice as she fled to her dressing area.


  “Timor mortis,” he called. She didn’t understand the first word but knew that mortis meant death. Rigor mortis—someone had used the term after her father died. They’d had to break his arms to dress him in his burial suit.


  The other figures were worse. Wax faces, one had glass eyes that lolled in their sockets, lidless, with pupils blue-gray as eel skin, cheeks gouged so that clots of wax, daubed with cochineal, drooped to its jaw. The next mannequin wore a bridal gown, white lace spattered with red, the bodice torn so the audience had a glimpse of ice-white flesh, porcelain not wax, but from the stalls it looked like real skin. The skin had been flensed from her neck in ribbons. Ragged pink satin, again alarmingly realistic, spiraling away from the bones of her neck—a white ladder leading to a skull with jaws wired open in a scream.


  The sixth and last bride terrified Livey more than the others combined. It resembled a real woman who had recently been alive, its face that of a large doll, perhaps a shop mannequin’s, pink cheeks and eyes closed as if in sleep. A wig of dark curls perched atop the doll’s life-sized head, topped by a black bonnet, and it wore a plain slate-blue dress very like Livey’s own best dress, padded beneath with old sheets to suggest layers of undergarments. The Camden Royal Theatre, despite its name, had a very limited costume budget.


  Livey couldn’t describe what it was about this figure that gave her nightmares. She’d tried once, with Roger.


  “Is it because the dress is like yours?” he asked, bemused. “We could buy you another one.”


  “It’s not that,” she’d said, though in part it was. “I think it’s because it still has skin on it. It hasn’t rotted yet. It makes me think that he’s just killed her.”


  “He doesn’t kill you—I mean, Jeanne,” Roger corrected himself quickly, “your part. He gets killed instead. It’s all very happy at the end.”


  “I suppose. But please come fetch me as soon as I change afterward.” She’d only been performing as Jeanne for a week, another girl having taken over the flower in Harlequin’s Honey Moon, and already Georgie Pye had furtively bumped against her onstage, rubbing against her leg.


  “I’ll be there. Of course.” He blew a kiss at her and headed backstage.


  But he wasn’t there when Livey finally left the dressing room. The other girls had gone home long ago, along with the other players, the audience, the two boys who worked under Roger, raising and lowering the battens and the flying rig used by the Conjuror in Harlequin.


  Livey waited impatiently, cracking the door to peer out. She knew Roger wouldn’t have forgotten. The manager might have waylaid him, or there might have been a problem with the flying rig, which had nearly dropped Mr. Spale, who at twenty stone made an imposing soaring Conjuror but an unwieldy one.


  She headed toward the manager’s office. The quickest way took her backstage, which meant she could look for Roger.


  “Roger?” she called out, peering through the shadows. The chandeliers in the house had been extinguished after the audience left, but a single gaslight still guttered on the dungeon set. The Camden Royal was famous for the depth of its stage, rivaled only by that of the Royal Marylebone; ideal for transformation scenes and flying rigs (as well as flying rugs; the Camden Royal presented a wonderful Ali Baba one Christmastime), less so for unaccompanied young women having to traverse its mucky boards late at night. “Roger, are you there?”


  “I’m here.”


  Someone wrapped his arms around her, pressed his hand lightly over her mouth, and pulled her behind the painted flat, to the cyclorama. Georgie Pye, now in his street clothes, a garish blue-and-green check jacket and matching trousers. He’d dressed too quickly and carelessly, with no tie and his collar askew. Before she could protest or question him, he pushed her against the back wall of the theater, one hand still on her mouth, the other fumbling at his trousers. She tried to kick him, hindered by her skirts, which he now tugged at. When she attempted to scream, he flattened his hand so his palm covered not just her mouth but also her nostrils, so she couldn’t breathe. She could feel his hand groping at the place between her thighs; how could he even find it amid all that cloth?


  Because he’s done it before, she thought. To Doris and Amelia and Lydia and Clara and Bridget . . .


  His mouth opened, he moved his hand—he was trying to kiss her. Livey spat at him and he laughed. In a rage, she pushed at him, felt his weight shift, off-balance. With all her strength she shoved him to one side, slipping from his hands as he spun and struck the brick wall.


  Not the wall: the foot-long iron spike protruding from between two of the bricks. Usually it held a long coil of manila rope that weighed as much as Livey did, but the rope had been removed. Georgie Pye’s head smacked against its point with enough force that it pierced his skull. Livey watched as the spike emerged from one eye, the metal filigreed with bits of pinkish mince and a translucent jelly that darkened as blood seeped from around the spike. Georgie’s other eye rolled, as though he was exasperated that she’d forgotten her line (again). His mouth gaped and she saw blood filming his teeth, a red line drawn between the corner of his mouth and his lower jaw so that he resembled a marionette she had once seen outside Covent Garden, as tall as a child. The marionette had jumped up and down, chanting, “I saw yers, I saw yers,” in a thin frantic tone while Livey clapped her hands over her ears.


  Georgie Pye didn’t jump, didn’t make a peep, he didn’t move at all. He was dead.


  “Timor mortis,” whispered Livey.


  “Livey! Are you—”


  She took a deep breath as Roger ran up alongside her. “My god,” he said. He’d gone white as a sheet of canvas.


  “He accosted me.” She spoke the words as though reading from a timetable.


  “But you . . . He’s dead.”


  “I didn’t kill him. He fell against that—” She pointed at Georgie, his head impaled upon the spike, the rest of him beginning to sag from the body’s weight.


  Roger stared at the corpse, then at Livey. “We need to get the police.”


  “Why? They’ll arrest me. Probably you too.”


  “But you said you didn’t kill him.”


  “I didn’t. But they won’t believe me.” She thought of poor Lydia, splayed upon the floor, a doctor tugging a homunculus from between her legs as Lydia breathed through a cloth soaked with ether. And Bridget, sent to a laundry back in Ulster.


  “Then what—”


  Livey set a finger to her lips, turned, and walked around the backdrop for the dungeon. She stood and regarded the half dozen women hanging there: not dead, they were the fortunate ones. She stepped over to the one that had so frightened her, in its limp black dress and sad bonnet. She removed her gloves and began to unbutton the dress, wishing she had a button hook. There was one in the dressing area, but no time.


  “Come here, Roger,” she called in a low voice.


  She didn’t need to explain to him—one of the many things she loved about Roger. The two of them undressed the mannequin, Livey careful about where the dress and bonnet fell. She tossed aside the bundles of sheets and soiled blankets, wrinkling her nose at the old smells of perspiration and sour milk they’d absorbed in an earlier life. She let Roger remove the porcelain head, eyeless and mouthless, its smooth cheeks smeared with rouge, a crushed spider stuck to one temple. Livey shuddered, pointing to where he should set it with the padding.


  Next they removed Georgie Pye from the wall. Livey held his head firmly between her hands, eyes squeezed shut and teeth gritted as she pulled it toward her, pretending she was sliding an oversized cooked apple from a skewer. The head did not come smoothly from the spike—it must have caught on the broken eggshell of Georgie’s skull. She yanked again, tears streaming from her eyes as Roger supported the body, hugging it to him like she’d seen men hug their drunken friends. At last something tore loose inside and the head flopped down, a bit sideways but still mostly intact. Livey didn’t look at the back of the skull, the front was bad enough. Pretend it’s strawberry jam, she thought, which almost made her gag, but then she thought of his hands going up her skirts. I’m glad, she thought instead.


  They undressed him behind the backdrop, in the near dark. No time to worry about someone finding them there, no time to talk. She breathed through her nose, a superstitious fear of inhaling some miasma, though she could only smell herself and Roger’s tobacco breath, the faint acrid scent from the gas chandelier high above the stalls. She rolled Georgie’s outer clothes in a bundle, gazed at his wool long johns. They reeked of fresh urine.


  She recoiled in distaste, as Roger quickly removed them. For a moment she stared at the wormy thing at Georgie’s groin, the hairy plums to either side. All for that? She grimaced and got back to her feet.


  Dressing the body took a bit longer, mostly because of the buttons. They jammed his feet into the boots worn by the sixth bride—supple leather, fortunately, they didn’t bother to lace them all the way up.


  “What about his face?” asked Roger, the first time either of them had spoken.


  Without replying, Livey hiked her skirts and raced to the dressing area. She returned with a pot of face paint and powder from Harlequin’s dressing table. She smoothed the white paste over Georgie Pye’s face, dusted it thickly with powder; applied rouge to his cheeks and lips. Pressed a wad of cotton into his mouth to absorb the blood, of which there was very little. Brains didn’t bleed, she supposed.


  She tugged the curly black wig onto Georgie’s head. There was no hiding the hole in his eye, or the flap of flesh like raw bacon that hung beneath it. But really, that only added to the intended effect.


  “It looks very realistic,” said Livey.


  “It does,” agreed Roger.


  Another quarter hour and the sixth bride had been hoisted onto its hook. Livey and Roger stepped back to regard their work.


  “Can you tell?” she asked.


  “No. No one will notice. Not till it starts to smell.”


  “When will that be?”


  He shrugged and looked around the vast space, the trailing drapery and Harlequin’s glitter curtain, the vast tidy web of ropes and rigging, blocks and tackle, huge painted canvases and flats, some as tall as a house and decorated like a palace, or dungeon or moonlit canal. “Well, it’s cold, so that will help. A few days, at least. Maybe longer if it snows.” He reached for her hand. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there. Robbie got sick, I had to clean up after him and strike the set alone.”


  “Is he alright?”


  “I think so. Catarrh.”


  “We can say that Georgie caught it from him and won’t be able to perform. You can write a note and leave it in the office.”


  Roger frowned. “What about us?”


  “I don’t know yet.”


  They returned backstage and finished cleaning up. Roger looped the thick coil of manila rope back onto the spike, patting it. Livey returned the cosmetics she’d borrowed and retraced her steps, looking for any sign of struggle. Other than a few spots of blood on the floor, there was only a chunk of black hair on the spike, which she wrapped in a handkerchief. Anything else would be taken for part of the set, she thought approvingly.


  Roger left a note for the manager, imitating Georgie Pye’s handwriting, saying that he was feeling unwell. They might want to consider canceling tomorrow night’s performance of Bluebeard so he could recover. Then he and Livey left the theater together, as they often did, Livey with the bundle of old sheets hidden beneath her shawl. They walked alongside the canal path, also their usual route, pausing several times to drop one of the pieces of fabric into the noisome black water.


  “Here, puss,” Livey called softly when she spied a stray cat sitting on the wall beside the path. The cat blinked, observing her with wary yellow eyes as Livey set the bit of scalp bristling with black hairs onto the brick. Livey continued walking, and when she looked back, she saw the cat swiftly leap upon the tidbit and carry it off.


  * * *


  Late the following afternoon, Livey arrived at the theater. The manager met her at the door.


  “You’re off tonight. Georgie’s taken ill.”


  “Oh dear. Is it serious?”


  “Probably the itch,” the manager said with a grimace. “I think we’ll start rehearsing Ali Baba again next month. I’m a family man, I don’t like that sort of behavior. I’m sorry about your wages. But your lad Roger says the two of you are off to be married on Saturday. I gather he’s found work up in Bedfordshire. I gave him a shilling, he’s a good man.”


  “Yes, he is!” exclaimed Livey, pinking. “And thank you, perhaps we’ll come see Ali Baba.”


  * * *


  Livey and Roger did marry, though not so quickly as Saturday. They moved to Leigh-on-Sea, not Bedfordshire, where he found work as a bargeman and Livey gave elocution lessons. After ten months, they moved again, to a small farmstead near Stroud Green. Georgie himself was discovered, though not for several weeks—there had indeed been a cold snap, and the players were so absorbed in breaking in the actor who took over Georgie’s part that no one noticed the stench until one of the Harlequin singers complained.


  “Wasn’t that the play you were in?” Livey’s sister asked when she visited the following year. “Bluebeard?”


  Livey nodded, shuddering. “Yes,” she said, and nestled the baby closer to her breast. “But it was far too gruesome for the likes of me.”
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