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Disclaimer

Poughkeepsie, and New Y ork City, and Wappingers Falls, etc. arered places, and some of the
buildings or streets described in thisbook have their counterpartsin the outside world. However, this
book isawork of fiction, and nothing said about any of the localesimplies anything whatsoever about the
actua place. The characters have no counterparts at dl in the outsde world. Any resemblance to actud
people or events would be entirely coincidenta.

And ontheway | told atale of such power that dl who heard it had thoughts of
repentance.
—Rabbi Nachman of Bratdav

God'sworks are greet. The greatest, however, isnot hiswriting inthe sky ... God gave
Far-li-masthe gift of telling talesin such away that has never been equalled.

—Joseph Campbell quoting Leo Frobenius quoting a Sudanese camel driver.

WE REMEMBER THE FOUNDERS

On the afternoon of the Day of Truth, eighty seven years after the Revolution, Jennifer Mazdan, a
server for the Mid-Hudson Energy Board, fell adeep and underwent a strange dream, one not found
anywhere in the catal ogues. Jennifer hadn't meant to deep that afternoon. A respectable sngle woman
who lived in asurburban hive development south of Poughkeepsie, some seventy miles north of New
Y ork City, she had planned to go to the recital and take her place among her neighbours. There she
would listen to Allan Lightstorm, the greet Picture Teller, recite one of the prime Pictures.

Like everyone else, Jennifer had passed the entire week in astate of high anticipation. It wasn't every
year that an Allan Lightstorm cameto atown like Poughkeepsie. Usudly the Living Masters stayed in the
huge Picture Halls of the big cities, or travelled to the nationd parksfor the mgor recitas. Lightstorm
himself had been expected to speak that year in the massive stone and stained glass hdl on Fifth Avenue
inNew York City.

Usudly Poughkeepsie had to make do on the Day of Truth with its own three or four more prominent
Tellers. There was Dennis Lily, who could speak with great passion, yet often gave so much siressto the



Inner Meaning that he raced right through the story itself. And then there was Alice Windfall, ‘poor Alice
as people caled her. Alice had shown great promisein her early years, 'flying on wings of story' asthe
saying goes, S0 that al who heard her on the day she came back from college found themselves drifting
intotheair, like so many bright-coloured balloons, to look down upon their bodies sitting on the hillsides
with the stooped shoulders and pained expressions of their daily lives. But Alice never repeated that
glorious moment. Maybe it was because of the scanda when Martin Magundo, the Town Compitroller,
got his soul tangled up in the blades of a hdlicoper hired by German tourists to look down on the recitdl.
Though an officid inquiry cleared Alice completdy, and Martin Magundo'sfamily lost their lawsuit against
Alice and the New Y ork College Of Tellers, poor Alice never did fulfil the early promise of her career.
Now, years later, she had hardly kept her voice up. She still spoke on the important days, people went
to hear her in the hope that the Living World might take pity on her and restore her powers. Infact, her
voice often came out durred and the rumour had spread that Alice got drunk before she had to appear in
public.

Occasiondly the mayor or the city manager would appedl to the New Y ork College Of Tdlersfor a
new Teller of somewhat more magnitude. The answer aways came back that the College had to look
after thewhole state, had to weigh dl the factors, and so on and so on. If amayor decided to ask what
factors sent the most talented Tellersto New Y ork or Albany, he or she always received the same
answer. A non-Teller, who judged things only by their rationd surface, who never travelled into the heart
of the Sun, or sat beside Chained Mother at the bottom of the sea, could hardly question the basis of the
College'sjudgement.

Once, Bob Gohi, fresh from hisvictory asthe first non-Revolutionary Republic city manager in thirty
years, asked the current Public Secretary, 'And when'sthe last time any Tellersdid al those things?
adding,

Thered Tdlersdied off years ago and you know it aswell as| do.'

The Secretary stood up from his desk. 'If we refrain from exposing the spirit initsraw state,’ hetold
city manager Gobi, 'we do so for our listeners well being, in respect of their weaknesses and fears.'

'Sure," Gobi said, angry beyond al sense. ‘Don't give me that shit. Everyone knowsyou "refrain”
because you can't. Y ou don't know how any more. The last true Tdller died forty years ago.’

Unfortunately for Bob Gobi, whatever the current Tdllers limitations, they could till work asmple
curse. The next night, when Gobi got up to speak to the Town Council about plans to change the zoning
laws, he opened his mouth and afrog came out to hop onto Joan Lafer's left breast, and from there to the
floor. Everyone laughed, but when Gobi again tried to speak and again afrog leaped out, people realised
it was no prank. They began to back off, then to push for the door. When Gobi tried to shout at them to
stop, awinged lizard flew out of his mouth to fly right into the shrieking face of the town secretary.

Five dayslater Gobi returned to the College Of Tellers on Madison Avenue. He had walked all the
way from his ranch house on Poughkeeps €'s south side. He wore nothing but ablack shirt with the
deevesripped off, and adirty towe from the Y oung Men's Truth Association wrapped around his
genitals and ass. When he came to the door he crawled through the entranceway benegath the pictures of
the Founders until he came to the desk of the Secretary he'd seen the week before. The man smiled.
'What can | do for you? he asked. Gobi looked at him. ‘Come on,’ the Secretary said. 'Don't be afraid.
Tel mewhat you want.'

Gobi wondered if the man had lifted the curse. He opened his mouth and out came adragonfly. 'Very
amusing, the Secretary said. 'Now will you tell me your problem? Crying, Gobi signalled for paper and
pencil. 'No, no,’ the Secretary said. 'No forms. We're not that bureaucratic, whatever people say about
us. Just tell me. Go ahead.' Gobi's thumb jerked at his closed mouth. The secretary made a show of
going back to hiswork. 'l have no timefor charades,” he said. 'If you won't say what's on your mind, I'm

very busy.'



Gobi crawled away, having forgotten to get back on hisfeet. Hetook atrain (no ticket required for a
pilgrim) to the edge of the Oceanfront Spirit Reserve, and according to the forest rangers was seen
heading for the row of skulls on wooden polesthat lined the Forbidden Beach. Many yearslater, during
her own pilgrimage to the Beach to talk to the skulls, Vaerie Mazdan met abent old man who sat
hugging himsalf amid acongress of frogs. She walked over to him and parted the carpet of hair that
covered hisface. He blinked in amazement, not so much at the sight of another human as at the sun,
hidden by his hair for so long he vaguely thought of it asa story held heard as a child. 'Who are you?
Vderie said, knedling down. The man shook his head. "Y ou can tell me,' coaxed Courageous Wisdom. 'l
won't hurt you.'

A flash of anger made the man open hismouth. A butterfly flew out, circled once around hishead,
then vanished in the sunlight. Vaerie nodded, somewhat like adoctor acknowledging symptoms. She
touched hislips. 'Now,' she said, 'who are you? The man thought to turn away from histormentor but
something held him. He opened his mouth wide, asif to expel agreat bullfrog at her, but instead a croak
came out, not unlike the sound afrog makes asit digestsitsdinner of flies.'G ... G... Go..."

Vaerietouched his shoulder. 'Y ou just need practice,’ she said. 'It'sbeen along time.'

Ye... yes' theformer city manager said. Heran off, terrified the woman would change her mind and
bring back the curse. But Courageous Wisdom had dready set off again to find the skulls of her
predecessors. Bob Gobi walked out of the reserve and was picked up by the Suffolk County Sheriff's
office, who took him to the loca Hospita of the Inner Spirit. He Stayed there for the rest of hislife,
working inthe clinic for autistic children. The night he died awave of frogs washed over the hospita,
engulfingitin astorm of croaks. They vanished the next morning.

With Bob Gobi as an example subsequent officias never made much protest at the lack of afirst class
Picture Teller to 'serve the greater Poughkeepsie community' asthe Poughkeepsie Journal editorias put
it. Neverthel ess, the people's souls shrivelled listening to such week voices asthose of Alice Windfal or
DennisLily or the many Telerswho spoke on minor Recita Daysin the neighbourhood Picture Halls
around the city. So when the Mid-Hudson College of Tellers (abranch of the New Y ork authority)
announced that Allan Lightstorm would come to spesk at the recital, headlinesfilled front pages, and the
local televison gtation did specidson hislife, hiscaling, hisinterpretation of the lesser Pictures, his
private audiences with the Presdent and foreign dignitaries.

The current mayor and town manager, fantasi zing that some truly appreciative response would make
Lightstorm see the advantages of permanent settlement in asmaler community, arranged for adevotiona
parade of children bearing three yard high bannersto greet Lightstorm as he walked up the long path to
the peak of Recital Mount. The bannerswere held up by "arthirds, haf genetic manipulation, half pladtic,
and one of Poughkeepsie's two magjor products (the other was athick yellow syrup that promised to
revive freshly dead personsfor aperiod of fiveto ten minutes). In eectric colours the banners depicted
the True History of the city of Poughkeepsie and the life story (exaggerated even beyond the
exaggerdions of officiad biography) of Allan Lightstorm.

Asthe Teller passed each banner a voice sounded from a speaker set on the ground benegth it.
Explaining the Pictures, the voices told how Poughkeepsies origina inhabitants—twelve foot giants
whose skin changed colour according to the season—had carved the city out of huge cedar trees
uprooted in a storm from Mexico and dropped beside the Hudson River. The city prospered until athirty
year drought, during which the people shrank to two foot seven, and theriver cried every night in maudlin
memory of itsformer might. One morning al the inhabitants went out to perform arain enactment in the
high school football stadium. With little confidence the townspeople chanted dong the yard lines and
sprinkled blood on the goaposts. At the same time Poughkeepsie's wonderful cedars, fed up with
congtant thirgt, al marched to the Traprock Quarry and Blasting Corporation on the edge of town and
jumped into agravely pit. In thismoment of despair, with the people's homes destroyed and their ears
battered by the river'sincessant sdf-pity, amulti-tiered ufo landed in thefied of dandelionsthat would



one day become Dutchess County Airport. The space beings, whom the banners depicted as shining
foetuses with overlong fingers and toes, not only showed the people how to make rain seeds out of
common flowers, but also demonstrated how to build modern houses, and even how to set up a
government, complete with school systems, police force, and Spiritual Development Agency. When the
True Revolution came, and the Army of the Saints sailed up the Hudson from New Y ork they found
Poughkeepsie more highly evolved than any of its neighbours.

The last part was actualy adeliberate lie. In fact, Poughkeepsie, once the home of an old-style
corporation caled something like Internationa Bureaucratic Mechanisms, resisted the revolution longer
than any other part of New Y ork State. Technophilesfrom asfar away as Cincinatti and Santa Barbara
came to Poughkeepsie to bolster the resistance to the 'black tide of mud', as one of their spokesmen put
it. From Poughkeepsie they issued proclamations and spies, until at last they announced they had
arranged with 'loyaigts (asthey caled the rgectionistsin the old secular government) to smuggle severa
missileswith fuson warheadsinto their sronghold. Doomsday, they promised, would follow unlessthe
Army of the Saintsand dl their followers renounced what the technophiles called ‘pseudomystical
insanity.’

Now, the banners actually related this incident, perhaps out of embarrassment at the city'stainted
history. But they transferred the place to Newburgh on the other sde of the river. And they then related
how Allan Lightstorm, travelling in aone man boat, glided up theriver to the woods just south of that
city. From there, the banners declared, Lightstorm changed himsdf into agolden Great Dane and
penetrated the rgjectionist fortress. Around his neck, disguised as adog licence, hung ametal plate
inscribed with the Names of the Founders.

Infull Sght of agroup of technophiles Lightstorm (so the speakers said) changed back into his human
form. Holding the metdl plate to hisforehead hetold the Secret Picture, astory of such power that no
Teller has ever dared to repedt it. Thetechsfell to the ground and covered their heads with dirt. "Forgive
us, Magter,' they said. 'We didn't know." Lightstorm raised them up and gave them each abroom.
Chanting Light-storm's name, they swept the evil out of the missiles, and Newburgh (Poughkeepsie)
bel onged to the Revolution. Now, for many historians, the disarming marked the turning point of the war.
But Allan Lightstorm, born fifty three yearslater, had nothing to do with it. Everyone knew that
Mohandas Quark had done the disarming, just as everyone knew that hed become aFox Terrier, much
less conspicuous than a Great Dane. What's more, Lightstorm knew that everyone knew. Nevertheless,
by attaching theincident to Lightstorm, the townspeople demonstrated what they called ‘proper respect’
for their eminent guest. Lightstorm himsalf expected nothing less. Some years|ater, Vaerie Mazdan
would denounce what she called 'flattering an ernpty present with an exaggerated past.' On that day of
Jennifer Mazdan's dream, however, people took it as norma that the mgor Tellers of their time should
inherit the marvels of their predecessors.

The particular marvel chosen did make sensg, for Lightstorm had copied hisrecital skin directly from
that of Mohandas Quark. In great folds of multicoloured satin Allan Lightstorm made hisway up the hill
towards the seat where he would fold his Mohandas Quark wings about his body and tell one of the
prime Pictures proper for the Day of Truth.

If nothing else, Lightstorm was amaster of gesture; as he climbed the hill, he swept hisblue and gold
skin first one way and then another, howling pain and joy, hisvoice so perfectly tuned that everyone who
listened (and that included al of Poughkeepsie except for sad Jennifer Mazdan, adeep at the foot of an
energy guardian) everyonefdt the Earth must open up to release aflood of light that would wash them
clean of fear and sorrow. Later—that night, the next day—a sense of frustration would set in asthey
discovered that the expected purge had never come, that in some way nothing lay beneath Lightstorm's
wondrous voice and gestures, so that the recita became apie with addicious crust and nofilling. Butin
that moment of gpproach they listened with such anticipation that many thought their skinswould
evagporate into the sun.



He must stay, they told themsalves. Why would he comeif hedidn't plan to stay?

Actudly, the impulse to go to Poughkeepsie wasn't Allan Lightstorm's at dl, but cameto himasa
command from the Living World. One morning in June he left his resdence, the building known as ‘the
Paace, across the street from the back of the Fifth Avenue Hall. He walked up 51st Street to Fifth,
where he went into Vaentino's and ordered two white shirts with pearl buttons. From there he strolled up
to Nat Sherman'sfor acase of hisfavourite cigars. He was about to head back when he noticed asmall
crowd of people across the street in front of a spiritua aids bookshop. He crossed the road for acloser
look.

A man in apurple tracksuit had spread a sheet of black plastic on the pavement. Around him stood
men watching him move three metal shells about the cloth. One of the shellswas painted gold, for the
Sun, asecond slver, for the Moon, and the last speckled blue, for the Stars. One of them, Lightstorm
knew, would contain astedl ball, symbol of the Earth. As he moved the shells the man hopped them back
and forth, shieding them with his waving hands so that it became harder and harder to know which one
contained the ball. While Lightstorm watched, aman in agreen shirt handed a coin to the man on the
ground. Bending forward, greenshirt pointed at the Moon. The shellman lifted the Slver dome. Empty.
With an embarrassed grin greenshirt straightened up. The shellman showed the crowd the Earth—it lay
under the Stars—and then he began again to shift the heavenly bodies.

Idiots, Lightstorm thought. He knew that even if someone guessed correctly he wouldn't keep his
winningsvery long. A block or two away a so-caled 'heavenly rectifier' would get asignd to follow the
hero to some quiet corner and relieve him of hisvictory and anything else worthwhilein his pockets.

Lightstorm thought of going back. It was getting chilly out despite the bright sun. But he only stood
there, watching the hands break up the sky. Odd that the man wasn't talking. Nobody said anything.
Lightstorm redlised that no one on the street, no one passing or crossing the road, or salling pretzels or
hot dogs or earrings, no one looking at shop windows or waiting in their carsfor the light to change, no
one made any noise at al. And then he redlised he couldn't hear the cars and buses. No engines, no
horns, no squedls of brakes or tyres. He looked up and down the street. The traffic moved—silently. The
crowds of people till flowed up and down the block, New Y orkers with that purposeful stride, tourists
unsure of their steps. None of them made asound, not their feet, not their bodies bumping into each
other.

I've gone deaf Lightstorm thought, I've gone deaf. But he knew the emptiness was not in hisdrums
or neurons. It lay in the street, in the cars and the people. They looked frail, amost transparent. Even the
huge buildings so beloved of tourists, you could put a hand, afinger, right through them. Hissight did up
the garish front of Trump Tower. Something had emptied out the Sun. No heet remained in it, though it
shone bright enough to hurt his eyes. He squinted. It wasn't the heat that had | €ft.

The stories are gone, thought Allan Lightstorm. Something had emptied al the stories, cleaned out
the people, the city, even the sky and the Earth. He could stamp hisfoot and it would go right through the
crust.

On the plagtic the three shells stood in arow. Behind them the man in the track suit looked up at
Lightstorm. When he smiled, his mouth opened so wide Lightstorm thought he could fall insde. A
Malignant One. A Malignant One. Help me, Lightstorm prayed. He knew he should speak the 'standard
formulaof recognition’ on encountering a Bright Being. 'Ferocious One. | beg you to rlease me. | know
that nothing | have done deserves your evil intervention. But his mouth wouldn't work. He didn't know if
he could move histongue.

The Mdignant One waved ahand over the shells. Choose, he was saying. Choose the correct one
and | will release you. Lightstorm bent forward. How could he know which one? He hadn't even been
watching. His hand moved to the Sun, then he pulled it back again. A wrong choice and he would never
get it back. His hand shook asit moved closer. The Ferocious One grinned and nodded his head.



At that moment awoman tripped and fell on her hands and knees on the plastic. The shells scattered
and the stedl ball rolled free. 'Oh shit,’ the woman said. 'Excuse me. I'm sorry." Lightstorm grabbed the
ged bdl and held it up in front of the shell man. For amoment the Being bared histesth—ydlow, asif
stained with tobacco or smog—but before he could do anything the woman tripped again as shetried to
get up. Shefel againgt the Maignant One, knocking him back against the store window. He shoved her
out of theway but it wastoo late. Lightstorm tossed the ball back at him and the noises, returned to the
street. People were shouting, horns announced atraffic jam, aman saling jelly beansridiculed someone
who wanted to pay with afifty dollar bill. As Lightstorm helped the woman to her feet the shell man
gathered his platic and his heavenly bodies and walked quickly down the block, away from a couple of
copsin short deeved shirts and baseball caps.

Lightstorm looked at hisrescuer. A tall woman with wide shoulders, she stood an inch or two above
Lightstorm in her high-hedled sanda's. She wore pink sunglasses with blue lenses, awhite skirt and apink
jacket, the kind worn by hairdressers or women demonstrating cosmetics. In one hand she carried ared
plagtic purse, in the other asmall gold shopping bag with some Japanese name written in black brush
strokes across the front. 'Hey,' she said in athick New Y ork accent, ‘I'm sorry if | messed up your
game!’

Lightstorm laughed. He was about to thank her, maybe even offer to buy her adrink at Rebirth of the
Spirit Plaza, when alight flared about her hair. It lasted only amoment and might have come from the sun
catching the coating of henna. Lightstorm knew it wasn't the sun. She wanted him to know who had
come for him. Stepping backwards he said, 'Devoted One, | thank you for your devotion. | know that
nothing | have done deserves your preciousintervention.'

The Bright Being nodded her head. In the same accent as before she said, 'Gratitude is not enough.’

Lightstorm glanced quickly at the crowds, the syrupy flow of traffic. He wondered for an ingtant if he
could jump into ataxi and makeit to the safety of hisresidence. He said, ‘Do you want meto do a
penance?

"We need your help,’ she said.
'My help? What do you mean? Do you want me to make a contribution somewhere?

The Benign One laughed. She laughed so loudly Lightstorm discovered he wanted to dap her and tell
her to shut up. He stepped backwards. 'Go to an Oracle,’ she told him. 'Have the Speaker do an
incubation. Y ou'l find out what it isyou have to contribute. Still laughing, she turned and walked away.

Three dayslater Allan Lightstorm stepped onto the rooftop of the World Trade Center. A few
hundred feet away the tower'stwin Sister hosted a network of radar, televison antennae, westher
monitors, and government tracking devices. Here there were only rocks, earth, afew gnarled treeswith
blackened fruit, and a constant whispering.

Traditiondly, Telersdidiked Speakers. Lightstorm made aface a the sght of the gangly woman
gtting on her stone bench in the middle of asmall circle of ugly trees. Beside the bench lay her guardian, a
large lump of black stone, its surface dotted with pasted on bits of coloured glass. She sat with her legs
apart, her elbows on her knees, her head bent forward asif she'd been drinking. She wore abaggy old
smock and men'storn shoes. She probably hadn't washed or cut her hair since her gppointment. He
could see pebblesin her hair, even twigs. When he approached her, and the woman lifted her head he
grunted at the deep lines cut into her cheeks. 'Journey lines," the Speakers called them, one scar for each
of herinitiations.

The incubation lasted over an hour, extremely long for the Great Speaker, who sometimes saw thirty
clientsin aday. By thetimeit was hafway, Alan Lightstorm thought how he never knew he could hate
someone with such apassion. He was sure that many of the things she made him do, the rolling around,
the eating of filth, had nothing to do with gaining access, but only with humiliating him. If only he could
have asked for asmple reading—sticks, fingernail cuttings, cards—instead of an incubation.



When the Speaker findly settled into it—rocking back and forth with her hands around her knees, the
sound of her high-pitched sSinging made Lightstorm want to strangle her. Finally it stopped. Findly she
looked up at him with her eyes clear, and Lightstorm knew she was ready to give her declaration. He
expected some cryptic fragment, like The dead geese fly backward' or 'Y our mother'stongueis broken.'
He would then take it down to the computer experts at the Spiritual Development Agency, and if he
didn't like the interpretation he could apply for arevison. Instead the woman grinned at him and said,
"They want you to go to Poughkeepsie.' Lightstorm said, 'What?

'Poughkeepsie. They want you to recite there on the Day of Truth.'

‘Like hdl I will. I'mtelling the main Picture at the Fifth Avenue Hall that day, rtv is broadcasting it.
Live'

The woman gtarted to laugh. "All right,’ Lightstorm said. 'Fine. Poughkeepsieit is. He turned.

‘Something ese,' the woman said.

'Great. What's that?

They want you to tell acertain Picture!

All the way back to the hall he plotted his revenge against the Great Spesker, against the whole
Association of Oracles and Speakers. Who did she think shewas, ordering him to give up asatellite
broadcast on the most important day of the year? If there was ever afaked declaration ... Moreto the
point, who did shethink he was, some country amateur who would scurry off to do whatever some
maniac Oracletold him? He was aready plotting his moves—the people he would cdl, the line hewould
take—when he arrived at the Palace courtyard, and there, in the centre of the four marble circles, stood
the woman in the pink jacket and the high-hedled sandals, till holding her plastic purse and her Japanese
shopping bag.

Lightstorm took a step towards his benefactor. 'Please,’ he said, 'you can't ask me to do this. I'm
doing the main Picture.’ The woman said nothing. 'Another recital. Choose another one. Founder's Day.
I'll do Founder'sDay.'

She shook her head. 'Please,’ Lightstorm said. ‘It's not fair.'

She unbuttoned her jacket and light flowed from her body to warm Lightstorm's face and chest. She
stepped towards him and opened her arms. Lightstorm bent down so he could lay his head between her
breasts. They were smooth and warm, and her arms around his shoulderslifted him from the growl of the
city into aworld of softnessand love.

The next morning Lightstorm handed in his officia withdrawa from the Fifth Avenue celebration of the
Recital of Truth. That same afternoon he sent aletter to the Mid-Hudson College of Tellers requesting an
invitation to appear as guest Teller for the city and the town of Poughkeepsie.

A part of a version of the Story of THE PLACE INSIDE, first found by Li Ku Unquenchable
Fire (in beauty and truth lives her name forever).

(Hands covered in ash, the Teller reachesinto the sack of winds and lifts out the Face
Blackened By Fire, a charred wooden mask with the eyes and mouth rimmed in silver.)

| am the one who has taken a face

My fingers are birds, my fingers are beasts

My fingers are rocks and the water which lies on the rocks
My fingers are children

The dead, the living, and the never born

My fingers are sticks to beat away time

| am the one who has taken a face



| am the one who speaks

| speak in all the voices

| am the wife of the sun

The sister of the night

| speak from the beginning to the end
| leave nothing out

There once lived aboy, and his mother named him He Who Runs Away. Helived in afar country, a
dry land open to the sun. Thisland lay beyond the Sea of Sorrows, where confused souls hang over the
water. They are the souls of those who took awrong turn, who did not pay attention when their guides
were |eading them to the land of the dead.

His ancestors came across the sea. Propelled by boredom, they set sail in boats covered with tar to
prevent the stranded dead from eating the wood. They covered their bodies in netsto keep off the clouds
of soulswho flew at them like mosguitoes. They set sail, assuring each other that the Sea of Sorrows
guarded the entrance to some lost paradise, aplace wherefood of al cuisinesfdl into your mouth the
moment you tilted back your head, where every few years you could clean, sparkle, and even reshape
your body, like bringing your clothesto the laundry. Carrying their seeds and saplings and cows and pigs
and dogs and cats and caged birds and baskets of snakes, and followed by rats and flies and
cockroaches, they crossed the great water, their eyes painted over with images of palaces and winged
children, their noses stuffed with flowers.

They made it over the sea and smashed their boats. For they thought they had found it—paradise.
They were grinning and 9 apping each other on the back, when suddenly they remembered to wash the
paint from their eyes. At their first Sght of the brown rock many thought they must have |eft aresidue of
turpentine on their retinas. They scraped and scraped until the eyesfell out of their heads. Even now, if
you pass the Sea of Sorrowsto the Bitter Beach you will see masses of eyes staring up at you, to be
appeased only with photographs and picture postcards of the lost world.

He Who Runs Away came out of his mother with his eyes open, al of them, even the ones behind the
head, which most people leave safely closed until after death. He saw the world. He saw the cracked
flatlands of his birth, he saw the hidden bridge back across the Sea of Sorrows, he saw the unspeakable
green of the hill country, the grey teeth of the mountains, the holes covered by clouds. And having seen,
he forgot.

He cdled himself Son Of A God. He promised them his Father's anger.

The children pinched and kicked him, they shrieked at him to call down Daddy God and destroy
them. Three times He-Who-Runs-Away tried to fulfil the prophecy of his name. The children hunted him
down, they dragged him back to his mother with hiswrists and anklestied together like afox or acat.

In hisfifteenth year an earthquake ripped open the ground. Houses legped into the air like enraged
grasshoppers, whole caravans tumbled into cracks (some emerged years | ater to discover highways
paved with glass, towersfor collecting moonlight to use on cloudy nights, and tax agents disguised as
rocks on the sides of the roads). In the middie of the quake Son Of A God climbed on his mother's roof.
He shouted above the roar of the Earth, the screams of the people. Hisfather had come, had come at
last. Hisfather would punish them for their monstrous sins and unspeakabl e rudeness. The people
crowded through the storm of rock to bow down and beg the boy's forgiveness, asking him please,
please, would he send hisfather home again. The earthquake stopped. The people looked around,
laughing and vomiting at the sametime. Then they all picked up rocks and began to throw them &t the
boy. They would have killed him except for afear that maybe, just, maybe, hisfather wasteasing them
and would return. So they drove him into the desert, where dust swirled in more shades of yellow, red,
brown, black, and purple than any Eastern hill dweller, drenched in green, could ever imagine.

Blinded and sick from the sun, his skin amountain range of insect bites, the boy wandered for days



until he cameto arock tower pitted with holes. Hundreds of coloured pebblesfilled the pockmarks,
dories|eft there by the birds and desert rats. Shivering with fever, hdf crying, half moaning with nauses,
chills, and arage as massive as the Moon, He Who Runs Away lay down in the shadow of the stone. He
closed his eyes and shouted for death.

But when he looked up, instead of Our Winged Mother Of Night, he saw before him aVisitor, an
agent of the Living World. The being wore amask half as high as the boy. Splinters of bone and strips of
skin hung from the mask's sides. The forehead was pasted with photographs of burning bodies. Flies
filled the mouth.

He Who Runs Away tried to crawl. A finger touched him at the back of his neck and his soul flew out
his eyes. The next morning, when he returned to his body, he found the mask beside him.

On mogt Recital Days the people of Poughkeepsie attended their various halls. They went to the row
of glassand brick 'moderns on Park Avenue. They went to converted Old World monuments, like the
grey stone towers on Cannon Street, a block from the Blessed Path parking lot south of Main Street.
They went to the garishly painted storefronts of the New Purity movement. For outdoor enactments, such
as Earth Day, they went to parade grounds or the park by the ymta or baseball fields. But on the Day of
Truth, the summer solstice, the community gathered together in large groups. For on that day, according
to doctrine, each person's experience drew from al the others (in contrast to the Day of Isolation, the
autumna equinox, when each listener's universe emptied of everyone but himsdf and the Tdller). Onthe
Day of Truth, when the city paraded its best Tellers, the mgjority of Poughkeepsie's citizens attempted to
squeeze together on the sides of Recitd Mount, an atificid hill built after the

Revolution by the Holy Recovery Agency, Rebecca Rainbow's emergency responseto the
unemployment that grew with the collgpse of the Old World economy. And thisyear, when Allan
Lightstorm would spesk and everyone wanted to attend (except, perhaps, some New Purity purists), the
city had set up gates and guards to keep out anyone who could not show proof of local residence.

Though some began lining up, with deeping bags and tents, five days ahead, most people came early
in the morning or the night before, hoping to get agood spot in clear Sght of the platform. For two or
three days before, throughout the city and the surrounding town of Poughkeepsie, in wood or fieldstone
houses, in brick gpartment buildings, in trailer parks and welfare hotels, people marched in private
processions, their bare feet burnt by the wax of candles held in front of them, their heads adorned with
baseball caps covered in little metal tokens of the Founders. Alone or in small groupsthey prayed and
did penance in the hope that some Devoted One would arrange agood sest for themsalves and their
families

The candles and the caps were not aloca custom. Sold all over the country in spiritua aid stores they
were aregular feature of the Day of Truth, said to bring blessngsfor the coming year. Mot of the
peoplein Jennie Mazdan's hive had bought theirs at the specia display counter Searshad set up inthe
South Hillsmall. As an extrabenefit, the caps sold locdly al displayed portraits of Allan Lightstorm, with
hissgnaturein glittery letters.

Not everybody came early or gave offerings for agood seat. Some, such as city officids, officers of
the Spiritua Development Agency, executive officers of the Bird of Light Factory, and the Directors of
the Chamber of Commerce and Poughkeepsi€'s three hospitals, had their seats guaranteed. Various
groups could count on an automatic place aswell, including the various hive housing devel opments
outside the city. In Glowwood Hive, where Jennifer Mazdan had lived for over three years, people dept
late and awoke with the smile that came from knowing that for at least one day the lower middle class
familiesin their chegp identical houses shared a privilege denied to the doctors and lawyersin their
expensve homes on Wilbur Boulevard and the south side of the city. By mid-morning, however, these
people too had made their way through the traffic jams and the miles of official and impromptu parking to
find their dlotted places and wait, wait for the procession up thetiled path, wait for the glimpse of a



voluminous costume, wait for the legendary voiceto fill their hungry bodies.

The citizens of Poughkeepsie sat on wooden benches, on cushioned seats under citybuilt canopies, on
lawn chairs and blankets, and al through the branches of trees. Those who came later ended up standing
asthe crowds piled in tighter and tighter. The Mount occupied an area south of the city. North of it stood
the mayor's Mansion, aglasswalled pavilion where every year the city manager mimed the beheading of
the mayor as an appeasement to any Malignant Ones hovering about the town. To the south of the hill,
along the riverbank, stood arow of concrete shelters set up for pilgrims on their way north to the national
parksin the Adirondack Mountains near the Canadian border. For the past weeks, ever sincethe
announcement of Lightstorm's coming, the city had kept the shelters closed for fear that out of town
pilgrimswould try to take spots reserved for residents. Today, both the shelter areaand the mansion
groundswould fill up with the overflow of the crowd. East of the shdlter, but still south of the Mount,
began the strip of mals and shopping centres that dotted the Highway of the Nine Wonders between
Poughkeepsie and Wappinger's Falls.

To the east of Recita Mount, just the other side of the highway, lay atown recreation centre, with a
swimming pool ringed by concrete water guardians. Past the pool began a golf course whose location
near the Mount produced low scores, thereby attracting players from asfar avay asNew Y ork City and
Connecticut. Severd years before Lightstorm's day in Poughkeepsie agolfer playing out of bounds next
to the highway diced hisbal over the road to hit an out-of-work gardener |ooking through the fence
surrounding Recital Mount. The gardener decided that God had chosen him for a Speaker, and for the
next few weeks he predicted various developmentsfor the locad area, including the discovery of minera
deposits under the civic centre on Market Street. For atime he maintained a certain fame, with investors
coming up from New Y ork, until the city hired an earth sengtive from Denver to tell them the best place
to dig up the foundation and begin drilling. Her report found nothing but granite and one or two captured
spirits from before the Revolution. The gardener/prophet tried to insist that Ferocious Ones had taken
away the deposits as a punishment for Poughkeepsie's sins and would restore them if everyone followed
him in amonth of prayer, fasting, and sexua excess. Only afew people, mostly teenagers, paid any
atention. Theinvestors returned to New Y ork, the sendtive had to sue to get her fee, and the gardener,
evicted from hishouse by an angry city council, moved to Wappinger's Falls where he set up asmdll
temple of penitence in aformer movie theatre around the corner from the bridge over thefdls.

On the north side of the Mount, southwest of the mayor's mansion, stood awalled complex of
residences maintained by the Poughkeepsie Tdler's Committee in an officia "poverty’ so splendid the
Chamber of Commerce used to feature sketches of it on the cover of itsinvestment brochures until a
court order forced them to stop. From here Lightstorm would begin his march up the Mount to the
platform.

Tothe hill'swest, like agreen and silver cat forever stretching in the sun, flowed the Hudson River,
‘our ancient mother' as Maryanna Split Sky once called it, bounded by cliffs and forests and homes and
raillroad tracks. On that day the water churned with fish who'd gathered to hear the master whose fame
had spread to the birds of the sky and the beasts of the sea. Many years ago the Army of the Saints,
released by the victory in Poughkeepsie from its headquartersin New Y ork, had sailed up theriver in
barges covered with white and yellow flowers (ajourney enacted weekly in Spring and Summer and sold
to the public asthe Boat Ride to Poughkeepsie). The Maignant Oneswho had fled the technophile
bombs had hidden in the river. Now they floated in the water, ready to devour the boat. To protect the
Foundersthe Living World sent agroup of children into the river, their mouths filled with sonesto throw
at the enemy. A Ferocious One in the form of abeautiful woman rose up before them. To each child she
appeared asthe child's mother, purified of weskness or jeslousy or rage, shining with love. The children
dropped their stones and swam to the woman, whose kiss sucked the souls from their bodies. Her own
greed defeated her. She swelled up so large that the Army saw the bloated body and discovered the
trap. Sadly, they could not help the children. Though they punctured the Malignant One the children's
soulsfled into the water before the Founders could restore them.



In Jennifer Mazdan'stime you could till hear children crying every night after eleven o'clock, awalling
that made it impaossible to build housing dong the riversde. Sailboats, barges, and tourist boats would
sometimes get bits of soulstangled up in their rudders, causing the boatsto spinin circles until the
children cameloose again.

Some time around onein the afternoon Lightstorm emerged from the residence. He travelled up the
hill in the grand manner, sweeping the path with thefolds of hisrecitd skin. Billsand coinslay al over the
tiles, offerings of the people who'd managed to make their way through the crowd. The gesture of
‘cleaning the road' with his deeve demonstrated the Teller's non-interest in persond gain. (After the
Recitd the faceless Workers from the residence would come and pick up the money in baskets the shape
of squatting pigs.) As he climbed the hill Lightstorm thought of the satellite hook-up that should have been
carrying his voice across the continent. He wondered whom his chairperson had found to replace him.

He glanced over at the privileged hicks (presumably the mayor and the City Council if that's what they
had here) Stting under parasols on velvet-covered benches right dong the pathside. Right dong side.
Hed be lucky if they didn't try to touch him. Their mouths hung open asif they expected him to feed them
their dinner. The hicks might decide they'd got alittle richer food than they wanted when they discovered
just what picture their imported star was planning for thisfeast of theirs.

Thefact was, the Tdlersdidn't like doing The Place Insde any morethan their listenersliked hearing
it. Teling it could leave you depressed for weeks. According to Judy Whitdlight, Gail Morningsun over in
Brooklyn had once needed a bleeder to drain off the scum of guilt left over in her from the end of the
Ficture.

When held heard that about Gail, he remembered, he'd said "What could you expect from someone
who went around saying "our peopl€e"’ need usto give them back the "beauty” in their lives? Now—now
he wished he could leave the hicks gaping down each other's mouths and go hometo New Y ork for a
long soak in the pooal in the courtyard.

"The Place Insde. He needed that as much as he needed this exile up the Hudson in thefirst place.
Misery. That was the Inner Meaning of the Ficture. He thought Great work, Li Ku. Just what | need. A
Picture that teaches misery. Dedication to insanity was morelikeit.

Somehow the story contai ned—something—you couldn't really say what, except that it had nothing
to do with the officid meaning. But who could understand Li Ku? No oneliked her. Eveninthe
Revolution they caled her the Insane Founder. They almost killed her that time she dragged in those
tattooed followers of hersto spit a Rebecca Rainbow's fedt.

Finaly Lightstorm got free of the rows of 'distinguished' hicks. At the top of the Mount he sat downin
ahighbacked chair made of polished mahogany with nicely cushioned seats and snakesinlaid in gold
aong thearms. Hopelesdy garish, but at least they'd given him something decent to sit on. If only they'd
thought of some shelter from the sun.

He stroked the chairarms, thinking of the time John Thundervoice had accepted an invitation to go out
to Utah (Utah! Lightstorm could hardly believe such places existed) for the Day of Truth. Hed returned
in shock with tales of frozen food and a Teller's chair that was little more than a stone bench. "They think
itsgtill the Time of Fanatics out there," he'd told Allan. 'l mean, what could | do? Jaleen
Heart-of -the-World used to knedl on stone with bare knees. So | couldn't say anything. But that was the
Revolution, for God's sake. | mean, we fucking won these battles. Someone should tell those people that
the goddamn Revolution isover." Hed gone on like that for months.

Lightstorm looked out at hislisteners. There were so many he could only seethe tops of their heads.
Even the ones nearby, even theloca Tellerssitting on thetier below him, appeared to have lot their
bodies, become abstractions of faces. Suddenly he decided to give the Picture everything he had, to let it
all out like he hadn't done in years. He took a deep breath, then dowly turned his head from side to side.
The hickswould remember this Day of Truth for the rest of their squeding littlelives.



Helaid his hands on hisbelly like someone who's eaten abig meal. And then he began the story of
"Too Pretty For Her Own Good' and her lion lover.

That morning Jennifer Mazdan had woken to aloud clamour outside her house. It was the Day of
Truth and the Spiritual Development Agency had sent out its crews of 'sweepers to clear the area of
destructive spiritua configurations. Shelay in bed and listened to the noise—the detection machineswith
their bellsand sirens, the sweepers whistles, their hoarse voices (they tended to hit the hiveslast, snce
everybody e seleft before sunup to get agood place) shouting back and forth and up and down the
street. She groaned and got to her feet, scratching her right breast and then her sde. She couldn't tell if
shewasjust dirty or the mosguitoes had found a hole in the screen door.

She half smiled, her mouth too groggy to grin. Maybe the itch was just the first signs of possession.
Waan't that how it started with Mike's aunt, what was her name, Margaret? Itching al over, then the next
thing she knew she was esting rocks and spitting out gold. Jennie laughed. Mike said hisuncle had
refused to turn Margaret in, hoping to sl the nuggets. Only, when he brought them in they burned right
through the jewd ler'stray or whatever it was he put them in. Poor Uncle Jack. The jeweller turned out to
be an amateur meta-psychologist and knew right away how Jack had come by the gold. When the sda
came to defuse Margaret—apparently lights were going out al over Poughkeepsie, and some brass band
down by the civic centre had started spraying the audience with oil from the bells of their horns—they
found Margaret bouncing around the wallslike a ping-pong ball. Mike said she nearly bit off some
woman's nose before they could net her and drive out the Ferocious One.

Jennie sighed. She was thinking about Mike again. Almost three years and shewas till ... One of
these days she'd have to go down to that place by Ellenville and get scourged for dl the guilt shewas
piling up violating the annulment. Asthe noise in the street came closer Jennie looked at the clock. She
winced. Ten past six. She still couldn't understand what had made her volunteer to work on the morning
of the Day of Truth. It wasn't the money, at least she didn't think it was. Not that she couldn't use the
bonus.

She got herself up and waddled over to the window. About to yank open the dark brown curtains
she redlised she had better put something on. Marjorie Kowski was probably staring out of her window
across the street, hoping the sweepers would find some cobwebs in someone along the block. The last
thing Jennie needed was to parade nude for Marjorie Kowski. Ever since the annulment Jennie was sure
Marjorie was making up stories of frustrated Ms Mazdan seducing everyonein sight, from the retired
cop down the street to the Holy Sister who rode through the hive on her bicycle, blessing the
neighbourhood.

She grabbed her yellow bathrobe from the dream stick at the end of the bed. For amoment she
squinted at the wooden guardian. Sheld never liked that grinning face and bulging eyes. There were two
guardiansfor the bed. The stick supposedly scared away evil dreams hiding in the sheets. Abovethe
headboard adoll with ablank face lay under atiny blanket in awooden box. By setting agood example
the guardian would bring Jennie arestful deep. She rubbed her neck, fiff every morning thisweek. Some
rest.

Holding the robe closed with one hand she pushed aside the curtain over the bedroom windows.
Outside, the sweepers, in their nylon jumpsuits and plastic helmets, were coming up to her corner. Some
checked ther instruments while others dashed the air with long poles wrapped in copper strips. Jennie
remembered how Mike's niece Glissie (short for Glissander of dl things—idiot parents) used to love this
ceremony dmost as much asthe Recitd itsdf. Sheld stayed with Mike and Jennie once the night before
the holiday and the next morning had stood up on the couch and shrieked every time the sveepers blew
their whistles.

Thethought of the Recita relaxed Jennie alittle. She wondered how Allan Lightstorm had ever
decided to come to Poughkeepsie. At work people talked of nothing else, coming up with the craziest
ideas and rumours and justifying them with every authority they could imagine, from cousinsin the



mayor's office to dream visons of Lightstorm receiving commands from the Foundersto go to
Poughkeepsie. Jennie hersdf couldn't imagine why someone who'd appeared on the cover of Time
would even think of coming to aplace likethis. '‘Ours not to reason why," her supervisor had said. 'Ours
just to jump for joy.'

Then why wasn't she jumping? All week, since the announcement, Jennie had dumped through work,
tired, aching, then dragged hersaf home at night to Sit and Stare a the tv or even go to deep right after
dinner. She couldn't figure what was wrong with her. She'd even gone down to the company infirmary,
wondering if she was anaemic or something. Nothing. Blood bright and sparkly. The nurse had spent the
whole time chattering about Allan Lightstorm moving to Poughkeepsie and setting up ablessing centre for
the Mid-Hudson Valey Mystery Society.

The sweeper team advanced to the stretch of road in front of her and Ron Miller's bits of lawn. Jennie
was glad she didn't work for the sda. It was aready to hot she'd begun to swest in her bathrobe, and
they were stuck in those protective suits. Mid-Hudson Energy didn't pay much, but &t least you could
wear shorts.

Jennie took a step back from her window asthe crew hesitated in front of her house. Why were they
stopping? Was there something wrong? For some reason she thought of her father's death, and her
grandmother explaining how 'Daddy’ (shed never called him that, it was dways'Jmmy") had goneto the
Living World.

The sweepers moved their arms in wide loops, swinging their detectors like swords, first at the sky,
then down at the ground. And then they went on walking. Not even a step onto her property. Jennie sat
down on the bed, then let hersdlf fall so that the top of her head extended over the edge of the mattress.
Shewasdl right. No destructive configurations. No possession by 'Being or Beings unknown' asthe
courts described it. Whatever €l se was wrong with her Jennie was clean.

She got up and closed the curtains again, then took off the robe to stand in front of the narrow mirror
on the closet door opposite the bed. She looked so tired, her breasts starting to sag, her face al drawn
and thick looking.

Old. Shewas getting old and she wasn't even thirty. It wasn't fair. She stepped closer. Shewas
getting adouble chin, just what she needed. Tilting her head back, she stressed the neck muscles. Maybe
she should deep with astrap. Did anyone actudly do that? Did such thingsredly exis? Maybe
Lightstorm could pedl the years off her. Like Ingrid Burning Snake did to those people in the old age
home. Shetried fluffing her hair, but it didn't help. She should have l€ft it long. It was supposed to be
bouncy, that'swhat the girl a the beauty parlour had called it, but the Sdesjust hung there and the top
stuck up like an ornament.

Maybe she should go somewhere. Vacation. That'swhat people did in the Summer, wasn't it? Get
restored by the Day of Truth, and then take off somewhere. But where? And who with? She didn't want
to go done and she couldn't think of anyoneto ask.

She put on apair of faded tiger-striped panties (specia for Allan Lightstorm, who'd once claimed the
tiger asapersonal totem), pleated Bermuda shorts rolled up a couple of timesto look sexier, and a
V-neck T-shirt with small cap deeves, blue to match the shorts. She glanced at the clock. If she didn't
get going soon sheld have trouble making her rounds and il getting to the Mount in timefor the recital,
reserved place or not. Maybe Lightstorm would fix her up. Every year after the Day of Truth thetv was
full of stories about cripples dancing, blind people painting portraits of the Tellers, impotent men fathering
triplets.

She wondered what picture Allan Lightstorm had chosen to tell. Maybe the river story, or the origin
of fire, or maybe First Teller creating the world out of her own body. Jennie had dways loved that one as
akid. Shewould hold on to her father's hand and Jmmy would promise her that they'd fly together
through the roof.



Fedling alittle more excited she went into the small bathroom. As she sat on the toilet seat she
remembered how Mike used to complain if she camein to talk to him while he was shaving. 'Wait'll we
get abigger house' he used to say.

In the kitchen Jennie made aface at the dishes piled up in the sink. She plucked abowl and
soupspoon from the sink, ran hot water on them, then wiped them dry with adish towe spotted with
chicken grease. Got to do awash, she thought as she filled the bowl with Spirit Bits, roasted oats shaped
into faces. Supposedly they represented divine Beings and would give you a sacred infusion asyou ae
them. Grinding God with your teeth. The back of the box contained a crude portrait of Francesca
Heaven's Pride, part of aserieson the mgor living Tellers. Jennie glanced at it then | eft the box on the
counter to open the refrigerator for the skim milk. When sheld wet the cereal she stared at the coffee pot,
wondering if she had time, or energy, to make afresh pot. With atwist of her mouth she plugged itiin,
remembering just in timeto take out last night's grounds so the coffee wouldn't recyleitself. She should
get adrip pot, she knew. Everybody had them. But there was something Jennie liked about the
old-fashioned electric percolators. She liked the sighs and whispersit made asit bubbled the coffee.
They reminded her of a Teller her father had once taken her to hear. Still standing she mumbled a thank
you to the food and began to spoon the Spirit Bitsinto her mouth.

Now that the sweepers were gone noises came from the houses and lawns around her.
Someone—Gloria Rich, she thought—was shouting at her kids. Ron was saying some prayer or other,
probably an apology for cutting hislawn. That reminded her, she should get the Kowski kid (she could
never remember his name) to cut the grass. Thistime sheld make sure to pray the night before. Last
week sheld forgotten entirely and half the lawn had withered while the other half got choked with weeds
so that shéld had to giveit ablood offering, not to mention five hours of yanking out crab-grassand
laying down fertilizers

Maybe she should move back to the city. It was Mike who'd wanted to move to Poughkeepsie in the
first place. His home town. But what kind of work would she find in the city? She couldn't imagine being
a Server there. Probably get raped or mugged twice aday. Anyway, her mother would take areturn to
the city as proof that Jennie had findly decided not to run from her true cdling inthe arts. Likethetime
Jennie had dropped out of college and Beverley had filled the house with artists, hoping they would
'shatter that bourgeois cocoon you've spun around yoursdlf, as Beverley put it.

She poured hersdf coffee while it was still lukewarm, then walked with it back to the bedroom for her
sandals. A few gulps more and she grabbed her fake leather bag and was out of the door. In the
driveway she made aface a the sticker on the back bumper. ‘Lightstorm must stay' it read. Shefelt so
stupid having that thing on her car. It wasjust ... everybody a work was doing it and she didn't want to
look like asnob. Anyway, Lightstorm would leavein aday or two and she could take it off.

AsJennie got in the car avoice said, 'Good morning." Jennie jumped before she recognised it asthe
computer that reminded her to fasten her seat belt or warned her when some Malignant One had lowered
the oil pressure. But when did it ever wish her good morning? 'Fair weether,' the voice piped.
‘Temperature and barometric pressure both within acceptable limits. A lovely day for ajourney.’ And
when did it ever give weather reports?

'Personification,’ she muttered. Some power or other had entered her car's computer. Her goddamn
car. To celebrate the Day of Truth.

'Excuse me? the car said.

God, Jenniethought. / don't need this. Pick on someone else. She remembered her college course
in spiritua anthropology, 'spanthro’ as everybody called it. Personification, the textbooks claimed,
indicated an ongoing or immanent criss. Jenniethought, 1've already gone through a crisis. My
husband annulled our marriage. Isn't that enough?

The car said, 'I'm pleased to report high levels of harmony between Earth and Sky. Fine indications



for long trips or expeditions.’

Expedition. Was that acode word or something? She said, 'Blessed powers, protect me. | swear a
penancefor dl my sns'

The car quoted, 'A journey of athousand miles beginswith asingle prayer.’

"Youidiot, Jennie said. 'I'm not taking any journey. | just have to go around town.' She started the
engine. If they wanted to personify acrummy old car like hers...

'I'm sorry,' the dashboard said. 'l just thought you should know.'

'Shut up!" Jennie shouted, then immediately added, 'I'm sorry, I'm sorry. | just want to get to the
recita.’

The car didn't answer. If the Visitor remained insde, it had decided to sulk. Jennie turned left onto
Blessed Spirit Drive, then left again onto Heavenpath Road. It's nothing, shetried to assure hersdf asthe
car wobbled down the street. Just arandom charge ahead of therecital. Probably everyonein
Poughkeeps e was suffering spontaneous eruptions, even complete occurrences. Because of Lightstorm.
Someone with that much power coming to a place like Poughkeepsie. The valley couldn't handleit. All
the dormant patternswererising up. Perfectly normal.

At the exit she pulled over for amoment. Beside the car stood the hive's'celestia guardian’,
supposedly ameteorite, but in fact aplain grey boulder. At the moment it lay under ablanket of sanctified
auminum foil, ashidd to reflect evil away from the hive on this most important day of the year. Jennie
wondered if she should get out and touch it, ask it to protect her. She was afraid to leave the car.

And something dse. A few feet from the guardian adisc of green metd lay in the ground. A soul-map
they called it, with adiagram of the streets etched into itsraised surface. A promise of spiritua unity with
al your neighbours. Just step on it and fedl yoursdlf joined to the hive. Jennie and Mike had stepped on it
once. On their way to the Supermarket. And then Mike had |eft her.

After what seemed along time Jennie put the car in gear and drove forward to the edge of the
highway. The dashboard stayed silent. A moment later she was driving north on Route 9.

A couple of minutes later she turned off onto Spackenkill Road, empty of people yet dive with the
spirit of celebration. On the left, slver faces decorated the high thorn bushes marking the entrance to the
public labyrinth. On the right silk ropes bound together the guardians standing &t the entrance to the
private school where movie starsand New Y ork Tellers sent their children. Further ong, banners
floated from the houses, and the trees displayed seven foot strips of paper with Allan Lightstorm's name
written thousands of times. Papier méché dolls made in school art classes hung on screen doors, their
arms straight out to welcome Lightstorm and his picture into their homes. Up the road the tombstonesin
the Dutchess County Tellers cemetery shone with blue and yelow paint.

Seeing dl this preparation Jennie found hersdf half excited, half guilty that she herself had done so
little. She hadn't even decorated her house or put out any signs. She hadn't even cleaned her house.
Maybe the Visitor had cometo remind her of her duties. But it wastoo late now. Sheld haveto go
graight from work to the Mount. 'I'm sorry,’ Jennie said.

A car passed her—there was amost no traffic, everyone was queuing up for a place—and the driver
honked and waved at her. Jennie waved back. Turning up Cedar Avenue she tried to remember more of
what sheld learned in spanthro about personification, about breakthroughsin generd. Therewas so little,
itwasal solong ago. Infact, Jennie knew, sheld never learned much in the first place.

I would have made a good scholar, shetold hersdlf. If I'd just had the chance. She'd hoped to
study True History, especidly the Founders. That goal had held her for years, since childhood redlly,
when her father had given her acopy of The Lives Of The Founders shortly before his death. A month
after he'd died, when Jennie'd been walking with her head drooped forward, Janet Artwing's face had
appeared in the sdewalk on Hudson Street, in front of the Post Office, telling her not to cry for her



father, saying Iimmy loved her and sent his blessing from the land of the dead. ‘Read the book," Janet
Artwing told her. All through school, and high school, Jennie had assumed the Living World had chosen
her for ascholar. She would dedicate her booksto her father's memory. And then, somehow, when she
entered college, it had al falen apart. She couldn't concentrate, she kept deeping late and missing
classes, she even failed abasic coursein her main subject. | just didn't get any support, shetold

hersdf. If I'd had a little help, or encouragement, from my mother, or Mike ... What was she
thinking? She didn't even meet Mike until sheld dropped out of school. She was working that temp job at
Bloomingdal€'s the day she and Mike had met.

And asfor her mother ... Jennie knew very well what Beverley thought of Jennie's hopes of
scholarship. Mommy had expected (still expected, against al the evidence and Jennie'sinsstence) that
Jennifer would follow in her Mommy's footsteps and become amusician. Or at least an artist or awriter.
Never mind that Jennifer had gone to college. Never mind that she dropped out only to betray al sanity
by getting a suburban husband, a surburban house, and a suburban job, and then, when she lost thefirgt,
keeping the other two. In Beverley'seyes, it was al just 'deepwaking.’

Jennie drove aong Cedar Avenue up to 376 where she turned right to the end of Raymond Avenue.
She drove up Raymond Avenue, past Vassar College and the primary Tellers residence, then past empty
shops hung with banners and posters. Clothes boutiques lined the blocks near the college. Like many
native Poughkeeps eites Jennie never shopped there. Today, dl the window dressers modes, mae and
femde, bore Lightstorm'sface.

With no traffic to stop her Jennie drove straight up to Main Street and then right to the interchange
that brought her onto Route 44 going east out of town. Even on the multi-lane road she saw amost no
cars. When 44 changed back to anormal country highway she passed a group of teenagers on bicycles.
They dl wore deeveless jackets with the number three on the back, a proclamation that they were eternal
pilgrims on their third incarnation as a unified group. Jennie wondered why they weren't at the Mount
fighting for seatsin that obnoxiousway group pilgrims had of linking arms and trampling anyone who got
intheir way. Maybe they were going later. As agovernment registered unit they might have got the
county sdato order them reserved places. Like the hives.

Finaly Jennie pulled her car into the gravelly parking lot of Mid-Hudson Energy's administrative
offices. She didn't notice any carsfrom any of the other Servers. The few who were working besides
hersdf had probably got their assgnments and gone. Which meant that Maria had to wait for Jennie
before she hersdlf could go and queue up for a sedt.

A large cardboard cut-out of Allan Lightstorm greeted her with awave of its hinged arm asthe glass
door did open into the building. Jennie punched her time card, then realised she wouldn't be coming back
at the end of the day and would have to write in her hours. She hurried down the corridor, past the mura
of the Benign Oneswho lived insde the Sun pouring their streams of burning € ements onto agrinning
Earth. In the servers staff room a couple of white plastic cups and some scattered sheets of paper were
al that remained of the meeting.

Maria Canterbury, Jennie's dispatcher, raised her eyebrows as she played with her single braid of
hair. 'Y ou look awful,' she said. "Y ou look like you've just washed up from the underworld.’

I'mlate, Jennie said stupidly.

‘Late? Mariaraised her handsin a show of surprise. 'How could you possibly be late? My star
Server. The others must have al gotten lost. Seduced by incubi and succubi lurking on the roads!’

'Please," Jennie said. She could hear how close her voice sounded to tears. 'Can | just get my list and
go?

Mariadid off her desk to come stand next to Jennie, who winced at the huge woman's approach. A
former weightlifter and wrestler, twice champion of Dutchess County sacred bench press, Mariamoved
like the great boulder that had rolled down Storm King Mountain to come and hear Jonathan Mask Of



Wisdom. 'What'swrong? she said.
It'snothing.
"Y ou sure about that?

Jennie wished she had the nerveto tell her boss about her personified car. She said, 'It's nothing,
Maria. Y ou've got to get to the Recitd .’

‘Bullshit. I'll put on my tough face and everyonell get out of my way. Watch, put on the news tonight,
you'll see me Sitting next to the mayor.’

Jennie smiled. 'In your fluorescent sweetshirt?

'Y egh, that'sit. Now what's wrong? Jennie shrugged. 'Come on. I'm an old-fashioned boss. I'min
charge of my workers spiritua welfare.’

I don't know," Jennie said. 'Redlly. It'sjust ... | just fed so low lately.’

'Have you been for a scan?

‘A scan? No-no, | don't need—I don't need anything like that.'

'‘Okay, then, how about a shrink?

It's nothing that serious. It'sjust—I don't know, | just can't seem to get excited about anything ... '
'How about Lightstorm? Are you excited about that?

'l guess. | dontknow ... "

There was silence for amoment, then Mariasaid, 'Well, maybe Lightstorm's not dl they say heis.
Not dl he saysheis.' Shelaughed.

Softly Jennie said, 'None of them are.’ Mariadidn't answer. Looking at the floor Jennie said, 'l
wouldn't fed thisway if the Tellers did what they're supposed to do. Peoplein the Days of Awe didn't
fed likethis'

'l guess not. Maybe you need aholiday. Y ou've got some time coming, haven't you? Y ou could go
tomorrow, pack tonight after the Recitd. I'll get the othersto cover for you.'

'I've got no placeto go.’

'Go to the beach or something.'

I haven't any money. Anyway, beach places get booked up for Truth week monthsin advance.”
'Wéll, go and visit your mother or something.’

Jennie made anoise. 'That'sjust what | need.'

'Well, you can just stay home and watch television. You need arest.'

‘Cant | just have my assgnment?

'Forget your assgnment. They'll keep until tomorrow. Y ou can get out to the Mount and wait for the
Recitd to sart up.’

'Please, Maria'

Mariasighed, her breasts rising on her muscular chest. She reached into the pocket of her jeansfor a
sheet of yellow paper. 'Here,' she said, 'there's only afew but you'll have to move fast. Don't forget to log
them.’

Jennie grabbed the list and rushed outside before Maria could show any more concern for her. Inthe
parking lot she hesitated before touching the car. The Visitor had |eft apparently; she did into the seat
without any comments from the dashboard. She checked the card. Four services, none of them
anywhere near each other. The price she paid for coming late.



‘Service meant tending to the guardians watching over Dutchess County's energy system. There were
hundreds of these protectors, the same as the many thousands scattered over the rest of the country, one
for every neighbourhood, housing development, hospitdl, factory or shopping mal. The guardianslivedin
'husks,' rectangular stedl or bronze monoliths with the corners and edges rounded off. Ranging in height
from fiveto eight feet the husks dl bore aface on one sde—horizontal diamondswith lines acrossthem
for the eyes, three vertical linesfor the nose, arow of short vertical linesfor the mouth. Jennie liked this
face, liked the fact that no one had elaborated or decorated Arthur Sweetwind's origina design.

The back displayed atrio of etched drawings. The first showed the chaos after the Revolution, when
the liberated electricity ran wild, blacking out, over charging, starting up factories and can-openers
without permission. The second depicted Swestwind (in beauty and truth lives his name forever)
summoning the guardiansfrom theinvisbleworld. Thelast showed acity gleaming with light and
humming with obedient energy.

The sides of the husks held double rows of small hooksfor peopleto leave things for the guardians.
Usually wrapped in sk and placed in small mesh bags these offerings might include newspaper clippings,
vacation souvenirs, photos of friends and relatives (especialy dead ones, for if it pleased them the
guardians might pass dong messages), chips of wood from anew house, or odd itemsthat only the
owner might understand—a broken shoelace, asinged dish towd, the cap from a shampoo bottle. Jennie
and the other servers had aso found sexua mementos, ranging from torn panties to ornate nipple clips.
For the past week dmost dl the hooks contained signifiers of Allan Lightstorm. There were Sgned
photos, newspaper articles, smal beanbags with hisface painted on them, copies of hisofficia
biography, and drawings and paintings of Lightstorm done on paper, wood, and stone. Those few hooks
not given to the Teller held bags with requests. People asked the guardians (or maybe Lightstorm) for
healing, for love, for the return of husbands and wives, for work or promotion, for passing gradesin
summer schoal.

When Jennie firgt started work shed been shocked to discover that the Servers would sometimes
take out such requests and read them. They would St in the staff room and pass on the wilder things
people had written. After awhile Jennie thought she should try it. She didn't want to Sit therelike anidiot
while everyone traded stories. Sheld chosen along message only to discover that the overlarge writing
aternated between explicit descriptions of sexua torture and wild pleasto ‘drive the Malignant Ones out
of my head.' For aweek

Jennie had stayed a home, terrified to watch tv for fear of news bulletins about mass graves. Nothing
had happened.

Jenni€'sjob required her first to wash down the husk with sanctified cleaning fluid. Then she adjusted
the alignment. Buttons allowed the statue to turn on its base. Using instruments and atable of dateswith
aignment numbers Jennie made sure that the face looked in the direction of the risng sun. Findly she
recited a company prayer of appreciation and burned afake stock certificate made out to Arthur
Swesetwind. Then shelogged the place and the time and moved on to the next one.

It wasn't adifficult job, certainly not an intellectua one. Jennie sometimes thought it beneath
her—M ike had thought so. Y et whenever she told herself she should look for something €l se she never
got beyond glancing at the want adsin the Poughkeepsie Journal.

Her first service brought her to Founders Street, despite its name asmall road in the north of the city,
near the Hospital of the Inner Spirit. It was a pretty area, with old two and three storey houses, and alot
of trees. Though the company had chosen the Street because of the dight elevation compared to the
surrounding area, they till had had to mount the husk on ametal frame tower to get it above the trees.

Jennie dways liked this stop, especially in Summer. She liked climbing up and looking down at the
branches, at the rooftops, the rich lawns with their precisely cut bushes. Y ou could even see aglimpse of
theriver, apatch of slver among the green. She parked the car at the foot of the tower and grabbed her
small bag of equipment from the seat next to her. She was about to get out when she decided she'd



better take along her Allan Lightstorm cap to protect her head against the sun. She wasn't sure she liked
the cap. Sheld got it the week before, when she and a couple of the other Servers had gone shopping
one evening after work. It seemed, well, indecent almost, the way they'd superimposed Lightstorm's face
over the emblems of the Founders. 'Ol d-fashioned,’ she accused herself and stuck the thing on her head.

Jennie climbed the ladder and stepped out onto the platform. Even with goggles she had to squint
againg the roar of sun coming off the stedl face. As she hurried through her routine she thought how shed
soon be travelling with Allan Lightstorm, nice and safe insde the Picture, packed inwith al her
neighbours. She shook her head. Theideadidn't seemred.

Jennie's next service took her al the way to Well-of-Hope Junction, asmall collection of houses,
offices, some garden gpartments, and asmall shopping mall southeast of Poughkeepsie. In the centre of
the village stood the well, adeep pool of yellow oil. Once ayear people gathered at dawnin
Poughkeeps e and marched behind agroup of Tdlersto this pool, where ablack meta fence prevented
people from faling or jumping in. Along the way they drenched their clothes—specid head-to-toe outfits
of absorbent paper—in a pink liquid meant to contain al the past year's guilt, fear, and despair. When the
exhausted crowd reached the well they all ripped off their paper suits and threw them in the oil which
digested the paper but |eft the miseries bubbling on the surface.

It didn't work. Not any more. Some people managed to drop afew obsessions or annoyances, but
most |eft their basic catalogue of unhappinessintact. In the Time of Fanatics people had stripped off not
only their fears but even their memories, and sometimes their entire persondities. They had to pay people
to drive them back to town and teach them who they were supposed to be.

The peoplewho lived in Hope in those days after the Revol ution would sometimes, on windy days,
find themsalves coated in other people's emotions, causing them to run up and down the street acting out
long-gone crises. Even today, it took a certain kind of person to live in Hope, despite the money made
from tourists who came to photograph or take part in the ceremony. They enjoyed suddenly getting
enraged at someone they'd never met, or mourning the end of alove affair they'd never experienced.

Jennie finished her service and | eft Well-of-Hope as quickly as possible. The next service took her
back to Poughkeepsie, to the guardian living on the roof of the county offices building on Market Street.
Though the building was closed for the Recitd (Jennie had her own key) alarge crowd had gathered in
thesmadl plazain front of the lobby. Mostly out-of-townerswho would later go onto recitds at
Wappinger's Falls and Beacon, they had cometo visit Poughkeepsi€'s holiest site, the Founder's Urinal.

Origindly afountain decorating the old lifeless building, the Urind marked the spot wherethe Army of
the Saints had gathered after their boat ride to Poughkeepsie. Ecdtatic at the victory, the water in the
fountain had leaped into the air, drenching aflock of geese, apair of crows, and a pilotless hdlicopter, al
of which had come to witnessthe liberation. Either to celebrate, or because their bladders had pressured
al at the sametime, the Founders, men and women alike, had pissed together on the dry concrete, filling
the basin with abright light and awonderful smell, noticeable on the other side of theriver. Y ou could
also see, if you put on dark glasses and looked closely, afew drops of blood from one of the Founders
whose prostate had sold out to the enemy. Over the years, instead of drying up or even subsiding, the
liquid continued to bubble and hiss and give off itsfragrance (the light had sadly dimmed from dilution
with theinferior urine of theloca Tellers)

Poets and artists, especidly those with cregtive blocks, came from al over the country to sip from the
sacred water. The night before, in atelevised ceremony, Allan Lightstorm had added his own stream to
the pool, and now so many pilgrims were lined up with their tiny cups (on sde a akiosk beside the
building) that Jennie had to shove to get to the door. She smiled, thinking of Mariabooming through the
crowds on the Mount. On the way out she saw the police carrying off some man who'd attempted to add
his own profane urine to the holy liquid. According to the crowd the police had dapped his penis avay
just intime, causing it to bathe some scrawny dog who was now trying to shake himsdlf dry. Laughing,
Jennie made her way back to the car.



She sat amoment, watching the crowds from across the street. She till loved such things—rédics,
ghrines. Sheld studied True History because of them, thinking of the subject asa sort of grown-up Lives
of The Founders. She leaned back in her seat. Maybe today would lift her out of her depression after
al. Maybe Lightstorm would dissolve dl the layersin aspray of sory more powerful than the Founders
piss. Anyway, if she didn't get the damn car going she'd boil away. She started up the engine and drove
up the empty street, heading towards her last stop.

As she reached the highway and swung north towards Hide Park Jennie thought about the changes
she could makein her lifeif Allan Lightstorm reconnected her to existence. She could go back to school.
She could go and see her mother, throw so much love at Beverley sheld haveto love Jenniein return.
She could even try to start things up with Mike, arrangeto meet him al over again. God, shethought, all
| can think of isthe past. No plans, no ideas, not even any hopes. Just an idiotic desire to revive a dead
life

The last husk on her list stood on top of a hill instead of atower or arooftop. One of Jennie's
favourites, the guardian watched over the complex of buildings that formed the Poughkeepsie Bird of
Light factory. She parked the car in the small space reserved for Servers and stepped onto the grassto
gtare up a the husk, one of the largest in the area. Sometimes she could fedl the power buzzing al around
her. She made aface. Not today apparently. Today she just felt—tired. She squeezed shut her eyes, then
opened them wide. Just afew minutes more and then she could go to the Recitd.

From the top of the hill she looked down at the factory. Officiadly started by Rebecca Rainbow, the
Founder who'd restored the economy after the Revolution, the Poughkeepsie Bird of Light Corporation
displayedin dl its centres alifesize statue of the great Teller. Staring down at it Jennie could see, & the
bottom, one of Rainbow's quotations, something about financid life based on spiritua truth.

God, she wastired. She just wanted to lie on the grass. She leaned against the husk a moment, then
took out her cleaning equipment and tables of aignments. When sheéld done the service she had to Sit
down and catch her bregath.

How could she drive like this? It was crazy, unfair. She'd done her work, she was free, there was
even aspot waiting for her, and now she was so exhausted ...

Jennie could see the dream coming even before she actudly fell adeep. Like some huge cregture it
lumbered up the hill towards her, blotting out the factory, the trees, theriver. 'Get away,’ Jennie said. She
ran to her car. 'Leave me done. I'm going to the Recitd.'

The car door stayed shut. Y ou see,' the dashboard crowed. 'l told you you were taking ajourney.’

'Please,’ Jennie whined, 'Open up.’ She did down against the door. There shelay, in athick lump, her
head asmaller lump propped against one of the wheels. Her eyes closed and the dream legped on her.

She was crying—walking dong the riverside down by Lower Main Street, and shewas crying
because she knew she was dreaming, and even though the ceremony didn't start for another two hours,
she knew, with dream certainty, that she wouldn't get there, she wouldn't get to hear Allan Lightstorm
after dl.

As shewaked she began to notice things lying on the ground, first money, peculiar coins embossed
with masked facesingtead of queens and presidents, then little statues of animals, or sticks of wood with
feathers attached to them, or dog whistles. Whatever she found she picked up and stuck in voluminous
pockets that soon bulged out in front of her.

On the yellowed grass dong the water's edge people lined up to Sare a her. She could hear them
talking, telling jokes by the tone and the looks. But she couldn't make out the words, just bits of words,
broken syllables. They began to laugh. The sound puckered Jenni€'s skin and made her itch, like insect
bites.

The water legped up at the grass. The lines of people moved closer, their jokes and gulping laughter



getting louder and louder. They began to clap and snap their fingers, and then to stamp their feet and
whigtle, until Jennie screamed at them to leave her done. 'It's not me you want,' she shouted, her hands
cupped before her mouth because that was the way they did it in the mystery plays when they announced
the birth of the Great Stories. 'It's not me, it's my daughter. My daughter.’ No one heard, and childless
Jennie wondered, even in the dream, why she should have said that.

She pushed aside two laughing women, each with abreast cut off, like the Living Mothersin their
underground refuges outside Cincinatti. She wanted to run and jump in theriver.

But when she reached the little metd railing that kept deeping pilgrims from diding into the weater she
stopped and stared. A huge gathering of fish swam before her, al sizes and shapes, from agreat
flatbellied thing with fanged teeth and hard bumps al aong its back, to atiny finback with pointed teeth,
to ashort subby creature with atriple chin and layers and layers of scales sharp enough to dice bread.
At firgt she thought thefish al roaring with colour, but when she squatted down to get closer to the water,
she saw that they had al turned adreary grey. Something had sucked the colour from them, had drained
it away over years and years until nothing waseft. They knew it. They swam aimlesdy, avoiding each
other's touch, many of them ramming the rocks that stuck out from the surface of the water. Jennie began
to cry and looked around for ahandkerchief, asif the Parks Commission would set them out in case
someone needed to blow her nose.

Just then anew fish swam among the others. Long and thin, dmost ed-like except for its smdl tail and
flippers, it glistened black. Itstiny mouth, human-shaped, opened and closed. Jennieredized it was
gpeaking to the other fish, who swam around it in concentric circles. They reminded Jennie of the
mandala balets held on Enactment Days. And then, as the black fish told her stories, the colour returned
or came awvakein al the others.

They gave off so many greensand golds and purples and yelows and magentas, some with every
scalein three different tones, so many coloursthat the excess of light changed into sound, music getting
louder and louder, great chimes and gongs and whistles and thundering booms, flying out of the water
and into the air where they bounced off the trees and buildings and turned back into colour to fal on
Jennie like a sudden flood. Dripping with orange and red and gold and auburn, Jennie turned around, just
intime to see the crowd of peoplerising into the air, some with their eyesrolling around, others flapping
their arms, asif they refused to admit that the rain of colour had released them from the Earth, and
pretended instead that they flew under their own power. Jennietoo tried to fly, giving little hops dong the
riverade. She only twisted her ankle. She sat down to rub it, moaning through the pain, ‘It's not fair, it's
not fair. She's my daughter, isn't she?

She was walking through her mother's house, plodding in her tattered green bathrobe past rows of
locked doors. She entered aroom and found herself in ancient Persia. Someone was running a street
organ, agirl in ablack turban was ditting open a snake, someone e se was announcing afree fuck, any
position you liked, with the hidden Imam. Somewhere behind the carniva stalls, the Persian baseball
team was getting set for the All-star game. Jennie thought they looked pretty bad, even for foreigners.
Shed heard that the royal team of Kush could best them eadly.

Jennie was hungry, she hadn't eaten in fifty years. 'Y ou're too picky,” Mike used to tell her, and she
had to agree, every stal she passed herein the Persian carnival looked great from a distance but when
she came close—to the baklava and whipped cream, or the yakmeat hamburgers, or the kosher hotdogs
coated in candied sesame—they al looked overdone, or melted, or much too peppery. 'Y ou always
want something perfect,’ Mike said, deepfrying what |ooked like along cucumber. 'But only the Living
World is perfect. Aslong asyou've got abody you've got to stick thingsiniit.'

She began to walk faster, hoping to reach the end of the stalls and hide in the forest she could see
beyond the street. Above and behind the stalls, on rickety wooden bal conies, people in hooded
nightgowns shouted at her. 'l don't understand Persian,’ she shouted back. No one listened. She had
amost reached the end when an old leglesswoman came rolling up on amotorised carpet to block



Jennie€'s way. The people on the bal conies laughed and applauded as Jennie tried to dodge past her.

Jennie could see the animals running through the forest. The smdll ones, the rabbits and the monkeys,
rode on the backs of the jaguars, the zebras, the el ephants. Overhead the birds flew, directed by the
beetles and the cockroaches pinching and tugging on their wingtips. Jennie wanted to run with them. She
wanted to rip away her clothes and let the wind dry the sweeat on her breasts and thighs. But every time
shetried to reach them the old lady cut her off. "What do you want? Jennie pleaded.

The woman said something in Persan and held out atube-shaped silver box about ten incheslong.
Jennie shook her head and backed off; the woman rushed forward, shrieking at her, nearly jabbing her in
the belly. Jennielooked at the animals, saw the rows thinning out, and in the sky only a couple of hawks
and sparrows.

"Were hungry,' the woman said. 'Eat.' Behind her someone jumped up and down on atrampoline.
Jennie grabbed the box and opened it to find another box, al of gold so soft she could stretch it out to
twiceitsorigina length just by rubbing it. Insde she found athird box, of white satin, and on and on, until
she held a perfectly shaped pine-wood coffin about three quarters of an inch long. She pried it open with
her fingernail. A seed of some sort lay ingde. It looked like afur-covered limabean. She picked it up
between her thumb and second finger.

There was something disgusting about it, the way the fur waved or maybe adiminess at thetips. But
Jennie was hungry, and she wanted to get out of Persaand join the animas. She popped the seed in her
mouth, then spun around, afraid everyone would laugh at her.

Insteed, they all sighed, a sound like a monstrous organ, and lay down on top of the stallsto go to
deep. 'How am | supposed to go home? Jennie said. ‘It's not fair. It wasn't me you wanted anyway.' She
tried to run back and wake them but the ground had turned to ooze, thick and hot, with black steam
coming off it. With every step she sank almost to her ankles and had to pull hersalf loose with aloud plop
that made her blush. In her belly she could fed the seed taking root, growing, sending out itstendrilslike
telephone wires.

In one of the stalls adegpy snake charmer kicked over hisrubber box—'Macy's the cover said. All
the snakes tumbled out, right in front of Jennie; shetried to jump Sdewaysand fell in the mud. Ingtantly it
durped her up, despite dl her frantic flailing.

But when shefindly got hersdf turned over shewaslying in adesert of baked mud. Everything about
her had got larger, thicker, clumsier, her feet like tree sumps, her thighs like standing stones, her breasts
like the concrete lumps gangsterstie to their partners when they throw themin theriver. A long time she
lay there, tired and sad, while the Sun got hotter and hotter. The Sun didn't want to hurt her, she knew. It
just couldn't help itself. Her skin dried and dried until suddenly she cracked open, ten, twenty places up
and down her body. Great rivers of milk flowed out of her breasts to soften the brown earth.

Joy lifted her head. She saw al the animals, and the Persian baseball team, and the leglesslady and
the people from theriver, al of them with their faces deep in the milk, making great durping noises. From
her groin the fish swam forth, dl their colours releasing rainbows of light into the thirsty sky.

Jennie laughed and lay down again. There wasn't much |eft of her now. Shetried to close her eyes but
the half-eroded lids only cut the sky in half. She opened them again. She saw aflock of artbirds from the
Poughkeepsie factory. They were circling down, coming to lift away that small unbreakable thing, hard
and bright, that lay forever hidden in the base of the heart. The dream Jennie smiled and went to deep.

Shewoke up wet. Her shortsand T-shirt, her tiger panties, even her plastic sandals, hung heavy with
swest. She groaned and lay down again, dizzy. Above her the setting Sun gave an orange glow to the
hood of her car. She sat up dowly and rubbed her eyes and forehead, wondering if she had timeto go
home and change her clothes before the Recital. Suddenly she turned her head so fast towards the west
she heard a sharp crack and winced in pain. The Sun was setting. She could seeit settling itself among



the mountains acrossthe river. ‘Goddamn it,' she said. 'Oh shit." She'd missed Allan Lightstorm.

A Verson of the Tde of Firg Teller, Found in the Ancient Empire and brought to the New World by
HaAri Lionmouth, hero of the One True Revolution. It was the time before time beforetime.

It was the time before day. It was the time before night. Thiswas the time before light and dark,
before colour and sound, form and shape. It was the time before memory, before the losing and the
finding.

Firg Teler.

Firg Teler.

Firg Teller awoke.

No man. No woman. Man and woman. More than man and woman, First Teller began to touch her
body. He touched himsdlf. He touched the arms, he touched the thighs, she bent the fingernails and
pressed the eyes. First Teller pulled and rubbed the nest of genitals. He separated the parts and she
brought them together. Light and darkness escaped from First Teller's groin to begin their endless
somersaullt.

Firg Teller said, Thisisnot enough.'
Shesaid, Thisisnot enough.’
Hesad, Thisisnot enough.’

Shesad, 'l will imagine something. Something hard. And huge." A mountain appeared. First Teller
began to climb.

Hesad, 'l will imagine something soft. And strong. And vast, vast astheinsde of my body.' A sea
appeared round the base of the mountain. Waves besat at the rock, the sea shouted at the mountain. First
Tdler cdled the mountain Vision and the sea Chaos.

The Tdler climbed. The stone tore pieces of hisskin. He said, 'l will make something from these
pieces of mysdlf.' A piece of skin dropped between hislegs. A snake dithered over the rocks. It showed
Firg Teller the best placesfor her hands and feet. Pieces of skin fell to either sde. On the right ran adog,
ontheleft acat. The dog barked and light legped from his mouth to show the Teller the way. But when
First Teller stopped, and closed her eyes, the cat breathed darkness over her body and First Teller dept.

Blood dripped from First Teller'swounds. Three dropsrolled down the rock to the sea. The first
became adol phin, the second a shark, the third a crab with the secret of First Teller's birth inscribed on
its back. The crab dived. It dived to the bottom. First Teller never saw it again.

Firg Teller said, The air needs creatures, too." She breathed in dl directions. The winds sprang out
from their hiding places behind histeeth. He spat. A crow flew above his head.

Findly he reached the summit. She stood on top of the mountain.

First Teller closed his eyes. She closed her eyes. She pressed her hands againgt her eyes. She sat
down. With the dog and cat on either side, with the snake around her feet, with the crow on his shoulder,
he sat down and closed hiseyes.

He stayed insde. For longer than ten breaths of the universe he stayed behind his eyes. She travelled.
She crossed the boundaries. She set down the landmarks, the names and the faces, he broke the fire and
scattered the pieces. At the end, when al the places had crumbled, First Teller sood in atunnel. The
walls curved black overhead, and at the end shone awhite door.

In two steps the Teller reached the door. Both hands pulled it open. She stood at the bottom of
Chaos. He breathed the water of the sea. One leap took him to the base of Vision. A second carried him
to the peak.

Thedream Tdler sat before the silent body. They examined each other's faces, they touched thearms



and the legs. When they made love they joined together.

With asweep of her arm Firgt Teller spun out the sky. A stamp of hisfoot created the Earth. Hisright
eye sprang from his face to become the Sun. Her Ieft eye became the M oon. His thousand teeth became
mountains, her million hairsthe trees. Milk from her breasts formed the seas, sdivafrom his mouth the
riversand lakes. First Teller shouted. The skin opened and the bones lifted into the sky. They becamethe
stars and planets. They copied the Sun and the Moon, they were smdll but they became large when they

escaped the Earth.

Finaly the Teller gave his penisto the dog, her vulvato the cat. The cat set the femde organ likea
gate. The dog pried open the door. He opened it and creatures came through. They crawled or flew or
swam. At the end awoman and aman fell through the gate. Someone had pushed them and they fell
through the gate. The gate closed behind them.

The world frightened them. The Sun burned them, the night froze them, the creatures around them
shrieked and growled and hissed. The woman and the man held each other and tried to hide behind a
rock. First Teller gppeared to them. They saw hisfacein the sun, they heard her speak intherain. 'Y ou
aremy children,’ she said. 'l have made thisworld of dreams and you to celebrateit.’

Inthisway First Teller crested existence from her imagination. He created it from his body. It will not
lagt. The creatureswill die, our children will die. Thelight will grow tired, dust will cover it. The mountains
will lie down, the rivers and sees will forget their places. They will drift gpart into the grey air.

From thisweariness anew Firg Tdler will awake. Hewill awake. Shewill touch hersdf. A new
world will begin.

Jennifer Mazdan sat on apink plagtic folding chair in GloriaRich'sliving room. By her Sde, ona
narrow meta stand, stood an empty coffee cup and a plate with ahalf eaten piece of Founder's Cake.
Jennie poked at the cake with her plastic fork. If only Gloriawould buy the Sara L ee version instead of
trying to bake her own. She examined the size of the remains, hoping she'd eaten enough o that Gloria
wouldn't ask if shewasill. Shifting in her chair Jennie made sure not to moan, or cry, or shout, or do any
of the other things she wanted to do (such as going home), but instead look eager and attentive. Or at
least not so depressed.

Excerpt from THE LIVES OF THE FOUNDERS: Miguel Miracle Of The Green Earth

After theliberation of Vera Cruz, Miracle Of The Green Earth (in beauty and truth lives hisname
forever) saw that the people needed to break with the past. He sent each one adream in which ayellow
dog whispered, '‘Break down the storehouses, burn the food, the world begins today.’ When the people
woke up they piled dl their food in the streets and burned it. Then they ran to destroy groceries, Slos,
even the cropswaiting in the fidds. When they had finished they stood swaying in the morning rain,
listening to the wind blowing through their empty ssomachs.

At that moment atribe of Malignant Ones, on the run from the Baitle of Dallas, infected the people
with aterrible hunger. The people shouted against the Founders. "We were better off as daves,' they
cried. 'At least then we had food. How can we sing without bread?

Sadly, the Founder shook his head at the weakness of the people. He stamped his foot and achasm
opened in the town's main shopping street. When people climbed down to investigate they found pieces
of cake neatly wrapped in green and white striped paper. Thefirgt bite took away their hunger, the
second satisfied them completely, and the third sent joy flooding through their bodies.

Monthslater, when the last cake was finally eaten, the Revolutionary Council of Vera Cruz wroteto
Miracle Of The Green Earth, politely asking if he would please restock the chasm for them. They
considered themsalves entitled to this request because of the sincere efforts they had made to find every
piece. The Founder answered only with aletter about the ‘honour of commercia redization' and the
nutritiona vaue of stoneground bread. The people tore their clothes and lay on the ground, but they



knew there was nothing they could do. They planted crops and imported food from nearby cities.

Meanwhile, other communities, jealous of Vera Cruz, burned dl their food suppliesaswell. They then
sat down and waited for Miracle Of The Green Earth to rescue them. So many people died as aresult of
thisand other attemptsto repeat some saving event that the government issued Proclamation 29, banning
the practice of 'forcing the Founders.'

Monthslater, when food once again filled the shelves of VVera Cruz's kitchen, someone remembered
the Founder's ingtruction about ‘commercia redization.' The city organized a contest for the closest
replicato the wonderful cake that had saved them. A carpenter won the contest with amixture of honey,
nuts, and cocoawrapped in green and white paper and boxed in aminiature coffin painted with apicture
of Migud Miracle Of The Green Earth, who had died the week before the competition.

'Founder's Cake' they named it. We il egt it today.

It wasn't enough sheld missed the Recital, now she had to st in Gloriasliving room (centra air
conditioning turned up too high as usud) and listen to everyonetalk about it. All over the hive meetings
like this were going on, each one representing atotem block. Jennie and the Richeslived in the Raccoon
block, adesignation origindly revealed to the hive's builder, Jack Abramowitz of the Abramowitz
Congtruction Company, when he was praying for guidance for his bulldozers. According to Mr
Abramowitz héld laid out aplan of the hive and the different animas had dl come up to leave thelr
droppings on the appropriate spots on the map. Jennie was never sure what to make of this story, but
whether it was true or not, her house belonged to the Raccoons.

Thekidsdl loved their totem. Every Hive Day, and at school Enactments, they would dressup in
coonskin hats and long striped tails. For the adults, being a Raccoon meant serving mock coon pie
(which Jennie detested) on officid days, drinking spring water (which Jennie loved) one day aweek, and
rigging up the officid Raccoon poster whenever the block association came to your house for ameeting.
The poster, faded now fromitsorigina eectric colours, showed aline drawing of afat-bellied raccoon
with exaggerated eyerings, atoo-long tail that curled into aquestion mark, and roller skates strapped to
his oversize hind paws. He stood upright with hisarmlike forelegs bent like arunner's. In flowing pink
script the name 'Racy Raccoon' appeared at the bottom.

Origindly the poster had come from the publicity department of atelevision show, but when thefirgt
families moved into the hive, Joanna Weston (now dead five years) had found the thing folded up among
her daughter's pile of comic books. 'It's an omen,’ Joannatold her husband. "We were meant to useiit."
The Riches now lived in the Weston house. Whenever the rota system brought the meeting to Glorias
place shewould say that the poster had ‘come home.'

‘Don't you think his smile gets bigger whenever he comes here? sheld said to someone just as Jennie
was entering the house.

Theliving room was crowded, filled with neighboursin folding chairs. Gloriaand Al and Jm
Browning sat on agrey velvet couch. In front of them aglass coffee table held the small slver teasarvice
with which Gloriaadways served Al, asif hewasavisiting dignitary. Endless knick-knacks and souvenir
totems from family pilgrimages clogged the bookshel ves above the televison.

Glorialeaned forward. ‘Jennifer,' she said, 'did you say something?
'No,'Jennie said. 'Nothing. It's okay." She jabbed a piece of cake and stuck it in her mouth.

'You've hardly said aword,’ Gloriawent on. "Y ou know everyone should contribute at a block
mesting. Or don't you fed that?

I'll say—what | experienced. Later." Jennie wondered, as she did so often, why she was so weak.
Her mother would have put GloriaRich in her place long ago. Her mother would have shrivelled Gloria
into atulip bulb and planted her in the sacred grove on top of the hill.



Jm Browning said, ‘Leave her done." HEd been speaking when Gloriainterrupted. 'Shell speak
when shewants.'

Gloriasaid, 'A block can't work unless everyone contributes. Especidly after aRecita. Especially
after such an important one. Though of coursethey're al important.’ She frowned, worried she might
have said something improper. The point is, we're aspiritua family, not just a collection of houses. A
Spiritud being.'

Next to Jennie, Karen D'arcy rolled her eyes. 'Oh, for God's sake,' she said. Jennie glanced at her.
She was never surewhat to make of Karen. Like Jennie., Karen lived aone, had done so since her
divorce a couple of years before Jennie and Mike had entered the hive. Karen dressed up more than
maost women Jennie knew; even now, with everybody € sein shorts and tank tops, Karen wore a
fake-slk deeveless blouse, aloose skirt of a soft blue and white cloud pattern, and high-hedled sanddls.
Jennie used to think Karen came round to make passes at Mike, but even with Mike gone Karen would
sometimesdrop in for coffee. Coffee and complaints about the men who were mistreating her. Jennie
suspected that Karen saw her as acompatriot among al the happy families. Her disastrouslove life
sometimes seemed to Jennie awarning of what could happen to single women.

'No, really—' Gloriasaid, 'Jennifer chose not to sit with her fellow Raccoons—'
'She had to work,' Karen said. 'She couldn't get theretill late.’

'I'm not condemning her. Not at dl. It's certainly not my place to condemn another Raccoon. I'm sure
she can add to our experience.’

Jenni€'s voice came out louder than she planned. 'l told you, I'll speak later.” She blushed at her own
anger.

Gloriasat back. 'l didn't mean anything,' she said. 'Can we go on? Jim asked.

Karen whispered to Jennie, 'Good shot.' Jennie tried not to smile as she watched Karen pretend to
sp her cold coffee. There was something very attractive about the way Karen'sblack hair threatened to
come loose from the doppy twist she'd fastened with awooden dide.

Jm was saying, 'Nobody's claiming it wasn't a powerful experience. If you ask me, it was alittle too
powerful. Moreliketerrifying.'

'Eventerror hasaplace,’ Carol Blinker said. 'Didn't Joybirth say, "We swim in terror like afreezing
sed'? Carol thought of hersdf asa scholar, though she mostly read popular histories from Reader's
Digest or Time-Life. Jennie had tried to talk to her afew times but had never got past Carol's distrust of
Jennie'stwo and ahalf years of college.

'Well maybe the Tellersswim in terror,’ Jm said, 'but they don't haveto drown usinit.’

Al Rich said, 'Are you saying we should dictate to the Tellerswhat Pictures they choose and don't
choose for the Recitas? Isit our placeto "tell the Tellers'? He smiled a the quotation, then puffed on his
pipe. The bowl was carved into alikeness of Allan Lightstorm'sface; asthe tobacco flared into life the
Tdler glowed with hedlth and happiness. According to the manufacturer, each time you smoked the pipe
you extended the Teller'slife span by ten seconds, twenty if you used sanctified tobacco from the sda
plantationsin Virginia. Jennie was sure Al used sanctified tobacco.

'Oh, comeon,’ Karen said, 'I'll bet histelling " The Place” upset you as much asthe rest of us." While
Karen may or may not have made passes at Mike, Al definitely made passes at Karen.

'Speak for yoursdlf," he said, then smiled to show no hard fedlings. 'I'll ways receive with joy, and, |
hope, genuine humility, whatever Picture the Tdlers chooseto give us. And not just Allan Lightstorm
either. Who are weto criticise or rank the Tellers, let alone the Pictures?

Karen said, 'Al, you wouldn't know genuine humility if it ran up and spanked you.' Gloriareared up.
‘Karen!'



Itsdl right," Al said, laughing with everyone e s, asif hisday reading had said 'disarm by rueful
acknowledgement.' He puffed on his pipe while his other hand boyishly pushed hiswavy hair from his
forehead.

I've got to get out of here, Jennie thought. She consdered locking hersdf in the bathroom, but she'd
done that less than half an hour ago. Gloriawatched that sort of thing. Once, a another mesting, shed
come knocking at the bathroom door to ask if Jenniewas dl right, and Jennie had rushed out, amost
forgetting to flush thetoilet.

Marcy Carpenter, wearing shorts so tight her thighs ballooned out from them, leaned forward.
'Getting back to what Al said, | think we do have aright. To criticise, | mean. Everyone knowswe've
asked for yearsfor someone like Lightstorm. And we showed our appreciation, didn't we? With al those
parades and everything? He didn't haveto tell ... that one. He could havetold, | don't know, "The
Woman Who Walked On The Sun." Everyonewould have liked that.'

'I'm sure they would have,’ Gloriasaid, 'but that's hardly our choice.’

'Of course not. But—' She stared down at her 1ap. "Y ou know how you al felt. From the Picture, |
mean. Sort of scared and alittle sck? Well, | had my period—'

'Marcy—' Her husband Sam tried to take her hand, but she pushed it away.

'Let mefinish,' she said. Everyone was looking at the floor, or their empty coffee cups, al but Jennie,
who found hersdlf staring at Marcy's haf crumpled face. '| had my period, and when—the end, you
know—'

Again Sam tried to break in. 'Please, honey—'

‘Let mefinish!" she shouted. "When the lion—when she's cut open, and, you know, the blood—I
just—it waslike—oh, shit." Unableto finish after dl, shelet Sam take her in hisarms. They got up and
wa ked to the door, not saying goodbye. Marcy tripped on Ron Wilson's foot. ‘Goddamnit,’ she said.
Someone snickered. Asthey wereleaving, Sam turned, asif about to say something, then just gestured
with his head. He was about to close the door when hiswife dammed it. Jennie thought how she could
have got away likethat if only sheld thought of it firgt.

'Y ou see? Jm Browning said. That'swhat | mean.’
Karen said, 'Y ou sure don't let alittle sensitivity stop you, do you?

"There must have been other women, uh, like Marcy. And what about women who were actualy
pregnant? Wasn't there something on the news a couple of years ago about some woman in Cleveland?
Shewas expecting twins and went to the Recital wherethe Teller did "The Place.” She got such ashock
the twins came out mongters and had to be put in that zoo or whatever it isthey've got up in Boston.'

Jennie missed the reactions to thisinformation. Certain thoughts were nesting in her heaed. The
Picture—some of the thingsit involved, adesert, awoman giving birth to mongters, her blood disfiguring
the Earth—In some funny way they resembled pieces of Jennie's dream. Wasn't there a desert at the end
of the dream somewhere? And didn't her body crack open, with milk pouring out of her? The opposite.
Her dream was the opposite of Li Ku's Ficture. In the story the woman's blood killstheland, and in the
dream Jennie's milk—and her body falling apart—brought life. She remembered the coloured fish and the
birdsflying out of her womb. In some way, her dream answered the story. That's why no one ever
understood it, shethought. | hadn't had my dream yet.

Jennie whimpered. It was bad enough to think of her dream as somehow caused by Lightstorm's
telling, but an answer ... 'The Place Inside’ was one of the Prime Pictures, not somelittle training story,
but a Prime Picture. Found in the Days of Awe. By Li Ku Unquenchable Fire. Even the Living Magters,
people like Allan Lightstorm and Greta Airsong, even they didn't dare to change one single word. Or
gesture. Or noise. Nothing. So how could Jennifer Mazdan, college failure, annulled marriage, shame of
her mother, think that her dream could in any way—



Jm Browning said, Y ou al know I've got a cousin who worksin the main New Orleans hall.'
'Redly? Diane's husband Mark said. 'How come you never told us before?

Very funny, dJmsaid. 'l just bring him up because it gives me alittle specid ingght none of the rest of
you have!’

'Sure,’ Karen said. And alittle special statustoo.'

Jm said loudly, According to Tommy, the Tellers themsal ves sometimes argue over The Place.” And
not just because no onelikesto tell it. Some of them don't really understand it." There was asilence;
everyone seemed to look at the floor or around the room. ‘I mean, that Meaning. Y ou know. Everyone
knowsit doesn't make any sense.’ Again no one spoke. 'Oh hell.' Jm sat back. Y ou al know I'm right.
You just don't want to admit it."

Marjorie Kowski leaned forward. 'What Jm said,’ she started timidly. 'About the Meaning. And the
Tdlers!

'‘Maybe we should drop it," Ray put in.

'Wéll, no,” Marjorie went on, with aforcefulness unusud for her. She tended to prefer rumoursto
mestings. Thisisour block. Shouldn't we say whatever we think? We're all Raccoons, aren't we? No
one argued. Then shouldn't we say whatever we think?

It's not amatter of suppression,’ Al said.

'‘No? Karen asked.

'No, it'snot. It'sjust that as Raccoons together we should al help each other to follow the correct
ways.'

Marjorie perssted. '‘But if Jm says even the Tdlerstalk about it—'

Dianesaid, That'sjust what his cousin says.’

Marjorie's husband Arthur threw afew threatening glances around the room. 'What's the matter with
you people, anyway? Isthis a Raccoon meeting or not? If Marge wantsto say something, let her. She's
not going to poison anyone.’

Everyone looked at Marjorie, who looked at her hands gripping her paper coffee cup. 'Well,' she
sad, 'thisisactualy something I've thought about before. Actudly, I've thought about it for years.'

Jenniefelt embarrassed. Marjoriewent on, Thefirst timel heard "The Place Ingde’ | was—twelve, |
think. That's right, because it was the Summer before my last Summer in camp. Anyway, | got very sick.
My mother had to cal in the healer. There wasn't much he could do, because he couldn't drive out what
was hurting me since it was a Prime Picture. Well, | got better of course. Y ou know how they say the
Picture leaks out of your body and that's why there's got to be regular Recitals. But the thing was—Oh,
I'msorry ... " Sheld gestured with her hand and some of the cold coffee had spilled on the rug. Now she
put the cup down on the plastic stand between her and Mike, and began to dab at the spot with her
napkin.

It'sdl right,' Gloriasaid, annoyed. She went to the kitchen for arag.

'‘Go on,"' Ray told Marjorie.

Marjorie picked up the cup, quickly put it down again. Her hands seemed confused without the prop.
She said, 'Well, when my mother tried to comfort me, she thought it was the story that had upset me. The
heder too. He said it had got trapped in my head and couldn't travel down my nervous system and that's
why it hurt. But it wasn't the story. It was the Meaning.

I couldn't—I couldn't accept that it justified such, such horrible things.'
Al sad, They shouldn't need judtification.’
"Then why have aMeaning at al?1 could have accepted that. If the Teller just said, okay, hereitis,



itshorrible, but it doesn't—But they don't say that. They give usthis, thisMeaning, thislesson, that's
supposed to, to uplift us or something—And it doesn't. It just doesn't.' She started to cry. Her husband
put hisarm around her.

'God," Mark mumbled. 'First Marcy, now her. Some Recita.' Hiswife hissed at him to shut up.

Anne Hatter, who with her girlfriend Jackie Schoenmaker was new on the block, said, ‘Didn't the
Meanings come later? | mean, after the Founders had dready told dl the Pictures?

Carrie Perkins said, 'Y es, of course, but that doesn't make them any lesstrue. Remember, the
Council of Guadel oupe made that itsfirst pronouncement, that the Meanings condtituted arevelation as
true asthe Pictures themselves. "Inseparable and indivisble' they cdled it

Carrie's satements often conveyed a schoolteacher qudity. Older than most of the others, Carrieand
her husband Marty had raised two kids, and when both boys had left home they'd taken in foster children
captured from the kid gangs roaming the cities. People resented Carrie, and sometimesjoked (when she
wasn't there) of expelling her from the hive on acharge of sanctimoniousness.

Asif Anne's contribution had given her courage Jackie spoke up. A small round-faced woman, she
was wearing aman'slong shirt as adress belted with a plagtic snake. 'The Tdler who first found the " The
Place", she wasthat really strange one!’

'Well,' Al said, and tried to blow asmoke ring, 'you could use that expression. But | don't think it's
really up to usto make judgements on the Founders!'

Jackie sghed. 'I'm sorry | said anything.'

'‘Now, Jackie,' Gloriasaid, 'Al didn't mean anything nasty. When you've been in the Raccoon block a
little longer youll redizethat.

Jackie flashed her girlfriend alook, asif to say, This hive stuff wasyour idea. | wanted to join the
Women's World collective outside Wappinger's Fals." She went on, 'All | meant was it helps us accept
how strange the story iswhen wethink of the Teller. Li Ku Unquenchable Fire!' She shuddered dightly.
‘Shetied hersdf to that ferriswhed!.

To hersdf Jennie quoted, ' "And screamed in such apiercing voice that al the trees split intwo and all
the windows melted for five miles around the amusement park.” '

I fill think," Al said, 'and | don't mean this persondly, Jackie, that it's not our job to judge the
Founders." Jackie shrugged and sat back.

It was funny, Jennie thought. They al hated it, but none of them wanted to say so right out, not even
Marjorieor Jm.

Mark Chek said, 'Look, we're not redlly getting anywhere. | don't know about the rest of you loafers
but I've got to get to work tomorrow.’

A couple of people mumbled agreement. Anne Hatter gulped down her coffee. Jennie didn't want to
get up until someone elsedid. But just as Karen was getting to her feet Gloriasaid, 'Now wait a
moment.' She smiled. 'We're al Raccoons here together, and | don't think we should be so careless
about each other's needs.’

'‘What? Karen said. 'Get to the point, Gloria. We'retired.'

Gloriadpped her coffee. 'Wedl, it'sjust that we haven't given Jennifer achance to speak. Weveal
been talking so much she hasn't got aword in." Im Browning made anoise.

Al'sface formed some expression or other. He said, 'l don't know about anyone ese, but | think we
owe Gloriaavote of thanks. | know I'd fed pretty low if | suddenly remembered we hadn't given
Jennifer achanceto say anything.'

Karen said, 'Jennie, you better tell them something or well never get out of here!’



All the lines Jennie had been rehearsing dropped from her mind. Looking straight a Glorias smirk she
said, 'l didn't go to the Recitd.’

Gloridsface twisted. Jm Browning said, "What the hell? and Karen made alow whistling noise.
Mark Chek said, 'Great. Now that's settled we can al go home!'

Carrie Perkins said, Thisisnot atimefor jokes, Mark.'

I don't understand,’ Gloria said. She looked about to cry.

It'snot dl that difficult,’ Jennie told her. She was shaking, but exhilarated. 'l didn't go to the Recitd. |
fell adeegp and missed thewholething.'

'You fell adeep? Al demanded. 'Who gave you theright to deep during aDay of Truth?

'Al, Gloriasaid. 'Please.’

Al must have thought hiswife had grabbed him, because he shook hisarm. Pointing his pipe hand at
Jennie he said, 'Do you mean to say you stayed in bed on Recital Day?

I didn't say that. Asamatter of fact, | fell adeep by my car. Inthe Artbird parking lot.'

And what about your duty to your block? Did you think of that before you decided you could use a
nap?
'‘Comeon, Al,' Mark Chek said.

Jennie crossed her arms. 'No, | didn't think of my duty. To the hive or anyone else. | wastired.'
Deeper and deeper, she thought. What would they do to her?

'So you just snuggled up and took anap?
‘Actudly | fell downinabiglump.

'No wonder we al got so—such little spirit. We wereincomplete. We had a big chunk missing from
our block consciousness. Wefinaly get aLiving Master here and you decided you'd rather catch up on
your goddamn sleep. No wonder Marcy got so upset.'

Jennie said, 'Don't you blame mefor everything. Y ou know damn well what's bothering you. It's that
gory. You'refuriousat Allan Lightstorm. Y ou wish held stayed down on Fifth Avenue. But you're too
chicken to say so. And you're just angry at me because | managed to escape the whole thing.' She stood
up, trying to be graceful, but knocking over her coffee cup. 'Shit,’ she muttered, and headed for the door.

Gloriacut her off. For amoment they danced back and forth, Jennie trying to get around her hostess,
Gloriasidestepping to block her. Findly Jennie stood till. 'Gloria, what do you want?

"You can't leavelikethis!

'I'm only going home, Gloria'

'Y ou're a Raccoon.'

'Do you want me to wear my hat to bed? As a penance?

The hive loves you." Jennie pushed her aside and stepped out the door. As she walked aong the
flagstone path to the driveway she heard Gloria calling after her, "We're not just a bunch of houses. Were
an organism. Weloveyou, Jennifer.’

And then Al's voice booming over her. "Y ou're not going to shit on us and get away withit. Well strip
you from the hive. Y ou bitch.'

SOME THINGS THAT HAPPENED AT THAT TIME ...

In the town of Rhinebeck, New York that summer, at the Dutchess County Fair, a group of
stunt pilots went up in their Old World bi-planes for the annual antique air show. But instead of
twenty minutes of mock dogfights the planes flew for seven hoursin the pattern of a figure eight



tilted on its side. People on the ground saw faces in the two circles, a man on the right, a woman
on the left. The woman told the man stories, and the man laughed.

In Brooklyn a mugger waited inside the hallway of a building for an old woman he'd robbed
and beaten twice before. But when he grabbed her shouldersto throw her against the mailboxes
he couldn't move her, he couldn't even turn her round. And when he tried to let go his hands stuck
to her body. She turned her head, and fire filled her face. 'Aren't you ashamed of yourself?' she
said. The mugger's hands came loose and he knelt down to beg forgiveness.

Outside Central Park one evening two women from Cleveland, Ohio stepped into a hansom
cab for a romantic ride under the Moon. When the driver jerked the reins the horse turned his
head and began to speak to them. He told them of the Old World, when people were as empty as
forgotten dresses hanging in the closet. He told them how the buildings wept with joy at the
coming of the Revolution, and he described how the slaves of the mounted police threw off their
owners and pounded down Broadway to greet Ingrid Burningsnake at the Public Theatre.

'Soon," he said, "'we will march again, in the name of Courageous Wisdom.'

After the horse had finished his recital the women rushed from the cab, no longer interested in
a ride through the park. They paid the driver (who demanded triple the normal cost of a journey)
and then gathered up a lump of the horse's manure. They took it home to Cleveland, where they
kept it for the rest of their lives at the foot of their bed in a goldplated box.

At the 14th Street subway in New York City a group of people were waiting for a delayed train
when they saw smoke coming out of the tunnel. They'd been waiting for almost twenty minutes
and were getting very angry—angry at the missed appointments, angry at the smell of hot
uncirculated air, angry at their own decisions not to walk or take taxis—when they saw the smoke
and cried out in disgust at yet another tunnel fire, the fifth one that month. A moment later,
before they had even turned to go they saw that the smoke did not come from the tunnel walls but
fromatrain that did into the station with flames spitting out its windows and clouds rolling up its
Sdes.

There was no time to run. They pressed back but the smoke rolled down their throats. Instead
of burning they felt only a gentle warmith, like late Spring, and instead of choking they discovered
they could breathe more deeply than ever before, as if the smoke had dissolved plugs that had
stopped them up all their lives.

They looked and saw that the fire had vanished, leaving the train gleaming brightly. When they
stepped inside, the fans—overhead fans with mahogany blades—hummed a song of welcome.
When they sat down, the red leather seats sighed with happiness. The train took them wherever
they wanted to go, and when they arrived they found they were just on time, even those who
thought they were late. People smiled at them, and shook their hands, and said how much they
loved them. And everything they ate tasted delicious.

For two weeks after the recital Jennie avoided her neighbours. She was sure they hated her. She was
sure they blamed her for everything. They probably blamed her for Allan Lightstorm driving back to New
Y ork as soon as he'd done his purification. For two weeks Jennie ate in adiner after her services, then
went to the movies or out drinking with some of the women from work. On the Wednesday after the
Recital she went with Marilyn Birdan, another Server, to amae strip show, aweekly event held in abar
in Red Oaks Mill. The main attraction—the programme lesflet described him asadoctrind student from
the hermitage outside Wappinger's Falls—wore amask with Arthur Sweetwind's picture painted onit.
While Mar and the other women stuffed five dollar billsinto the band of Sweetwind'sjock strap Jennie



had to struggle not to avert her eyes. She hated being a prude, but somehow it didn't seem right.

The weekend was the hardest. She had to force hersdlf to go out or she wouldn't have had any food
in the house. She knew she mustn't keep doing this. If she continued to hide she/d end up scared to look
out of thewindow. 'If you don't face them,’ she wrote carefully in her Mid-Hudson Energy assignment
pad, ‘they'll blame you for everything.'

She remembered the awful months after her annulment, when she never went out except to work or
shop. At firdt, she would watch tv at night, then she found hersdlf afraid to turn it on, in case somebody
would hear it and come and knock at the door. And then, after awhile, she didn't even read, because
someone might see the light and redlize she was home. At the worst point, the night that made her redlize
she had to force hersdlf out, Karen D'arcy had come to see her, and Jennie found hersdlf lying on the
floor holding her bregth, even after Karen had |eft, just in case Karen had only pretended to leave but
wasredly waiting for Jennie to expose hersdif.

She knew she couldn't let that happen again. What would her mother do, she wondered, but she
couldn't imagine Beverley living in ahivein thefirgt place. Or deegping through the Day of Truth.
Confrontation, she decided. She needed to confront them.

The second Saturday after the block meeting Jennie was Sitting in the dinette in agreen and pink
house dress, staring at her coffee, when she looked out of the side window at Glorias place and saw
Gloriatalking with Karen D'arcy and Joan Bergin, one of the Squirrels from Sacred Mystery Drive. This
isit, shetold hersdlf, and before she could change her mind she threw on adeevel ess yellow sunsuit and
rushed outside.

'Hi,' she said alittle too soon.

There was amoment's Sllence, then Gloriasaid, alittle too rapidly, ‘Good morning, Jennifer. Y ou're
up early, aren't you?

Y ou're up, why shouldn't | be? Karen grinned at her.
I didn't mean—I just mean—I thought you didn't—I thought you dept late on Saturdays.

'I don't degp through everything,' Jennie said. Good, she thought. Good. Her panic was tarting to
subside.

Karen unfolded her arms from across the bib of her overdlsto push alock of hair back from her
forehead. "We were talking about the universal subject. Lawns'’

Jennie wished her laugh sounded more naturd. 'I'm afraid I'm not exactly an expert on that,’ she said.
'Look at that mess." She gestured with her hand. 'l think I've surrendered. I'm settling for anice crop of
weeds.' Shefdt ashamed for amoment, imagining her mother overhearing this conversation.

Gloriasad, 'It'snot your fault, Jennifer. We know what arough time you've had the last few years.
Stll, it would be niceif you could mix some grassin with the rest. For the hive, | mean. It can bealittle
depressing, you know, to spend al those hours on your hands and knees, digging at roots, and then to
look up—'

Karen brokein, 'I'm sureit's the weather. All this mugginessisjust right for crabgrass!

Gloriasaid, "You act likeit's not possible to grow a decent lawn. Look at that." She waved ahand at
her green rise of neetly clipped grass. 'It'sredly just amatter of work and prayer, you know.’

Jenniethought, You bitch. You saw me the other week breaking my back with those weeds. You
even stood there and listened to me chanting during the fertiliser offering.

Karen said, 'Maybe your houseisjust blessed.'

Gloriatried to appear thoughtful. That is possible. Our block's totem originally came from here, you
know.’

'If your place is blessed,’ Joan said, 'l don't know what mine must be. | can hardly get acrop of



weeds. All | ever get is patches of brown earth. When the Squirrels meet at my placein Summer | tell
them to come late so they won't see my lawn. It's SO embarrassing.'

‘What kind of fertiliser do you use? Jennie asked.
Joan laughed. 'Everything.’
Karen said, 'What kind of Enactments have you done?

‘Every kind | could think of. I drove poor Earl and Jmmy nuts one week waking them up at dawn
every day for aCandle Parade round the house. And then—' She looked around, asif someone might be
eavesdropping, then leaned forward dightly. She whispered, Then | made Earl go out one night—it was
redl |ate, S0 nobody would see—and, you know, do it on the grass. As an offering to the Mother." She
giggled. 'It took him ages. He said he couldn't get it up for clover and Kentucky blue grass.' She and
Karen laughed while Jennie made a nervous noise and Gloria frowned. Joan added, It didn't work.'

Gloriasaid, 'What about guardians?

'Of course,' Joan said. 'Guardians, fertility mothers, everything. | got one of those sets at the garden
shop. Y ou know, wood from each of the national parks, little boxesfilled with seeds? Cost afortune.
We planted them dl over. Nothing.'

'l just asked,’ Gloriasaid. There are some people who think they can flaunt the spirit and the grass
will grow anyway.' Her eyes darted at Jennie who pretended not to notice.

‘Ligten,’ Joan said. 'I've got so many little statues around my house Jmmy came in crying one day
because he said there was no place he could play without violating aterritory. And Earl's mother actudly
tripped over a Dancer guardian I'd put at the bottom of the back steps. | was terrified she'd broken her
leg and would end up staying for weeks.'

Gloriasad, 'l don't think you should call them statues:”

'‘Comeon, Gloria,' Karen said, 'what do you want her to cal them?

"Their proper names. Guardians. Or Living Beings. That is what they are.’

'‘And what's going to happen if she calls them statues? Will they blast her kids at the bus stop?
‘Karen!" Gloriasaid.

'I'm sorry,' Karen told her, 'but sometimes, Gloria... '

Jennie said, imitating Gloria's sugary tones, ‘Theinner feding is more important than the words, you
know." Karen laughed. Joan looked embarrassed-Jennie thought that her mother would be proud of her.

Gloriasaid, 'But redlly, she did say her lawn refused to grow. Maybe if she didn't speak that way—'

I don't know," Joan said. 'l think it's something in the lawn. After the Recital last week | wondered if
thereal being | should pray to was He Who Runs Away. Or maybe Li Ku hersdlf. That'swhat my lawn's
like. It reminds me of the desert at the end of the Picture.’

There was a slence and Jennie found herself wanting to run back in the house. Instead she said,
'What did you think of the Recital?

'‘What did | think? It was very good. | guess.' She looked down. "Well, it was—I don't know,
maybe—we discussed it in the block, the Squirrels ... ' Her voicetrailed off, and then she said, 'What
did you think of it?

'Me? Jennie said. She glanced at Karen, who was |ooking at the ground.

'Y eah," Joan said. 'I mean, you know, Allan Lightstorm coming and everything, and then doing—that
story. Some of the peoplein our block felt sort of, not really angry, | mean, that would be a
transgression, but sort of, like it wasn't redly fair. But what did you think of it?

She doesn't know, Jennie redlised. Shelooked at Karen who sill stared at the grass, and Gloria,



whose eyes moved back and forth from Joan to Jennie. They hadn't told anyone. They didn't want
anyone to know. She said, 'What can | say? It is one of the prime Pictures.’

'Of course,'Joan said. 'Of course. But you've got to admit—'

'I'd say the Recital had a powerful effect on me. It sort of took me into another world. A dream
world.'

Joan said, 'l didn't redlly find that. That'swhat | expected. | figured, oh, Allan Lightstorm, hell redly
doit. But somehow ... Anyway, to tell you thetruth,

I'mglad hedidn't do it to me. Likethat, | mean. Weren't you scared or anything?
‘Actualy, | didn't get achanceto be scared. In fact—'

Gloriabrokein loudly, 'l don't think we should talk about the Recital. Outside our own blocks. Isn't
that what the blocks are for? Y ou are a Squirrel, Joan, and we are Raccoons.’

Jennie said, 'lsn't inter-block communication supposed to be good for the hive?

'Of course, Jennifer, of course. But there are some things that are meant just for the block. That'sthe
mystery of block unification. That we al join together into one experience.’

'Well," Jennie said, 'that's something you probably know more about than me!'
Joan said, 'If you really think we shouldn't talk about it—'

Karen said 'Anyway, we were taking about lawns. | once read that how a person’'s lawn grows
doesn't depend on them. It hasto do with the spirits of the people who occupied the land in earlier times.
They come back in the grass or something.’

Joan made aface. '‘Come back in the grass?

Y ou know," Karen pushed on, and Jennie was sure she was improvising. "Whether they did good
thingsin their life. Whether they enjoyed it. Or maybe how they trested the land. Thingslikethat.'

"Y ou mean dead spirits?

Jennie said, 'Of course. Y ou can't ask living spiritsto stay in the grass. They could dwaysjust move
to another lawn.'

Gloriasad, The people who left the Raccoon totem in my house are dead, but I'm sure the totem
was meant for me. For meand Al

‘But Gloria," Jennie said, That's because Racy

Raccoonisabeing dl by himsaf. Those people were just vehicles. To alow Racy Raccoon to reach
you. Obvioudy you and Racy wereintended to meet. That must be the reason those people lived there
before you. So they could leave the totem for you. The blessed spirit was using them.’

Gloriaseemed to find thisidea so appealing she didn't want to believe Jennie wasfaking. ‘It istrue,
she sad, 'that people sometimes think they do something for their own reasons but actudly the Living
World isusng them to manifest itsdlf

Karen said, "Y ou sound like you're reciting something.’

'Well, itistrue, isn't it?

'Imagine,’ Jennie said. Those peopleliving here dl that time, paying their mortgage, voting on taxes
and school bonds, maybe arguing with each other or thinking when their kids grew up it wastimeto leave
or something, and the wholetime, even their getting married and having kidsin thefirst place, even
growing up and going to school or work or abaseball game or wherever they met each other, even their

parents meeting each other, al that, just so they could leave that poster there, and Gloriaand Al could
moveinwithit.

Gloridsface tightened, but before she could say anything Joan said, ‘I onceleft my Name beadson a



plane. | always get scared on planes and like to count the Names, and anyway, when | [€ft, | knew I'd
left them but something stopped me from going back to get them, and | had the strangest fedling. Like
someone, a cleaner or someone, was meant to find them. That maybe those beads had some specia
purpose for that person and | was meant to leave them there.

'I'm sure you were,' Gloria said. 'Some people might think such things are slly, but if you respect the
Spirit world—'

"The spirit world respects you? Jennie said. 'Exactly.’

Joan laughed. 'Then why doesn't my lawn come up? Maybe the last person to live there was an axe
murderer.’

Karen said, 'Or ahypocrite.' She glanced at Gloria. 'Remember what Adrienne Birth-of-Beauty said,
"Hypocrisy isthelock that bolts shut the door." '

'I've dwaysloved that one," Joan said. 'The Shout, | mean.’ Jennie thought, me too. Asachild she
must have read the chapter on The Shout From The Skyscraper’ thirty times. It fill gave her shiversto
think of the Founder clinging to the giant radio antenna, and her voice so sirong everyone could see their
bones under their skin.

‘Sometimes,’ Joan said, 'l think about just that part of it too. The thing about hypocrisy. | mean, we're
all sort of hypocrites now, aren't we.'

'What do you mean? Karen said.

'Well, even the Tellers. They're not—you know, they're not like they used to be. Not like the
Founders, anyway.'

Therewas adlence, then Karen said, 'l wonder what it wasliketo live then. With al the miracles!’
Joan laughed. 'l think it must have been very scary.'

Karen sighed. 'Maybe that's why the miracles stopped.’

Gloriasaid, 'Maybe they stopped because of the transgressions of the worshippers.’

'No," Jennie said. 'It's got nothing to do with that. Transgression.’

Joan asked, "What do you mean?

I don't know. It's just—I don't know.’

For amoment they al stood there, then Joan said, 'l guess| better get back to my transgressed lawn.'

When Joan was safely around the corner Gloriaturned on Jennie. 'Y oure redly determined, aren't
you?You just want to ruin the whole block.’

Karen said, 'Gloria, stop exaggerating.'

'Y ou heard her. She was positively flaunting hersdlf.’

Jennie amiled. 'l thought you loved me, Gloria'

‘What?

'At the meeting. | wanted to go home and go to bed, but you wouldn't let me. Y ou told me how much
you loved me!'

Thehive. | said the hivelovesyou.’

Aren't you part of the hive?

'Of course, of course. But—you're the one who's not part of the hive. Who just goes off and does
what shewants. Y ou'rejust trying to twist the hive'slove. If you loved your block you would have gone
to the Recita.' She looked around to make sure no outsiders had been hiding when sheéd said the
forbidden words.



‘By theway," Jennie said. 'I'd thank you for not telling the others, but I'm pretty sure you didn't do it
for my sake!'

‘It wasagroup decision,’ Gloriasaid.
‘Actudly,’ Karen said. 'Mogt of them just didn't want anyone to know.'

Gloriasaid, 'Why should outsiders know? It's bad enough you letting us down like that. Why should
we broadcagt it to everybody?

Jennie waved a hand. 'I've got to go, ladies. Saturday's my errand day.'
'Sure,’ Gloriasaid. Just traipse off like that. Just like you did at the Recital. And the meeting.'
Karen said, 'See you, Jennie.’

Back in the house Jennie thought about the look on Glorias face when sheld said that about being
trangported to a 'dream world, or the part about Glorialoving her. She sat down on the couch in front of
the picture window. Leaning back she remembered how she used to scold Mike for resting hishead on
the cushions. Without any conviction she reminded herself yet again to stop thinking about him. She
laughed. Mike should have been there. He never could stand Gloria

She dtretched out her legs and kicked off her sandds. She should turn on the air conditioner. And
close the door. Bar the mugginess from the house. She smiled, remembering Glorias face when shed
redlised Jennie was making fun of her.

Why had she said that? About transgressions not mattering. What did she mean by that? It had
something to do with the dream. In the dream the fish came and saved them and it didn't matter whether
they'd sinned or not. Thefish didn't care. And the end, when she—when the milk and al the creatures
came out of her—it wouldn't have mattered what sins sheld done—if she'd killed people, or burned all
the guardians on the Main Mall, or maybe become a saint, stopping bombsin mid-air by the power of
her holiness. The creatures didn't care. They just wanted the milk.

It'slike "The Place Inside', shethought. At the end, the woman doesn't deserve what happens to
her. That's the reason everyone gets so upset, it's not just becauseit's horrible, it's because they
think—she strained to catch hold of the ideabefore it did away from her—it's because she's like them,
an ordinary person, and then this thing happens to her. Something she doesn't deserve.

But none of us deserve it. None of us deserve anything that happens to us. Good things too.
Thiswas crazy. Soon she'd set up abox by the Founders Urinal and start preaching sermons.
The Founders Urind. The county offices building.

Jennie put her sandals back on and went to the dinette for her bag. She checked to make sure she
had her keys and then went outside and got in the car. As she started the engine she thought how she
should have done this days ago. What else do you do when you get a strange dream, but check it in the
catadogue?

She parked the car in her usua spot by the county offices building. With most of the agencies closed
for the weekend the building was dmost deserted. A couple of tourists were taking pictures of the Urind,
but there were no pilgrims. Outside the door adog dept, histongue hanging out before him.

Insde the glass doors Jennie turned | eft to the stairs, too impatient to wait for the elevator. The
ground floor belonged to the Motor Vehicle Bureau, the second to the computers and file systems and
giant bound books of the Records Office. On the third Jennie walked down a corridor with closed doors
on either side until she cameto agreen metal door marked, ‘Nationa Oneiric Registration Agency.'
Insde, awoman sat behind awooden counter, reading a newspaper. ‘Good morning,' Jennie said.

The woman continued to read. Fedling silly, Jennie sat down on one of the two wooden chairs set
againg the wall. Thewoman's ool must have been quite high because Jennie found herself looking up at
her. After awhile she said, 'Excuse me, I'd like to do adream search.’



The woman sighed. 'Obvioudy,’ she said, and tossed the paper on the counter. A thin woman, about
twenty or alittle older, with adightly curved spine, she made aface and grunted softly asshetried to
reach to the sde for something. 'Damn,’ she said findly, and got off the stool. She bent down, then came
up with along sheet of paper. 'Fill thisout,’ she said, and jumped back on her seat to pick up her
newspaper.

Jennie thought that that was why she hadn't done a check before. Paperwork. Paperwork and the
legendary courtesy of noraofficials. The questions, in green type, began with the usua, name, age,
occupation, and went on to things like 'date of last search' (asif anyone could remember) and 'spiritua
training; give details.’ Certain she was getting everything wrong, Jenniefilled it out by the counter and held
it out to the clerk.

'Relax,' the woman said. 'I'm sure your dream's very important. But you've dready had it, huh? It
won't go away.'

I might forget it.’

"You didn't write it down? Well, that's your problem. Only, | hope you don't fudge the details or you
won't get an accurate reading.’ She heaved hersdf off the stoal like someone twice her age and size.
Taking the form and her newspaper she walked through adoor behind the counter. About five minutes
passed, and Jennie wondered if the woman had gone for lunch. Finally she came back; she had a
paperback novel in her hand.

'Nothing much in the news? Jennie asked.

'Nope,' the woman said. 'Same garbage as usud. The mayor claims Allan Lightstorm's gonna come
back next Recitd. Claims he liked Poughkeepsie so much. That's just what we need, to have some big
New Y ork name cometell us"The Place" onceayear. Thanksalot.'

'I don't think he tells the same Picture every recitd.’
'Onceisenough.’ She waved a hand. 'Go down to Room 5

Room 5, acouple of doors down, was a cubicle even smdler than the nora office. The single chair
filled dmaost the whole space before alight green wal containing aroughly nine-inch white square. Above
the squarewas apink light bulb. A sign next to it read,

'Do not speak until the light goes on and you hear the buzzer. Recite your dream in clear even tones.
Try to make the details precise and smple.’ Startled, Jennie realised she il expected to haveto typeit
out onto atermind. She knew they'd changed the system. She remembered dl the stuff on tv about
noras new ‘voice regidration software.’ Actudly facing it, however, was something else.

She wished sheld rehearsed a home, in front of amirror or something. The light flashed on and aloud
buzz made Jennie jump. She began speaking, too loud and too fast, about the river and the people
shouting at her. She redlised that that wasn't the beginning and stopped. She took a breath. Hoping she
hadn't messed it up completely she said, 'I'm starting again. Don't count that other part.’ She added,
'Sorry,' then felt even more stupid, apologising to acomputer. Sitting up straight she began the dream
agan, very dowly, trying to get everything right. Finaly she said, That'sit," and stood up, wondering if
the light would flash again or something. After amoment she grabbed her bag and returned to the office,
where the woman sat curved over the counter, reading her book. Jennie asked, 'How long will it take?
Beforel get areading, | mean.'

"The usua. Haven't you ever done a search before?

'Sure," Jennie said. 'But not in awhile." She added, 'I've never doneit that way before. | mean, by
voice!

'Makes no difference,’ the woman said. ‘Come back in about twenty minutes." Jennie nodded and

went out. She crossed the street and walked half ablock to the diner next to the old turreted armoury
withitsred brick walls and heavy arched door. The diner was long and narrow, a stuffy place with



greasy food and good coffee. Sitting on a stool near the back she wished she'd brought abook or
borrowed the clerk's newspaper. All she could think of was the dream and the way it connected to Li
Ku'sPicture.

She heard anoise outside and walked with her coffee to afront booth where she could look. A
marching band was coming up Market Street, drummers and brass in front followed by awhole line of
high-stepping girlsin fluorescent red boots. The girlslooked beautiful, Jennie thought, with their bare
breasts painted in Sun bursts and Moon phases, with stripes running down their armsto their fingertips,
likerippling riversending in five bright tributaries. The oil on their arms (to prevent Mdignant Ones
fastening on to them) made the musclesflash.

Jennie wished she could join them, with no worries other than remembering the ‘congtellations.” She
knew that that was what the girls called the patterns made by the striped stick with the (plastic) skull of a
small bird mounted on ether end. Y ou had to get the twirlsjust right or else the blessng on the street
would go wrong and thered be car crashes the following weeks. The girls didn't seem to worry. Asmore
and more people came to watch they stepped higher, grinning as the sweat and oil ran off them.

Jennie stepped outside the door of the diner to get a better view and to hear the chant more clearly.
They were doing 'Sight’, the one based on Adrienne Birth-of-Beauty and her 5th Propostion. It was
what they cdled aprogressve chant, with each repetition getting faster and louder.

See what thereisto see

Hear what thereisto hear
Touch whatever you touch
Soeak the thing you must speak
For your teeth are mountains
Your fingers forests

Your eyes are the oceans of life.

I'd love to do that, Jennie thought, then felt Silly. She must be regressing, wanting to do the things she
wastoo shy to do in high school. She laughed, then blushed in case anyone might think she waslaughing
at the Enactment. Anyway, if shéld tried to join a marching band in school her mother probably would
have stopped her. She probably wouldn't have passed the test.

The band made itsway down the street and Jennie went back inside. After the tenth check of the
clock above the shelf of stale cake, she decided it wastimeto go back.

The woman waswaiting for her. Not reading abook or paper, just Sitting there with the printout in
her hands and squinting at Jennie as soon as she walked in. 'Y ou made that up, huh?

'Made what up? Jennie said. She put out a hand to take the sheet, then pretended she wasflicking
her hair off her face when the woman held it away from her.

"The dream," the woman said. 'The so-caled dream. Y ou didn't redly dream that. Y ou madeit up.'

'No." Jennie wondered what the woman was talking about. 'Of course | dreamt it." She was sure now
that something horrible had come up. 'Let me see that,’ she said, and grabbed the printout.

Jennie glanced quickly at it, then read more dowly. She said, ‘Thisisn't possible!’

'Oh redly? thewoman said.

‘But | did dreamit. | did." She stared again at the sheet. The computer had broken the dream into
‘dements asit dwaysdid, but instead of the usual listing of ‘concurrences, that is, how many peoplein
the past three months had reported something similar, followed by several paragraphs of 'reference,

sgnificance, and andyss the only words beside any of Jennie's elementswere 'no reference.’ About the
fish—no reference. About the Persian carniva and the food stalls—no reference. Even the desert at the



end—no reference. Thisis crazy, Jenny thought. Even | can seethe reference to the Picture, why can't
the stupid computer? She said, There's got to be some mistake.'

Thewoman said, 'Sure. Y ou dreamed something and the nora.computer can't find anything about it in
any of its banks? Come on, huh?

‘But | did dream it.'

'Sure, that's right,’ the woman said. 'Listen, that computer's got every kind of dream anyone's ever
dreamt. No one can dream something they can't find and reference. Y ou can't even make something up
likethat.

Jennie gared at the sheet again. Even the part about her walking by the Hudson River full of fish.
How could that come up no reference? There had to be something in her dream—something deep
insde—that made it so strange even the most ordinary parts were—were different somehow. She
couldn't seeit, but the computer could.

'When did you dream this wonderful dream?
'Recita Day," Jennie said, and wished sheld lied.

'Yeah? Maybe youll tell me next it was aspecia present from Allan Lightstorm. Look,' she said, and
Jennie stepped back dightly. Thisisaholy office. Do you understand? Next time you want to play some
trick, you go and take it down to the Tdlers residence. They're used to bullshit around there.’

Outside, Jennie stood squinting at the Sun coming off the concrete entranceway. The dog had
crawled under awooden datted bench and lay on his sde with histongue out. A skinny teenager with
cropped blonde hair and tight jeans and a black muscle T-shirt sat on the opposite bench smoking a
cigarette. Jennie looked at the printout as she fumbled on her sunglasses. 'It's not possible,’ she said.

'Sureit is the teenager said. 'Anything's possible. That's the whole fucking point.’ He laughed as
Jennie rushed away.

She got in her car and drove out of the parking lot heading south. At the corner of Teller Street and
Market Street she stopped for alight. To theright lay the wide road leading to the Mid-Hudson Bridge
and beyond that the Catskill Mountains, grey in the haze of the Sun. On the other side of the road some
boys were playing basketball on the ymta outdoor court.

Jennielooked at the printout sheet lying beside her. 'Shit,’' she said. She crumpled the paper up and
threw it at the windscreen.

That night, Jennie was scrubbing grease off the broiler pan when a strange thought cametto her. It
wasn't Mike'sideato annul; something had made him do it, something that wanted him out of the way.
The same something that gave her that dream. She dropped the tray and pad in the sink, splattering filthy
water on hersalf. Instead of dabbing cold water on the spots she sat down on adinette chair. Thisis
crazy, shetold hersdf, while behind her the water ranin the sink.

What had Gloriasaid? That people think they do things for their own purpose, but redlly some agency
isusing them for some deeper purpose. Not everybody and not dl the time. Just peoplein particular
gtuationsat particular moments, when they can do something useful without even knowing it. Like Joan
leaving her Name beads on the plane.

Gloriawas apompousidiot, but that didn't change the principle. And it wasn't an unknown, or even
such aradica idea. Jennie had studied it in college, in Correct

Doctrine, when they'd had to read The Dialectic of Ignorance and Certitude.

Something had grabbed hold of Jennie. And that same something had got rid of Mike. However much
he himsdlf believed his conscious reasons for annulling their marriage, however red they seemed to be,
they were manufactured, no, manipulated, no, she couldn't find the right word. The point was, Mike had



been intheway. That'sdl there wasto it. With Mike around she couldn't have the dream. Why, she
didn't know, but she was sure of it.

She discovered the dish cloth in her hand, and without thinking dabbed at the front of her blouse.
How could they—it—do something like that. Push her around, get rid of her husband. No. Theideawas
ridiculous, absurd.

With agroan she got up to turn off the tap. A moment later she redlised she hadn't finished the dishes
and turned it on again. As she got back to work on the broiler pan she thought, It'strue. I'msureitis.
Animage cameinto her mind. She saw again the coloured fish from the dream as they swam out of her,
and she saw the peoplerise into the sky, and as she saw these things the anger and fear lifted out of her,
amost againgt her will, and her body seemed so light she became scared sheld float up and bang her
head on the cailing.

But when the strange sensations passed she discovered she was angry again. 'Keep out of my body,’
she wanted to shout, and even though she wasn't sure what she meant she knew that this thought was
hers, not anything put there by any outside force. She scrubbed the pan harder.

Two days later Jennie had just finished aservice at the Hospita of the Inner Spirit north of the city
and was standing by her car when an ambulance pulled up to the emergency entrance. Two para-healers
jumped out of the back to open the door to the hospital. The Sun sparkled on the white make-up
covering their faces and arms. Jennie watched as they reached in for the stretcher. The woman lying there
stared at the sky, her eyes so wide one of the paras had to shield them with his hand to keep the Sun
from burning the retinas. Despite the restraining sheet her body jerked every now and then against the
blanket. One of the other paras kept her hands on the woman's ribs to cushion the internal organs.
Through the doorway of the hospital Jennie could see ahedler and his assstant, waiting for their patient
to passthe gate. The healer was breathing deeply, to build up a current for the battle with the Ferocious
One who had invaded the woman. On hisleft arm he wore a puppet of Jaeen Heart Of The World,
patron of healers. The purple recital skin reached to the healer's elbow, while the lacquered wooden
head bobbed back and forth, ready to begin the work. Behind the healer, Jennie could see the gleam of a
sanctified operating table aswell as banks of instruments for scanning the woman's configurations.

'Poor woman," Jennie said, and got in the car. She put the key in the ignition, then let her hand drop.
For amoment she sat with her eyes closed, then with asmall shake of the head opened them again. She
shouldn't have looked. She was too impressionable. As she started the car she remembered her mother
telling her, "Y ou've got asoul like asponge.’ She drove down the highway, past lawns and trees and the
edge of aprivate golf course for the staff. There were no patients visible anywhere, and no heders.
Behind her no sound came from the complex of buildings.

Odd things were happening to Jennie's body. She missed a period and then another. She woke up
nauseous. A pressure on her bladder required her to urinate more often. Her breasts started to tingle and
then hurt. When she examined them she noticed that the veins stood out dightly, and that the nipples and
aureoles had darkened. Jennie did her best to ignore these things. When her ssomach or her breasts
forced their attention on her, she worried that aMalignant One might have invaded her body. Though she
tried to tell hersdf that she didn't take the idea serioudy she sprayed the whole house with
demon-breaker, the perfume made from flowers hateful to Ferocious Ones.

She knew she should go see adoctor. She couldn't seem to make herself phone for an appointment.
She was dwaystoo tired or too hot to think of such things. Thetruth is, though it worried her, she didn't
redly mind not ‘flowing’ (as Gloriacaled it in the Raccoons women's meetings). The heat had continued
al through the Summer, the humidity too, despite occasiond storms around sunset. Slight nauseaand
sengtive breasts seemed afair exchange for cramps and headaches and having to worry about Tampax.

No periods also meant she could skip visiting the women's house at the edge of the hive. From the
first Jennie had hated the squat round building with its pink dressing booths, its coffee bar, and its



Enactment chamber, an overheated room where the women sat on wooden benches with towels around
them while they gossiped about tv, family problems, and whoever wasn't there. In the middle of the floor
ahollowed-out circle held amound of wet mud. Each woman who camein squatted down at the edge of
the circle with her legs apart (and Tampax or sponge safely in place), and pretended to 'offer her water
to the Earth.’ Then shewould dab abit of clay on her amsor legs, or maybe (giggling) her bressts,
mumble a prayer of acknowledgement for the mystery, then hurry over to her friends on the benches. The
only thing anyonetook serioudy wasthe fertility/infertility blessng on the way out. If you wanted achild
you said aprayer and rubbed the guardian to the left of the door—athree-foot-high husk with
mountainous breasts and hips, and pudgy fingers holding open thevagind lips. If you wanted to avoid
pregnancy you rubbed the sister on the right—the same statue except that the fingers covered the
opening.

Jennie didn't know why the women's house annoyed her so much. She didn't think of hersef asa
prude, and certainly not apurificationist. But it was al so casud, so quick. Asagirl shed learned about
the original ‘female Enactment’, with Ingrid Burningsnake in San Francisco, and the ‘winter flowers that
bloomed in Golden Gate park. What would Burningsnake say if she could see these chatty suburbanites
hardly going through the motions? Not that it was any different anywhere ese. In high school the girls had
all talked about boys or practised dance steps, in Beverley's neighbourhood the women discussed
relationships and restaurants. But somehow the hive ... maybe shewas just a snob, infected by her
mother's contempt for hive dwellers.

S0 Jenni€'s periods vanished and she did nothing. One month, two, shetried to ignore the changesin
her body. On the day she found out she was pregnant her mother called.

The cdl came at mid-morning, an odd time, for Jennie should have been at work. Sheld woken up
that day more nauseous than usua. Sitting on the edge of the bath, wondering if she could throw up,
sheld thought of the scolding Maria had given her the day before for doppy work. When shefinaly dared
to leave the bathroom she'd phoned up and in a voice she hoped sounded as awful as shefelt shed
reported hersalf sick. And so was at home when the phone rang.

'Hello sweetheart,” her mother said. 'How are you?
'Mom," Jennie said. 'Why are you calling now?

Areyou doing something? Shdl | hang up and cdll back afew hourslater? Just say yesif you cant
tak.

'No, of course not. It'snothing like that.' Jennie often felt embarrassed at the lack of wondroustales
to excite her mother. 'It'sjust the time. | mean, usudly I'm a work.'

Y ou know | can never follow such things. People who work the same time every day—' Shelet the
sentence drop.

‘But you never cdl so early.’
'How do you know if you're always a work?

Her mother's high laugh made Jennie hold the phone away from her ears. She wished sheld accepted
Beverley's offer to cal back later. She could have made up some story to placate her mother's
sensdiondism.

'How are you, Mom? she said.

"Wonderful. I'mworking on anew piece. It exploresthe sound possibilitiesin traditional women's
work. It'scalled "Improvisation for Alto Saxophone, Clothes-pegs, and Amplified Washing Machine."
How areyou?

T'madl right.

'Do you ever think of returning to the city?



'‘What arare question.'

‘Don't be sarcadtic

'I'm very happy in Poughkeepsie.’

'‘And don't beslly, ether.’

'I'm not being silly. | wish you would let go of thisridiculous crusade of yours.
"What have you been doing?

‘Not much. | went to see aplay last week.'

'Oh God, in that place you told me about? With the red satin curtains?

'Peoplelikeit. She remembered sitting in the Bardavon Theatre watching Murder In The Coven and
whispering to Marilyn Birdan what an awful production it was.

'Alice's new play opens next week. She's very excited about it. She says she can fed apresencein
the theatre the last few rehearsals. Benign Ones eating the excess energy crested on stage.’

'Maybe she can get them to possess the critics:'
Beverley laughed. 'Or at least their typewriters.’
'Mom, I've got some errandsto do.'

‘Jen, areyou dl right?

‘What?

'| asked if you were dl right. Do you find that such a strange question for amother to ask her
daughter?

'No," Jennie said, 'I'm fine.'

'‘Areyou sure?

'Of course I'm sure.' Jen, do you miss me?

'I haven't gone that far, you know. | do come down and visit you.'
‘Do you missme?

'Y es, as amatter of fact, | often do.’

I missyou alot." Jennie didn't answer. After apause, Beverley said, 'A vision came a me last week.
About you. | wasn't sure | should tell you, but | think you should know about it. That'swhy | cdled.’

Therewas adlence, during which Jennie had to fight the desire to dam the phone down. She said,
'Y ou'd better tell it to me.’

It happened across the street. In front of the deli, actualy. | waswalking to the bead shop and |
glanced in the deli, window. To seeif they had any of that cheesecake. Y ou know, with the chocolate
flakes!

'Please tdl me what happened.’

‘I am. Anyway, there was nothing in the deli. All the shelves were empty. Except they gave off light, it
was S0 strong my eyes hurt. At first | thought there were no people ether, but then | saw someone. | had
to shidd my eyes againgt the light for acloser look, and then | redlised it wasyou.'

'What was | doing?
'Y ou were knedling down. On your hands and knees. | think you were scrubbing the floor.’
‘Wonderful. Maybe the vision wanted to tell you what would happen if | came back to New York.'

'Please don't joke. Thiswas agenuine vision, it penetrated my whole body. | was black and blue
afterwardsand | could hardly est. | till fed soreinsde!’



"Wasthat dl you saw? Me scrubbing the floor?

'No. | heard agrowl. | thought you were crying or something, but then | realised it came from the
back, the stockroom. Then—an animal came out and leaped on you.'

'What kind of anima wasit?

A cat. A night cat. Completely black.’

'‘What did it do? Beverley hestated. Tell me,' Jennie said.

‘It attacked you. It ... it cut you open. It cut you in pieces.’

‘Oh shit.'

'l tried to get insde and help you, but | couldn't find the door. | tried screaming for help, but | don't
think anyone heard me. A vision separates you, you know.'

'And that wasit? It just cut me up and that was the end?

'No. There was more. The cat ran off and then the shop filled up with people. And the shelves were
full of food. Everyone arted egting. | even found mysdf incredibly hungry. | had to fight not to rush
insde. Thefood wasyou. It looked like ordinary deli, stuff. Like the vison had ended. But | knew it
hadn't. | knew that all those cakes and macaroni salads and turkey rolls were you. Everybody was
grabbing it and suffing it in their mouths so fast they hardly had time to swallow.'

'Didthey fly intothe air?
'No. Not et dl.'
'Goon.'

"Theré's not much more. | just kept watching them. Except—well, | felt so good. | mean, part of me
did. A part | couldn't control. Mostly | couldn't stand to look &t it, al those people eating my daughter.
Therewas even that cheesecake with the chocolate flakes. But a part of me—I can't describeit.
Just—ike everything poured out of me. It waslike I'd kept ... kept al this pain and anger bottled up
ingde and now it had dl drained away.'

'How long did thisgloriousfeding last?

'Please don't get angry. It wasavison. How could | control what | felt? As soon asit ended and |
realised how horribleit was | started screaming. All these people crowded around, including Alice, who
has that dress shop, you know, and | didn't even recognise her. A couple of cops from the precinct
house came and helped me back home. Then someone from the sda came and gave me a check-up. He
sad they'd never seen anyone with such alow level. AImost no placement at dl. Hegave mea
prescription for sanctified mest, fresh killed from the mountains, and | had to send Mark to pick it up for
me. | could hardly move, |et done eat.’ Jennie said nothing. Her mother went on, 'l lay in bed for two
days, just thinking about it. | couldn't even practise or do my drawing or anything.'

'I'm honoured.’
'Please don't hide behind sarcasm. What do you think it means?
'How should | know? It was your vision. I'm sorry. I'm just upset.’

‘Do you know what | think?1 think it means you've got tremendous potentia and if you don't useit it
will tear you gpart. Y ou can't run from yoursdlf, Jen.'

'For God's sake, will you knock off the propaganda?

'Can you think of a better explanation? Why do you think the vison came to me? And not you?
Because | could giveit the proper interpretation.’ Jennie didn't answer. Jen? Beverley said. '‘Areyou
there?

'Look, Mom, | can't tell you what | think it means. | don't know. I'll haveto think about it.'



‘All right. And think about coming home. And think about your potentid.’
'‘Anything se?

'No. Just be careful !

‘Sure. I'll watch out for black catsin ddlis.'

I loveyou, Jen.'

I loveyou too. I'd like to hang up now, okay?

'Cdl me when you've thought about these things!'

'l call you when I've got something to say. I'm sorry. | didn't mean that the way it sounded. I'll call in
afew days.'

'‘Goodbye, Jen.'
'‘Goodbye, Mom." Jen placed the phone gently on the box.

She sat down in adinette chair. Why didn't her mother just keep it to hersalf? From the bedroom a
game show blared on the television. Jennie had been watching a soap opera when the phone had rung.
Shethought, What do they want from me? and couldn't think of who ‘they' might be. She said out loud,
'l just want anormd life!

Maybe she should go see a Speaker. Throw some stones or mix up some cards or something and
haveit dl explained to her.

She got up and walked into the bedroom to shut off the televison. Her back hurt and she moved
heavily. It wouldn't work. The speaker wouldn't see anything. It wasjust like nora. No one could tell her
anything. Shewas cut off.

She went into the living room, where she stood |ooking out of the picture window. Everything looked
s0 normal. Kids playing on the street, a couple of girlson bikes. Alice Kowski was shifting the rocks that
bordered the flower patch beside her front door. Down the block Jim Browning was taping arag doll to
his front door. Probably meant to symbolize some gratitude Enactment. She remembered Karen D'arcy
saying something about Jm getting promoted.

Jennie gestured at the air with her hand. It al looked so norma. Jm Browning didn't get calsfrom his
mother about people eating himin adeli. Alice Kowski didn't fall adeep on the Day of Truth. 'l just want
to benormal,’ Jennie said.

Themail van rolled up. The postman shoved something in Jenni€'s box and drove on. She walked out
of the house to the road. Junk mail. Advertisements, bills, requests for money from charities sheld never
heard of. The Holy Digest informed her she may have aready won $25,000 and dl expensespaid on a
pilgrimageto Hawaii. At least her mail was normal. She grabbed the

Poughkeepsie Journal from the tubular paper box and headed back to the house.

Jennie glanced.at the headlines as she walked up the driveway. With one foot on the step she
stopped. An article on the bottom of the page announced that a hook Enactment would take place & the
Plaza of the Saints on the Main Mall. By tradition the newspaper didn't give the name of the hooker or
describe what favour the Devoted Ones had done for him that he should want to hang himsdlf in
payment. The way the article was worded Jennie got the impression she was supposed to know.
Poughkeepsie politics, she thought. Maybe it was Jm Browning, giving thanks for his promation. She
laughed.

Jennie knew it didn't matter who was doing it. What counted was the access state. Suspended in the
air by wires attached to fishhooks in his back and legs the hooker answered questions with the
metaphoric assurance of someone sphoning off information from the Living World. A hooker meant
problems solved, advice to the lovelorn, hope for the sick and jobless. All around genera help and
information. And if anyone needed help—and information—it was Jennie Mazdan.



12:45, the article said. Theréd be amob, Jennie knew. Even if the hooker could tell her anything she
probably wouldn't get close enough to ask. She went back in the house and told hersalf she should forget
it, make some lunch. Instead, she went to the dinette for her pocketbook and sunglasses.

In her car, driving up Academy Street and then Blessed Path Road towards the parking lot, Jennie
wondered why she was going to see ahooker when she didn't think a professiona Oracle could tell her
anything. Maybe because of the professiona part, she thought. Or maybe she wanted to go to someone
who'd been in trouble and got through it.

There were no places|eft in the parking lot. Jennie thought she'd have to give up and go home but she
found aspace—illegal, but people were even parking on lawns—in aschool parking lot by White Street.
She hurried back to the mal. By the time Jennie got there alarge crowd had gathered. In Poughkeepsie,
most hangings took place, not on the gptly named Hooker Avenue, but herein the 'Plaza of the Saints,
where brass statues of five of the Founders (you couldn't tell which ones without looking &t the name
plates) surrounded a sputtering fountain. Concrete benches for weary shoppers formed acircle around
the statues. In fact, most shoppers, and most shops, had deserted Main Street for the highway malsand
mini-malls. The few people who came into town—for the camera store, or the sacred costume shop, or
the Joybirth Pizza Parlour (a copy of the Washington restaurant where Alexander Joybirth ate twelve
pepperoni pizzas and announced held consumed the zodiac), usually avoided the benches, leaving them
to drunks and addicts. Now and then, for political campaigns, or parades, or hangings, the city cleaned
the Statues, chased away the vagrants, and hung afew coloured streamers on poles around the fountain.

Today alarge crowd had spread up and down the mall from the ring of Founders. People stood on
wooden benches, others shouted at them to get down, children climbed on their parents shoulders. Here
and there Jennie saw adults or teenagers wearing masks representing Ferocious Ones, with bulging eyes
and fanged teeth. It was the custom to taunt a hooker, at least until the trance took hold. Jennie stood on
tiptoe and tried to look towards the centre. She could see the gallows they would use for the hanging, a
pre-fabricated metd L. If she squinted she could make out some of the pictures and quotations
decorating the side.

Wiresran from the gallows arm down to afew feet above the ground, where the hooks moved
dightly in the breeze.

Jennie turned to an ederly man in alinen suit. 'Who isit? she asked, but the man only rolled hiseyes
and turned away.

'‘Don't you know? awoman said. 'It's Mary Landis." She added, 'Sticky Landis." A few people
laughed.

Someone mock-scolded, 'Now, now, she was acquitted, you know.' The laughter got louder.
A man sad, 'Obvioudy amiracle.’
'Of course,' the first woman said. 'Why else do you think she's offering herself?

As Jennie attempted to sidle abit closer she wondered if it mattered whether or not the hooker
sincerdy wanted to atone for something. Maybe the power came impersonaly. From the action and not
thegod.

When thefbi arrested Mary Landis, vice-president of the Poughkeepsie Bird of Light Company, no
one expected her to avoid along prison term. Embezzlement, extortion, bribery of public officids,
industrid espionage, even illegal advertisng seemed to guarantee aforced penance that would keep her
on her knees lighting candles the shape of the Foundersfor yearsto come. The Poughkeepsie Journal
even ran areport that Landis had kept a harem of teenage boysin atrailer off Camelot Road, south of
the city. No onetook thislast charge serioudy, though it brought some tv people up from New Y ork; the
State stuck to what it considered a sure case.

The very magnitude of Landiss crimes gave her her defence. Describing her actions as 'obscene
beyond the point of greed' the defence argued for Maignant possession. A jealous colleague, a



competitor, or an ex-lover must have caled down aBeing to infect her soul. Besides creating aplausible
line of argument the gpproach alowed the Defence to usurp the Prosecution's privilege of luridly
describing dl of Mary Landiss crimes. Thejurors began to lean forward like pets waiting for dinner. So
did the Judge.

When the verdict camein 'Not guilty' Mary Landis appeared on aloca breakfast radio show to
announce she would give an offering, her 'fee as she put it, to the Benign One who had guided the jurors
to the truth. Most people expected a donation, or a decorous pilgrimage (the Poughkeepsie Journal
suggested atrip to the thieves sanctuary in Nevada). Some thought she might do a'shame Enactment'
dressed as the Being who supposedly had possessed her (various non-accredited Speakers and card
and coin Workers offered to track down the demon). Instead, Mary Landis had decided, as she later
told Newsweek, 'to hang mysdlf before the people my possessed soul victimised.'

Jennie had pushed and did nearly to the front when a noise from the back excited the crowd.
Barefoot, dressed in atorn tunic of purple suede, her hair knitted into braids with aminiature totem at the
end of each one, Mary Landis came stumbling aong a path cleared through the mob. People jeered a
her or poked her with sticks. Some threw crumpled paperslisting her crimes.

'I think shesoverdoing it,’ said awoman near Jennie. A man said, 'Reminds me of Allan Lightstorm.'

A shout signalled the end of the procession. Now Landis stood still while the attendants ripped off her
clothes and then began dapping her with globs of mud flecked with yellow glitter. Despite Jenni€'s
worriesasharp thrill pricked her at the sight of this remnant from the Days Of Awe. In the Revolution's
early days a contingent of Barefoot Workers, the zedl ots who first recognised and followed the Tellers,
found themsealves chased by the secular government to the shores of aswamp in Tennessee. Panic began
to spread among the Workers, especidly those who had just 'broken the blood—given up their families
for the truth. Refusing to move, the Founder, Marion Firetongue, stood at the swamp's edge with her
eyes half closed asasign sheld gone 'travelling. Only when the Workers could hear the yelps of the
hounds did Firetongue 'return to her face' as the saying goes. She smiled at the frantic crowd. ‘Listen,’ she
sad, 'l will tel you agtory.' The veterans sat down, ignoring the approaching dogs aswell asthe
complaints of the newer members. Soon the new ones too dipped into the rapture that marked the Time
of Fanatics.

When they emerged the landscape had changed. Behind them, instead of scraggly woods, loomed a
wall of rock, from the top of which barked a pack of outraged dogs and confused police. In front of
them, ingtead of the swamp, stretched afield of mud. Still talking, Firetongue stood up and began to strall
acrossit. The Workersfollowed as the police emptied their gunsinto the ooze. Y ears later, when the
government built the Marion Firetongue University Complex, they discovered that the mud could dull the
pain of ahanging or one of the other 'hard' enactments.

Unfortunately for Mary Landisthe origind mud was mostly gone by now; what was | eft was so
diluted that Jennie doubted it would help much againgt the hooks. She hoped Sticky Landis was doing
thisat least partly from devotion. Cynicism didn't seem like much of an anaesthetic.

When the attendants finished with Mary shelooked like a child's clay sculpture of awoman. A
moment later they scraped bare the spotsfor the hooks. A cold feding settled in Jenni€s groin asthe
slver fishhooks drifted down and then out of sight. Soon a cheer spread out from the centre of the crowd
asthe body tilted horizontd, then lifted into the air. There were four hooks, two aong the spine, onein
each thigh. Jennie could seelittle triangles of skin pulled up through the mud. Though no wiresraised the
arms Mary Landis held them giffly out to the sdes. With her head up shelooked alittle like a comicbook
superhero on the way to arescue.

The questions began while they were still hoisting her up the gallows. Questions about marriage, jobs,
children'sfutures or health, which house to buy, where to go on vacation. There were so many, dl of
them shouted, with everyone crowding forward, that Jennie just stood there, not even sure what she
wanted to ask. Has some power possessed me? |s some agent using me? Did someone make my



husband leave me? Mogt of the hooker's ‘clients waved scarves or flags decorated with pictures of
Telersor public shrines or maybe their persona totems. Supposedly, bright colours could penetrate the
trance and make sure the hooker heard your particular question. Jennie had forgotten to bring anything.
Stupidly shelet the crowd push her backward as they shoved to shout their questions and listen for the
hooker's sing-song voice.

'From the spring in your legsto the knifein your heart.' (Thisto ateenage girl who asked if her friend
redly loved her.) ‘Low, low the water flows, the Sun sings from benesth the bed.' (Advice on buying a
house.) 'Seven rows of snakes crawl on the tabletop. Show them your face, they will bite out your eyes!'
(A man had asked if someone was after hisjob.)

Through the crowd people passed out cards or |egflets advertising guaranteed accurate explanations.
Some of these touts wore costumes, others had attached flags or pennantsto their painted bodies.
People used to set up stals at hook hangings until the competition had become so aggressive the
government had banned on-ste interpretations.

Only once did someone not accept the cryptic answer. "Will my son get well? awoman asked, and
the mud face squeaked at her, 'The softest bones snap in the cold. A warm tongue licks off the dirt.’

'l don't understand,’ the woman said. 'Will he be dl right? Am | supposed to do something? s that
what you mean?

The hooker said, ‘A warm tongue-' and stopped, asif she redised she was repeating herself.

The woman's husband tried to lead her away, but she waved him off. 'l don't understand,’ she
pleaded. 'Can't you just explain? But people were shouting her down or pushing her aside. Findly a
policeman threatened to arrest her and she I ft.

An hour passed, with Jennie till buried in the press of people, and enough questionsin front of her to
keep the hooker going for aweek. She knew she would hate hersdlf if shedidn't at least try. But
everybody € se sounded so certain, with such smple questions. The noise broke only once. A woman, a
girl really, had called 'Should | become a Teller? and the hooker answered, 'Dead mouths cannot talk to
aliving tongue.’ For amoment shock moved through the crowd. Jennie thought, It's true. Everyone
knows it. They're all dead mouths. But then aman asked 'Will my wife come back to me? and the
carniva continued.

When the attendants got up from the benches to begin lowering the hooker, Jennie still hadn't moved.
People pushed each other, even trying to climb on each other's shoulders as they babbled their questions
in the last seconds of the enactment. Disgusted with herself, Jennie wished she'd stayed home. The siff
body, itsarms and legs still extended, began its dow descent. Jennie thought, she couldn't have helped
me anyway, | don't

even know what to ask. She decided to leave and try to get to her car before the crush.

And instead startled hersalf as much as anyone when her voice boomed over the cries of the
petitioners. "What's wrong with me? Everyone turned and stared at her—or so it seemed to Jennie. Why
did she have to do that? Why didn't she just stay home? The hooker wasn't even answering.

But she did answer. In avoice suddenly deep and cavernous the mudwoman chanted, ‘A fishis
swvimming in your womb. Y our uterusis boiling with colour. A fishis swvimming in your womb. The dawn
isbailing with colour. A fishisswvimming—'

'Stop it!" Jennie screamed, then turned and pushed people wildly out of the way, even some who had
aready stepped aside. A man tried to give her acard; she dapped hisarm. And behind her the voice
droned on. A fishisswimming in your mud. The Earth isboiling with colour. A fishisswimming inyour
waters, the Sky isboiling with colour. A fishisswimming in your womb—'

A Part of a version of THE TALE OF HE WHO RUNS AWAY



He named the mask 'the head of hisfather' and placed it on his shoulders. He began to run, moving
like a hot wind across the pebbles and soil. He came to avillage and scooped up rocks to announce his
coming. Every stone split askull or caved in achest, and when he reached the houses he began to use his
hands, so that even after everyone lay dead he clutched at the air for victims, while hisfeet shuffled like
aninfant dancing in the dippery Street.

Finally hetripped and the mask dropped off him into the torn belly of an old man. The boy stared
around him. Who were these strange faces? What were al these strange buildings? Wherewas his
house? All around him a harsh whistling sounded, the arguments of the dead as they tried to establish
some rule of place on their way to the new world.

When the boy redlised held daughtered the wrong village he thought how tired he was, how hed have
todoit al over again. He went into amud house to find some food. He was egting a blackened cheese
when he heard athumping noise outside in the Street. He peeped outside, frightened the dead had
returned to life. Instead, he saw asight asterrible as the bodies piled in theroad. A group of women
danced up and down in the street, waving their left fistsin the air and pounding their bellieswith their
right. Dressed in lion skinswith lion skulls on top of their shaven heads, and phalluses made of cast iron
strapped to their groins, the women only displayed their origina gender through an occasiond breast
visble underneath adoppily hung skin. The 'lion-men' they called themsdlves, crestureswho lived inthe
hills north of the Bitter Beach, and they announced in shouts and ssampstheir alegiance to the Great One
who had liberated so many soulsin such ashort time. From that day they served him, asaforce, asa
priesthood, until the night he decided to become awiseruler, beloved aswell asfeared, and knew he
must rid himsdlf of hisloyd band of mongters.

They cdled themselves the Death Squad, and it took them aweek to find hisvillage. In that week of
murders something strange happened to He Who Runs Away. Ashelay at night with the lion-men aseep
and the mask behind him an odd purpose awoke in him. He wanted to create the world.

He looked at the stone and dust and he saw paved roads with buses and trucks propelled by blue
sallsthat filled the sky. He thought of the shack where held lived with his mother and he saw apartment
buildings mileslong, with roomslit by lights plucked out of the Sky and hung from the ceilings. He licked
hisdry lips and tasted water from underground lakes, carried thousands of miles through pipes so wide
wholecities could live ingde them. By the time he reached his home town he only wanted to fulfil the
punishment and begin histrue work.

The lion-men herded everyone together and He Who Runs Away shouted, ‘| have come on my
father'sbusiness.' Hisvoice stripped the layers of dust from hisvictims eyes so that the sun burned
through their closed lids and they saw theworld asit redly is, aplace of such misery they only waited for
this strange being to relieve them of life. The Death Squad took up their double-headed axes. Led by He
Who Runs Away, they split the villagers skulls, outdoing each other with the swiftness and e egance of
their strokes.

When it was finished, and the lion-men were celebrating, He Who Runs Away sat down to listen to
the black birds with white necks who fluttered down to peck at the bodies. In the beet of their wingsthe
killer heard avoice, ateacher who told him about laws and government, administration and bureaucracy.
And when it ended itsingtructions the voice told him how to find the hidden bridge that would take him
and hisfollowers across the Sea of Sorrows to the bulk of the world.

The Desth Squad rolled across the continents. In each land He Who Runs Away eft behind
him—a ong with mountains of dismembered bodies—repaved roads, and digtrict courts, and laws and
licences, and progressive and regressive taxes. When he had killed the kings and presidents he turned
their palacesinto distribution centres for free food, clean clothing, and explanations of the new code of
equality and opportunity. Besides supplies and weapons he began to carry paint. When he conquered a
city hewould wait until night and then send the young women to paint the streets and trees and buildings,
so that when the sun rose the people saw a new world brighter than the sky. In acountry pockmarked



with caves he found alarge black rock. He took it with him and caled it the Seat of Heaven. Wherever
he went he would st on the rock, draped in black, to hear petitions. When the time came for judgement
he would throw off the black cloth and stand up dressed in gold and purple.

The lion-men understood none of this—not why their leader moved so dowly, not why he kept so
many people dive, not why he spent so many hourstalking, not why he sat on that sone listening to
people's complaints. Most of dl, they did not understand why he was building an army from al those
weaklings. For in each place Son Of A God ordered atax of young men, stripping them bare and
ordering them to flay themsalves until their blood washed away their past lives. Then he would kisseach
oneonthelipsandtel him, Thisisyour birth, and | am the breath of your life’

Late one night, while the army camped beside awaterfall, the leader woke the lion-men and
whispered to them that held discovered aplot to kill him. Silently they followed him into a cave behind
the foam of water. It was only when the young men rolled the Seat of Heaven againgt the cave's mouth
that the lion-men redlised their god had tricked them. In the darkness they could hear the buzz of theflies
as he raised the mask onto his shoulders. Later, when the young men opened the cave, He Who Runs
Away handed each of hisgeneralsacast iron phaluswrapped in human flesh.

Jennie Mazdan went to aclinic on Smith Street on the north side of town, to find out what she aready
knew, that she was two and a half months pregnant.

When the doctor had done the test Jennie sat in the bare waiting room for the results to come
through. The clinic was a poor one, with hard benches, torn magazines on a chipped table, and old
posters giving advice on spiritua hygiene. Graffiti made the posters hdf illegible. Through the closed door
Jennie could hear arheumatic patient complain that neither the doctor's pills nor the chants of the hedlers
down the hdl had driven the Malignant Ones out of her knees. A few minutes Later Dr Karim cdlled
Jennie back for the results.

"The Spirit has bresthed itslife into your womb," he told Jennie formally. Jennie closed her eyesand
sagged deeper in the narrow chair.

'Do you want acopy of the report? the doctor asked. Jennie shook her head. 'Do you want meto
send a copy to the father? He was abad man with adight potbelly. He wore astained shirt and no
jacket.

Jennie opened her eyes again.

Under his meta desk the doctor tapped hisfoot on the floor. 'Do you know the father?

'No. Not exactly." A moment later she smiled dightly. "Yes. Yes, | know him.'

'Isthisyour first pregnancy?

'Yes. I'mavirgin.'

Thedoctor half spun round in his segt to stare drameatically at the calling. 'l don't think that's very
likely.

'I was married once,' Jennie said. 'But my husband got an annulment.’

The doctor didn't bother to hide his grin. It occurred to Jennie that the doctor assumed her husband
had made her pregnant and then pressurised a judge to annul the marriage. 'So you're avirgin,' the doctor
sad.

'Yes." She was about to leave when the doctor said,

There's an Enactment, you know. Y ou're supposed to perform it on the discovery of—'

‘No.'

It'svery smple. We can do it right now if you like. Usudly the father doesit with you, but snce you,
snceyoureavirgin—'



‘No.'
'Ms. Mazdan, the law requires we do the Enactment within aweek of pogtive lab. results!
'l don't want any Enactments.’

He sghed, tapping hisfoot again. 'Enactments join usto the Living World. The Founders gave them
to us as actions we can perform to hel p recognise the Spirit in our lives!

I know what Enactments are. Y ou don't have to explain them to me.’

‘It doesn't Signify awanted pregnancy, if that's the problem. | mean, you won't be ahypocrite. In fact,
evenif you get an abortion right afterwards, the Enactment will still apply. More so, actudly.’

‘No.'
"The Chained Mother will help your abortion. But you haveto join with her first.

I know. And then join with her in the abortion clinic. That way the abortion signifiesthe breaking of
her chainsrather than the denid of life!

He sat back, unprepared for this sudden e oquence. 'Wdll,' he said, 'if you know al that, you'll dso
know you should do it."

'No!" She got up. 'What do—do | pay something?

'No, you don't pay something. This happensto be afree clinic. For people who can't afford to pay.'

I'm sorry.'

'Next time maybe you'll take your problems to someone who hastime to waste. I've got patients who
need me.'

'l won't bother you again.’
'Please don't,’ Doctor Karim said.

On theway out Jennie passed a partly open door. Inside, a healer had begun work on some teenage
girl who looked as though she couldn't have weighed more than eighty pounds. Not a'pure (the kind
who worked without props or systems), the healer had drawn a series of concentric circles with coloured
chalks on thewood floor. The sick girl sat in the centre, the 'heart of life, Jennie knew. She'd studied the
system in college, and remembered now that the circles represented the different worlds: the Earth, the
SKky, the Land of the Dead, she forgot the others. As he travelled through the circles the healer acquired
power and knowledge from each one so that when he reached the centre he could clean the girl's soul by
pressing his charged hands to her forehead and the base of her spine. Anyway, that wastheidea. Jennie
caught only aglimpse of him hopping from one circle to the next before an assistant dammed the door.

Outsdein her car, Jennie looked at the shabby six storey brick buildings, the people sitting in the
folding chairs by the small patches of yellowish grass. Children dashed past the car, shouting in code.
Double doors of pedling red paint stood open to let some air into the buildings. Jennie glanced at the
totems that squatted above the doors. She wondered if the tenants chose their own building totems, or if
the city housing bureau made the choice for them.

'‘Why did | do that? she said softly. Would the doctor report her? Probably not. Too busy. Shed
never refused an Enactment before. Never.

Shelooked at her watch. She'd better get back to work, or €lse she wouldn't reach her last service, a
factory, before they closed for the night. As she drove dowly down the street in the direction of the
housing project guardian (her excuse to hersdlf for coming to the clinic) she noticed agroup of children
playing some game which required them to roll around on the grass. She stopped across the road to
watch them. A picture game, she saw, for one of the children stood over the others and gestured with her
short arms, like a Teller declaiming astory. She wore anecklace of atificia flowers, like the kind kids
get in Woolworth's to wear on Founder's Day. A wool blanket wastied around her shoulders—her



recitd skin.' A couple of mothers hovered nearby. They looked worried, asif they feared the game might
go too far in some way. Jennie wondered what Picture they were doing.

She drove round a corner. Had she made a mistake refusing the Enactment? She remembered that
weird idea she'd had, of some sort of agency making her do things. She was pretty sure the refusa had
been her own decision.

At the building that housed the guardian she pulled over, then got her equipment from the trunk. No
one paid much attention as she walked past the children and old people gathered outside. On the roof the
husk looked alittle shabby, not quite as gleaming as some of the others. Jennie set to work, spraying it
with cleaning fluid and rubbing it down with her cloths.

Outside, she hurried back to her car. She just wanted to finish her rounds and go home. She wished
shedidnt livein ahive. She didn't belong there, with al those people bound together, going to Recitals
together, doing Enactments together. Hell, she thought, if she started refusing Enactments she didn't
belong anywhere.

As she approached her next stop, aresearch lab., she had a sudden pang of missing her father.
Jmmy. The Jmmy and Jennie show. She remembered snuggling onto his lap while he read to her from
The Lives

Of The Founders. So long ago. Maybe that was the |ast time she belonged somewhere. And now
shewas pregnant. Her very own baby. Hers and—She didn't want to think about that.

That night, after dinner—sheld made herself an egg sdad and hardly eaten it—Jennie sat in the dinette
with the phone book in her 1ap, determined to find an abortion clinic and end this nonsense once and for
all. But what should shelook up? Shetried ‘abortion’, ‘pregnancy’, 'birth control’, even'marital advice.
Ridiculous. She must know the name, everyone knew it. Named after one of the Founders. Why couldn't
sheremember? It's the agency, shethought. Bastards.

'Keep your secrets,’ she said, and threw the phone book on the floor. Karen. Last year Karen D'arcy
had got pregnant by that guy from the record company, the one who turned out to have awifein North
Carolina. Jennie remembered her surprise that Karen had confided in her. She grabbed her light zipper
jacket from the couch and marched outside.

With each step alittle of her militancy leaked away. What she was planning was crazy. She should be
giving thanks or something. Going on a pilgrimage or something. When she reached Karen's house she
nearly walked on, asif shedd just gone out for astroll. But then her anger returned. They didn't ask her.
That was the point. Nobody had asked her. She had to keep herself from pounding on Karen's door like
some Hollywood Viking demanding entranceto acastle.

Karen came to the door dmost immediately. 'Oh,’ she said when she saw Jennie, 'Hi.'
'Are you expecting someone?
'No, not at dl. Comein." When Jennie had stepped into the little cove that led to the living room

Karen laughed and said, 'Wdll, to tell you the truth, | wasn't expecting anyone, but | sure was hoping it
might bethisguy | know.'

'Oh, I'm sorry," Jennie said. 'Should | go?
'No, of course nat. If | didn't see anyone until Jack came | could apply for hermit status from the
government. Come on, sit down. Want some coffee?

'Y eah, Okay,'Jennie said, and sat down on the short grey couch. Karen's house dways looked alittle
like an illugtration from afurniture cata ogue. The couch and the two gold chairs and the pae gold tables
with their bulbous porcdain lamps al went together, but none of it reflected Karen. Furniture didn't
interest Karen any morethan it did Jennie. Shejust made more of an effort.

She came back with a couple of speckled mugs. 'l made awhole pot,’ she said, and added, 'Milk, no
sugar, right? Jennie nodded and took the mug.



Karen sat down on one of the chairs. In anarrow skirt and pink blouse shelooked asif she'd been
hired to grace the furniture. She said, 'Sorry | got so slly at the door.

"That's okay. Who's Jack?

'‘No one!

I'm sorry.

'No, | didn't mean you shouldn't ask. It'sjust—' She pushed her hair back with her hands. ‘I met him
through work. He'sabuyer. And | thought he might become—someone. | guess| till hope so. Never
giveup D'arcy.'

‘Married.'

'Yeah.' Shelaughed. 'At least hetold me!

Jennie knew she should ask what happened but she couldn't make herself speak. Karen went on,
"Y ou know what | thought?Y ou know what | told myself? That it was agood sign. | mean, that hewas
married and he told me. Showed he was honest. Isn't that incredible?

Jennie didn't answer. 'Oh hell,' said Karen, 'I'm sorry. I'm sure you didn't come hereto listen to me
complain about life!

It's okay.'

'No, redly. I'll tell you, though, sometimes| wonder why | do it. Go for these bastards. Isit just
because the choice is so narrow? Have you started dating yet?

'What?

Karen laughed. 'Sorry, didn't mean to catch you like that. I'm alittle—disconnected, | guess. But it's
been along time now, hasn't it? Since -* She waved her fingers, 'Y ou know.'

I havent redly thought about it,' Jennie said.

"Y ou should. Not that | make avery good case for the singleslifestyle. Sometimes| think 'mon a
pilgrimage that never gets anywhere.’

Youdoadl right.'

Y ou think s0?'Y ou must not be paying attention. God, I'm sorry. Still, at least it would give you
something to worry about besides GloriaRich.

Jennie did her best to smile. 'l can manage Gloria. And | can certainly find things to worry about.'

‘Can't we dl.' Thetwo women sipped their coffee. Hesitantly Karen touched Jennie's hand. 'Jennie,’
she sad, 'is something wrong?

‘Wrong?

'Y eah, you don't look too grest.’

'No, of course—it's—' She stopped. 'Why don't you tell me what it is?

'Karen, I've got a problem.’

I'mligening.’

'‘Umm—I need—do you remember that guy you went with ayear or so ago? Bruce, | think.'
'Sure. Good old Brucie. What about him? Don't tell me he's grabbed you now.'

Jennie said serioudy, 'No, | don't even know him.

But, you remember when you got—ypregnant? Karen nodded. "Where did you go? For the abortion,
| mean.'

"You're pregnant?



Jennie looked down. If only she could have found the name and avoided dl this. In away,' she said,
and fdt likeanidiot.

'Inaway. Jennie, you said you're not even dating.'

‘wdl—'

'Oh shit, you weren't, you weren't attacked?

'No, no, it ... ' She stopped. 'Y eah, | guessthat'swhat it was. A kind of attack.’

'Oh, Jennie." Karen jumped up to hug her, then let go when Jennie stayed giff in her arms. She sat
down next to Jennie on the couch. 'Where did it happen? When did it happen?

‘Recitd Day,' Jennie said. If only she could get the information and get out.

"The Day of Truth? Karen asked. Jennie nodded. 'Great Mother,' Karen said, 'that's horrible. How
could someone—Wait a minute. That'swhy you didn't go to the Recital? Jennie nodded again. 'Oh,
Jennie, sweetheart. God, that makes me want to go over and pound Gloria Rich'stiny head against a
fucking wall." She saw Jenni€'sadarm and added, 'Don't worry. | won't tell anyone. Especialy not our
locdl saint." She thought amoment. 'Did you call the police?

'‘No.'

'Maybe you should. Look, | don't want to tell you what to do, and | know how awful the police can
be, but this guy could go after someone dse.’ Jennie said nothing. 'Just think about it, okay?1'll go with
you if you want." A moment later, she added, ‘Do you want to talk about it? Where did it happen?

'At one of my services. One of the guardians.’ Worse and worse.
"The bastard. The goddam bastard. At a sacred site!’
'Look, Karen can we not—'

'Oh, I'm sorry. Redlly." She jumped up. "Y ou want more coffee? Karen took the mugsinto the
kitchen. When she returned, Jennie had bent even further forward with her hands clasped between her
knees. She took the mug and murmured her thanks without looking up.

Karen said, There's one thing. Whether or not you go to the cops. Have you done a banishment?
Jennie shook her head.

'Y eah, | thought maybe ... Look, Jennie, | know you don't want to even think about it. But a
banishment will help. That's what the Enactment isfor. To clear the rape out of you. A rape—arape
upsets everything. It invades—Someone like that, he just leaks garbage. Y ou've got to cleanit al out of
you." Jennie said nothing. "'The women's centre can do the enactment with you." Shit, Jennie thought, |
could have called the women's centre for the name of the clinic. Karen went on, 'It won't hurt, and
they won't ask you any questions.”

Jennie said, 'I'm pregnant.’

‘It doesn't matter. The banishment works only on the rape. Not the foetus. Y ou've got to do it, Jennie.
It'1l help the abortion.'

That's what that idiot doctor said, Jenniethought. Different enactment, same stupid idea.

'Infact, Karen said, 'even if you wanted to keep the child the banishment would help that too. Purify
it

'I'm not keeping it. | don't want it.'

'Of course, of course. | didn't mean you should keep it. | sure as hell wouldn't. | just meant—I just
think you should do the Enactment.’

I'll think about it."
‘Don't think about it. Do it. Do you want me to go with you?



'No. No, I'll—look, can't you just tell me where to go for the abortion?

'Y eah, sure. Will you promise me you'll go to the women's centre?

‘All right.’

'It'son Teller Street. It's called the Centre of the Unquenchable Fire. Y ou know, after Li Ku.'

Jennie made aface. That'sright,’ she said. Why couldn't she remember it? For amoment they were
both slent, thinking of the Great Abortion, in the last days of the Old World. A thousand women had
gathered on anidand to pray for the Army of the Saints. When they arrived, they burned dl their clothes,
refusing to wear anything made in Old World factories. The secular government decided to take revenge
on these women, using their nakedness as an excuse for sending in an army of police. When the women
became pregnant from the mass rape they prayed for guidance. One of them fdll over with avisonthat a
great flame had burned up atree, releasing awave of perfume from arock hidden in the trunk. Because
of thisvison they went al together to see Li Ku Unguenchable Fire (in beauty and truth lives her name
forever). The Founder told them a picture—it was not recorded which one—and then she touched the
women's bellies and released the foetuses from their imprisonment.

After the women had returned to their idand Li Ku stayed in the place she called the Home of the
Non-born. When she returned she reported that the foetuses lived in their own stories, consdering their
existence far superior to the world they called 'the land of decay'.

As 50 often the thought of a Founder (even Li Ku) lifted the women out of their persona swamps.
They sghed—samultaneoud y—then laughed. Karen looked at Jennie, then took her hand. 'Funny,’ Karen
said after amoment, 'that Li Ku should have been the one to do the abortion.’

'Why isthat funny?

'She found "The Place Ingde". And if anyone ever needed an abortion it was She-Who-Runs-Away.'
Jennie did loose her hand. She anchored it on the mug of tepid coffee.

I'm sorry,’ Karen said.

It'sokay.'

'l said something wrong, | guess. Mentioning the Picture. That wasredly stupid. I'm sorry.’
It'sokay," Jennie said. 'Look, um, thanks. For helping.’

'l didn't do very much.’

'Y ou gave me the name. For some reason | couldn't think of it.'

'‘Maybe because you haven't done the banishment.’

'Please, Karen.'

'Remember, you promised me." Looking at Jennie asadnessfilled Karen. Shewished Li Kuwould
come back. The Tellersjust didn't burn like they used to. There was nobody |eft. Nobody who could
make you mdlt.

Jennie said, 'l hope things work out. With that guy Jack.'
Karen shrugged. 'lt's no big dedl. Either hell cal or hewon't. I'd probably be better off if he didn't.’

They stood for amoment, then Jennie said, 'Well, | better be going.’ At the door she turned and
hugged Karen, akind of payment.

I'll comeround,’ Karen said. 'And if Gloriaor any of the others bother you, you tell me. | can handle
those cregps.’ Jennie nodded and | eft.

The next day Jennie took avacation day, then called the Centre of the Unquenchable Fire whose
receptionist informed her they did not give consultative gppointments by telephone. Women who made
appoi ntments on the phone, she said, often forgot’ when the time came. She managed to imply that



Jennie belonged to this weak-willed community. 'I'll comein this afternoon, ' Jennie said, trying to inject
some of her mother's absolute conviction into her voice.

'Whenever you like,' the receptionist said.

Tdler Avenue ran acrossthe city, from the Mid-Hudson Bridge to the triangle of highways leading
into the hills and toward Connecticut. Without thinking, Jennie expected to find the clinic near theriver
end, among the dightly shabby homes, the ageing gpartment houses and smdl office buildings. Instead,
she found hersdf driving through the midday traffic into the reelm of one and two storey houseswith smal
but neat lawns and bright porches. The clinic itsaf occupied a modernist rectangle of wood and frosted
glass. A long narrow lawn, free of weeds, set the clinic somewhat behind the woodframe houses on
either sde of it. Above the dark red door Jennie could see asmall painting, but she couldn't make out the
details. Probably the Great Abortion, or some other marvel of the clinic's patron.

She parked the car across the street and got out to stare at the building. Was she doing the right
thing? Maybe Karen and the doctor were right, maybe she should do some Enactment or other before
taking any definite steps. What would she think about the whole thing years from now? Would she regret
denying the dream—the Agency? Not finding out its plansfor her? And yet, the thought of that ... that
fish swimming around insgde her ... Thethought that they could just commandeer her body, like—like
sometruck carrying soldiersto thefront ...

Hestantly she crossed the street, only to stop again on the far sdewak. A young woman in jeans and
aflowery blouse stepped quietly from the red door. As she passed Jennie she smiled and said, 'Go on.
They'reredly very nice’

Jennie nodded and took a step onto the flagstone pathway that cut through the lawn to the house.

A bush blocked her way. About three feet high, its tangled branches and sharp thorns sprawled
across the stones. She frowned at it, then stepped onto the grassto walk around it. Two stepsto the
side, and she turned forward again. Another bush filled the space in front of her. Sweat erupted on
Jennie'sface. For severa seconds she looked from one bush to the other. Then shefixed her eyeson the
open space to the right of the bush. She sidestepped until she could see abare lawvn and beyond it the
building, where a couple of people now stood in the open doorway. Jennie held her breath and stepped
forward.

A tree blocked her. Fat and low, itsthick old branches stretched more horizontdly than vertically.
Around the hump of itsroots grew yellow flowers and spiked grass. A squirrel glanced at Jennie then ran
down the trunk in front of her feet. She screamed, out of frustrated rage as much asfear, and sprinted to
theleft.

She cut around so fast she couldn't stop when she saw thetrellis hung with aprickly vine. Thetiny
thornsraised little welts on her face and up and down her arms. She began to cry. A blur of noise
answered her from the house, Through the trellis Jennie could see agroup of peoplein the doorway, dl
women, somein lab. coats, one or two in hospital gowns. Someone called, ‘Come on.' But no one came
to get her.

She got up and walked dl the way to the edge of the lawn where alow picket fence marked the
border with the house next door. When she looked at the clinic she could make out the painting above
the door: Li Ku on her ferriswhed. Jennie stared at the painting asif she expected it to glow or move.
She only saw faded wood, here and there chipped by bad weather over many years. She took a deep
breath and stepped forward. The saggy old willow that blocked her looked asif it had stood there for
years. At the base lay a battered doll in a polkadot dress.

Jennie got down on the ground to lay both hands on the grass. 'Please,’ she told the Earth. 'Let me go
by. Please. They shouldn't have picked me. I'm no good for this sort of thing.'

'Miss,' said avoice behind her! ‘Could you tell us what's happening here? Jennie looked over her
shoulder to see awoman in apink blouse and yelow skirt bending over her with amicrophone attached



to abag a her waist. A few feet away stood another woman, in jeans and asweat shirt, with asmall
video cameramounted on her shoulder. By the kerb aman lounged against atruck marked ‘wpkp Action
Now News.'

The woman with the microphone said, 'What is your name, please? Are you trying to go insde?
Jennielooked from her to the people in the doorways. 'Did you come for an abortion? Can you give usa
satement? The woman with the camera was panning the house and the bushes.

Jennie got to her feet and the camera swung back to her. Shelooked at the woman with the
microphone. 'Walk ahead of me," she ordered, and gestured at the open space next to the willow tree.

The newswoman stared into the camera. 'I've just been asked to precede the anonymous visitor into
the Centre of the Unquenchable Fire. Will more trees spring up? 1 don't know." Gingerly she took a step,
then another. The camerawoman hovered behind her. The woman said, 'l seem to have passed the
barrier.'

Jennie stepped after her. A large bush stood between her and the reporter. Small red berries gleamed
among its shiny leaves. Behind Jennie the camerawoman whispered, ‘Beautiful. Come on, lady, do
another one.' The reporter stood on tiptoe to make sure her face and shoulders would appear above the
bush. Thereyou seeit,’ she said. The Great Mother herself in amilitant action against one woman's
abortion." She cut around the bush to stick the mikein Jennie'sface again. 'Did you expect thisto
happen? she said. 'Can you give us a statement?

Jennie turned and walked back to her car, followed by the reporter who tried to get between Jennie
and the car door. While Jennie pushed the woman aside and fumbled with her key, an old skinny dog
shook itsalf awake fromits post under the car. It growled at the camerawoman who scowled at Jennie,
asif to accuse her of playing unfairly. When Jennie had climbed inside the car the dog pissed once against
the front whed, then shuffled afew feet away to crouch down on the sdewalk.

Jennie didn't hear the Action Newswoman'sfina questions. As she drove away, a car with acouple
of men, one of them with two cameras around his neck, nearly dammed into her asit spun Sdewaysto
block the road. She kept going, driving over someone's lawn while the car and the television van ended
up blocking each other. They have no right, Jennie thought. She hoped Karen wouldn't see her on
televison. Or Gloria. Or Maria. No right.

Latethat night, when Jenniefinaly fell adeep, she dreamed she lay on an operating table with agroup
of women holding open her legs. One of them spread Jennies vagina lips and atree sprang into the air.
Its branches broke open the roof of her house and stretched into a blue sky. Higher and higher the tree
grew until the dreamer found hersdlf climbing the trunk, looking down on the curve of the Earth. Villages
gprang up in the branches, cities, whole planets. Jennie kept climbing until all around her she could seethe
dars. Cregtures climbed aongside her. She couldn't see them, but she could hear them moving up the
trunk. But when shelooked down, at the base of the tree, she saw adead woman, her skin asgrey as
stone.

THE THREE SISTERS: A training Picture, told, with some unauthorised revisions, by
Valerie Mazdan shortly before her expulsion from the New York College of Tellers:

Long before the world became so crowded there lived three ssters, Lily, Agti, and athird. One day
when they were young their mother |eft them, setting sail inasmall boat out past the waves that washed
their green idand. For many yearsthey lay in the sun, or watched the cora grow, or called down storms
to excite the sea. One afternoon Lily ran with Agti to ahigh hill in the centre of theidand. They dove
down into apool where they stayed for hours. When they surfaced they were lovers. Centuries|ong they
rolled across the sky, locked in each other'sarms and legs. Their siweat mingled and flowed into the sea
aswarm currents. Caressing the continents the currents ended the ice age that had claimed the world
gncethe ssters mother had sailed away in her black boat.



All thistime the third sister sat on a stone bench behind their house and watched the lovers. The
wilder Lily and Agti got the more she stared a them, her eyes unblinking, her lips dightly narrowed.

Onemorning Lily woke up to find the bed empty beside her. When she went outside she discovered
her two sisters side by side on the porch of their house. The third sster said, 'We have to choose!

Lily yawned. '‘Choose what?

'‘Our domains. Our territory.' And she quoted an old song their mother had taught them. ‘One for the
Earth, onefor the Sky, and one for the Land of the Dead.'

Lily rubbed her eyes. Then she laughed and took Asti's hand. 'Come on,' she said. To her amazement
Adli pulled awvay.

‘She'sright,’ Adti said. They need us!'
'Who needs us?
‘Our children. The world. We've got to become the mothers now.’

The three Ssters went to arestaurant on a pine-scattered cliff overlooking alake. Therethey played a
game with nine copper coinsthrown at the wall. The game went on for aweek—you can gill seethe
marks dl over the restaurant—and when it ended the third sister had won.

Lily ran outsde. Asti sat on akitchen stool and stared at her knees. While Asti wondered what their
mother would think of them, the third sister leaned back in the restaurant owner's captain's chair and
considered the possibilities. The Sky would give her alot of room and agood deal of power; but it was
al so empty. The Earth was crowded enough but nothing ever stayed in one place. Thethird sister knew,
or a least believed, that she would love dll her creaturesin whatever domain she chose for hersdlf. If she
ruled the Earth she would have to watch her children snapped away into the warehouses of death before
they even learned to recognize her. She knew that Lily and Asti considered her hard, but she believed
hersalf secretly weak, and she feared that if she ran the Earth she wouldn't schedule enough disease and
war.

But the dead—the dead never leave. She thought of room after room of frozen bodies, thewalls and
floors covered with layer on layer of bodies, so thick that even if you could reach al the way to the
bottom it would il take the lifetime of atar to touch your fingertipsto the earliest resdents. She
imagined their mother arriving some day; the thought made her smile.

Therefore, when Adti asked her, please, would she choose something, the third sister stared out the
window amoment, then said, 'l choose the Underworld." Agti's mouth fell open. She knocked over a
tableassheran outsdeto tel Lily.

Lily laughed and kissed her sgter. Thetwo girls nearly brought down the restaurant with their shouts
of joy asthey ran up the path. When they got insde, the third sister had dready gone.

The other two choiceswent very easily. Lily considered the Earth too much work and was glad to
take the Sky, while Asti secretly calculated that as Lady of Earth she could take time off to walk along
the seabed and search for an ancient woman who had left her daughters.

So at last the three sisters separated. At first Asti did search the sea. She even mounted grand
expeditions, officialy to look for lost continents. She never found athing. After awhile she managed to
bog hersdlf down with enough bureaucratic mechanisms—tides, climates, volcanic scheduling, radioactive
decay—that she could tell hersdlf it wasn't redlly her fault that sheld given up looking.

Lily played. She stretched herself thin enough to roll in the dust between the gaaxies, she squeezed
hersalf so tight she jerked gravity out of its compulsions. Now and then, when she would admit to
boredom at the same games over and over, she would visit Earth and try to persuade Asti to take a
holiday. More and more, however, Agti refused to leave her desk, even for an evening. 'I'm their mother
now, shetold Lily. They depend on me.



And the third sster—L ady of a Thousand Names, as one of her assistants called her—she took to
walking endlessly along the cold corridors of her house. Now and then she stopped and stared into the
faces embedded in the walls, or pressed her fingers to the mouths or eyes. Never did she get back the
dightest recognition.

Shewasn't done. She could dways find her assstants lounging in the staff rooms. They sat around
card tables and made up lists, or they traded stories about 'appointmentsin LasVegas and other tricks
they played on their ‘clients.’ But the third sister could never stand their tone of voice, or the way they
leaned back with their hands behind their heads, or the gaudy costumes most of them affected (strings of
skulls, belts made out of teeth and fingernails, leether dresses dripping blood). Mogt of al she couldn't
stand the way they dl fdll silent the moment she entered the room, the way they stared at her. She knew
very well that they could run the place without her.

Sometimes she walked down to the ferry dock and watched the new arrivals as they stumbled off the
boats. The assistants would let them look around for amoment, then they would shout in their faces.
Meekly the dead would alow the assstants to lead them to the walls. Once frozen, they never saw or
heard anything again. A couple of timesthethird sster thought of taking a consgnment to herself, before
the workers could fix them in their places. Shedidn't dare.

Finaly Our Blessed Mother of Night (as another assstant called her) decided that only her beloved
gster Adti could blot away her londiness. By thistime she had convinced hersdf that Asti had loved her
and not Lily. She convinced hersdlf that Asti missed her, that Agti longed for her and would rush to give
up the noisy Earth for the cool beauties of the Underworld. If only she could go hersdlf, the lady thought.
But shewas dways the responsible one. She didn't want Adti to think she'd become flighty.

She sent two assigtants, amale and afemale, in a Silver Phantom Rolls Royce. The lady stood on the
shore of her land and watched them drive across the grey river. She watched them wave and shout at the
bent humans, the silent mice, the still mosquitoes coming acrossin the latest shipment. When the
messengers were gone the third sister walked back to her magnificent bedroom, where she sat on the
corner of her white sheets.

The assstantsfound Asti at her desk, mapping out new routes for the high winds that sealed off the
planet. They smiled at the smell of blood in the air; someone must have run asacrifice to get the Mother
Of Earth's attention. Asti jumped as ahand curled round her shoulder. 'Blessed One,' said asarcastic
voice, ‘wewould very much likeit if you would take aride with us!

Thisismy territory,’ Adti said. 'Get out."
One of them fingered anecklace. Asti saw, among the teeth and snapped bones, nine copper coins.

I'll tell you what,' the messenger said. 'If you can proveyour ... dominance, well get in our car and go
tell our lady you were busy.’

Adti's heart jJumped. Sheldd always hated Degth's ultimate claim on dl her children. She asked, 'What
do you mean by proof?

The two of them smiled. 'Well choose agroup of targets. Nothing very difficult. A child, abestle, an
orchid, that sort of thing. If you can save one of them, just one, well go home!'

Adli dared at them. Thetips of their teeth showed over their white painted lips. ‘Makeyour list,’ Asti
sad.

The contest lasted ninety-nine days. At first Adti tried to counter their every move. She would protect
her creatures with her body, or snatch them in her arms and leap from one wind to another. She would
hide them in caves, in crowded subways, in the centre of blizzards. When she saw the enemy penetrate
to every one of her children she knew she must change her tactics. Only one, they'd said. Shejust had to
win onetime, and they would leave her done.

She chose one of the last targets on the lit, ayoung girl who worked in asweatshop in Taipe. Adti
met the child one morning on the way to work. A touch on the eyes caused the girl to forget her job, her



family, her name. First, her Mother armoured the child's body. She bathed the girl in ariver that flowed
from Ati's own mouth, she rubbed her in the leaves of atree that grew behind her office. Then she began
the disguises. She wiped away the girl's persondity, then substituted layer upon layer of fake identities: an
actressin Itay, ashoemaker in Beirut, astriped cat living in the back of agrocery in Utrecht. For the final
layer, the outer coat, Asti dressed the girl in her own face and dress and set her down at the great desk.
With absolute conviction in her persond history as Asti, Mother of Life, the child set about ordering the
latest growth rates for orange treesin Portugd, for rainstormsin Ohio.

Adti hersdlf returned to that morning in Taipe. In the shape of ayoung girl she sewed 'madein
Tawan' labelson theinsdes of black and yellow jeans.

Dayswent by, weeks, months. One afternoon she was returning from her work when a Rolls Royce
pulled up dongside her. She kept walking. Two figures stepped in front of her. They took her hands and
ashock of cold went through her. In the car she sat without aword. She didn't look at them or speak
until they cameto the riverside, where the ferryman stood looking at his watch. Only when thetwo
waved her onto the ramp did she fold her arms and quietly shake her head.

I don't think so," she said. 'I'm not the one you think | am. | am her Mother, and I've beaten you.'
"Which one do you mean? the female asked.

"Y ou know which one. The one who looks like this." She pointed to hersdlf. 'If you want her you can
gotomy office. Youll find her sitting at my desk. She thinks she'sme. Y ou can have her now because
the contest isover. I've besten you.'

'Oh, that one,' the male said. "We took her long ago. And the others. Y ou, Blessed Mother—you're
the one we want.’

Adti stared at the boat. There, among the passengers, stood atall woman in asilver dress. When At
stepped onto the ramp she herself was dressed in moonlight, and the tall woman became aragged girl
withfilthy hair.

Even asthe boat pulled avay Asti saw the blight float down like smog over dl her lands and people.

Lily did not hear of the kidnapping for sometime. She was on arun, trying to outdistance the gigantic
gas creatures who kept rolling back the end of the universe. Bored with her vast playground she wanted
purity, escape. She wanted to get out beyond even the incessant gossip of the quasars. She was almost
a the edge, dmost in sight of the border when the message came. Lily, | need you. The Lady of Heaven
hesitated, then picked up speed again. The hell with Adti. All thetimes Lily had begged her to go into the
dark, just for aholiday, and now she just summons me? Lily, help me. Help yoursef, Lily thought. She
could fed the universe dide away from her like drops of water off aracer'sback. A great field of white
opened in front of her. One step and she would break apart into the splendour of endless nothing. One
step.

She turned and headed for Earth.

It wasin fact only desperation that made Asti pray to her reckless sister. From the moment the Queen
of the Underworld had ingtalled her in aroom in the centre of the Great House In The Valley Asti had
thought obsessively about their mother. It's my fault, she berated herself. | should have kept up the
search. | didn't love her enough. And yet, whenever shetried to make hersaf pray to her mother
nothing came. Shetold hersdlf it was because their mother couldn't help, or because she, Asti, resented
al thetimes sheld caled and had never got an answer. Thered stop to her prayers was something else
entirely. She had become the Mother now. All the festering children of theworld prayed to her. Why
whould she give that up, evenimprisoned in hell?

Her sster had placed her in along narrow room with alarge bed againgt the far wall. The posts of
that bed were black diamond, the walls a constant waterfal of colours. Asti only sat on athin-legged
ivory chair beside the stone door that held her prisoner. Naked, with her shoulders curved forward, she
pressed her fists against her cheeks, and when her sister cameto talk to her, to stroke her, or threaten



her, Asti only stared ahead as she willed her tearsinto ice. Shelooked at her sister only once, when the
Lady of Night tried to remind Asti of the supposed love they had once shared in that spectacular time
before they took up their duties. For amoment Asti turned to stare at her Sister with alook half horror,
half pity. She looked away again dmost immediately, but the third Sister got up and |eft theroom. The
next day two of the Lady's assistants came to take Asti to a crowded room where the corpses of women
who had died in war hung on hooks aong the wal. They jammed Asti onto the same hook as ayoung
priestess who had prayed, thousands of years before, to Asti to save her from her murderers. When the
assstants | eft, laughing at some whispered joke, Adti at last sent out acall to her sster Lily.

By thetime Lily arrived on Earth that call had dissipated. Fragments of it hung in the air, soaked the
ground. Wherever Lily waked she fdt like shed stepped on awet sponge. The rocks, the grass, they dll
oozed Adti'svoice, but no words, only pieces of syllables.

In one step Lily stood on the hilltop that held Agti's office. Insects crawled over the huge desk. For a
while Lily stood there and listened to them weep for their vanished migtress, 'she who lovesthe beetle
with the el ephant, the cockroach with the eagle. Honey and other offerings drifted down the table legs.

Lily stepped outside and cast her eyes across Asti'sworld. All the things that had worked so nesatly
under Agti'stight schedule now had flown to pieces. In one place no woman or animal could conceive
despite congtant intercourse, in another, streams of babies fought each other to get out of their mothers
wombs. In yet another, Lily saw awoman in labour for twenty-three days bring out aminiature doll, a
wind-up toy with ameta face painted in ahugegrin.

In one city ice formed on peopl€'s hands as they tried to eat, whilein acertain village in France the
sun set the people's blood bubbling in their ears so that they had to shout to hear their own prayers.

Great waves of prayer washed over Lily. Everywhere people beat the Earth and themselves, they
sacrificed animals and each other until in some towns Lily had to wade through blood and bits of met.
Others burned whole forestsin their hope to catch the mother's attention.

Lily was standing in atown hall somewherein Belgium watching one man cut out another'stongue for
some blasphemy or other, when atall woman stepped up to her. The woman wore ared velour suit, red
high-hedled pumps, awhite ruffled blouse—and around her waist abelt strung with human eyes. Lily sad
to her, Tel my sster she'sgot somered classworking for her.'

'Y ou can tdll both your sigters,' the woman said. "'Though | don't think the little one will have much to
say about it.'

A great fear shook Lily, but she forced it back down her spine. With her mouth open wide she called
down astorm on the messenger. The wind blew down skyscrapersto reved the temples and pyramids
underneath their basements, it blew the skin off stockbrokers and their secretaries, it ripped open al the
books o that they dumped their black ink into the rivers and lakes. But when it ended, the woman in the
velour suit and the vulgar belt till stood, her back againgt the remnant of awall. She smiled. Thisisnt
your territory, Sky Woman. It'stoo hot here. Y ou get confused. Would you like to come with me now?
Wecan goin my private plane.’

Lily smiled back. Tell your lady | will vigt her after | have properly cleaned mysdlf. I've just come off
the road.’

‘But how will you find the door? Y ou're not used to these smdl worlds!'
T grew up here!
'Of course, but even then you never did go down to theferries, did you?

Lily didn't answer, but instead stepped out upon the sea, heading for the idand where she and her
ssters had grown up together. When she reached it she found all the trees gone, the rock hot under her
feet and the sand beach fused into glass. A sniff of theirradiated air told her that some government or
other had used the place as atest Site. As she climbed the hill to the house she passed a del egation of



army officersunder ared and white flag with a Lunar crescent, supposed symbol of the vanished Adti. In
ashow of ogtentatious humility the generalswere crawling on their bellies; Lily had to step over them to
get to the door.

Insde, everything was the same, the chairs by the windows, the skylight, Agti's paints and dreadful
portraits, the third Sster's pebble collection perfectly arranged on a square of volcanic glass. Without any
conscious plan Lily began to smashiit dll. Her legskicked out, her hands dashed the walls. When she
stopped, everything lay in dusty heaps. Beyond the mess the generals continued their oblivous crawl.

Now Lily dressed hersdlf for battle. She reached into the sun for along tunic of white light. Her hand
swiped at the moon and came away with amask of slver to cover her face, dl but the teeth, which she
cased in stedl. She gloved her handsin mountains and shod her feet with the bottom of the Arctic Ocean.

One step took her to the ferry docks, another carried her across the river. For amoment she stood
there and stared at the huge house, with its thousand cold chimneys, its ten thousand corridors, its
hundred thousand blacked out windows. Softly she said, 'Lady of Degth, thisisLily of the Stars. | want
my sister back.'

Room after room she marched through Death's house, until she cameto ablack door twice astal as
hersalf. Over and over shetugged at it or kicked it, but it wouldn't budge. A stoop-shouldered manin
overdls came up behind her. That door isthe Night,' he said. Y ou cannot break it. But | have afancy
for your shoes. If you give them to me | will openthelock.' Lily kicked her salt ice dippersat hisface.
He caught them in histeeth, and then with asmall key opened the door.

Through athousand more rooms Lily ran, finding nothing but the frozen faces of the dead, until she
cameto apale door haf astal ashersdlf. That door is Sorrow,' said awoman when Lily couldn't break
it. 'Givemeyour glovesand | will openit for you.'

Again she marched through the house, until she came to awide gate, thick spokes of glass with empty
air between them. Lily tried to break the lock or crash the glass. She tried to squeeze between the bars.
Nothing worked. A woman in aglittery G-string appeared on the other side. 'Y ou won't open this,' she
said. 'It'smade of fear. Passme your dressand I'll unlock it for you." Lily took off her dress of light and
threw it through the bars. Instantly the door swung open. Lily ran aong the swampy corridor.

She cameto adoor of yellow mud. Three women and a man appeared behind her. The man wore
her shoes, one of the women wore her dress, another her gloves. The third woman said, "That door is
Anger. Give meyour silver faceand | will openit for you.' Lily stripped off the moon mask and threw it
as hard as she could. It struck the woman's face and clung to the skin.

The moment Lily squeezed through the door her third Sster loomed over her likeamountain. Lily
tried to shout but nothing came out of her mouth except the stedl plating that had coated her teeth. She
tried to kick but could no longer fed her feet. At agesture from Our Lady of Pity the four messengers
lifted Lily and jabbed her body onto a huge rusty hook. Acrossfrom Lily Asti groaned. The Lady stood
over them. 'Now we are all together,' she said, and walked out of the room.

Asti moaned. Her tongue stuck out like a stick held between her teeth. Looking at her, and the arms
and legs of the dead priestess behind her, Lily thought to say, 'I'm sorry," but the words stuck in amire of
anger. It wasal Adi'sfault, dl her stupidity, her selfishness. How could Lily ever have loved her?

'Y ou've got to get me out of here,” Asti managed to whisper. 'My children need me!’

Lily was about to say that Agti's children could join her on her hook when athought cameto her.
'Adli, shesaid, 'call your children. Tl them to worship their mother.’

Adti durred, They aready worship—'

Here!

'Here?

'Cdl them here." But it was no use. Agti had dipped off again. Lily pitched her voice high like her



sgter'sand sent out acal. All over Asti'sworld her children began to kill themselves. The smple ones
smashed themsalves againgt stone or drowned in poison, or cell-divided so rapidly their nuclel shattered.
Others set up competitions or gave exhibitions of their suicides. Newspapers reviewed the latest trends,
nei ghbourhoods became fashionable for avant-garde deaths.

When thefirst crowds began to arrive, when the first extraboats werelaid on at the ferry sationsthe
assistants held a party to celebrate. The Lady attended but left quickly. The toasts had seemed like jeers.
She went instead to her sisters. The dark room soothed her eyes after the garish decorations of the party
room. Shewent to Asti and touched her shoulders. They fdt like mould, like dead leaves. At that
moment the Blessed Lady of Deliverance understood, before any of her workers, what was happening.

The workers soon began to see the signs. The boats began to arrive faster than the assistants could
find their proper places. Soon, they paid no attention, just gathered in the halls or down by the docks.
Worgt of dl, the dead were laughing. They arrived like car loads at apolitical convention, they camein
bright clothes, with banners, they sang songs as they marched off the boats. The assistantstried to order
them to thewalls. They paid no attention. The assstants tried to outshout them or command their silence.
The dead only sang louder. And more came, animas|eading litters of young, human children with their
armsfilled with pets, whole parades of painted faces and banners and megaphones.

The Lady walked downgtairs, stepping over the corpses of cats. The mix of colours made her wince.
When she marched through her once silent halls, mobs cheered and the dead threw flowers at her. She
realised she had become so used to loneliness she could not tolerate the touch of fingers or eyes. At last
she reached the room where her ssters hung on hooks.

'Go," shetold Asti as shelifted her off thewalls. 'Get out. Get back to your job.’

Adti looked from her to Lily. In this one room no sound had come of theinvasion. Lily laughed, araw
gurgly noise because of the hook in her throat. The third sster cocked her head at Lily. 'Y ou did this,
didn't you? she said. 'Adti's not smart enough.’ Lily smiled at her. 'She can go, but you're staying. When
they're dl gone, when there's nothing left, you and | will ill be here!

'Still hating each other,’ Lily said.
'Exactly.’

Adti said, 'Let her go. Please. She doesn't know what she's doing. She's not like you and me. She
doesn't understand.’

Thethird sster searched Adti'sface. There was no trickery there, no calculations. Only love. 'If | let
her go,’ shetold Adti, ‘will vou stay in place of her? Will you stop your children and stay here done, with
me?

For awhile therewas silence. Then Agti said, T will cometo you for sx months of the year. | will rule
beside you and show you how to control your workers. We will find away to let your residents speak to
you. But the other sx months you must let me return to my children.’

Thethird sgter lifted Lily off the hook, and set her down on the floor. Swaying dightly, Lily looked at
her two Sisters as they stood shoulder to shoulder. Their faces had begun to dide together. With a shrug
Lily left the room to walk back through the strands of corridors. When the dead cheered her she couldn't
tell if they thought she was Ati, or their new mother, or they smply didn't care.

She paused only once before she leaped across the river and back into the blessed cold of the sky. A
group of three women and aman stood in the middle of agreat crowd of dead souls. One of the women
wore aydlow dress, another asilver mask. Lily couldn't see their hands or feet. She shrugged and
jumped into the night.

Jennie sat in her living room, on the couch, bent forward with her elbows on her knees, and she
thought about how God had taken the place of her mother. Why couldn't they let her donein her
mediocre suburban life? Why did they have to push her into something important? Her mother had tried



to take over her eyes and hands for art. Now God had taken over her womb. For what? Not for art? It
didn't matter. It was still someone—something—else's plan for her.

She went into the kitchen and filled the coffee pot. As soon as sheld plugged it in she decided she
wanted something stronger and bent down to get the whisky from the cabinet under the sink. In front of
the bottle stood the dightly grimy can of spirit-breaker. She remembered how sheld sprayed the house
that time. Afraid aMalignant One had invaded her body. Maybe she could spray her womb, drive out
the squatter.

With ashake of her head she put down the can and picked up the Scotch, Shouldn't drink while
pregnant, she thought automatically. Alcohol coats the soul like shellac, makesit hard for the foetus to
form around it. Makes the baby grow dl stunted, or dull-witted or something. Not thisfoetus, she
thought, and opened the freezer for someice. Thisfoetus came so charged up with holy fireit could burn
half of Poughkeepsieif she did anything to offend it.

"To your good hedth,' she said, and raised her glass only to fedl astab of nausea and cramps that
bent her double. The glass dropped out of her hand into the sink. ‘Don't want any whisky? she said
through gritted teeth. ‘Goddamn you, that was good Scotch.' She sat down and the nausea passed. 'Can't
you find some other way to get your point across? | mean, you know, this goes with morning,
remember?

A pang of guilt touched her, asif she could see atiny wrinkled face about to cry. 'It'snot you,' she
said, 'it's nothing personal. It'sjust the way you got there." She shook her head. Thisisridiculous!

She poured a cup of half-brewed coffee, then gingerly lifted it to her mouth. No cramps. Thanks,’ she
said. Apparently, the creature's medica scruples stopped with acohol. Creature. If she was stuck with it
she better start thinking of it as her tender baby. Or something.

Drinking the coffee she allowed hersdf the fantasy that the pregnancy did indeed comefrom a
Malignant One. Shetried to remember any stories sheld read or heard about babies conceived by Bright
Beings. There wasthat movie star, the one with dl the divorces. She was doing some film about Danidlle
Book-of-the-People, and—the gossip magazines had implied—she'd run out of good |ooking men, so
shed bribed someone in the film crew to help her conjure an incubus into her dressing room. Vaguely,
Jennie remembered some press conference the studio had tried to block, and al the reporters baiting the
expectant mother. But how did the baby turn out? No arms or legs? How about all jumbled up with extra
teeth everywhere? For dl she knew, she was getting it confused with Im Browning's horror stories of
babies born after recitalswhere the Teller had told The Place Inside’. Actudly, she recalled something
about the child's great beauty, and how the movie star had gone insane when the sda had confiscated it.

She shivered. The Spiritual Development Agency could take hers as soon as it popped out of its
fortress.

What would they do to it? In high school there wasthat girl, Irene something. She'd dropped out for a
while and people said a succubus had commandeered her body to seduce the principa. According to the
stories the Ferocious One had |eft Irene's body pregnant and her parents had hushed it up instead of just
aborting it. When the baby was born it flew out of the midwives hands and al around the private clinic
before anyone could catch it. Jennie laughed. According to the stories at school the sda had trapped it in
somekind of eectrica field which made the baby dissolve like a sugar statue, leaving such an awful
stench the clinic had to move and Irene's parents ended up with a huge lawsuit. Jennie laughed.

The laugh turned into awhimper and she dumped down in her seat. What was she going to do? She
knew very well no incubus had done thisto her. That stunt with the trees could only have comeright from
thetop. ‘A fish isswimming in your womb. The world is boiling with colour." Why couldn't the world get
back its colour without her? She got up and checked the calendar. The Recital was the 21st. Sheflipped
the pages, then dropped them, realising what day the baby was due. March 21, right smack on the
equinox. How appropriate. Lamb's Birth Day. The Day of the Rising Fire. Anniversary of the Creation of



the Universe. Shit. Y ou could bet this toddler would toddle out right on the date. What time, dawn?
Twelve noon?

Maybe she should start getting used to it. Go buy a stack of digpers and a crib. Disgusted, sheleft the
kitchen, asif she could leave everything behind with the rag of wiped up Scotch. In the den she sat down
on Mikée'sold recliner, only to jump up and turn on the televison. Some soap was on; awoman with
perfect make-up wastrying to invoke a Devoted one to spy on her husband. Jennie stared at it hard
enough for the picture to turn back into dots. What did people do in the Old World? When abortion was
forbidden and priestsin black dresses burned women who tried to open clinics. She got up and went into
the bedroom, leaving the televison blaring behind her.

Somewhere—she opened drawers, leafed through underwear, tops, shorts, Name beads, old
receipts -somewhere sheld stuck some ... There. Two long blue knitting needles. From the days before
she worked, when she kept trying to think of things to do. Knitting had been one of them. Sheld bought
the needles, some balls of wool, and abook. The book lay somewhere on the shelves, with al the
cookbooks she'd never used, the wool had gone for solstice decorations, but there lay the needles, long
and sharp.

Jennie held them in an open pam. Did women redly do that? Redlly? Maybe they just told you that in
school, scare stories of the Old World to make you appreciate the Revolution. Would it work? It would
have to go into the uterus. She put the picture out of her mind, afraid she would get scared and not even
try.

Jennie took the needles into the bathroom, where she got the bottle of acohol from the medicine
cabinet. She wet atissue, then rubbed one of the needles. Shetook off her shorts and panties, then
climbed into the bath and squatted down. With one hand she grabbed hold of the guardian above the
taps. Help me, shethought, then wondered what kind of invocation you could say for a self-induced
abortion. Maybe, 'Come, blessed spirits, and guide my hand." She wondered if she should promisea
penance. Or make an offering. She just wanted to get it done. Anyway, the abortion would be enough of
ablood offering dl by itsaf. Fighting off another bout of squeamishness, she said out loud, At the count
of three. One.... two ... ' Jennie yelped and dropped the needle. In the white bathtub she could seeiit
glow with heet. She sucked her fingers where the needle had burned them. Gingerly shetouched it. It
was cold again.

Jennie climbed out of the bathtub and dashed into the kitchen. She came back with a pothol der
mitten, asbestos or some other insulator covered in yellow cotton with red dots. She jerked it on her
hand, then picked up the needle. 'Okay,’ she said, 'here we go. Damn!" Her whole hand had started to
burn. Quickly she yanked off the glove. With her other hand she reached out to turn on the cold water,
as she realised the burn had vanished; the skin wasn't even warm. She picked up the needle and threw it
at thewadll.

Jennie got out of the bathtub and sat down on thelid of the toilet seat. So. No abortion. That much
was clear. ‘Goddamnit,’ she said. What would happen if shetried to throw hersalf down aflight of stairs?
Probably trip and dide gently down, step by step. And yet, she knew she was relieved. Would she
actudly have done it? She wondered how desperate those Old World women must have been. Was she
desperate—or just angry?

She got up and put on her clothes. Back in the den, some man on televison was promising some
other man held never have to work again for the rest of hislife. Jennie flipped the channd knob, settling
findly on wpkp. At the moment 'Poughkeegpsies own' sation was fulfilling its role as community servant
with areport on some children'sclinic in Pleasant Vdley. Some of the children were acting out stories or
something while the other kids drew pictures or talked abouit it. Or something. Jennie couldn't
concentrate. | should pay attention to stuff like this, shethought. Check out places to send my
precious little dream baby once it's born. But dl she could think of wasthat mitten burning her hand.

Asthetv droned on, however, another thought pushed its way into her mind. In five minutes the news



would come on. Full colour pictures of Jennifer Mazdan and her magic bushes. Karen and Mariaand
Gloria, oh God, Gloria Rich, watching her. Did Gloriawatch the news? She never seemed to know very
much. ‘Just the eternd truths," she/d once said when Karen caught her in some grossignorance. Maybe
nobody watched the Poughkegpsie news. Maybe it had alow rating.

Or would the networks pick it up? Beverley sat before the news every evening like an eager puppy.
She claimed that the ‘dance of the world' fed her music. What would Beverley do if she saw her daughter
ontdevisgon, sarringinaloca miracle?

For that matter, what would Beverley do when she discovered she had agrandchild? Especialy one
boiling with colour?'Please, Jennie whispered, to the foetus, or the Agency, or anything at all that might
listen to her. 'Please keegp my mother from finding out abouit this. At least for awhile. At least tonight. Just
my mother. And GloriaRich.'

Asthe hourly round of commercias heraded the approach of the loca news Jennie jumped up and
grabbed the phone book from its wooden stand under the phone. She fluttered the pages until she found
Glorias number. It took her threetries before she could did it right.

One of Glorids kids—she had no ideawhich one -answered the phone with awhiney hello. 'Can |
speak to Glo—to your mother?

Thekid shouted, 'Ma, it'sfor you.' An answering scream came back, and the kid said, 'Who isit?
Jennifer Mazdan.'

Thekid let the phone clunk. Jennie waited, certain Gloriawas watching the news and would come on
with 'Jennifer dear, why didn't you tell usyou were expecting? And how silly of you to want an abortion.
I'm so pleased our Mother turned you back.' But when Gloriadid pick up the phone her syrupy voice
only said, 'Hello, Jennifer, what a pleasant surprise.’

'Hdllo, Gloria,' Jennie said, and her mind blanked on anything further.
Gloriasad, 'Did you want something, Jennifer?

'Uh ... No. I mean, | just thought it might be nice to say hello. After dl, weliveright next door to
each other.' Shetried to work out how long she needed to keep Gloriatalking. They'd probably show
her right away, tonight's big headline.

'What alovely idea, Gloriasaid. 'l am rather busy but | do think we in the hive should stick together.'

'Especially Raccoons,’ Jennie said. 'l mean, the Spirit must have brought us together for areason.
Especidly you and meliving right next door to each other.’

There was apause, then Gloriasaid, 'Yes. Yes, | suppose we didn't become neighbours by accident.’

'No, of course not." Jennie kept hersdf from saying how their inner destinies had woven together on a
higher plane.

'Still, 1 didn't think you could spare the time for such contacts. | know how busy you keep yoursdlf.
How tired you get.’

'Wll, | can't deep through everything.'

'Only the important things? Forgive me, | didn't mean to be nasty. Of course, when we think of the
other blocks, the Squirrels, or the Sparrows, al together at the Recitd. | know you did your best, we
can't aways control such things as—as exhaudtion, if that'swhat it was—'

‘How'sAl?

'What?

Al. Y our husband. Tdl, smokesapipe—'

'l know who you mean, Jennifer. | jus—uwe were talking about something.'



'Well, | was just wondering how he was. And the children. How are they?

‘Wereal just fine, Jennifer. A little disgppointed.’ She let her voice fade.

Jennie knew she should ignore the bait, but she couldn't think of anything elseto say. 'Disgppointed?
'Wdll, we did expect so much from Allan Lightstorm.’

'Everyonedid. But it was abit silly, don't you think? 1 mean, to expect we could get him to stay in
Poughkeepsie just from onevisit.'

'Perhaps if we had presented a united front.'
It wasn't abattle.’

'A Tdler can sense when people don't surrender fully. Even if everyone comes, a Teller knowswhen
peoplelisten with their souls or just their ears. Especidly one of the Living Masters.' A crash sounded
somewhere and Gloria shouted, 'L eave that done. That's your father's. To Jennie she said, 'I'm sorry, the
children, you know. | have to watch them every moment.'

The children. The brats would see the news and tell their dear Mommy about it. Shetried to
remember any kiddie shows on the other channelsthat would keep Gloriaskids away from the news.
And Al, suppose he/d come home early, suppose he was home sick?

Gloriasaid, 'When you get your own little ones you'll redly learn what busy is." She wafted alaugh.
'‘And tired.’

‘No doubt, Jennie mumbled. Silence again. Gloriasaid findly, 'It waslovely speaking to you, Jennifer,
but I do haveto run. Al will be coming home soon and | haven't even heated up the oven.'

"When'sthe next block meseting?
'On the 15th, of course. Our usud date.’
‘Whose houseisit?

She could just about hear Glorids eyesrall. ‘Carrie's house. Carrie Perkins. Don't you pay attention
at dl in Raccoon meetings?

I left early.

'Oh. Ohyes. You didn't care for our company, | suppose.’

It wasn't that.'

'Did you becometired? Need to deep? Redlly, Jennifer, | do hope you can make it next time. And
can say the whole evening. If those of uswith children can manage, then someone dl aone, without
responsbilities-'

I'msure I'll makeit, Gloria. I'm really looking forward to it.'

'How nice. Then maybe our collective spirit can rise among us. Now | better—'

'Do you think the collective spirit risesin the other blocks?

"The other blocks are not my responsibility. Or yours.'

I was just wondering. | mean, before we start criticising ourselves.'

'‘Maybe you should wonder more about your own contribution. Or what you don't contribute.'

'‘But maybe none of the blocksredlly link together. Maybe no one does any more." Jennie wondered
how much time had passed. How long did the news last? Maybe they'd gone on to the weather. Or
sports.

"We make the Revolution, Gloriasaid in her quotation mode. 'If we lock up our soulsin our bodies,
then no wonder God can't paste us together.'

'Y ou dways put things so, so degantly.’ Jennie was sure Gloriahad garbled something from one of



her magazines, Holy Digest, or Godsweek or something.

"Thank you. Thetruth makes usdl eegant. Perhaps you should think about that. Now | must make
dinner.’

'Of course,' Jennie said. 'Givemy loveto Al

'Yes. Certainly.' A tone of confusion in Glorias voice made Jennie wonder if Gloriawould now
suspect her of having an affair with Al. The thought horrified and delighted her. Gloriasaid, ‘Goodbye,
Jennifer.

'Bye,' Jennie said brightly. She hung up, then ran in to the television. Ten &fter, the den clock said. It
felt more like twenty minutes had passed. The reporter who'd hounded Jennie at the clinic was
interviewing some forest ranger about wild animd attacks or something. Jennie didn't understand aword
of it and didn't care. She wondered if this meant her own story had been killed for some reason. Would
they run two features with the same reporter for the same evening? How many reporters did wpkp have

anyway?
The westher began with afew jokes about the weatherman mowing hislawn, and God's plan for the

mosquitoes. Jennie listened to dl the talk of fronts and pressures and divine messages in the cloud
patterns. Then it was over and acommercia came on for a carpet store on South Road.

Jennie wished sheld watched it all. So sheld know wheat they said. She thought of turning on one of
the long news shows from the New Y ork stations, but instead switched off the tv. They wouldn't run a
Poughkeepsie story, not with pictures anyway. But what if the sdahad adready certified it asatrue event?
They'd run that, certainly.

Did they show her? Did everyone know? She could call Karen, seeif she said anything. They had to
show it. If they could show that ranger ...

The phone rang seven or eight times before Karen answered it. When she heard Jenni€'s voice she
sd,
'Did you go to the clinic? What happened? Are you okay?

She doesn't know, Jennie thought. 'l haven't been yet,' she said, and before Karen could interrupt she
asked, 'Ligten, did you see the news just now? wpkp. The Poughkeepsie news.!'

I know our beloved station. Why? Was something specia on?
Thenyou didn't seeit?

'No. What was on?

I don't know. | didn't seeit, either.’

‘Jennie, what's this about? Therewas asilence as Jennietried to think of an answer, then Karen said,
Areyou dl right? Should | come over?

'No, no, I'mfine. | just—I just thought maybe they'd run something about ... ' Her voicetrailed away.
'About the guy?

It took amoment before Jennie redised Karen meant the rapist who'd attacked Jennie on the Day of
Truth. 'Y eah,’ she said. '"Maybe someone ese. Or something.'

‘Do you have some reason—'

'No. No, | wasjust wondering.'

'Maybe you should go to the police. It's not too late. I'll go with you.'
'‘Come on, Karen, it's more than two months.'

Y ou know, Jennie, your real problemisthat you just can't handleit. I'll bet you haven't done that
Enactment yet.' Silence. 'Have you?



‘No.'

'Oh Jennie, you must. That'swhat's kegping you from going to the clinic'

She knows, Jennie thought, then redlised she'd dready told Karen that she hadn't gone. 'I'll go,' she
sad. '‘Redly.

I wish you would just do the banishment. It's so important. 1t'll free you from all the garbage.’

I've got to go, Jennie said. Y ou sure you're okay?

I'mfine,’ Jennie said.

'If you need any help or anything, just cdll.’

Thanks, Karen. Bye.'

'Bye, Jennie. And don't worry. It dl befine. Do the banishment.’

'‘Goodbye. Thanks.'

As soon as Jennie had hung up she wished she was il talking. How long could it be before people
found out? What would happen when the tv made her astar? Would they track her down? Run her
picture with the caption, 'Do you know this woman? She imagined the mayor or the city manager (or
whoever had arranged the Allan Lightstorm circus) using Jennie to 'put Poughkeepsiein the minds of the
public' asthe mayor had said about the Teller's visit. Maybe they'd arrange performances, with children
or high school students acting out the roles of trees and bushes springing from the lawn to block someone
whose shoulders proudly wore a papier méché mask made from amode of Jennifer Mazdan's head. She
had a brief vision of her mother offering to bring aband to play a suite self-composed in her daughter's
honour.

Jennie counted that night as one of the worst sheld ever endured, on aleve with Mike's leaving her,
or the night before the annulment hearings, or even the night after her father died so many years before.
Her thoughts became a dosh of helplessness, painless methods of suicide, rage against her mother, the
baby, and God, terror at her blasphemous thoughts, memories of Recitals she'd attended, and anger at
the Tellers fallureto ‘cleanit dl out' asshe put it to hersdlf.

But asit dways does, the night passed. Praise Our

Mother for her blessed gift, gravity, and dl such ingtitutions that keep our lives bound in safe
monotony. Sometime towards the dawn Jennie thought she heard a soft voice, rather reedy, singing to
her. Must be the birds, she thought, with their insenstive cheerfulness. But it sounded so—human, though
with astrange, distant quality. The sound, very faint, calmed her and she felt her muscles dipping loose
from the net of tenson that held her awake. Consciousness washed off her and shefell adeep amiling.

Sometime in mid-morning akid playing ‘catch’ threw the ball wide over hisfriend's head so that it
banged against the front of Jennie's house, just below the bedroom window. Jennie woke with the
thought that she was late for work and Mariawould scream at her, the bitch. Then she remembered the
television people. Could shejust stay home without phoning? If shekilled hersdlf it wouldn't matter if she
lost her job.

Jennie wobbled to the phone, staying as deepy as possible so her voice would sound sick.
Ridiculous. She could just make some reference to the failed abortion. By now the paper would haveit.
That would cover anyone who missed the tv report. But when she reached Maria the supervisor only
said, 'Ms Mazdan. How nice to hear from you. Where are you? Puerto Rico?

I'mhome," Jennie said stupidly.

‘Lovedy, Mariasaid. 'Maybe you could drop in on us sometime. When you're in the neighbourhood.’

'‘Can | havethe day off? Jennie said, instantly annoyed that she lacked the courage to report herself
gck.



'Of course, of course. Funny, though, | seem to remember you took yesterday off aswell. Weve got
acustom here at Mid-Hudson. Now and then we like to announce our vacation days before we actualy
takethem. It helpsalittlein arranging schedules.!’

'Uhh, Maria, could | have the rest of the week?
'Of course. Painting your house?

'No, I've, uh, got something to think about."

"To think about.'

Yeah!

'Fine, Jennifer, fine. And here's something el se to think about. Y ou report for work, next Monday, 8
o'clock sharp, or I'll kick your tits hafway to Wappingers Fals. Got that?

Jennie said 'Sure,’ asif Mariahad asked her to pick up abottle of milk on the way to the office.
'‘Goodbye, Jennie," Maria said, and hung up.

Jennie put the phone back on the hook. Scratching herself she went back to the bedroom and put on
aswestshirt and apair of jeans before she pulled open the curtains to wince at the bright day.

The paper. The paper should be there. She ran outside without shoes and grabbed the Poughkeepsie
Journal from the box. Instead of abewildered Jennifer Mazdan standing outside the Centre of the
Unquenchable Fire, the front page photo showed the President walking with the Chinese Premier
aongside the pool fronting the Founders Memorid. Jennie flipped through the pages. Nothing in the first
section, nothing inthe second ...

No, there, page thirteen. 'Clinic Gets New Foliage.' With apicture of thewillow treg, the article
described the new "beautification programmeé at the abortion clinic. Jennie read the article twice. Wasit a
cover-up? Was the station keeping the story for itself? She read the piece athird time. It didn't actualy
say the city had provided the new trees. It just implied—

The Agency. The Agency had stopped the story. They didn't want her to become a star. How? What
did they do? Threats? Send some Benign One—maybe they just wiped clean the tape and et the tv
people draw their own conclusions. Jennie was dmost as angry as shewasrdlieved. They had no right to
manage her life. Arrange dl the details. A twinge of nausea stirred her and she made aface, asif to scare
it away. It went. If only they'd take someone else. Gloria. Sheld give them Gloria. Let Glorias womb bail
with colour. Sheld loveit.

I'mnot like that, shethought. I'm not like Gloria. Or my mother. | want my own life. If only she
could call some number and complain. Back in the house she opened the front curtains. In the Street
Gloriasolder boy, Al, Jr. was bending over abaseball bat with the Gotowski boy from down the block.
A car waited for them to get out of the way. With aBoy Scout knife Al Jr. pricked hisfinger then
dropped alittle blood on the thick end of the bat. While the car honked at them the two boys covered
their eyes and said a short prayer.

Jennie frowned. Y ou didn't do that, make blood offeringsin public like that. They could &t least have
waited for the car to pass. They werejust flaunting themselves. God, what the hell difference did it make?
'Damn,’ she said out loud as the wildness from the night before began to rise in her again. The nausea
came up tojoinit, and Jennie thought how she wanted to scream, it was all so miserable. But then that
faint snging came again, S0 cold and faraway, like abird flying over afied of ice. Jennie moaned. Why
couldn't they have taken Gloria? It would have been so much better. Somehow, though, she no longer
cared as much, not right now. The singing continued, and Jennie smiled.

Outside, Al Jr. and Bobby Gotowski looked up, asif they thought someone had caled them. They
shrugged and walked to the side of the road. The driver, so impatient amoment ago, now hesitated
dightly before he drove his shiny blue car around the corner, in the direction of the Sun.



THE NON EXISTENT MARRIAGE OF JENNIFER MAZDAN AND
MICHAEL GOLD

Jennifer Mazdan dropped out of collegein her junior year, after failing an exam in her mgjor, True
History. The exam paper had asked her to delinegate 'the redemptive significance of Jaleen Heart of the
World's exorcism of the Pentagon. Alternatively, Jennie could have identified 'structural smilaritiesand
functiona differences between the creation of New Chicago after the northern war, and the Revolution's
officid starting point, the Parade of the Animalsin Anaheim, California, when children in anima masks
(mostly ducks and mice) ran through the streets burning the offices of the secular government.

Since Jennie couldn't see any connections at al between the two events she decided to answer the
first question. For most of the two hours she stared at her paper or pretended to make notes in case the
proctor was watching her. Finaly she wrote down aclumsy retelling of the exorcism, describing how
cracks appeared in thewalls, and muddy coloured birds flew out of the computers which then issued
proclamations of their loyalty to the Revolution. When Jennie got her paper back Dr Hadauer
(‘hate-hour' his students called him) had written, 'V ery naive, shows no serious thought on subject. True
Higtory isalittle bit more than The Lives Of The Founders. | question your aptitude for this study. F!'

For the next two days Jennie cut her exams and spent her timein her bed wrapped in aquilt (a
present from her room-mate's mother) and reading The Lives. She loved this book, not just the text and
pictures but this very copy, with dl its bent and torn pages, its orange juice and coffee sains, the drops of
blood she'd sprinkled from her fingertips when she was thirteen. Her father had given her this book on
her sixth birthday, long before she could read dl the words, let done understand the stories. When he
died, sx months ater, Jennie began deeping with the book insde her nightgown againgt her chest. Later
she decided a Benign One must have guided her father the day he bought the book for her while shewas
dill soyoung.

Two days|ater, a her room-mate'sinsistence, Jennie went to see her faculty adviser. Theinterview
didn't last long. An underweight art instructor who fidgeted with the locks of his attache case, Dr
Lindholm wanted to go home and scrub his skin with a hard brush and cold water. The penance would
prepare him for an Enactment that night at the faculty club, one designed to provoke his chairman to offer
him tenure for the following year.

They talked for several minutes, and then Jennie said, 'l don't know, maybe | don't belong here.’

‘Well,' Dr Lindholm said, "lots of students do drop out, take aleave of absence.’ He asked how her
parents would react.

'My mother. My father's dead.’
'Oh. I'm sorry.!

'It happened along time ago. A Malignant One killed him during the Revolution Day parade. It leaped
down histhroat while he was singing and wrapped itself around his heart.’

Dr Lindholm pushed back from the desk. An awful omen, he thought, to have astudent tell him a
story like that just before his tenure Enactment. He squinted at her, asif she herself was a Ferocious One
disguised as astudent. He imagined her mouth opening in awide grin to show huge teeth, sharp and
blinding white. He squeezed shut his eyes for amoment. In control again he said, And how would your
mother react?

'Okay, | guess. She didn't want me to go to college anyway.’
‘Why not?



'She wanted me to be amusician. Or apainter.’
'What? Do you play something? Or paint?
'I'vetried. My mother playsthe saxophone. A lot of her friends paint.’

'l see. I'll tell you what, Ms Mazdan. Why don't you go home, go to your dorm, and think it over.
Then if you decide you can't, you need aleave, come back to me and I'll sign the papers.’

Jennie shrugged. 'Okay."
‘Finethen. Well, if that'sal then—'

Jennie got up, clumsily holding her coat and canvas bag againgt her chest. "'Thank you,' she said. 'I'm
sorry. I'll bring you those papers.’ She shuffled to the door. But then instead of leaving she turned round.
‘Sometimes -'

'MsMazdan, | do have my work.'

'‘Sometimes| get thisredly funny feding. Likel can never do anything | redly want, or even know
what | want, because something's taken hold of me. And it makes me do things for its own reasons and
not for anything to do with me. Do you know what | mean?

I'msaureitl pass!
Jennie stood there amoment. Findly she turned and Ieft. As she walked down the hal she could hear
behind her Dr Lindholm chanting. Asif ddivered from danger, he was reciting the names of the

Founders. 'Alexander Joybirth, Mohandas Quark, Danielle Book Of The People, Maryanna Split Sky,
Jan Willem Singing Rock, Li Ku UnquenchableFire... "

Excerpt from THE CONSECRATION OF A BOOK, Enactment performed on a child's
thirteenth birthday, in honour of The Lives Of The Founders:

When lifting aglassto your mouth, or afork to your mouth, or when finished dressing in the morning,
or when throwing abdl at the opening of agame, or when beginning or ending the construction of a
house, or when beginning or ending the writing of abook, or when leaving work at the end of the day, or
when burning dead leaves, or when burying aparent or asibling or achild, or apet, or when swimming in
the direction of the sunset, it is proper to say,

WE REMEMBER THE FOUNDERS.

For severd weeks Jennie waked around the city or stayed in her room watching televison. One day,
during one of her walks; it began to snow. Shetook refugein atemp, office, where shefilled out aform.
Two weeks later a phone call woke her up at 8:30 to send her off to the Sacred Rainbow Costume
Didtributorsto help put together orders for the coming equinox parades. After severa weeks Jennie
moved on to consumer surveysin department stores, and after that along stint processing persona ads
for an intdlectua newspaper.

The Summer passed. Jennietried to think about returning to college. Autumn came and went and she
Stayed with her agency.

On March 9, twelve days before the officialy designated Anniversary of Creation, Jennie reported to
work at Bloomingdal€'s, her current assignment. For aweek sheld been dressing in asilver smock and
mask, and offering female customers afree squirt of '"New Moon perfume—to release your Hidden
Wonders.' Thejob tired her but she liked watching al the rich women from behind her mask—alittle like
one-way glass—and sheliked standing in front of the famous 'endless road' escalator. But when she
arrived, her supervisor told her that agroup of purificationists had smashed the guardian husks along the
escaator railing and the police had cordoned off that whole wing of the building.



‘Wel, what should | do? Jennie said.

Her supervisor lifted her eyesto theimages of paradise painted on the ceiling. ‘How should | know?
I've got enough troubles without doubling asan Oracle!’

Jennie took the irt subway down to Astor Place where she transferred to the crosstown bus. When
she reached her mother's street she stayed on until the last stop, then walked across the highway to the
wooden pier sticking out into theriver. Y ears ago, Jennie used to come here after school. She'd Sit on the
wooden benches, reading abook or just staring at the old black freighter docked on the side of the pier.
Sheliked to imagine she could see the secular mayor and hisgang in their pilgrim disguisestrying to
escape the Revolution, and thewall of water that kept their ship from moving. According to The Lives
Of The Founders, when the world runs down, and the Unchained Mother breaks the curve of the night,
then the Founders will return and board this boat to travel among the storiesuntil anew First Teller
creates the universe. According to the book they will come as 'bones without flesh' which iswhy the
proper term for askeleton isa'refugee, in honour of the Founders and their final journey.

For awhile Jennie stood at the edge of the pier, looking at the Freighter, or else acrosstheriver at the
eterna clouds covering the Broken City. When she turned to leave she bumped into aman standing with
his handsin his pockets. 'Oh," she said, 'I'm sorry.’

'Not much of aday for sghtseeing’ he said, casually moving to block her from getting past him.

Jennie made hersdlf ook up and smile at the plain face and thick brown hair of amanin hislate
twenties. Thank you," he said, and smiled back at her.

Thank you?

He laughed at her confusion. Y ou look cold," he said. 'Can | buy you acup of coffee?

I guess 0,' she said, furious at her awkwardness. He was okayl ooking. He had wide shoulders,

though not too thick, not like those guys who worked out dl thetime. Hisnosewasabit large. But his
mouth was nice.

I don't know thisarea,’ he said. "Y ou know a good place?
"Thereslots of coffee shops.'

Just aslong asit'snot full of artiststrying to show off.’
Jennie laughed louder than she had in months.

Sitting for hoursin the Glowood Diner, in ared vinyl booth under a picture of Mirando Glowwood's
'Miracle of the Chocolates (for two quartersin adot alump of chocolate would pop onto the table from
aholein the painted hand), Jennie found hersdf babbling about the last year. While Michadl Gold told
her about his crummy apartment, or hisjob asamessenger, or hisambitions, Jennie kept interrupting him,
going on about temp work, about her mother, about schooal, about The Lives. Only once did she step
out of the rush of laughter and history. She asked Mikeif he often cameto look at the black freighter.

He shook his head. 'I've never gone there beforein my life!
She dtiffened. 'Areyou just saying that?

'‘Why would | say that? Look, I'm amessenger, right? Usudly around thistime of day 1'm so busy
running around town | wouldn't havetimeto look at the freighter if the Founders themsdlves came
marching on board."

"Then what happened?

'I don't know, it was kind of crazy. | delivered an envel ope to someone on Gate Street. Private
delivery. Huge apartment. Real chandeliers. Well, this guy there told me my boss had called and | should
call back. It seems everything was screwed up downtown. Some procession had come through with
sweepers, pronouncers, the whole works. They were opening some grand jury investigation. Insider
trading or something. Anyway, he told me not to bother coming back, just take the afternoon off.' He



shrugged. And that'sit."
‘But what made you go there? What made you stand right in that place?

Herased hishands. 'I'll trace my movementsfor you, officer. From Gate Street | walked over to the
river. Don't know why. Yes, | do. They were digging up the sewers and Gate Street stank, and | wanted
somefresh air. Asfresh asyou can get in thiscity. Asfor my standing behind you, thet, I'm afraid, was
cold hard calculation.'

‘But don't you see what a coincidenceit al is?
'What coincidence?| told you | did it deliberately.’

'Once you saw me, sure.’ He laughed, and she blushed. She tossed her head, asif to fling off the
distraction. 'l mean, before that. The procession, the sewers ... And | should be working now too.'

‘Wdl, sowhat?

'I don't know." She looked at her fingers playing with awrapped cube of sugar. Why did she haveto
meet someone and sound such anidiot? She said, 'Sometimes | get this feding—Iike something wantsto
useme!'

'‘Useyou for what?

I don't know. It's—it's like something gets hold of me and makes me do things. Nothing scary. Or
even specid. But asif it'smanoeuvring me!

'‘Manoeuvring you? For what?

I don't know. Into position. Or something.' She wondered if her weirdness or her dumbness would
drive him away fadter.

'Have you goneto aheder?

She shook her head. How she wished she had never started this. 'No, it's not possession. | know it's
not.'

‘Do you get thisfeding often?

'‘No. No, I only redly got it once before, in college. When | I€ft. It just seemed like—like whatever
reasons | had for going home, that wasn't why | eft. | |eft because something wanted me out of there,
Wanted me home!'

'‘And now it wanted you to meet me?
Sheblushed again, then giggled. 'l guessit sounds pretty slly.'

'Sily?Look, if these clever manipulators lined me up to meet you maybe | should give them an
offering. Here.' He placed an ash tray in the centre of the table. He waved hishand in the air. 'Got a
consecrated knife? | could scrape some skin off my thumb and burn it right now. Pay my debts:’

Shelaughed. 'Stopit,’ she said. 'People will see!’
'Well, what'swrong with that? It never hurts to show some visible respect for invisble forces!

That was how Jennifer Mazdan met Michagl Gold. She began to see him every week, then twicea
week, then three or four times. The fedling of manipulation evaporated in the excitement of getting to
know him.

Shewould not understand it until years later, in a hive kitchen in Mike's hometown of Poughkeepsie,
New Y ork. And by then, Mike was gone.

Despite their different childhoods Jennie and Mike shared agreat dedl. Like her, hisfather had died,



though only acouple of years before. And his mother was strange, just like Beverley—well, hardly just,
but sheld left her family when Mike wasten, joining abusload of pilgrimsto New Orleans. There she
signed away her civil rightsto become a'Faceless Worker' serving the Tdlers. "Y ou know about the
New Orleans hdls, don't you? Mike asked, and Jennie looked away. Mike said, Y eah, | guessyou do.’
When Mike was fourteen atv report about the 'body paths showed, for just amoment, the former Ann
Gold, naked except for asnakeskin belt hung with plants, miniature daggers, and carved animals. For the
next two weeks Mr Gold's hardware store was full of customers, most of whom kept watching him from
the sde while pretending to look at hammers and saws. And Mike had dropped out of college, just like
Jennie. Well, dmogt jugt, for while Jennie had blown away like afdlen leaf, Mike had left deliberately,
even performing a severance Enactment at the school's main gate. For severd yearshe'd worked in the
storewith hisfather and hisuncle, but ayear or so after hisfather's death he/d decided he wanted
something more. He cameto New Y ork, and even if the only job he could get was as a messenger, at
least hewas on Wall Street.

The day Jennie told her mother about Mike Beverley was rehearsing for a solo performance of her
gt A

Housewife Suite.' The whole time they talked, Sitting on matsin the rehearsal room under a photo of
Jaleen Heart-Of-The-World, Beverley either popped the keys of her saxophone, or elsefiddled with
slverware, frying pans, or huge clumps of steed wool held together with rubber bands.

The conversation seemed to dide around an impenetrable bubble. When Jennie described Mike's job
asaWall Street messenger Beverley laughed. When Jennie said that Mike hoped eventually to become a
commodities trader, Beverley laughed louder. As Jennie got up to leave her mother asked if Mr Gold
could get her atickertape machine, if they still used that sort of thing. She wanted to try the essentially
male sound as a counter against the femaerattle of dishes and clothespegs.

A week after Jennie's declaration to her mother Jennie and Mike went to the Maryanna Split Sky
Clinic north of 14th Street near Unity Square. They'd been loversfor a couple of months but Jennie had
ressted theforma step of going for pillsor adevice. That had left them with the only form of birth control
that didn't require a sacred Enactment—M ohandas Quark condoms. Jennie knew that Mike hated the
things. He hated the sensation and he hated the idea. She didn't tell him that she secretly liked the thought
that Quark was penetrating her dong with her boyfriend. Mike became more and moreirritable, findly
shouting one night that he didn't like 'sharing my cock with another man.’

‘It's not some other man,’ she said. 'It's a Founder.'

Hislaugh made her wince. 'Well, | il don't likeit. Y ou ever read those stories of some man who
puts on aquarkskin and it graftsitself onto his prick? 1 don't want anyone taking me over. Not even a
Founder.'

'I'm sure that would never happen to you.’
'Y ou sound likeyou'd likeit.'
Shewasdlent briefly, then she said, 'Well, who wouldn't?

He kissed her, holding her face asif he expected her to dodge. 'l think you mean that. Sometimes,
Jennie -sometimes you redlly scareme. You'reweird. Y ou know that? Y ou're alot weirder than your
mother. Do you know that?

At thedinic Mike surprised, and in away, disgppointed Jennie by taking afull and solemn part in the
ceremony of fitting her digphragm. Afterwards, Stting in the park, she accused him of putting on ashow
for the tattooed nurses.

‘Sometimes you've got to put on ashow,' he said.
'What?Y ou're not admitting—'
Helaughed. 'l don't mean because they were women.'



'‘And naked. No, of course not.'

‘Naked? They were covered with pictures. They looked like subway trains. "'Flowing muscles of
truth.” 1sn't that the phrase?

'Since when have you cared about truth?
'l care as much as most people. Especialy when someone'slooking.' He put hisarm round her.

'Mike,' shesad, 'if you didn't fed anything in the mystery—why did you do it? The man doesn't have
to take part.'

He shrugged. 'People expect it.’
'What people?

'Everyone. Society. If you don't take part in things like that people look a you strange. And talk
about you.'

‘But isthat dl thereis? It wasn't like that in the old days.’
Mike said, "Y ou mean the Time of Fanatics?
'l guess so0. The Days of Awe.’

He shook hishead. 'l don't understand you. | don't understand anyone who looks back on that and
thinksit was great. When | was akid just hearing about it scared me. | remember once—I must have
been about nine—we had thisteacher, Ms Bowen. She started telling us al this stuff one day, | don't
even remember any details, but that night | was playing when suddenly | got redlly scared. Crying wildly,
couldn't breathe -

'How horrible. Oh, poor little Mike.'

'‘God knows how long it took my folksto figure out what | was screaming about. | just remember
them telling me how the Time of Fanatics was over and was never coming back. They had to tell me
about ten times before it sunk in.’

Shekissed him. 'Poor little swestie.'

'It'sokay. | survived.' He moved his hands dong her shoulders and down her back. 'Let's go home
and try out your new transporter.’ Jennie hugged him and they got up from the bench.

Jennie and Mike got married exactly ayear and five months after they first met. From the moment the
engagement was announced, three months ahead of the date, Mike and Beverley began to argue over the
wedding. Beverley wanted a'contemporary recreation’ of 'Dustfather and Mothersnake, the Prime
Picture Ingrid Burning Snake had told at the mass wedding held after the liberation of New Y ork. She
wanted to hold the event in her own house, planning to rope off the street and fill it with giant terra cotta
dolls sgnifying the charactersin the picture. She wanted Mike and Jennie to go up on the roof and throw
down more dolls to smash them on the pavement, a'direct incarnation’ as she caled it, of Dustfather's
dismemberment. She wanted tapes played on loudspeakers dl through the house and even in the Street.
Some of the tapes would recite the tale, but out of synch, with each other, producing an outward chaos,
while subconscioudy the Picture would ‘drench’ the participants. Other tapes (she never got around to
gpecifying how many tape decks she would need) would blast each other with instruments, cars, trucks,
thunder, recorded earthquakes, and wrecking machines (to represent M othersnake's revenge on the city
after her husband's degth). The noises would dowly build 'to adensity of sorrow' until the moment of
Dustfather's song in the nursery. Then everything would stop until asingle eectronic voice emerged from
the destruction.

Mike, on the other hand, wanted atraditiona wedding, held in ahal, with Burning-snake's picture
recited by alocal Teller (he suggested importing hisfamily's neighbourhood Teller from Poughkeepsie).
He wanted himself and the bride painted in smple, literal images of the key moments. He wanted groups
of children in giant gold-painted cardboard boxes equipped with horns and ratchets for the children to



chase away the Hooded Man whenever his name was mentioned.

Beverley sad, 'If you want literalness so much, if you redly want atraditiona wedding, maybe you
and Jen should act out the Picture. Literally. We can hold alottery to see which of the guestsgetsto help
Jennie cut off your—'

'‘Mother!" Jennie shouted.

Mike said, "Why bother with alottery? I'm sure you'd rig it S0 you would win. Maybe you should go
and sharpen the knife you used on dl your husbands'’

'Mike,' Jennie said, "please stop.’

The arguments went on for weeks, with Beverley and Mike each making their own arrangementsin
defiant ignorance of the other.

Jennie refused to discuss her wedding with either of them. Just let me know who wins,' shetold Mike.
'‘Okay?

'Y ou've got to stand up to her sometime.”’
I don't want to stand up to her. She's my mother. And | don't want to stand up to you either.’

In the end, Mike's cousin Sophie had ameeting with Jim Pepper, Beverley's current lover, and the
two negotiated a compromise. The wedding would take place in Beverley's house, but with atraditiona
Tdling. Mikesfamily could providethe Teler but Beverley wasto compose amarch for the beginning
and afanfare for the end. Both compositions, however, would use only acoustic instruments and no
tapes. The children would it in traditiona boxes and would be responsible for noise at the appropriate
moments. Beverley, however, could supply their noisemakers, an opportunity which helped to deflate any
anger or disgppointment. They kept theideaof giant dolls, but only two of them, one for Dustfather and
onefor Mothersnake. Rather than smashing them, Mike and Jennie would crawl insde them for the last
stage of the ceremony. 'How literd,’ Beverley said. 'How completely literal. Mike must be thrilled.

After the announcement of the truce Jennie went to her room where she sat on the floor facing asmall
copper statue on awooden stand. The statue was of afaceless woman standing with her feet together
and her arms crossed over her breasts. Jennie had received the statue on her thirteenth birthday in a
Joining’ Enactment held in the locd Picture Hall on Christopher Street. Now she crossed her own arms
on her chest and bowed her head. 'l thank you, Devoted One, for your devotion. | thank you for
rescuing me from my mother and my husband. | know that nothing | have done deserves your precious
intervention.'

Six weeks before the wedding Mike entered the East Side Hospital of the Inner Spirit, where aheder
inablack hood circumcised him. The hospital invited

Jennie to take part by laying gloved hands on her anaesthetised fiance. She refused, dlowing Mike
and the hospita adminigtratorsto think it was squeamishness. In fact, a strange longing had taken hold of
her. She had found herself wishing for a genuine Enactment, the kind they used to hold in the Time of
Fanatics, when the bride would actudly circumcise her husband and throw the foreskin from the roof.
Shetried to banish the idea—it was unsafe and barbaric, not to mention ruining the wedding night—but it
kept coming back, entering her thoughts at odd moments. She found hersaf wondering if agust of
wind—'Mothersnake's shout' they used to cdl it—would lift the foreskin into the sky.

The wedding went smoothly, at least as smoothly as Jennie could expect. They used Beverley's
rehearsd studio, the largest, and emptiest, room in the house. Throughout the ceremony and the party
Mike's family tended to huddle together at one side of the room. By unspoken agreement Beverley's
guests surrendered one wall to them, and once they saw that no one would accost them, the Gold family
and friends relaxed. After the ceremony afew even tried dancing to the bizarre music pounding them on
al sdes. Jennie did her best to divide her time equally between the two sides, propelled from oneto the
other by a seesaw of guilt.



Mike's uncle paid for their honeymoon. Mike had told Jennie he wanted to surprise her, and kept
secret their destination until they checked in at the airport. Jennie guessed he just wanted to forestall
another battle with her mother. She could have told him Beverley wouldn't care. They flew to Bermuda,
and a beachfront hotel full of newlyweds drinking champagne, and dancing, and blushing or laughing at
the clumsy innu-endos of the comicsin the nightclub. When they got back they found postcards from
Beverley, who'd gone on a pilgrimage to the messenger towersin the Arizona desert.

Onthelr last afternoon in Bermuda, Mike and Jennie rented mopeds and puttered along the cliff road
leading to St George. Halfway there, in the middle of the road, Jennie jerked to astop. Mike shouted
and ran his moped up the steep embankment. Then he shook himself loose and shouted at hiswife,
'What's the matter with you? Are you nuts? Jennie didn't answer. She stood in the road, her head dightly
to the side, her hands up near her mouth. 'Darling? Mike called. 'What are you doing? He jumped
down.

'‘Don't you hear it? Jennie said.

Mike led Jennie to the side, then picked up her moped and leaned it against atree. 'Y ou can't just
stand in the road' he said.

Shewaved ahand. 'Shh.

Now Mike heard it too, arumble, no, amoan, like someone chanting from deep in the belly. Hisskin
prickled. 'C'mon," he said. 'We're getting out of here.’

Jennie fluttered loose from his grip. 'Where'sit coming from? she said. She walked back in the road,
where acar swerved around her. She paid no attention, but amoment later continued to the narrow
shoulder between the road and the cliff edge. 'Mike!" she caled. 'Honey, come here. Come here.’

He went and stood about afoot behind her. 'Don't stand so close,' he said. 'And don't bend over like
that.'

'Look," Jennie said.

Mike squatted down to lean forward on his hands and knees. About seventy feet below them the
shoreline curled in to form asmall inaccessible beach of sand and stones and weeds. In between the cliff
wall and the water stood a semi-circle of five upright stones, each about four feet tal. And in front of
them, right at the water's edge, stood a man. He was wearing some sort of anima skin hung with bright
coloured feathers, bones, pieces of metal, and large beads. Long, thin divers of wood ran through his
ears, hiswrigts, and hisankles. Paint and clumps of mud covered his exposed skin, while some sort of
heavy black grease coated hislong matted hair. He stood with hisarms out, like a scarecrow. Thewind
rocked him back and forth, and the waves dapped hislegs. His moan continued to fill the ground under
Mike and Jennie.

'A precursor,’ Jennie whispered. 'Oh, Michadl, a precursor. How fabulous. | wonder when—he might
be from thousands of years ago.' And where was it from? Loca? Did Bermuda have precursors? Shed
read the idand's True History' at the hotel but she couldn't remember. Anyway, a displacement could
come from anywhere. Siberiawas supposed to have had alot of them. South Americatoo. Actually,
amost everywhere. For some placesit wasjust further back in time. They had al sorts of Names, she
knew. Shamans, medicine men, sorcerers, prophets—all of them yearning for the Revolution centuries
beforeit actually happened. Only afew managed to propel themselves through time. Or maybe they al
did, but only afew modern people could see them.

Jennie didn't care. 'How fabulous,' she said again. ‘It'sasign, honey. For our marriage.’

Mike whispered, 'It's some jerk who should have stayed in his own time zone.' He darted aglance at
hiswife, but she hadn't heard. She hummed softly. He waited aminute, then said, ‘Maybe we should go.



He could stay down there for hours, days even.' He couldn't tell if she was listening. He said, 'That
dutyfree shop will close’

She turned her head, then snapped her eyes back to the swaying figure below. 'Dutyfree? Are you
out of your mind?Y ou want to go and buy perfume when there's a precursor down there? Mike sat
down on the ground.

For severd minutes they watched the beach, while occasiona cars whined behind them. Slowly the
sky darkened, and the wind rose. ‘It's going to storm,” Mike said. 'We better go back.' His wife ignored
him. He stood up, grabbed her arm. "Will you come on? he said. 'l don't want you getting sick on our
honeymoon.’

Jennie pulled loose so sharply she nearly lost her balance.

'I'mgoing,’ Mike said loudly. 'Y ou do what you want.' He stamped across the road and got on his
moped. He wished it was area motorcycle so he could gun the motor instead of having to peda
downhill to get it started. As soon as he turned thefirst curve he found the sun shining and the wind gone.
Hedidn't look back.

When Jennie returned, hours later, Mike was lying on the bed, reading abook. She closed the door
and sat down on an armchair with her legs out and her arms dangling over the sides. Behind her the
sound of the seacamein over the balcony. 'Honey,' Jennie said, It was so beautiful. Y ou should have
stayed.' He said nothing. 'The waves kept rolling at him, and dl these birds, crows or ravens or
something, they started circling hishead and diving at hisface—'

Mike made anoise. 'Y ou find that beautiful ?
'Yes, it was like—like they were cleaning him off- '
'Y ou could use acleaning off yoursef. Y ou'refilthy.’

She laughed. 'Dirty but horny." She began taking off her clothes. Mike said, 'What do you think you're
doing.

Still in her underwear she sat down next to him and began rubbing her arms and legs and hips against
hisside. 'Knock it off," he said as he moved across the bed.

'‘Come on, hubby," she cooed, ‘it's fucky, fucky time." She leaned over. Her splayed fingers dalomed
down his chest while her lips made kiss noises at hisface.

‘Likehdl itis,' hesad, and pushed her away.

'Hey,' Jennie whined. She leaned back to cross her arms over her chest. 'Some honeymoon.’
'l just don't get excited by my wife acting like some cheap whore!’

'‘Okay. How does an expensive whore act?

Very funny.

'Oh, come on, Mike, we saw a precursor today.'

'‘And he sure got you worked up, didn't he?

'Well, what's wrong with that? That's what avision is supposed to do, isn't it? Do you know how rare
itisto seeaprecursor? And especidly at such an important moment. Thisisthe beginning of our life
together. It'san omen, Mike. | want to celebrate.’

'‘Spare methe lecture. All | know is, you never get thishorny just for me. Maybe | should dressupin
animd skinswith feethers through my nose’

"That sounds gresat.’ She tried to swing onto him but he shoved her away.

‘Some honeymaoon,’ Jennie said. She stood up. 'I'm taking a shower." When she'd locked the
bathroom and started the water Mike shouted, 'Don't you go pouting on our last night.'



L ater, after they'd eaten among the pam treesin the dining room, Mike took Jennie to the hotel's
Idand Balroom. There he stroked hiswife's shoulders and whispered how much he loved her. Later ill,
while they made love, Jennie tried to remember the way she'd heated up when the birds flew round the
precursor's face and the ocean soaked hislegs. And till later, adeegping Mike dreamed that atrio of
Malignant Ones, women with thick vagina lips and breastslike thunder, dapped mud on hisface and
dressed him in feathers and divers of bone. A Benign One, in the form of apark commissioner, set him at
the edge of abeach. 'There,' he said happily, 'now you can count the waves until the Revolution comes!'

For over ayear Mike and Jennie lived in Mike's studio apartment on 22nd Street. More and more,
Mike began to complain about New Y ork. Life was unnatural there, the city crushed anyone who just
wanted anormd life. They began to spend more weekends in Poughkeepsie, more recital and Enactment
days. They would stay with Mike's uncle, or with his cousin Carl. Mike would laugh loudly and breathe
deeply, asif to demonstrate how the clean air of Dutchess County liberated the body and the soul. For
their second Rising of the Light asamarried couple, they went to stay with Uncle Jake. On the morning
after the solstice, with Uncle Jake degping off the post-enactment party, and Aunt Alice in the kitchen
suffing the turkey, Mike told Jennie he had made a decision. They were moving to Poughkeepsie.

Jennie said, 'But | thought you said there were no opportunitiesin Poughkeepsie!
'l waswrong, okay? Opportunity iswhere you makeit.'

Jennie dreaded telling her mother about this plan to manufacture opportunity in Poughkeepsie. She
went aone, in the afternoon. To Jennie's surprise, Beverley took the news with hardly a pausein her
rehearsal (she was practising animal noises on the dto clarinet).

'Mom," Jennie said, 'I'm moving eighty miles upstate. Don't you care? Doesn't that upset you? The
clarinet barked. 'Stop that," Jennie said loudly. ‘Put that thing down.'

Beverley's eyebrows jumped. She smiled sweetly as she laid the instrument on a plagtic table. 'Do you
want meto act the possessive mother?

I want you to show someinterest. | am your only child, remember? And I'm not doing anything you
want. Doesn't that bother you?

Beverley put an arm around her daughter. Jen,’ she said. 'Aslong asyou stay adeep what difference
doesit makeif you snooze herein my house or in acabin in Alaska?

'Seep? Jennie pulled away. "What are you talking about?

"When you wake up—and | don't know when that will be, but I do know it will happen—it won't
matter where you are. Y ou'll find your way. That'sthe marvel of adegpwalker.'

Mike and Jennie moved to Poughkeepsiein late January. Jennietried not to get upset a the chilly
prefab house Mike had rented north of town, off Pendell Road. It was only to get them settled, he
assured her as she stood in the living room with her coat buttoned, and stared at the worn carpet, the
greasy-looking flowered wallpaper. They could start looking for their own houseright away, he
promised, while he and Uncle Jake unloaded the van Mike had hired. Anyway, Mike said, it was better
than that tiny overpriced apartment they'd left in New Y ork. At least it was awhole house.

Not quite trueto his promise Mike put off looking for ahouse for severd months, inasting his new
job as manager of abranch office of aloca travel agency took all histime. He did, however, get Jennie
her own car, an old Plymouth Dugter, its faded gold paint merging into rust on the fenders and doors.
Despite violent vacuuming and awhole day with the door open to winter breezesthe car aways smelled
dirty. 'Dusty the Duster,’ Jennie called it. She dreamed of riding over the tops of skyscrapers on her bald
white-walls. It was Mike who suggested she look for ajob. She should meet people, get out of the
house. Maybe she could temp, again. But Poughkeepsie only had two temp, agencies, and they expected



more skills and experience than Jennie could offer. Hafheartedly shetried lingerie shops, pet sores, and
offices, until one afternoon in late Spring she fell adeep in the parking lot of the Breathless Spirit
Shopping Mall, with her head on Dusty's steering whedl. She dreamed of running through the great public
[abyrinth in Washington, down white hallways smelling of the sea, until she emerged into agarden before
ahuge rock covered with mud. She scraped the mud away to reved around face flooded with light.
When she woke up she went into a coffee shop and asked for a phone book. She looked up the address
of the adminigtrative offices of the Mid-Hudson Energy Board, thanked the cashier in the coffee shop,
and drove to the offices on Route 44, where she applied for ajob asaguardian Server. On her
gpplication, in the space for 'previous experience she described her dream. Shewas hired immediately.

While Jennie learned to clean husks, Mike grew more and more passionate about his own work.
Each morning he would get up just before dawn and take out asheet of sanctified paper (made from old
cloth collected from the Tellers residences and sold in packs of twenty fivein spiritual supply stores).
With his Cross pen (a present from Jennie the last solstice) he would draw a stick picture of himself and
labdl it 'Managing Director of the Journeys of Truth Travel Agency'. Standing naked in theliving room he
would wait for the sunrise (on cloudy days checking his Bermuda-bought duty-free watch for accuracy),
then rub the picture round his chest and face and between hislegs before findly burning it with one of the
phosphorus matches sold with the paper. He never mentioned these Enactmentsto Jennie. Lying in bed,
pretending to be adeep, she could see him tiptoe about the dark house. Once, she needed to pee so
badly she could almost weep, but she made sure to wait a good minute after Mike was back in bed
before she dlowed hersdlf to get

Shortly after Jennie began her job Mike announced that the time had come for them to look for a
house. He apologised for putting it off so long, and Jennie had to tell him it didn't matter. She found
hersalf faking what seemed the proper leve of enthusiasm. It worried Jennie that she didn't get more
excited asthey travelled about looking at homes and talking to real estate agents.

After severd weeks of housestoo smdll, too old, or too expensive, the agent suggested they look at a
hive house. He did it so casudly, and Mike responded with such a studied manner of someone pondering
anew ideathat Jennie was sure they'd arranged the performance ahead of time. 'What do you think?

Mike said. 'It'sworth alook, huh? I'll bet you've never even been in ahive. He seemed to be bracing
himsdlf.

I don't know," Jennie said. 'l guess we can look at it." She thought she caught aflicker of disgust pass
over Mike'sface; she wished shed redised she should react more forcefully.

Jennie told her mother about the hive over the telephone. She cdled late, after Mike had fallen adeep
watiching the Tonight show. Beverley laughed with what sounded like genuine delight. She suggested that
Jennie paint adash of red across the door so she could recognise the house. She then suggested Jennie
paint adash of red around Mike's cock, so she could recognise her husband. She added that a
permanent marking would be more efficient, and that she knew someone on Christopher Street who was
doing the most ddlicate work in genital scar designs, and shewould pay if Michad wanted ... Jennie said
she had to go to the al-night supermarket and said goodbye to her mother.

They drove to Glowwood Hive, where Jennie felt like someone in aplay who's forgotten the climax
aswdll as her own lines. She watched Mike discuss the house's congtruction, she checked for outlets and
closet space, they stood together in the bare living room with the estate agent and talked about shopping,
taxes, enactment facilities, and walking distance to the local kindergarten.

Only when they'd signed the preliminary papers did Jennie find out they had to visit a'touchstone.’
Mike explained it in abooth in the Italian restaurant down by the river, where they'd gonefor a
celebration med. Every sx months, al the hive adults gathered, dl of them wearing some token of their
blocks (thiswas the first time Jennie had heard of blocks aswell, but she thought she shouldn't interrupt).
Each person would then cast alabelled stone from his or her front lawn into awooden drum made from
thefirst tree cut down to clear the land (actualy, the agent had confessed to Mike, the drum had been



bought in New Y ork). The previous touchstone would then emerge, blindfolded, to spin the drum and
open adot which would alow one stoneto fall out. Whoever owned that rock became the new
touchstone.

Jennie only half-listened, fascinated by the way Mike wouldn't ook at her while he talked, but only
dtared at hislasagne asif it represented an answer from an oracle. He stopped speaking, but when she
didn't say anything he went on to describe the holy office. The 'stoné, asthey cdled him, livedina
specia housein the centre of the hive, in the hive's sacred grove, acircle of treeson top of ahill. All the
hives had sacred groves, Mike said, just asthey al had stones. The stone couldn't leave the grove, but he
could sit outside among the trees. And it was only for six months. When the lottery had sdected the new
stone (‘Just akind of bingo' Mike said), acommittee chained him—not red chains, just plagtic, to
symbolise his service to his neighbours. Then they led the stone up the hill, past two rows of people, one
of them throwing flowers, the other flailing the sone—gently, Mike emphasized -with legfy branches.

During this speech Mike kept stopping and starting, asif compelled to tell everything. Shefound his
honesty touching, the more so sinceit appeared unwilling. It took her amoment to redlise it when held
finaly finished. She said, 'But what is atouchstone? What does the touchstone do?

Nothing redly, Mike said. 'He's supposed to symbolise the unity of the hive. That'sall. Hejust lives
there. The house represents the sacred dimension or something. Accessto the Living World. Y ou know
more about that suff than me!’

It suddenly occurred to Jennie that Mike was afraid she would refuse to move because of the
touchstone. And why. She asked, ‘Will | haveto go livein thisgrove for six months?

'‘Only if your stone comes up. Chances are you'll never haveto doit at al. Anyway,' he added
quickly, ‘they exempt you for thefirst two terms. So you've got over ayear before you even have to think
about it.’

'‘And we have to go and see this person?

It'sjust aformality. Just aceremony.’

He poured them each aglass of Beaujolais. Grinning, he leaned forward to kiss her lightly on thelips.
'Let'sdo an offering,’ he said. 'For us and our new home.'

Jennie laughed. ‘Right here?

'Sure. We can do it real quiet. No onell notice us." He reached into his pocket and took out a velvet
case.

Excited, Jennie said, 'What's that?

Mike grinned. 'l figured that this specid occasion deserved a better offering pin than that crummy
sted thing. Come on, openit.’

Gently she clicked open the top. 'Mike,' she said, 'It's beautiful. Oh, honey.' She leaned forward so
suddenly her breast knocked over the wine bottle. Mike caught it, though he was laughing so hard he
amogt knocked it over himself. Inside the case rested agold needle, three incheslong, with alapislazuli
handle the shape of abird's head. ‘It must have cost afortune,’ Jennie said.

Mike's smilelooked likeit could bresk hisface. 'It wasn't cheap,’ he said. '‘But well haveit for the
rest of our lives!

‘Canweredlly doit right now? Jennie whispered.

‘Why not? We're private enough here. There was even acourt ruling about it once. That atableina
restaurant was seen asa spiritua entity—'

'You fire,' she said, and handed him the case.

'Areyou sure? he said. She nodded. Mike sterilised the needlein athin via of alcohol. He held up his
left index finger. With ajab of the pin he pricked the tip, and when adrop of blood oozed out he shook it



into hiswifes glass. The drop vanished into the wine. 'For our new home," he said.

Jennie yelped as she jabbed hersdlf, then started giggling in embarrassment. She squeezed her finger
to make a drop of blood emerge. 'For our new home,' she said as she shook the drop loose into Mike's
wine. They touched glasses, then brought them to their lips. Together they said, 'We Remember the
Founders," and then drank as much of the wine asthey could swalow in one gulp.

That night, they made love more dowly and rhythmically than for weeks. In the middle Mike jumped
up and came back with the pin. In two quick jabs he'd drawn blood from both her breasts. A moment
later his own thighs were bleeding, and then he climbed up to mingle the offerings. AsMikeran atrail of
blood down to her groin Jennie moaned and rolled her head. 'Blessed spirit,' she whispered, and
wrapped her legs around her husband's back. 'Blessed, blessed spirit.’

The estate agent made an appointment for them on a Saturday afternoon. 'Good luck," he told them
and winked. 'I'll bewaiting for you back here with the papers!’

The sacred grove, aring of fivetrees, didn't look much like the entrance to another world. A small
wooden platform contained a plaster-of-Parisideal hive family: father and mother arm-in-arm, aboy and
agirl andadog dancinginacircle.

The houseitsdlf looked like any of the hive houses except for amura that ran around the walls. A
figure, probably Mirando Glowwaood, the hive's patron, raised his arms and shouted astrees and
bouldersleaped into the air. In another part Devoted Ones (for some reason the artist had depicted them
aswinged and riding in an aeroplane) dropped gifts on acrowd of residents. The giftsincluded roast
turkeys, refrigerators, and washing machines. They reminded Jennie of agame show on television.

The touchstone that half-year was aretired carpenter named Jack Adlebury. When Jennie and Mike
entered the living room they saw Adlebury crouched down with his back to them. He wore nothing but
swest-stained boxer shorts and sneakers without socks. On astool next to him lay awooden mask with
a'joy face painted on it: overwide smile, big eyes, round cheeks.

A smdl man, about five foot five, with thin arms and legs, Adlebury's shouldersrippled dightly ashe
sanded a chair with an ectric sander. 'Hang on, he said, 'l just gottafinish this." Whatever furniture the
room originaly had had was gone, replaced by Adlebury'stools aswell astimber, and dl the chairs,
tables, and cabinets held made since hisingallation. The place stank of stain and varnish. "Almost done,’
he caled. 'Just abit more. There." He clicked off the sander and set it down on the sawdust-coated floor.

Adlebury sat back on his hedls and wiped his forehead with an arm covered in sawdust. 'Sorry," he
sad.

Mike said, 'We're herefor the inspection. We're hoping, we're planning to buy ahouse here.’

"Yeah, | know," Adlebury said, still with hisback to them. 'l got acal. | just -' He reached out for the
mask and held it in his hands. 'I'm not supposed to look at you until | got thisthing on. Factis, I'm

supposed to wear the damn thing al thetime." He put it on. When he spoke again his voice sounded
dightly muffled. "That's better, | guess.' The stone grunted as he stood up. He turned around.

Nothing in Jennie'slife could have prepared her for that ondaught. Even before the mask faced her
she could fed them swarming together. The very act of the stone standing up and turning his head took
with it ahuge weight, asif afisherman had attached his net to hisface and now swung it up packed with
squirming fish. The hive-souls moved in and out of each other, they banged together and did apartin dl
the ways of their rel ationships. Jennie was choking. All those people—all of them staring at her.

She didn't actudly seethem. She didn't see anything but the doll face imprisoning Adlebury. And yet
they werethere, diding in and out of each other, hundreds of voices babbling, arguing, laughing,
complaining. Jennie gagged. She stumbled, faling against ahdf-finished desk. 'Hey,' Adlebury said, 'you
okay?



'What?Jennie said. As she looked up the touchstone once again became abored elderly carpenter
with hisface covered in apainted helmet. Shelet her breath out and found hersalf shaking.

'Honey,' Mike said, ‘what's the matter? He put hisarms around her.
Hedidn't seeit, Jennieredised. For Mikeit wasjust aformdlity.

And for the touchstone as well. Embarrassed, and alittle annoyed by Jenni€'s distress, he said,
'Welcometo the hive.!

Hours later, after they'd signed the papersin the bank and then the estate agent's office, after they'd
egten the steaks Jennie had grilled as a celebration, after Mike had run back to ‘the place for some
paperwork held forgotten, after tv and late night ice cream and coffee, after Jennie had got into her
nightgown and Mikeinto his pyjamas, Jennie asked casudly, 'Y ou know that—that thing today? The
introduction?1 know it'sjust aformality, but aformdity for what?

‘Huh?

Jennie snuggled up againgt his chest. He put an arm around her. She said, ‘I mean, what's supposed to
happen? Theoreticaly, | mean?

'I don't know, the hive's supposed to look us over, | guess. Seeif wefitin.'

‘But how?

"Through the touchstone. He represents everybody, so he makesthe decision.’

‘But that's so symboalic

‘Sureitis. That'stheidea

Jennie pressed againgt him. 'Honey,' she said, 'let's celebrate.” She kissed his ear, then his neck.

'‘Areyou kidding? Mike said. 'I've got to get to the place early tomorrow. | want to set up some new
displays before we open. If were going to pay for our new house I've got to start putting in some hours.”
Heturned on hisside and closed hiseyes.

It took Jennie months to admit that something had happened between her and Mike. They were both
overworked, shetold hersdf, or, the house was taking al their atention. It wasn't just that they made
love lessfrequently, or only seemed to talk about their jobs or the lawn or their neighbours. It was asiif
her husband did everything normally, but only with an effort. Asif he had to push himsdlf against some
barrier. Asif sherepelled him and he kept battling to hideit. But why? She could stare in the mirror and
tell hersalf sheld lost her looks, but somehow she knew her gppearance, her body, had nothing to do with
it.

On the night of Founder's Day, alittle over ayear after they'd moved into the hive, Jennie and Mike
went to a Raccoon block party to watch the fireworks. At home, drunk, Mike began to stroke and kiss
her. Jennie removed her clothes so fast she fell on the bed, laughing. Mike joined her and they began to
make love half dressed.

Suddenly Jennie jumped up. Mike floated an arm after her. 'Where are you going? he said. ‘Come
back.'

You'll see' Sheran into the den to the dtar shelf above the tdlevison. She came back with the velvet
case containing the offering pin.

"Tada,' she announced, holding it up. 'Remember that first night we got it? How we used
it—ahem—(for other purposes? She didn't finish her proposal. Mike had stiffened dl over, except for
his erection.

Jennie stood there, clogged with tears. "What'swrong? she said. 'What did | do?



‘Nothing," he said, then burst out, "What did you have to bring that thing for?

‘Butit'sour offering pin.'

'I know thefuck what it is." Jennie began to cry. 'Oh shit," Mike said. 'I'm sorry.'

Jennie snapped shut the case and threw it at him. 'l don't want your sorry. | want you. What are you
doing to me?

'l just don't want to make an offering. What's the big deal?

‘But why? Jennie grabbed the bathrobe off the chair by the bed and threw it over her open blouse
and panti-hose. Y ou gave me that pin. So we could have it forever, you said. Y ou were the one to—you
know.'

He shrugged. 'It'sjust not safe.’

‘Not safe”?

"Who knows what the blood will attract."

'Mike, what are you talking about?

Hewouldn't look at her. 'Didn't you read about that woman in Texas?
"What woman? She thought she could start screaming a any moment.

'She did her finger for an offering. At aRecitd. At sunset. And it opened achannd. All her blood got
sucked out. Boiled off right into the Living World. By the time they got her to the hospital she was dead.’

'I can't believethis," Jennie said. 'Y ou think that's what's going to happen to you? He mumbled, ‘Not
tome!

'What? What do you mean? He shook his head. Jennie punched his shoulder. "What do you mean?
He shoved her away. 'Will you stop it?

‘Do you mean me? Do you think my blood'l get sucked out if | make an offering?

'Who knows? Who knows what can happen with you?

'Great Mother,' she said. 'Mike, I've been drop offerings all my life." She grabbed the case from the
floor, sterilized the needle in the a cohol, and jabbed her finger. Shaking the blood loose she said, 'We
remember the Founder. There. See? One drop. That'sdl.'

Thistime’

"Thistime? Mike, where did you get thisidea? He looked at the wall. She knew. She remembered
exactly when the chill had come. 'The touchstone,' she said. 'It's because of what happened. It was
supposed to be aformaity and it wasn't. | saw them. The souls of the hive. And you knew. Y ou knew dl
aong and you didn't say anything. That'sit, isn't it?

He got up. 'lI've got to go piss.’

Shetried to grab hisarm but he yanked it loose. She called after him, 'I'm right, aren't I? If that could
happen anything could happen, isthat it? She heard the toilet flush, and then Mike came back, only to
grab his pillow and the extra blanket. 'I'm going to go deep inthe den,’ he said.

'Whereit'ssafe? Where | can't suck al your blood away? She made aloud durping noise. Mike said
nothing. A moment later, Jennie heard the door to the den dam. Exhausted, she lay down and pulled the
quilt over her. She expected to cry, to hit the pillow. Instead, she fell adeep. When she woke up, groggy,
alittle dizzy, the Sun was up and Mike was gone.

That evening Miketold her he was|eaving the following morning on atwo week hotdl tour of Quebec
province, getting firsthand knowledge before the season started. He promised to talk when he got back.

For thefirst week of Mike's absence Jennietried to act normaly. She chose her clothes carefully and



put on make-up every morning. At night she cooked hersdf complete dinners, trying out new recipesand
logging them in anotebook for when Mike returned. Then shewould sit on Mike'srecliner chair and
waich televison until she was sure shewould deep.

On the Monday of the second week Jennie went up to Maria after the schedule meeting and told her
shewastoo sick to work that day. Silently she endured Marias anger and the groans of the other servers
who not only would have to work harder but would have to st through the meeting al over again. When
she got outside she found her hands trembling.

Jennie drove south on the Highway of the Nine Wonders until she cameto asmal storedl by itsdf on
the sde of the highway, south of Fishkill. Many years ago, before the Revolution, this store had sold
fishing equipment, lures, and especidly trout flies. Even through the destruction of the Old World
fishermen from asfar away as Germany and Isragl continued to order their colour catalogue. Today the
small blonde who ran the shop continued the family business. All day shewould sit by alarge scarred
wood table and glue together bits of plastic, feathers, gauze, holy words written on tiny specks of
parchment, and barbed metal.

But now the shop was even more renowned for something else. On the day that the Army of the
Saints sailed upriver from New Y ork the current owner's great grandfather had gone fishing. Something
snagged hisline, and when hereded it in hefound ashirt, asdry asif it had laid in the Sun. The shirt had
bel onged to Migud Miracle of the Green Earth, and had been used as abanner to rdly the faithful in the
Battle of Chicago. The next year the fisherman returned to the same spot at the same time and caught the
green and gold box from which Mirando Glowwood had drawn forth the Miracle of the Chocolates.

AsJennie pulled into the small parking lot someone roared onto the highway, spraying the sde of her
car with gravel. 'Hey!" Jennie shouted as if he could hear her. Some way to act in a sacred shrine, she
thought. Not that the place looked very sacred. She'd expected Signs, or statues. Instead, the small
wooden building might have been the home of aretired fisherman.

Insde, Jennie pretended to look around at the strange equipment until she realised how silly that was.
She walked to the back to stand over afair-haired woman tying coloured feathersto ablack metal hook.
Thewoman wore an old grey shirt with mother-of-pearl buttons. 'Excuse me,' Jennie said findly.

The woman set the fly down carefully on the table before looking up at Jennie. '‘Can | help you? she
sad.
'I'm looking—I'd like—Do you have anything from Ingrid Burning Snake?

The woman made anoise, then looked at the window. When she turned her gaze back to Jennie she
asked. 'Why would | have anything to do with Ingrid Burning Snake?

'What? Isn't this—'

‘Do you redly think | would just have something from Burning Snake or anyone esejust sitting here?
And you could just walk in and order it? Like a piece of cheese?

I'm sorry,' Jennie said. 'I'm sorry. She was about to leave when the woman stood up.
'No, wait aminute,' she said. 'I'm sure you're—I shouldn't have snapped at you like that.'
'l don't understand.’

"That's because you don't work here. | just get tired of people making the same stupid mistake over
and over. Did you see that guy who was just here? Jennie nodded. 'He wanted Janet Artwing's shoes.
Claimed | was"holding out” on him. Asif | had something like that just lying around the shop.’

I don't understand,’ Jennie said. She felt like she was back in Professor Hate-hour's True History
class.

Just think amoment. Once ayear, every year, something comesto usfrom theriver. I'll bet you think
that'sablessng.’ Jennie didn't answer. 'Well, itis, of courseitis, butit'saso ... How long do you think



those thingswould last if we sold them in this store? Or anywhere? Even if things cameto us every day,
how long would they last? How long would this building last if we sold those things here? Do you know
what happened when Adrienne Birth-of-Beauty died?

"They had to guard her body.'

‘Right. With machine guns. Even before she was actudly dead. Everyone wanted a piece of her
clothes. Or apiece of her.’

'But what happens—'

"To therelics? The government takes them. What do you think? We give them over to the sdawhich
putsthem in avault. They get taken out once ayear, for the Founders Day Parade. And you wouldn't
believe that security.'

Jennie said, It seems, it seems wrong somehow. Aren't the relics supposed to help people? The
woman didn't answer. 'l guess | must seem pretty dumb to you.'

"The sdadoes its best to get the message across. For instance, it'sillega to print any referenceto us
without saying explicitly that we don't sell rdlics, the store has nothing to do with them. But people just
keep coming.'

'Do you—do you catch them yoursalf?

The woman shook her head. 'I| knew you'd get to that one. | could just guess. Think amoment. Try to
think. If I caught them do you think | could just Sit here? Do you know how many people would come
and want me to touch them? My uncle doesit. He lives on an estate surrounded by an dectrica fence. |
haven't seen him in ten years, not since he became Fisher King. That's the proper term, by the way.
Officiad sdatitle. I'll bet you didn't know that either.’

'‘No.'

'My grandfather died from some disease caught from awoman who broke into his house and forced
him to make love to her. She had agun. She'd been some kind of agent or something and knew how to
get past the security. She thought sex with my grandfather would cure her? Isn't that something? They
both died.'

'God,’ Jennie said, ‘I'm sorry." A moment later she added, | guessthat means you can't give me
anything.’

The woman laughed so loud Jennie stepped back. The laughter stopped as abruptly asit started. An
odd look passed through the woman's face. She stood there, squinting at Jennie, and then she said, 'Stay

here.' She went through awhite door. When she returned she held her hand out. In the palm rested a
small brassbox. 'Takethis,' she said, 'and don't ever tell anyone whereyou got it.’

Jennie grabbed the box and opened it. Inside, on ared cushion, lay ablackened strip of skin, about
aninch across.

'What is this?Jennie asked. The woman stood there. Jennie said, 'Oh my God. It's her. It'sLi Ku. It's
from when she came down off the ferriswhed. It's the piece of skin that stuck to the metal.’

‘A little piece of the piece. When my grandfather gaveit to the government he cut off afew little bits
and hid them.’

Jennie looked at therdic. The box fat cold. 'l don't know,' she said.

"Y ou don't know?Y ou don't know? I'm giving you thisand you ... Don't you understand? Thisis her
body. It's not ashirt, or aplastic pen used to Sign some announcement. It's a piece of her body.'

Jennie started to cry. It's just—you know, it's her. Li Ku. | wanted something, | wanted Ingrid
Burning Snake. It's—it'sfor, it's because of my husband. My marriage.’

Takeit,' thewoman sad. 'Li Kuisthetruth.'



Jennie looked at the piece of skin. When she closed the box and put it in her bag the woman let out a
breath. Jennie asked how much she owed her.

The woman laughed even louder than before. 'Do you think you could possibly pay me enough for
something likethat?

'You're giving it to me? The woman nodded. 'Why?

She shook her head. The messy blonde hair swung back and forth. 'l don't know. Maybe |
jus—Please,' she said, just get out of here. Okay? In alittle while I'm going to be very angry at mysdlf.
So please, go.'

Jennie hdf ranto her car.

That night, and every night until Mike returned, Jennie stripped naked, put on her reddest lipstick,
then used her tweezersto pluck the piece of skin and set it down on the living room floor. With the gold
offering pin she pricked her finger, then waved her hand to scatter the drops of blood through the air. 'In
the name of Li Ku Unguenchable Fire. In beauty and truth lives her name forever." And then, '‘Please help
me. Please let me keep my husband. | just want anormd life.’

Mike came home around eeven at night, with apeck on the lips and an announcement that hed
eaten, and was so tired he just wanted to have a shower and go to bed. Jennie listened to him shower,
and when helay in bed she stood in the doorway, her own armsfull of hisdirty laundry from his suitcase.
Shetold hersdf how much sheloved him, how they would work it out, how shewould do anything to
keep him.

THE CONCEALMENT

When ababy entersits mother'swomb it first swimsthrough the River of Forgetfulness. Only the
Founders escaped thisimmersion. Asthey travelled to their mothersthey floated above the water, in the
dlver ar of truth.

If the Founders dways knew redlity, why did they wait to begin the Revolution? The answer to this
guestion is. even the Founders (in beauty and truth live their names forever) must wait for the proper
moment. The Revolution could only begininits correct place, Anaheim, Cdifornia, and only at the
correct time, the Parade of the Animals. Before that moment the Founders knew they must not reved
themsdlves. They lived normd lives, going to school, working, living with their families and friends. And
they made sure never to meet each other. For if only two Founders were to stand in the same room, or
st on the same bus, or even work for the same company or shop in the same department store, the light
would legp from one to the other, blinding anyone who stood between them.

It happened once that a certain woman received avision of the Revolution. She learned that the
Founders existed, that one day they would join together and create the world. Now, thiswoman had
suffered greatly in her life. Her father had died in a plane crash. Her mother had become an a coholic and
athief. Her lover had left her for someone else. Two of her best friends had committed suicide, while
another had contracted aterrible disease that destroys the body. And every day in the woman's city
people were beaten and murdered.

The woman decided the world could not wait for the Revolution. She began to pray, and to chant,
and through her desperate devotion she ssumbled her way over the boundaries into the deep territories.
With clear sight she saw the faces of Maryanna Split Sky, Jonathan Mask of Wisdom, and Li Ku
Unquenchable Fire (in beauty and truth live their names forever). And she knew—if she could bring these
three to the same place, even to the same city, the Revolution would begin, despite their effortsto

postponeit.

Shetried one scheme after another: fake phone cdls, trick letters, fraudulent invitations. She hired
actors and detectives, she bribed policemen. Nothing worked. The three aways dipped from her net.
Findly she returned to her devotions, for she realised that even the Founders could not overcome the



Living World. If she could touch that power she could force them to give up their concelment. She
fasted and prayed, and after many months she understood what had to be done. There were severa
steps, dl to be enacted in the right order and the right way. Three things overrode the rest. The operation
would take five days. During that time she must not open the door of her house, she must not touch food,
she must not fall adeep.

She cleaned herself and prayed once more for help. Then she began the operation. On thefirst day
she heard aknocking at the door. A voice cried, 'Help me!" and then she heard a thumping noise, and an
agonised cry, and the voice called again, more faintly, 'Help me!' The woman rose but then she forced
hersdlf back to the work. At the end of that day ared light glowed in front of her.

On the second day she heard a knock and then her mother'svoice. ‘Please let mein, the voice said.
'I've given up drinking but | feel so weak. | need you. Please.’ The woman stood up. She ran to the door.
But then she remembered al the mothers and fatherswho'd died of drink and al the children left done.
Shereturned to her concentration. That evening ayellow light filled the room.

On thethird day her former lover appeared at the window. 'How could | ever have left you? she
sad. 'Let mein. | want to stay with you forever.' But the woman thought of al the women and men
whose lovers had | eft them. She continued. That evening ablue light filled the house.

On the fourth day her diseased friend knocked at the door. 'Please let mein,” he begged. 'l want to
seeyou before | die. How can you be so cruel? All day he banged on the door. She thought of dl the
sick people and she stayed where she was. That night agreat darkness and a great silence penetrated the
house and the land around it.

On the morning of the fifth day white light filled the world. It shook the houses and pounded in the
Earth. All through the day she heard aroar, like athousand voi ces shouting with joy.

In the late afternoon she jumped up and ran to the window. Buildings were shaking and treesran
through the air. About to turn back she heard a soft whimper. She looked down and saw astarving dog
lying on the grass. She stood there, looking at the animal while the light surged about the building. She
told hersdf, 'It's aready started. Nothing can stop it." She went outside and lifted the dog. As she carried
it into the house, the shouting voices changed to asigh and then stopped.

But the light remained. She closed the door and set the dog on the rug. Shelooked at the bones
pushing their way through the folded skin. Shelifted it again and carried it to the kitchen. She opened the
refrigerator but the dog was too weak to take any food. 'Please,’ she said. 'I'm not alowed to touch it."
The dog began to cry. She looked around her at the light that looked like it could tear the walls apart.
‘Nothing can stop it,' shetold herself. Shereached in for apiece of hamburger meat and gaveit to the
dog.

Astheanimd ate, its body filled out. It became stronger and it grew, taller than the woman. Itsjaws
hung open aslarge as adoorway. When it closed them it had swallowed the light. Asthe dog ran from
the house agreyness settled on the walls and the woman and everything around her. 'l haven't logt,' she
said. 'l can gtill continue. | can sart over if | haveto.' But even as she spoke shefdll back against the
sink, exhausted. Her eyelids began to force themselves shut. ‘Please,’ she wept, 'don't do thisto me. |
didn't want it for mysdlf. Thereéstoo much pain.’ Shefel adeep on thefloor in front of the refrigerator.

In the woman's dream she saw Li Ku Unguenchable Fire. The Founder wore ared dress and silver
shoes. 'When we come," she said, ‘we will not come to end suffering.’

"Then why will you come? the woman asked.
Li Ku said, 'When we come we will come for something ese.’
When the woman woke up she could no longer remember the three faces.

The woman's mother stopped drinking. The woman'slover returned to her. The woman'sfriend
recovered from his disease and all her other friends became well and prosperous. But she hersalf had



weakened her body by her effortsto end suffering. Though she lived ahappy life she died two years
before the Revolution. On the day of her death she once more saw the Founders, all gathered together in
avison. Shewrotein her diary, 'Now | understand. | am the saddest woman who has ever lived.'

Jennifer's marriage to Mike Gold ended on apiece of green metd at the exit from Glowwood Hive. A
raised circle about five feet in diameter and set in the ground beside the Celestial Guardian, the meta
plate was called a'soul-map.’ Its surface bore a diagram of the streets interspersed with spirit
configurations and the mark of an officid blessng from the Mid-Hudson College of Tdlers. Officidly, dl
residents stood there every timethey left the hive. Officidly, contact with the map joined them to the
hive's unity. Officidly, they could step on the map and get ajolt that would carry them through a
two-week vacation, so that even swvimming in apool in Honolulu they would fed their neighboursfloating
bes de them with every stroke.

In practice very few people ever bothered to stop their carsto get out and 'mount’ the map. The few
times Jennie had done it sheld never experienced anything more than adight tickle in her feet.

On the evening their marriage ended Jennie and Mike were on their way to Shop-Ritefor double
stamp night. At the exit from the hive they stopped for someone coming up the accessroad. When Mike
stepped on the gasthe car stdled. Before he could start it again Jennie said, 'Mike, why don't we go
stand on the map?

'What? Mike said. 'What for?

I don't know, it just seemslike—we live here, shouldn't we do it sometimes? Itll only tekea
second.'

Mike hesitated, and later Jennie would think how if he'd only started the engine she would have given
in and maybe they would have stayed together. But instead Mike said, 'Oh fuck," and got out of the car.

The two of them stepped onto the map. Jennie tried to take his hand but he jerked it away. Jennie
was about to step off when she started to sway. 'What's going on? she said.

Mike had begun to jerk from sideto sde. 'Fedlslike a storm’'s coming up,' he said. 'L et's get out of
here.

But when they looked back at the hive they seemed to stare down at it from the top of ahill. The
streets had stretched out. They rolled on and on, they lifted into the sky, avast criss-cross of black
stripes covering the ground. The houses glowed, they shook and danced, like cartoon houses with
windows like huge soft eyes, and doors like smiles. From each house, like a paper thrown into the air,
the hive members legped into the sky. They sang to each other and the voices rose to high-pitched
squedls, like bats.

Jennie screamed and Mike shouted, 'Stop it! Stop it!" Then the two of them rose with their
neighbours, plucked in one mation from the flat Earth to an arched sky burning with light. Jennielooked
down, she expected to see her and Mike standing there, entranced, but no, the map was empty, their
bodies had risen, they were flying, look, they passed a plane, Jennie waved and all the passengers blew
kisses at her, now they rose together in aclump, held tight by asyrupy glue of ecstasy.

Jennie couldn't remember coming down. She found herself stretched out on the grassin front of the
guardian, agood four feet from the metd plate. Mike lay next to her, moaning. Jennie sat up and rubbed
her eyes. 'Wow,' she said, and grinned. 'Wow. Holy shit." She giggled. Mike wasjust starting to get up.
'Honey? she said, and crawled over to touch hisarm.

Mike screamed and rolled away. A moment later he got to his knees and threw up.

"What'swrong? Jennie asked, or tried to. Her voice sounded so duggish. A silly smile crept over her
face. Shebit her lip. Thisis serious, shetold hersdlf. She began giggling again. Mike looked at her, his



face squeezed into some emotion, fear, or hate. He got to hisfeet and pushed himsdf afew stepsto the
car, where he leaned againgt it with his arms across the roof. 'Honey? Jennie called. "Where are you
going? She saw him breathe deeply afew times, then dide into the seat where he sat with his head back,
gasping. She watched him press hisfists againg his eyes. Only when he actudly ignited the engine and
she could sméll the exhaust did she redlise he was leaving. Shejumped up; shefdl down again, crying. At
the sametime, shewas laughing, asif she fill flew round the world with her neighbours.

Even when Mike's car was goneit took Jennie over aminute to get up off the ground. She kept
thinking she should go and get her own car and follow him. The thought of the two of them skidding
round corners, like some cop show on television, set her laughing again. And then she realised she
couldn't go after him. She didn't know where held gone.

Shakily Jennie stood up. As she walked home she looked nervoudy at people on the Street or in front
of their houses. They al looked relaxed and hedlthy but confused, aware without memory that something
had happened. They touched each other, unconscioudy, obsessively.

At home Jennie called the travel agency. No answer. She called Mikes uncle, then his cousin. Mike
wasn't there.

That whole night Jennie sat in the kitchen, letting cups of coffee grow cold in front of her. Her mood
swung from one state to another without any conscious direction. She would cry, and whisper, 'l love
you, Mike. Please come home." A moment later she would close her eyes and remember the hot winds
asthey flew above the Earth. Or else she would jump up and kick thewall or the refrigerator, enraged
that her sdlfish husband could try to hold her back from atrue event.

In the morning Jennie drove to the travel agency before work. There was no one there. Later, when
she called the office, Mike's assistant, Lorraine Towers, told Jennie that Mike had called her the night
before and asked her to run the place for afew days. He hadn't told her where he was going. Before and
after every assgnment that day Jennie headed for a phone. She caled friends, she called Mikesuncle
again, she called her own house over and over.

That evening, at seven o'clock, Uncle Jake called. Mike had goneto New Y ork, he said. He said that
Mike wanted him to tell her he just needed time to think things out. HEd get in touch with her in afew
days. 'I'm sure he till lovesyou,’ Uncle Jake said. 'He just needs alittle time.’

Jennie spent most of the evening on the phone, taking a bresk only when afake ingtinct would tell her
Mike was trying to get through. Then she would wait fifteen minutes and start again. She called Sophie,
who hadn't seen Mike but asked Jennie to come and stay with her. Jennie refused, thinking Mike
wouldn' likeit when he came home and she wasn't there. She cdlled dl their old friends from the city, she
caled Mike'sformer bosses, anyone who might be hiding him. She considered calling the New Y ork
police and reporting Mike's car stolen, but she couldn't remember the licence number.

The next day Jennie drove to the Restoration of Joy Plaza, where Montgomery Wards had recently
announced asdeinits spiritual ads department. Jennie bought herself abox of candles, two portraits of
Ingrid Burning Snake (patron of lost lovers, aswell as marriage), and asmall set of sanctified chimes.
When the cashier had rung it al up Jennie ran back and added on a'squeaky Founder', atwo foot high
dall of Burning Snake that sounded aloud bleat when you squeezed its belly.

At home Jennie arranged her aids and her piece of Li Ku'sskin, first in theliving room, thenin the
basement when she feared Mike might walk out again if he came home and found it al in front of him.
Shelit dl the candlesin their plastic holders, she set up the portraitsin their cardboard framesto face
each other with the chimes between them. In the centre she placed therdicinits brassbox. On one side
of it she stood the dall, on the other herself. With the offering pin she opened al her fingers and scattered
the blood dl around the circle. The candles hissed as dropsfell on the flames. She bent down to ping the
chimeswith their little copper hammer.

Then she closed her eyes. Three times she squeezed the doll, repesting each time, 'Ingrid Burning



Snake, in power and truth lives your name forever, please send me my husband back.' She promised
various penances, atrip to the Virginia caves, amonth's salary to the Poughkeepsie residences, amonth
of eating nothing but vegetables grown in the sacred greenhouses outside Philadelphia, ajourney to the
New Y ork College of Tdlers, where she would burn her clothes and then dither like a snake under the
Arch of Bones. Findly she blew out the candles. She dept for the rest of the afternoon.

Mike was gone for two weeks. The night he returned, Jennie was watching arerun of Tragg, acop
show about an sdainvestigator in New Chicago. Tragg had just tracked down alion cult in the Chicago
public labyrinth, when the doorbell rang. Jennie turned, and there, on the other side of the screen door,
stood her husband. He wore alight blue T-shirt and blue striped seersucker pants, probably the bottom
half of asuit. His hair was shorter and held lost weight. He looked tired and annoyed.

'Mike,' she said. 'Mike, oh honey, honey, you're back.' She waited for him to come in. She wanted to
cry that hedd rung the bell. "Aren't you going to comein? shesaid. 'Y ou'll get dl bitten up out there.'

'Sure,’ he said. "How about opening the fucking screen door?

'What? Oh!" She ran and unhooked the lock, laughing. As soon as he'd stepped inside she grabbed
him, squeezing as hard as she could, then kissing him all over hisface. 'Y ou're back. | knew you'd come
back. | knew you'd come back. | missed you so much.’

He pushed her away. Then how come you locked the door?
I'm sorry. Just habit. I'm sorry. | didn't want Gloriaor someone barging in on me. It was just habit.’

He sat down on the couch, then got up and moved to the green chair beside the narrow mirror. He
bent forward for his elbowsto rest on his knees. 'How about some coffee? he said.

'Coffee coming up,’ she sang. 'I'm so happy,’ shetold him after sheld filled and plugged in the pot. I
missed you so much. Where were you? | caled everyone | could think of—'

'Shit,’ Mike said.

I'm sorry. | didn't make abig thing of it. Redly | didn't. | just asked peopleif they'd seen you.'
"That's not making abig thing? What did you say, that you'd misplaced me?

I'm sorry,' she said. She beganto cry. 'I'll go seeif the coffeeisready.’

'Wait asecond.' He stood up. 'Forget it, Jennie. | don't really care what you told anyone.’
'l redly didn't make abig thing out of it. Redlly | didnt.’

'| said forget it. Can wedrop it? All right? Anyway, | stayed in ahotel. Down in the city.’
'Are you hungry? Do you want anything with the coffee? | can mix up sometunafish.’
'No. | don't want anything.'

‘Areyou sure? Itll only take aminute.’

'I'm not hungry.'

"Y ou want more cake?

'No. Look, Jennie—' He made anoise. He said, 'I'm not staying.'

'What? What do you mean?

I'm not staying. | just—

'Why?What do you mean, you're not staying? Why? | missed you so much.'

'l cant stay.'

'You cant—Youcantjust ..."

'Pleasetry tobecam.'



'‘Cdm? Cam? Y ou're taking my husband away from me.'
'How about that coffee?
"You just tell me—you comein, you're gone two weeks -'

‘Jennie, please.’ The cracksin hisvoice stopped her from shouting. 'l could have just sent aletter but |
wanted to tell you in person.’

‘A letter? Mike sat down again. Jennie said, 'I'll get the coffee!

In the kitchen she dammed the cups down so hard she dmost broke them. She thought, You
bastard. Send me a letter ? Goddamn you. What did he mean? How could he not stay? Where was he
going? Didn't he know how much she loved him? That bastard. She wanted to run down to the basement
and slamp on the portraits of Burningsnake. He's got to stay, shethought. He can't mean it. Please
make him stay. Help me.

When they were both sitting with their coffee—like aproper hive couple—Mike said, 'l did alot of
thinking while | was away. About everything. Everything that's happened to us!'

'Did you think about how much | loved you?

'Of course. And how much | love you. | do love you, Jennie. Redlly | do.'

Thenit'sdl right. Aslong aswelove each other—'

Itsnot Al right. | can't takeliving with you.'

‘Living with me? What'swrong? He didn't answer. 'Tell mewhat I've done. I'll change.’
It'sjust—never being sure—waiting al thetime.’

'Waiting for what? Please, Mike. If we love each other—'

‘It's not enough.’

'Yesitis Loveisawaysenough.

"Things happen to you. | can't takeit. | can't live waiting for the next goddamn event, or
transformation, or whatever they're caled. | can't stand it.’

'BlJt—l
Itslikelivinginthe Time of Fanatics.’

‘But that wasjust ... you mean the map? Isthat what you mean? That was nothing. It was an
accident. It won't happen again. We don't even have to step on it ever again. No one will know. It won't
happen any more. | promiseit won't.

'How can you promise something like that?

'‘Wewon't step onit. Well driveright past it.’

'What's the difference? If that didn't happen something else would. Something aways happens.’
"That's not true. Nothing'll ever happen again.’

"What about the touchstone? Do you think | can stand something like that again?

'l thought—'

"Y ou thought it didn't happen to me. Just to you. Shit, | was standing right next to you. Things like that
are not supposed to happen. Seeing the touchstone's just aformality. Like standing on the map. God. A
formdity.’

'Maybe it'sthe hive. We can move. We can sdll the house and get an apartment.’

"What about our honeymoon? Do you think everyone who goes to Bermuda sees a precursor? It's
not the hive, Jennie. It'syou.’



'How do you know that? How do you know that? Maybeit'syou?
'It'snot me.'

'How do you know? Maybe you've got a Ferocious

One lodged insde you somewhere. Maybe you should go to the sda.’
'‘Come on, Jennie.'

"These things never happened to me until | met you.'

'So maybe | bring it out in you. Maybe sex does. That's what the body path people say, right? But
therés ill adifference. You enjoy it. You loveit. Y ou want them to happen. And | can't andit. | just
cant gand it.'

I don't want it if it'll take my husband away.'

'Are you sure? Are you really sure about that? Suppose you could make somekind of adedl. You
and | stay together in exchange for no more visions, no more events, no more specia revelaions. Would
you want that?

'Yes. That'sall | ever wanted.'

‘Bullshit. You'd redly settle for anice norma symbalic lifein the suburbs?
‘I moved herewith you, didn't I'?

'You'relying, Jennie. To yourself asmuch asme.’

I'mnot. | just want you.'

"Then why do you keep talking about the Time of Fanatics asagreet period?| don't even like hearing

about it.'
T'll gtop. I'll never mention it again.’
It's not the talk that counts.’

'Maybe there's something wrong with me. Maybe | could go and get ascan. Or check in at the
hospitd for tests!

Mike laughed. 'How can there be something wrong with you? These things that happen to you,
they're supposed to happen. Didn't you tell me that?

'What do you mean? When did | say that?
I don't know. Lots of times. Y ou're aways saying you want area event, not just asymbol.’
‘Well, I'mwrong. That'sdl.

'No, you're not wrong. You're right. That's something | had to realise the last two weeks. Y ou're
probably the only person around herewho'sredlly right. The Tellers, and the Pictures, and the
Enactments, they're supposed to break things down, open channds, dl that stuff. But they only do it
when you're around. And | can't live with that. | can't stand it.'

'Wdll, what good isit then, if it takes my husband away?

'Maybe you can find someone e se. Someone who won't run away fromiit.'
I don't want someone else. | want you.'

'‘Maybe an artist—'

'Y ou bastard!" she shouted.

'I'm sorry, | shouldn't have said that.'

"You'rejust doing al these things because you hate my mother.’

'I'm doing this because I've got to survive.'



'Why can't you survive with me? 1 loveyou.’

'l love you too, Jennie." Suddenly he was holding her, they were crying, and Jennie thought, it's okay,
he's not going to leave. But then Mike pulled away. Still crying he said, 'I'm sorry, honey. I'm sorry.

'Please stay with me. Please. Just tonight.”
I'm sorry. | can't do that.'

'Why not? Just one night.'

I can't.' He headed for the door.

I'll change," she said. 'It won't happen again. | promiseit won't. | promise." She wrapped her arms
around him.

It took several secondsto break her grip. When he did, she fell backwards onto the edge of the
couch. By thetime she'd got up again, Mike had run out of the door. She ran after him, and when he
started to back his car out of the driveway Jennie dmost ran behind it. Something, not safety, held her
back. She best the rolled up windows. 'Mike' she shouted through the glass. 'l love you.' He turned the
car into the road and gunned the engine. For amoment Jennie stood there, staring after him, until she
noticed Gloriaand Al Rich peeking out from between their living room curtains. Sheran in the house and
dammed the door.

Two days later Jennie received a notice from the Dutchess County Court. Her husband, Michael
Laurence Gold, had filed for an annulment. The date given was four days earlier, two days before hed
cometo see her. Three monthslater the court granted the annulment, affirming that atrue spiritua
conjunction had never taken place. Jennie was ordered to resume her maiden name. The court ordered
her to break all contact with Mr Gold. Intermediaries would arrange a property settlement. Any property
owned jointly, such asthe house, would go to one of them, with the other receiving compensation for half
the assessed vaue. (In the event Mike walved all claim on the house and itsinfant mortgage.) New deeds
or officid documentswould beissued, backdated and showing only the single name. The court alowed
two monthsfor these arrangements, with both sides required to cooperate. After that, Jennifer Grace
Mazdan must obliterate, in her possessions, in her habits, in her conversation, in her thoughts and
memories, al structures, signs, and tokensthat she had ever known, or met, or heard of Michael
Laurence Gold.

Fragments from THE TALE OF DUSTFATHER AND MOTHERSNAKE, first told by Ingrid
Burning Snake at the mass wedding of the Earth and the Sky in New York City.

Thistae, recited at dl weddings, is never printed in its entirety. At the sametime, it remainsthe best
known of dl the prime Pictures. For who, as a child, has not hidden in the huge painted boxes that mark
awedding ceremony, ready to scream and wave noisemakers whenever the Teller mentions the name of
the Hooded Man? And who, as an adult, has not joined in the ssomping and whistling to drive away the
Madlignant Ones when the bride raises the black bladed knife to mime the circumcision of her terrified
husband?

My body lies over the ocean

My body lies under the sea

My body lies cut in the courtyard
Please bring back my body to me
Bring back, bring back,

Please bring back my body to me

Children's song, sung at awedding.



Dustfather and Mothersnake cleared the city of our enemies. Our parents made the city safe for their
children. They climbed to the top of the world, they lay on the twin tower-tops. Dustfather swung hislegs
over to the Sde, he banged histhighs with his hands. Across from him Mothersnake flicked her tonguein
her mouth. Our ancestors made so much noise that dl the fake people, al the straw men and the women
made of leaves, dl the clock people with their faces drawn by the Hooded Man, al the fakeseft their
hiding places and ran to throw pieces of concrete at Dustfather and Mothersnake. The Hooded Man saw
this, he saw the trap, he flew to warn his children. He was too late. He was too far away. He had
followed thefdsetrail, thetrail of skin hethought would lead him to Mothersnake hiding in the mud south
of thecity.

When al the fakes had gathered bel ow the towers, when they stood in their striped pants and
checked dresses, throwing concrete stones at Dustfather and M othersnake, then our parents stood up
and clapped their hands. A hot wind lifted the fakes, it blew them backwards, it tumbled them through
the streets until they broke gpart againgt theiron wall.

When Dustfather and M othersnake had hatched dl their children, when they had brought our dripping
bodiesinto the world and licked us clean, then they kissed each other and decided to return to the black
circle. But when they tore down the wall they found that alayer of ice had frozen over the hole. Dirt had
settled on theice, and trees, and grass and flowers, and in the centre around carousel with blind horses,
their mouths forever open, hungry and silent. Angry, Dustfather wanted to pull out the trees and crush the
rocks. But Mothersnake held hisarms, she did her body against him until his rage settled and he could
see his children riding the horses, or kicking aball acrossthe grass, or sitting on plastic chairs and looking
around for waiters to serve them ice cream and minera water. We can never go home, Mothersnake told
him, we must find ahouse and live here with our children.

They returned to the city. Modestly they stood in line by the housing bureau. But as soon asthey
spoke, as soon as the thunder of their voices splintered the desks and caved in the file cabinets, then their
children recognized them. They gave them adomed house on top of the hill a the northern end of the
idand. Therethe Bright Beings could visit them and tell them news of the Living World.

There they could look out upon the river and watch the golden ships, with their cargoes of stories, sall
to the empty lands. In those places, those empty lands, the Earth would crack open if someone stamped
on it, and the trees broke if anyone leaned on them, and the rocks crumbled as soon as someone sat
down on them. For the Hooded Man had sucked out al the stories, he sucked them out with along
yedlow tube and spat them into the Sky. They hung there, in thick clouds, afraid to rain. But after awhile
the clouds drifted away, and so they finally arrived over the city. Then Dustfather built aeroplaneswith
loud engines, he showed the people how to fly under the clouds and wake them up; and Mothersnake
formed a choir to soothe the clouds and relieve their fears. The clouds broke open. The stories poured
down into huge green buckets set along the rooftops. Afterwards, the navy |oaded the buckets onto
ships. When they came to the empty lands they restored the stories to the Earth, and in that way people
could livethere again.

Now, al thistime Dustfather believed that the Hooded Man had died in ablizzard. The Hooded Man
had grown the blizzard himsdlf, he hoped he would freeze our parents when they removed their skinsto
teach each other how to make love. When he failed hisfury released an avalanche that buried the
Hooded Man in snow.

But Mothersnake worried because the robot searchers had never found the Hooded Man's body.
Sometimes she would wake up at night, certain she could see grey claws about to dice her throat. 'He's
aivel' shewould shout, and Dustfather would stroke her and kiss her and tell her that the noise and
smoke from their children had polluted her dreams.

Though Mothersnake dlowed him to cam her, she could hear the laughter hiding in hisvoice. She
never said anything. Later, after Dustfather's desth, she wondered why she had never challenged him.
She understood then that the Hooded Man had aready begun to infect them, from those very first daysin



their house on the hill. Hisinsects must have flown into their eerswhilethey dept, leaving eggsfull of
poison ready to hatch when our parents would no longer suspect anything.

The Hooded Man stayed hidden but his servants continued his work. One day, M othersnake lay
adeep in the backyard of their house. Her eyes stayed open so she would not miss any piece of her
dreams. Dustfather looked at her and he thought, soon shelll be raving again, 'He'sdive, hesdive' He
disguised himself asadog to go for awalk in the streets below their house. He'd done this many times,
but now atrio of cats walked aongside him. Why do you dlow her to strut about and flash her breasts
and wiggle her bottom asiif she, and she done, made the world? She didn't build thewall, she didn't trap
the Hooded Man in the subway tunnel, what did she ever do but squat in the wet sand and wait for you
tofill her with life? Now she flings her hair and snaps her teeth and talks about her children, her crestion.

Dustfather began to sweat. He changed into a crow and flew away. The cats became doves and
chased him, they cooed, you made the world, don't you remember? You shook your lightning and broke
the seas, don't you remember? Y ou made it with awave of your hand, you made it with aword, with a
bregth, remember, remember.

In her house our ancient mother woke up. Mothersnake reared back and turned her head side to
sde. Where had Dustfather gone? Why couldn't she hear his paws |oping through the city? She dithered
along the stone floor. Her tongue opened the door. She saw mountains. Instead of the spirdly pathway
down to the street she saw silvery mountains. Somewhere very far away abird cried. Mothersnake
closed the door and began to weep. Shewould wait al night for Dustfather to return. Longer than the
coil of centuriesin the city below she would wait for him. She would st on their bed of sk and she
would wait, Mothersnake would wait for Dustfather through the long night. But she knew he would never
return.

The women found Dustfather on the docks. Dustfather wore along grey coat, torn at the deeves, he
swayed back and forth as he watched the empty boats tremble in the wind. The women were waking
together, they wore the black leather dresses given to them by the Hooded Man. Their white masks were
tied behind them to hang down their backsto the hedls of their slver boots. Asthey waked they swung
their arms, and their fingers touched, and they called to each other in high whistles that punctured the
shriek of the storm.

These were the women who bel onged to the Hooded Man.

He had come to each of them at threetimesin her life, on her fifth birthday, on her tenth birthday, and
on her fifteenth birthday. To each one he gppeared differently each time, asafather playing animalson
thefloor, or aman sdlling ice cream from the back of atruck, or an old man waiting for abus, or aboy
friend driving her in agold and green car over the top of a steep hill. Each time he told her the samething,
that she would meet a man whose song could crack the sun and strip the dead skin off her body.

On her twentieth birthday, each woman woke at dawn and began walking through the streets near her
home. Further and further she waked, hour after hour, not knowing why, just filled with an urgency to go
somewhere, see someone, hear somebody, hear something said in acasua laugh and asquint at the
clouds. They did not know it, but they were hunting for the Hooded Man, they needed to hear him tell
about the singer who could break through the twenty layers of crust that covered their bodies. But the
Hooded Man will not be hunted, not by women who aready belong to him. Many times they passed him,
just asthey had passed him every day of their lives. He buzzed round them like afly and they flicked their
fingersto get rid of him. He stared at them from a bench, he sat there disguised as abent womanin a
flowered dressfull of stains and wrinkles. Their eyesdid over him. How could they trap him? What bait
could they offer when he had dready esten them?

The hungry women |eft their homes, they Ieft their parents and their husbands and their friends, they
|eft asthe Sun fled the sky, they found empty boxes aong the street and they climbed insde them. The
night of her twentieth birthday each of the women heard avoicein her deep. 'Get up,' it told her. 'Get up.
Run. Faster. Run." They ran until the Hooded Man had ripped their clotheswith hisfingernails, until the



gripsfluttered away behind them.

The women pushed Dugtfather into the warehouse. They sedled the tal metal door with their spittle,
they rubbed their bodies against the lock. Dustfather tripped and one of the women kicked him. They
kicked him, hefell againgt the cartonsfull of rotted milk. The women laughed, they slamped their feet
againg the stonefloor. 'Sing for us,' one of them said, and they al laughed asthey kicked him again.
'Sing,’ they shouted. 'Crack open the Sun. Sing for us.’

Dustfather opened his mouth. Nothing came out. The women laughed, their voices bounced off the
sted beams. 'Sing!" they ordered. Dustfather opened his mouth. Nothing came out. 'Sing!" the women
screamed. Dustfather opened his mouth, he shook histongue. A thin warble sounded, the breath of a
ong.

The women stood dtill, their arms flattened againgt their sdes. Our ancestor began to sing, and the
building shivered. The women looked around them and instead of the piled high boxesthey saw thin
orange lines dtretching over buildings and hills. 'Stop it,’ they shouted. They closed their eyes. They hit
their eyes with the backs of their hands. Againgt the lids the lines extended further and further. The
women began to fly dong them, over mountains, over burning cities, over deserts of lost children. 'Stop
it,’ they begged.

Dustfather sang louder. Up and down the women's bodies the skin dried, it cracked open. The part
that lived ingde them spilled onto the floor. They did on the dippery stone and fell into each other's
memories. Unable to stand they crawled past the boxes, they rolled over the broken glass until their
fingernails could dig into Dudtfather's face. They clawed at him, they tore out histongue, but he kept
snging. They ripped himin haf, they pulled loose the organs that over the centuries had hardened into
black diamonds. Still the pieces kept on Singing.

But the song grew softer. The women discovered that they could stand. With the piecesin their hands
they ran from the warehouse. Each one clutched a piece of our blessed ancestor's body, and wherever
they could they buried him, in parks, in the basements of buildings, under roads and riverbeds.

Only one of the women tried to keep the piece she had stolen. She had taken the organ that had filled
M othersnake with seeds, with the voices that had woken up the eggs. Shetried to hideit in her own
body, but the Hooded Man sent his police to arrest her. They locked her in acell and they shouted at her
until she threw the piece onto the floor. Before the police could grab it it fled down a hole into the sewer
and from there to the sea.

Mothersnake bellowed her rage at the sky. Buildingsfel, rivers swallowed boats of refugeestrying to
escape her. 'What have you done to my brother? she shouted.

The committee pressed their grey-suited bodies into the dirt. ‘It wasn't us,' they told her. "We're
investigating.
Mothersnake pulled down the power lines, she gathered the wiresinto awhip and beeat the city until a

hurricane of dectricity scorched dl the buildings. But when the committee dared to look up our ancestor
was gone.

M othersnake disguised herself as an old woman. She rubbed clay all over her body to thicken it and
hideitslight. She moved into abuilding in the centre of town, under ahuge sign that flashed dl night long,
'Mothersnake, forgive your children.' Shetook ajob asanursein ahospital and when the doctors
attached bottles of food to people's arms Mothersnake spat into the liquid. Her hatred swelled the sick
bodies until they burst in their beds, giving off asmell that drenched the sheets. When awoman gave birth
M othersnake scratched a mark on the baby's face so that the mother became sick every time she looked
ait.

Still it was not enough. In her dark room under the sign, Mothersnake took bits of wood and stone
and glass and feathers. Carefully she constructed dreams which flew across the city and into the mouths
of her deegping children. When morning came, the dreamers gathered together in the park. They



announced the Unity Party Church of Ultimate Salvation. They dressed in red shirts and black boots,
they marched with gold and red bannersto city hal. When they chased away the mayor and the city
council, they ordered acamp built outside the city, with high fences and towersfilled with guns, and giant
ovensto burn the people the Unity Church selected in itsweekly lotteries.

Seven yearsthe terror continued. M othersnake no longer needed to mark the babies, for none of
them dared to leave the womb, but closed their heartsinside their mother's bodies. Then one day, in the
hospital, M othersnake heard the other nurses talk about a baby, the first baby they'd seen in twenty-two
months

Mothersnake hurried to the nursery. Her fingernail was already sharpened. But when she opened the
door she heard singing. It had been along time since anyone had dared to sing in the city. Mothersnake
stood there, her fists clenched, her teeth gleaming with the urge to dice through the infant's neck. The
song grew louder, the walls of the nursery shook like afrightened cat.

Mothersnakefdl to her knees, her nursg's uniform burst into flames, the clay disguising her body
cracked and fell to thefloor. It was him, it was hisvoice, it was him, it was Dustfather, he'd come back
for her, it was him.

But when sheran to the child she discovered its mouth closed, itsthroat till, its eyes abright yelow
and coated with images from Dustfather's song. It wasn't the baby singing, but something black and
ghrivelled that hung around its neck. Mothersnake looked closer, she saw a severed finger al curled and
shrunken. Shetorethered silk cord binding the finger to the child and held it up. The song grew louder
and thewalls of the nursery split down the middle. Mothersnake pressed the finger to her forehead and
when she took it away the bone had straightened, the old skin had turned to ash that blew away in the
wind of Mothersnake's exultation. ‘He's dive,” she whispered, and the sound boomed through the streets
likean avadlanche. 'He'sdive!'

Piece after piece they recovered. An old man had found that first finger while digging for clean water
in his daughter's backyard. Now the Parks Department tore up all the streets, they sent squads of
unemployed studentsto rip down the walls and tear up the foundations. Slowly they put the puzzle back
together. The police cordoned off the middle of the idand. The Fire Department burnt down the buildings
to make room for the reconstruction. Doctors and art teachers argued over proper placement while
teams of engineers directed the crane operators who lowered the piecesinto position.

Piece by piecethey put him back together. All except one. That precious part of our ancestor, that
pump that had filled his Sster with the milk of the stars, that single organ was never found by dl the
searchers.

Only the Hooded Man knew what had happened to it. He had changed to arat to follow it dong the
sewer, to ajelyfish to follow it through the sea. A dozen times he had tried to bite or sting it, but
whenever he gpproached it it began to sSing and awave of terror carried the Hooded Man away fromiit.

The organ washed up on an idand in the southern sea. A group of fisherwomen lived there, women
who had |eft their homes years before to avoid the cold men their families had chosen for them. When
they found Dustfather's organ some of them had spent so many years away from men they could no
longer remember what this strange thing was that changed shape and legped into the air. Some of them,
however, could gill recogniseit, and they told the others. The women passed it around. Soon they were
al pregnant. Eighteen monthslater those who remembered how such things used to work worried that
too much time had passed. But the others didn't care. They happily patted each other's bellies and curled
into giant ballsto roll down the hill together into the waves. Finaly they gave birth to atribe of girlswith
dark green skin and golden eyesthat could make arock weep just by looking at it.

Oncethey'd given birth the women gathered together to decide what to do with Dustfather. Some of
them suggested returning it to the sea; the songsit sang every sunrise made them long for adistant city



they'd never seen. They might have doneit if the Hooded Man had not disguised himsdlf as a butterfly to
flutter about from ear to ear, whispering that if they released the life-giver it would generate an army of
men with iron hands and stone feet to smash their idand and kidnap their daughters. So the women dug a
pit, they buried our father in acarved chest filled with flowers and leaves.

Mothersnake howled with rage. She had tried everything, she had gone through every house
searching through the cabinets and under the mattresses, she had placed ads in newspapers and
magazines. "WWoman seeks precious remnant of husband. Reward for dl information.' Nothing. Whilethe
Hooded Man danced alonein hiscell in the abandoned prison Mothersnake began to look hungrily at al
the people lined up behind the police barricades to watch the reconstruction.

The city councillors noticed the way Mothersnake's lips parted as she watched the boys and girlswho
brought her baskets of flowers. They saw the gleam of her teeth. They called amesting, they met behind
the carousd.

The next morning dl the young men gathered in the meadow ringed with brown stones. These were
the same stones the Hooded Man had once vomited from his belly while Mothersnake danced around
him with her skirts held up. The men lifted their penises, they stretched the foreskins. The women crawled
aong the grasswith volcanic knives held in their teeth. In agreat flash of darkness the knives dashed
down, the men shouted with joy.

The substitutes cannot last. In the furnace of our mother the assembled foreskins curl and bregk away
from each other. Over and over again our ancient father must restore himself. For without him to calm
her, Mothersnake will devour us. And so, al weddings, thiswedding, al weddings must end with the
black knife, thefal of the blade, the foreskin carried to the roof of the hdl at midnight and thrown into the
wind. Thewind carriesit to our ancestors, they will join it to the others surrendered over the years. In
love dl men becometherr father, in love they enter the warmth of their mother.

And on the wedding night, when the wife has helped her husband to the bed covered in flowers, he
will ang to her, hewill sing the wordless melody Dustfather sang to Mothersnake in the nursery. With the
song he becomes our father. Wounded, her father enters her.

Again, and again, and again, the broken circle joins together.

For severa weeks after her failed abortion Jennie managed not to think about the foetus that had
barged itsway into her womb. The nausea had receded, asif it had made its point and was now content
to leave her alone. Either her breasts no longer hurt as much, or she had become used to the tingling pain.
If she put on her underwear before looking in the mirror she could avoid seeing the enlarged nipplesor
the line that was starting to appear between her belly button and her pubic hair. Her ssomach stayed
flat—wdl, not entirely, but she was sure any swelling came more from water retention that
anything ... more serious. She seemed to just want to drink al the time. Some days she would get
through awhole Thermaos of coffee before lunch.

She did make sure to keep hersdlf busy. Movies after work, the annua company picnic,
neighbourhood barbecues on the weekends. She avoided Karen. She avoided her mother. She worked
hard, checking every aignment twice so that she usudly finished the day late, and very tired.

Meanwhile, the world rolled along, like abarrel with Jennie sedled ingde it. The government brought
out its new economic plan to bring down inflation. The President appeared on televison looking her most
innocent, her most trangported by divine inspiration, under a huge portrait of Rebecca Rainbow. No one
paid much attention.

Auto accidentsin the mid-Hudson valley declined in thefirst two weeks of September by seventy-five
per cent. The state police could give no explanation for this surge of safe driving. The Dutchess County
sheriff's office, however, described it asasign of heavenly sanction brought on by Sheriff Lauren's
programme of compulsory prayer and once-a-week fasting for all deputies.



In Boston, Massachusetts, amen's secret society, the Teeth of the Tiger, performed 'Insulting the
Lady', one of the five forbidden Enactments. Dressed in masks and rags they chased women off the
Sreets, battering them with huge rubber phalluses. The action went on for nearly two hours, with the
knowledge (and according to some, participation) of the local police. At the end, two teenage girls,
sgters, were dragged from their houses and raped. Feminists marched through Boston and other cities
along the east coast. Ms. magazine described the event as a'degeneration into the evil shadow of the Old
World.' The mayor of Boston declared Teeth of the Tiger anillegd organisation, and promised afull
invedtigation.

Allan Lightstorm made the cover of Time once again. He announced hisretirement at the height of his
career, saying only that he planned a pilgrimage 'to the centre of the voice." His head Téeller, Judith
Whitdight, confirmed that Lightstorm had found himsdlf under greet spiritua pressure the last months.
The mayor of Poughkeepsie wrote to Time that Lightstorm planned to settle ong the Hudson after his
journeys. A columnist with the New York Times hinted that Lightstorm had rebelled againgt the hypocrisy
of the modern Tellers. She cited a'rumour’ that Lightstorm had stood on the roof of the Fifth Avenue Hall
with hisarms out like Adrienne Birth-of-Beauty on her sky-scraper and shouted down the Founder's 3rd
Proposition: 'Hypocrisy isthe lock that bolts shut the door.’ The New Y ork College of Tellersissued an
immediate denia of any tensonsor dissatisfaction. Privately the College President threstened to
'subsume' the paper's advertisersinto his Telers Pictures, promising to place them in ‘unfortunate
contexts. The paper printed the columnist's gpology on the front page.

In Anaheim, Cdifornia('Navel of the Revolution’) ariot broke out a the Anaheim Rainbow Mall. A
group of twenty-two women, some naked, some wearing cloaks made of black feathers, ran into the
department stores and dress boutiques, tearing clothes and kicking over the modelsin the windows.
Before the police could arrive another fifty or so women had joined them, stripping naked and battling
their husbands or friends who tried to stop them. Arrested and brought before the court the origina
twenty-two claimed 'diminished responsibility due to ecstasy' induced by two weeks of dancing and
chanting in honour of the Chained Mather on ahilltop overlooking the mall. The mal distributor testified
he had heard them on hisway to work but hadn't petitioned for their remova. Saleshad falen in recent
months and he/d hoped the chanting would induce a Devoted Oneto blessthe mall.

Jennie knew about none of these things. She'd stopped reading the paper and only watched the news
on television so she would know what people were talking about. Whenever something about the Tellers
came on she found hersdlf getting up to wash the dishes or set out her clothesfor the following morning.

Shortly after the Day of 1solation, September 21, alow front brought enough rain for the county
government and the Tellerss Halsto declare the following Sunday Earth Day. For most of the week
Jennie consdered staying home. She wasn't sure why. Shetold hersalf shejust didn't fed like going. On
Friday evening Karen D'arcy came tapping at her screen door, suggesting they go together on Sunday.
Jennie could hardly look at Karen. She knew Karen hadn't forgotten Jennie's refusal to do the
banishment. Now Jennie bent forward on her couch, turning adish of chocolate cake with both hands.
'Okay, she said finally. "Y ou want me to pick you up?

I'll come and get you,' Karen said quickly. 'If that's okay."

Jennie shrugged. There was silence for amoment, then Karen hugged her. When Jennie didn't
respond Karen stood up. 'l guess| better go sit home like agood romantic jerk,' she said. 'Y ou know
who might call.' Jennie had no ideawho but she nodded. 'See you Sunday,’ Karen said, and let hersdlf
out.

By tradition the Tellers didn't take part in Earth Day. No sweepers would come through the
neighbourhoods, there were no special guests or parades or statues. Earth Day was a'private
Enactment, one held by the people and not their deliverers.

With the massfacilities of Recitd Mount unavailable, the county designated various Stesas
‘celebratory centres.' The centre for Glowwood Hive was a hillsde in Marion Firetongue County Park



overlooking the Hudson. For four daysteams of high school students uprooted whatever wild grass had
grown at the bottom of the hill, then laid down narrow planks aong the hillside as makeshift seatsfor the
adults who would wetch the parade of children fling themsalvesin the mud.

Squeezed in between Karen and Mike Chek Jennie remembered how she used to love this
Enactment asalittle girl. With no park nearby the nelghbourhood would reserve aspot in the Palisades
Nationd Park acrosstheriver. The journey awaystook longer than the celebration itsdlf, but Jennie
never minded, at least not while her father was dive. She remembered stting in the car in her tree spirit
costume, leaves painted on her face, twigs sticking up from her shoulders, while Jmmy sang to her and
Beverley winced under the ondaught of popular music. Finaly they would arrive, and Jennie would run
from the parking lot to where marsha's were organising the children. Then came the parade, the chanting,
therall in the mud. Sometimes, Jennie would get so excited from the costumes and the shouting, she
could amost hear the Earth rumblefaintly back at her.

Sometimes. Almost. Faintly. In the Days of Awe the Earth, freed by the Founders from the gag tied
on her thousands of years ago, used to roar up a the children and the adults watching them. The noise
was so powerful it could blast the children right out of their bodiesto flutter around the fields until the
Devoted Ones could show them the way home again. Jennie had seen old newsredls of boys and girls
bodies stacked up in bunk beds waiting for their resdentsto return.

It shocked Jennie when the Shouting of the Names began, shocked her because after al the Earth
Days sheld attended shed completely forgotten this calling on the Mother to bless the community. All
around her people had taken out chains of beads, some as elaborate as jade or even pearls, others just
wooden lumps, and now they'd begun to finger them asthey shouted out the thirty Names of the Earth's
attributes. How could she forget this? She didn't even have her beads; she remembered now that shed
thrown them in adrawer the day after her failed abortion attempt.

With her handstogether and her fingers moving asif she was manipulating a set of beadstoo small to
notice (‘tiny rubies she could tell people—afamily heirloom) Jenniejoined her voiceto the roar of the
hive. And then she stopped. Very ddiberately she stuck her handsin her pockets and held up her head
with her lips pressed together. Next to her Karen kept glancing sdeways. And Carrie Perkins behind
her—Jennie could hear the outrage in her voice. Screw ‘em, Jennie thought. Screw every one of them.

Ontheway home, in Karen's car, neither of them said much asthey waited to leave the parking lot.
Without any children to pick up they were one of thefirst to go, but therewas till along queue ahead of
them. Jennie yawned. She noticed Karen's eyes darting to her, and she wondered what she'd done this
time. No hand on the mouth. Pregnant women covered their mouths when they yawned, making sure no
Malignant Ones dipped inside to attack the baby. She shook her head. Let them try. If anyone needed
protection it wasn't the baby.

She dumped down in the seat and watched the windscreen wipers. Occasiondly her body jerked like
amarionette as Karen would charge the car forward, then brake to a sharp stop inchesfrom thecar in
front of her.

Thejerking movement reminded her of something. She couldn't placeit at first. She focused on the
movement, the thought of strings, a puppet—Thisisfor you, little puppet.' She had it. Her father. The
day he gave her her copy of The Lives. She saw him asathin man, with anarrow moustache and
graight blond hair. In her mind he wore blue-striped seersucker pants and aloose matching vest over an
open-necked white shirt. Jennie didn't know if he actualy had dressed that way the day he gave her the
book. She knew those clothes from a photo she used to look at years after his death, when shewasa
teenager. She would hold the picture and stare at it, sometimestak to it, tell it what she had done that
day, or what was happening in schoal. In the picture Jmmy Mazdan was running up Mothersnake Hill in
Centra Park with his daughter mounted on his shoulders and her arms wrapped so tight around her
daddy's head she could never figure out how he could see. The immy and Jennie show.'

Karen's car jumped like afrog touched by an eectric prod. Jennie said, ‘Can't you drive alittle more



smoothly? She blushed, too embarrassed to apologise. Slightly nauseous, she opened the window but
closed it again when therain legpt at her face.

'Sorry,' Karen said, 'it'sthe traffic' Silence again. Karen turned on the radio, then turned it off again.
'Did you like the Enactment? she asked.

'Sure,’ Jennie said. It was grest.’

Jennie Karen said, ‘can | ask you something?

Jennie turned her head towards the window so Karen wouldn't see her grit her teeth. 'Sure,' she said.

'At the Enactment. Y ou didn't say the Names, did you?

‘No.'

'How come?

'I forgot my beads.’

'Forgot—don't you carry them with you?

'Well, | was saying them one night when | couldn't deep. | guess| just left them by the bed. The other

day.'
‘Jennie, that's terrible. Oh shit. I'm sorry.'

Jennie wasn't sure if this apology covered Karen's outburst or the car's latest attempt to bash the VW
Rabbit in front of them.

It'sokay," Jennie said. 'l mean, | don't mind.'
It'sjust—it's not good, it's—Y ou know | like you, Jennie.'

'l like you too, Karen." What would she do if Karen made apass at her? She imagined the car
veering off onto the side road leading to the Wappinger's Falls Women's World.

I don't want to see you cut yoursdlf off. It's not good.’
I'm okay.'
Karen made aclick noise. 'l don't think you are. Since the—since, you know, what happened at the

Recitd, on Recital Day | mean, you've got so, so cut off.' She hesitated. Y ou never went for the
abortion, did you?

Jennie said, 'No. | didn't—I couldn't decide what | wanted to do." She realised immediately that that
was amistake.

"That's because you didn't do the banishment. | told you it would be much harder.’
'Please, Karen.'

'If you'd doneit you could have made a decision. Instead you're trapped in that awful moment. And
now you don't even carry your beads any more.'

'Maybe | just don't think any of it isgoing to help.'

‘But that'sthe point. That'sit. If you start thinking like that—'

'What'sit going to do for me? | mean, redlly. Sowhat if | say a bunch of names?
They're not just—'

'Yes, they are." Jennie twisted round in her seat to face Karen. They had just passed the Sacred
Shopper Mall and the traffic was picking up. 'The Earth names, the names of the Founders, they don't do

anything.’
'Well, maybe we've got to, to bring ourselves to them. We can't just expect them to reach out to us.'
'Karen | don't know what you mean.’



It'sjust ... Sowhat if they didn't protect you? Evenif it wasthe Day of Truth. | know the Tellers
aren't what they used to be. So maybe we have to contribute a little more ourselves. Do we havethe
right to ask them to do everything for us? When Jennie didn't answer, Karen said, ‘And maybe they
did—at leadt, | don't know, notice you.'

'Notice me?

They turned onto Heavenpath Road. Karen said, 'I've thought alot about what happened to you.
And why you wouldn't do the banishment.' She spoke quickly, not looking at Jennie. ‘It seemsto me that
the worst thing, well, not actually the worgt, getting—what happened was the wors—

Jennie thought, Get me out of this, please.

Karen continued, '—but in away, what's redly shocking isthe man himself. | mean, that he could do
such athing on the Day of Truth. | don't mean mordly. | just mean that he would even want to. That the
Recital wouldn't stop him—you know, stop him from desireslike that. I'm sorry. I'm not saying this very
good.'

It'sokay," Jennietold her. They were parked in front of Jennie's house now. She wondered if she
could makearunfor it.

‘What | wanted to say,' Karen went on, 'l really thought about this, redlly alot, and | suddenly
thought, what if there was a connection? Even ahorrible one. Wouldn't that be better than no connection
a al? Shemade anoise. Thisll sound redlly weird. And | hope you don't get angry a me."

Jugt tell me!’

'Wéll, you know the Picture hetold. Lightstorm, | mean. He did "The Place Inside." '
'l did hear something about it.'

'Well, doesn't arape kind of go with that?

‘What?

'Shit, | knew I'd messit up.’

'Karen, what are you talking about?

‘Wl suppose thisguy sensed it or something. Could fed the Picture coming. Not conscioudly, you
know, insde. And that'swhat made himdoit.’

"You're saying that Allan Lightstorm, and the recita, made someone want to rape me? And I'm
supposed to fed good about that?

Karen held out her hands. ‘But it would mean there was some point to everything. That things had an
effect. Even aterrible one’

Thanks, Karen. I'm sure that makes me fedl alot better.’

‘But if that has an effect, so do other things. Y ou can do things against it. Counteract it."
Jennie said, 'Karen, | know you'retrying to help. It'sreally sweet. But I'm okay. Believe me.’
"You're not okay if you just St there when everybody's saying the Names!’

'l just forgot my beads. It didn't seem right without my beads. That'sall. It's nothing.'

Karen began to cry. She hugged Jennie, who pulled back for a second, then wrapped her arms
around her friend. Karen said, 'I'm so worried about you. Please don't stop believing.’

Gently Jennie separated hersdlf. 'Don't worry. Everything'sall right. | haven't Ssopped believing. Redlly
| haven't. Honest.'

Karen reached in her bag for atissue. 'I'm sorry,’ she said. 'l guessyou think I'm aredl jerk.'
'Of course | don't think that. 1I'm glad you care so much about me." Karen nodded. ‘L ook, Jennie



said, 'lI've got to go. My house isamess and tomorrow's aworkday. I'll call you, okay? With one hand
on the doorhandle she kissed Karen on the cheek. She ducked out before Karen could say anything el se.

Safely in her house Jennie discovered her excuse was real. She made aface at the smell of dust and
damp. The couch was strewn with junk mail and bills, unread copies of the Poughkeepsie Journal, and
various shirts, jeans, and even underwear that Jennie had thrown off after coming home from work.
Between the couch and the stereo (got to get a new needle, she reminded hersalf) squatted the vacuum
cleaner onits plastic whedls, like some insect staring up at her. Sheld taken it out aweek before, planning
to clean it before dinner, and instead had gone to deep. 'I'm sorry,' Jennie said. 'I'll feed you soon. |
promise’

No, shethought, do it now. She stripped off her wet clothes and marched with them to the bathroom
where she dumped them on the floor. In the bedroom she dressed in an old jogging suit, red, for action,
and tied her short hair in acotton scarf, yellow, for methodical thoroughness. She went from room to
room opening windows, ending in the kitchen where she fished out afilthy green duster (green for new
life) and then marched with it back to the living room.

While she rubbed down speckled ash trays and fluted lamp columns Jennie told herself that good
cleaning wasjust what she needed. Do something useful. That'swhat you did after Earth Day. Clean the
house, make plansfor the winter, close down the lawn. Sheéld have to remember the blindfolds for the
guardiansthat dotted the lawn. Buried in the ground with only their heads showing, the Beingswould
encourage the grassto grow and grow al winter long unless Jennie put them to deep by covering their
eyes. Sheremembered how Mike used to do that, how the first Earth Day after held left she was sure the
whole block was staring and laughing &t her for having no husband to do thejob for her.

She grunted as she bent down to scoop out the old magazines and paperbacks from the rack next to
the couch. Exercise, she thought. Make sure thiswinter to get in shape. Usethetime well. She sat down
on the couch, hdf in tears. How the hell could she get in shape with her ssomach about to swell up, and
her breasts flopping about? It was dl so unfair. What did Karen know? All she ever did waswait around
for men to dump shit on her. Maybe she should exercise. Jog, stand on her head, take up mud wrestling.
Maybe that would shake the damn thing loose from clinging to her womb. More likely sheéld just bresk a
leg. The Agency would take care of it. What did they care about her, aslong as she carried their
preciousfish?

A fine spray of rain reached her from the dinette. M oaning, she pushed herself up and went to close
the window. She waddled dightly asif she dready propdled agiant belly before her. In asing-song voice
she said, 'Please don't stop believing, Jennie.’

She sat down on the dinette chair nearest the window, the one Mike used to sit on. How could she
stop believing when she carried agenuine, grade A1, certified true event right in her own goddamn body?
And yet, how could she forget the Names? How could she just dump her beads somewhere and forget
about them? That was weeks ago.

She wondered if the Agency wanted to turn her into asecularist. The thought made her shudder. She
remembered the time—she was seven or eight—when she and Mary Geraldo went with Mary's mother
to see some clown show on Broadway and she passed, for the first time, one of the secularist bookshops
around Times Square. Even as a child sheld cringed at the seediness of the place, the smell of swest, the
two or three men and women with their heads down asthey hurried in and out. She still remembered the
small hand-painted sign. 'Honesty bookshop—Adults only." And she remembered Mrs Geraldo yanking
her down the street. "That's not for you.'

The duster dropped from her hand. What wasiit like being a sec? What wasit likein the Old World?
How could people ignore the forces that make everything happen?'God makes the world go round.'
That wasn't just asong. It wastrue. It was just common sense. She quoted, out loud, Adrienne
Birth-of-Beauty's 7th Propogition. 'Gravity isastory told by the Sun." How did they think their lawns
grew? By accident? How did they think the atomsin amolecule held together? By written contract?



The funny thing was, they did believe in some kind of God or other. Or at least some of them did.
Only, she couldn't figure out what they thought their gods did. How did God pass the time with no work
to do? Early retirement. What did they do in their ‘church'’ thingies? They "prayed.’ Jennie didn't know
what they meant by that. What would they have done if God had answered them? A message smack in
the eyesfrom the Living World. Shelaughed. Send them running right out of their churches and under the
beds. But suppose God was waiting there too? Maybe lying adeep, like an old dog that everyone's
forgotten about. And suddenly growls awake.

And what did they do without stories? God was made out of stories. Everyone knew that. Their
children told stories. There were no Tellers and no Recitals but the children told storiesto each other.
That's why children began the Revolution. And sometimes afew adults would snesk around playgrounds
and schoolyards, telling storiesto little groups of kids until ateacher chased them away or the police
arrested them.

Shetried to imagine aworld where only children told stories. It must have been avery childish world.
And avery empty one. She looked around her, at the dinette table with its sSingle green plastic placemat,
at the kitchen and the crumpled tray from afrozen lasagne dinner, at the couch and the vacuum cleaner.
Suppose that was dl there was? Suppose nothing existed that she couldn't pin down with her eyes?

She went into the bedroom and opened the top drawer of her dresser, the one where she kept her
photos of Mike hidden inside abox of old receipts and tax forms. Next to the box lay the case containing
the gold offering pin. She held the box up before her so she could seeit in the mirror marking aline down
the middle of her forehead. Eyes closed, she lowered the box down to her mouth and kissed it. She
caried it into the living room.

She stood in the centre of the room and listened to therain flinging itself at the window. It was dready
dark outside—no need to draw the curtains. Mike wouldn't have, he never cared who was watching
them, likethat time in the restaurant.

She shook her head. No distractions. Y ou've got to plant yourself where you're standing for agood
offering. Give the Beings achance to find you. She took a deep breath, letting it out dowly, then another
which she blew out with ashout to clear the channels. Now she opened the case and took out the pin.
Thelittlelight in the room collected around the gold shaft. She dipped it into the porcelain via of acohal.

Jenni€'s breath quickened. She closed her eyes and braced hersdlf. The firgt time she jabbed she
missed and had to open her eyes. She gasped as the point entered her finger. Blood blossomed out
around the tip. Though she must have struck deeper than she usudly did there was no pain, or
queasiness, only avibrating tension, like abar of metd struck by ahammer. All around her, inthewals,
in the carpet, in the couch and lamps, she could hear afluttering. Eyes closed, she could amost fed the
wings stroking her eectrified skin.

She snapped her wrigtsto fling her blood at the air. The fluttering grew louder without ever making a
sound. Jenni€'s hand moved by itsdf asif someone was shaking her arm. She blinked her eyes, and she
saw -briefly—the room the way someone from the Old

World might have seeniit. A desert, with nothing in it but some furniture and atwo-legged machine.

Her arm dropped. Her hand was throbbing, and she sucked in her breath at the pain. Blood was
dripping on the rug, only afew drops so far. Better bandage it, she thought. She amost grabbed the
duster, then remembered how filthy it was, and ran into the bathroom. When she/d wrapped a Band-Aid
astightly as she could around the wound, she raced through an invocation to the household guardiansto
surround her finger and beat back any Malignant Ones trying to invade the opening. She turned on the
shower.

Jennie went through the house closing dl the windows, then made the rounds again with aroll of
paper towels to mop up the puddles of water on the windowsllls and furniture. 'Stupid,’ she said out loud
as she dumped the used towel s in the kitchen garbage. 'Stupid, stupid.’ She knew she should try to blot



up the blood. The good little hivemaker wouldn't just leave atrail of blood from the living room to the
bathroom. What would Gloriasay?

She got into the shower, jJumping back until she could turn up the cold, then letting her body sag under
the spray. Jennie stayed along time in the shower, turning round and round, tilting up her face and gulping
thewater. When she findly turned it off she had to bend over to let asurge of dizziness pass before she
could wrap herself in one of the thick green towels Sophie had given them for ahousewarming. She
tugged gently at the Band-Aid. It held. Thedlinicisclosed,’ she said, and crossed the hdl to the
bedroom. She dropped the towel on the floor, then lay down on the rumpled bed, thankful she hadn't
stripped it. She pulled the blanket up to her chin. Didn't eat supper, she thought. Didn't clean. Later.
After anap. 'Sorry,' she caled out to the vacuum cleaner, the duster, whoever might be listening.

Maybe Karen was right. Maybe she should do the banishment. She giggled. Clean hersdlf if not the
house. And yet—she didn't know what it was, but something in her folded itsarms and said, ‘No.
Absolutdly not.' Shefell adeep.

Excerpt from THE LIVES OF THE FOUNDERS Maryanna Split Sky

The slent Tdler. She could not spesk, for she gave up her tongue as an offering to find her true voice.

At the age of five Split Sky (in beauty and truth lives her name forever) was running aong her
backyard flying akite. A large bird dit the kite with its beak. Right then a black dog ran out from behind
atree and growled at her. The dog told her that if she gave the birds atrophy they would teach her to
speak to her toys.

Maryannawent into the house and sat on the floor. She moved her dolls and told them stories. But
the dollslay againgt each other, silent, with blank faces. The next morning Maryannawoke up at dawn
and tiptoed into the backyard. There she stood, watching the bird circle overhead. Its wings stretched
out asit rose and fell in the sunlight. She watched for an hour and then she went back to bed. For three
days Maryannawatched, but on the third she did not return to deep. She took a knife from the kitchen
drawer. Asthe bird dipped she stuck her tongue out asfar as she could. In one stroke the little girl cut
the tongue from her mouth. The bird flew down to catch the ‘trophy’ before it could touch the grass. The
wings brushed Maryanna's face as the bird napped up again.

She went into the house and sat down among her dolls. With her hands she told them astory and the
dolls applauded.

When the Revolution began Maryanna Split Sky became Teller to the deaf. She spoke with her hands
inthe universa language. As shetold them her pictures birds flew from her fingers. They perched on the
shoulders of the deaf and sang to them soundless meodies of the Living World.

'Mazdan, hang around a second.' Half out of her seet, Jennie sat down heavily. Around her, the other
servers glanced curioudy from her to Mariabefore they shifted out of the staff room on their way to their
assgnments.

'l call you thisevening,” Jennie said to the back of ablack leather jacket. Marilyn Birdan raised her
hand and wiggled the fingers without turning around. Jennie moved her attention back to her boss, who
sat on the end of her scratched meta desk. Her thick weightlifter's arms were crossed over the bib of her
denim overdls. Her head tilted dightly to the lft.

She stood up. 'It stinksin here," she said. She pushed open one of the big swingout windows, letting
inablast of cold late October air. She said, Y our pd Bill Jackman isout of hissoul if hethinks I'm going
to let him smoke those fucking cigarsin here dl winter.'

Jennie stopped hersdf from saying that Bill Jackman was not her pa. A bading loudmouth who found
sexud innuendos in children's educationa televison, Jackman had only been working at Mid-Hudson a
few weeks. During thistime held twice told Jennie that he only took the job so he could get around the



county and ‘check out all that available pussy.’

Maria sat down on the desk again. She placed her hands on her knees and breathed deeply afew
timesasif she was demondtrating how to do it.

"You've cut your hair,' she said. 'lsn't that alittle dumb, with winter coming on?

It'seasier to dry," Jennie said. 'So | don't go out with wet hair.'" She remembered sitting in the chair in
the beauty parlour on Raymond Avenue and watching the woman cut too much off and being afraid to
say anything. Anyway,' she added, 'I've got my hat.’

Marialaughed. 'Right. The crash helmet.' Jennie's furlined lesther hat, complete with ear flaps and chin
strap, sometimes embarrassed Jennie so much shewouldn't ook at anyonein the street. If amurder
happened in front of her the police would never believe she hadn't seen anything. The onething she
wouldn't do, however, was take the hat off. The flaps had stopped the terrible ear aches sheld had her
first winter on the job.

'‘Can't | go? Jennie said. 'l want to stop at the Lamplighter for some toast and coffee. | skipped
breskfast thismorning." Mariainclined her head towards the hot drinks machine. Jennierolled her eyes.

Mariasad, 'Are you sure you should drink coffee?

'Why shouldn't | drink coffee?

'Bad for the development, isn't it? Brain damage, stuff likethat."

'Coffeg's going to damage my brain?

'Not your brain, Mazdan. A crowbar couldn't damage your brain. | mean the kid's.’
Jennie said 'What kid? before she remembered. Then her teeth started to chatter.

Mariasaid, 'No bullshit, okay? Youthink | can't ... Let metdll you something. When | was on the
wrestling circuit we had this woman, Grace the Masked Giantessthey caled her, shewaskind of tall,
with the biggest shoulders you ever saw. Anyway, she got knocked up, and we had thisbig match in the
Divine Plan Auditorium in New Chicago—'

'Does everybody know?

Mariamade aface but dropped her story. 'Uh uh,’ she said. 'That crowd never looks at anyone
whao's not in the mirror.’

Jennie glanced down at her belly. She was wearing aloose green turtle-neck swester over eastic
waist jeans. It did swell out, she could seethat, but only alittle. Couldn't people just think she'd gotten
fat?

'It'sthetits Mariasaid. 'Dead giveaway.' Jennie folded shut the flaps of her suede jacket. At Marias
laugh she fdt hersdf blushing. Mariadid down from her desk to come take Jennie's hands. She sad, 'I'm
not out to get you. It'sjust theway | talk, okay? | won't ask anything. | won't ask who the father is, if
he's till around, what your plansare, any of that stuff. | just want you to know, when the time comes,
when you got to take off, I'll make sure everything's okay. I'll make sure fucking Mid-Hudson doesn't try
to screw you.'

Jennie whispered, Thank you.'

'How far are you gone? Four, five months? Jennie nodded. 'l thought so. Pretty soon those jerks are
going to start noticing. That asshole Jackman's bound to come up with afew remarks. And that Gall
Pinter'saregular neo-mordist. Shelll probably treat you to some dirty looks. Just tell them to shoveit.
And if they get too heavy I'll show them something of the divine plan mysdif.

Jennie smiled. Thanks." She got up, feding old. At the door sheturned around. ‘Maria... ' shesaid.
'What?

'‘Canl ask you ... ' Shewished she hadn't started. She wished she could think of something elseto



say than what sheld planned, but her mind blocked as shetried to pull it to another track. She saw Maria
waiting, arms crossed, head tilted. She said, 'Can | ask—why are you doing this?

'‘Because you're my star Server. Haven't | dwaystold you that?

'No, serioudy.’

'Maybe I'm not such a creep as everyone says. Jennie looked down. 'l didn't mean that."
'‘Anyway, it'snot such abig ded. It'sjust running interference.’

'No, | mean, what | meanis, do you think you're helping me because you redly want to, or ... ' She
tried to think of how to say it.

'Because | think | should? Forget it, Pinter's the mordist, remember?

'No, that'snot it. | know you wouldn't—what | mean is, do you think something could be making you
want to help me? Does it seem like something you would just do? By yourself?

‘Something make me? What kind of something? Jennie didn't answer. Mariasaid, ‘Do you think I'm
charged? Isthat what you mean? Do you think some goddamn Devoted One's got to get inside me
before I'll help one of my own people?

‘No, that's not—'

'Or maybe it'saMalignant One. Maybe my little attempt to do something decent will send you to
your doom.'

Jennie shouted, 'That's not what | meant!" Marias head jerked back, and Jennie realised sheld never
shouted at her before. 'It's not some Being. It's more like an Agency.'

'‘What kind of agency?

I don't know. It's sort of, it's like something, some force or something, that wants meto havethis
baby. And haveit in just theright way. So that everything around me's got to be arranged. And people
do things because they think they've got their own reasons, but actualy it's just to make sure that things
turn out right. Theway the Agency wantsit.'

Mariawas slent for awhile. She reached behind her neck to play with her single braid. She looked
out thewindow, then back a Jennie. "Y ou mean right now it's sunny outside and everyonethinksit's
because the guys at the weather bureau and up in the space stations made the right offerings, but redly
it's because this agency thing figures you and the kid could use some sunshine about now. Isthat it?

'Wdll, | don't know, | don't think it matters much what the weether is'

‘But if it did, then the weather would have to shape up the way you needed it.'
"The way the Agency thought | needed it. | don't get much say in anything.'
'Fucking hell.' She flipped the braid back again. 'Whao'sthe father of thiskid?
'l thought you weren't going to ask that.'

"The agency made me. Isit some Tdler?

‘What?

Isit?

'No, of course not.’

'I thought maybe that's why it seemed so important. Maybe some Teller on the body paths—you
sometimes hear how they go out in unmarked cars, picking people off the street.’

'I'mtoo old, Maria. Y ou think they'd want me?

"You're not so old. Y ou're not even thirty. Anyway, how do | know what a Teller wants? I'm just an
ex-wrestler. I'm not even used to getting sucked up by secret agencies. Hey, maybe it's the government.



Maybe the cias got their undercover Devoted Ones working on you.'
'Please, Maria,' Jennie said.
'‘Why not? They're an agency, right? Or maybe it'sthe fbi. They handle the domestic stuff’
'Please stop it," Jennie said. Maria shrugged. Jennie said, 'l better get started on my rounds.’

Mariaheld on to her arm. 'Mazdan,’ she said, 'have you gone for a scan recently? Jennie shook her
head.

"Why don't you do that? They can find out what's got hold of you.'

‘It wouldn't show up.'

Yeah?If you're so sure—'

It'stoo late. It wouldn't show on ascan.’

'Maybe something e sewill.’

'Y ou mean, like paranoia?

"Y ou know what the prince said to Cinderdlla. If the head fits, wesr it.’
'Nothing would show up. Not unlessthe Agency wanted it.'
Mariabarked her sharp laugh. 'Why didn't | think of that?

‘Because you don't haveto live with it. Can | please go?

Mariareleased her hands. 'Go on. Go and do your rounds." Jennie was at the door when Mariasaid,
' till meant what | said. If anyone bothers you—if the agency sends anyone to bother you, let me know.’

Jennie nodded. Walking down the halway, past pale green walls and metal doors she wondered if
Mariawould keep coming &t her. Like Karen. It wasn't fair. If they wouldn't let her have an abortion why
couldn't shejust go through the pregnancy without everyone pestering her? In her mind she mimicked
Maria. "Why it seems so important to you.'

Was Mariaacting on her own? Jennie clenched her fists. She didn't know. She'd probably never

know. That was the terrible thing about the Agency. Except when it redly interfered, like at the abortion
clinic, there wasjust no way to tell.

In the small lobby, by the empty receptionist's desk, the statue of Rebecca Rainbow nodded its
plastic and nylon head. 'Blessyou in dl your travels,' the computerized voice said. ‘And have agood
day.'

The Smith Street project, the Path-of-Truth building, then down to Wappinger's Fals to the Post
Office, and the Shining Body massage parlour. That should take her upto lunch ...

What was paranoia, anyway? According to her college course (Abnorma Metapsych.) it occurred
when somebody came loose from the divine pattern. Floating free, they manifested their own pattern to
try and make sense of it al. ‘Compensatory meanings,’ Professor Kaplan caled it. She remembered his
haf-amile. But she didn't imagine the—the fish svimming ingde her. Or the trees at the abortion clinic.

A gust of wind lifted the leaves around her feet. They swirled up in front of her, aclatter of colours
suspended in the air. She watched them for awhile, as more and more of them joined in the dance. She
took a step and the swarm moved with her. She stopped, breathed deeply. She saw the leaves pull the
light around them so that the metal building, the trees, the carsfaded into adull backdrop. 'What? she
sad.

Some of the leaves pressed againgt her face, then blew away before she could grab them. A woman
inagrey cloth coat and purple high-hedled pumps paused with her hand on the door of her car to look at
Jennie. Jennie thought go away, and the woman pushed open the door to vanish insde.

The leaves continued to spin and leap. They wanted to tell her something. Okay, she thought, let's get



it over with. She braced hersdf, expecting words to form from the crackling noises of the leaves rubbing
together. But not everything speaksin words. The sound, the movement, the spattering of light, they
began to do something insde her. A camness fought against her fears. It's okay, it told her. Y ou're doing
theright thing.

'What do you know? she said out loud. The leaves shifted, formed afigurein front of her—or maybe
they just dlowed the light to take shape. A child stood in the air. Her arms hung by her side, her head
wastilted up. Jennie clenched her fists. A moment later the wind dipped and the leaves settled round
Jennie'sfeet. She kicked them aside and walked to her car.

Jennie picked up the phone, and held it in her hand with her forefinger pointed like aformal
accusation at the ring of numbers. The did tone became louder the longer she stood there, biting her lip.
She dmogt thought she could hear the Benign Oneswho lived insde the phonelines hissng with
impatience. She should dam the phone down, go and wash some underwear or something. 'It'swrong,’
she said out loud.

Jennie breathed deeply. She decided to count to three and then decide. At two she stopped, took
another bresth, then said, 'Shit,’ loudly, and began to dial. On the third five her finger dipped and she had
to dart again. But amoment later the distant ringing began, followed by awoman's dull voice saying,
'Rainbow Telecommunications, directory assstance. May | help you? Jennie couldn't speak. 'May | help
you? thewoman said again.

I'm sorry,’ Jennie said. 'l mean yes. | mean, I'd like anumber.’

There was a pause and Jennie imagined the woman with a hand on the mouthpiece, telling her
companions, 'I've got ared prize here. Why me? Haven't | purified mysalf? Haven't | blessed the
company guardians? The woman's voice came back on theline. 'May | help you?

'Yes,' Jennie said. 'I'd like the number of Michaegl Gold. | don't know the address." Dizziness washed
through her. So sheld said it. Out loud. Shewished . she'd used a public phone. Suppose they had her
phone tapped. Waiting for her to break the annulment.

The operator said, 'l have eight Michagl Golds. Do you wish the numbers?

'Eight? Oh." She hadn't thought of that. 'Can you tell me the addresses? She could just about hear the
woman's eyebrows rising. The voice, however, stayed flat asit rolled out the listings like an expresstrain
passing through the local stations. 216 Avenue A, 1742 Broadway, 53 ... ' In the end Jennie omitted
five of them astoo poor or too rich, ending up with an address on Greene Street, one up in Founder
Heights, and athird, along shot because she didn't think Mike could afford it, on West 72nd Street, not
too far, she guessed, from the park. 'Have a good day,’ the operator said.

"Thank you," Jennie answered, but the woman had aready clicked off. Jennie hung up the phone. No
need to cal now. Sheld got the number. That was the important thing. She could call whenever she
wanted.

A week passed. A low front brought the first snow flurries down from Canada. The congressional
campaign ended with various accusations. Jennie didn't vote, and when Bill Jackman made some joke
about the new senator'stits, Jennie realised she hadn't noticed who'd won. The Poughkeepsie Picture
Halls announced avisitors day. Jennie didn't write down the date. Every morning, and several times
during the day, Jennie checked hersdlf in mirrors or shop windows, assuring hersdlf that no one could
see, that shedidn't stick out that much, Mariawas just afluke. Now and then, in the supermarket or
gtting in the movieswith Marilyn Birdan, Jennie worried that if she didn't wrench her mind on to another
track sheld start broadcasting all her thoughts, and everyone would form acircle around her and begin
the sanctificationsfor , someone who's falen into an access state.

Mariasaid nothing more about the pregnancy or the Agency. Once, however, when Mary Pinter
scowled at her coffee and said, ‘I don't know why | drink this stuff. | redly don't. | don't likeit. | don't
need it. Y ou'd think something was making me drink it every morning,' Maria smirked and raised her



eyebrows at Jennie who stared down at her purse while she fumbled with the catch.

On the Thursday after her call to directory assistance Jennie called her doctor and made an
appointment for the following Tuesday, after work. She didn't want to. For weeks sheld avoided al
thoughts of doctors, medicine, babies. Sheld even stopped watching Sacred Hospital ontv. And shed
switched off Demon! one night when the spirit-spy's human contact went to a playground to pick up his
grandson. But her body had begun to demand attention. The nausea had faded, but her legs and feet
sometimes cramped up in the mornings. Her feet had swollen and she had to wear running shoes dl the
time. She'd begun to swest alot, especidly at night, so that she had to change the sheetstwo or three
times aweek. One morning, when she took off her nightgown she discovered ayellow liquid around her
nipples. ‘Go away, she'd shouted, as she wiped it off with the cotton gown. 'l don't want to know about
this. Go away.' The oozing stopped and didn't return.

But it was dizziness that drove Jennie to make the gppointment. She would wake up dizzy, unableto
get out of bed. Or shewould find hersdf swaying in the late evening, when she stood up from watching
televison. Finaly, just getting out of the car was enough to leave her bent forward, holding on to the door
until the wooziness retrested.

Along with alecture on her carelessness Dr Simmons told Jennie her blood pressure wastoo low. He
gave her aprescription for Vitamin B adong with a chant designed to urge her blood to work harder.
When the doctor launched histhird barrage against her waiting so long before coming to him Jennie
switched her slent rage from 'the whitehaired idiot' (as she thought of the doctor) to 'the brownhaired
idiot', hersdlf, for not finding someone ese. What was she doing here? He was Mike's doctor, Mike's
family doctor, held treated the little coward since Mike was abrat. Sheld only kept Simmons from
inertia. Sheld only kept her wholelifefrominertia.

Findly the examination ended. Dr Smmons gave her the name of an obstetrician, and then acard
from the Holy Blood Birthing Agency, afully accredited midwife service. Thewives, he said, would do
the proper enactments with her. They would also help her communicate with the foetus asthe time
approached for delivery. Great, Jenniethought, just what | need. What'siit likein there, little fish?
How's the water?

On the way out she hesitated before opening the door to the waiting room. Suppose she saw Mike's
uncle? Jake must ill come here. Unless he was dead. She pushed open the door. There was no one
there she knew.

That was Tuesday. On Wednesday morning, taking her pills, she realised aweek had passed without
her using the list of phone numbers hidden in the zipper compartment of her pocketbook. She grabbed
the bag and took out the wrinkled sheet of paper. No sensein calling, shetold hersdlf. Hed just be at
work. She shoved the paper back.

Jennie hardly ate that day. If she hadn't arranged with Marilyn Birdan to meet for lunch at the Golden
Lotus, she probably would have worked right through. Instead she twirled her porcelain spoon in egg
drop soup, wondering what the swirls of soup might mean if she could understand their language. Did
speakers ever use egg drop soup? 'Good news, madam, this pattern says that God has chosen you for a
gpecid misson.' Across from Jennie Mar dumped a spoonful of hot mustard in her chow mein. Outside,
people were hurrying in and out of the Shop-Rite—'Grocers To The Revolution' asthey cdled
themsdlves

A pregnant woman walked by on her way to the ladies room. Shewore a T-shirt with alarge
number 1 and an arrow pointing downwards. 'What do you think? Mar said. "Y ou think that's safe?

Jennie said, 'What? What's safe?

Mar tossed the last quarter of her egg roll into her mouth. 'l don't know. Eating Chinese food. When
you're knocked up.'

Jennie stared at her. The other woman wasn't smirking or even looking at Jennie. She'd rolled up the



deeves of her grey corduroy shirt and wastrying to keep her chopsticks from crossing over each other.
Jennie said, 'Why shouldnt it be safe?

I don't know. All that monosodium glutamate.” She grinned. 'Make the baby's eyes dant or
something.' She laughed loudly, then lifted adelicately balanced glob of chow mein into her mouith.

Tonight, Jennie thought. She had to call him that night, before it wastoo late.

At seven o'dlock Jennie sat down at the dinette table with thelist in front of her, carefully positioned in
the centre of the place mat. Maybe she could just write. She could xerox the letter and send it to dll three
at the same time. She growled and stood up by the phone.

Shetried the one on 72nd Street firdt, the one she considered the least likely. After four rings her
heart dowed. Not home. She could try the others tomorrow. In the middle of the seventh ring aman's
voice, alight thin voice said, 'Hel-lo." He sounded excited, like he was expecting somebody.

Jennie said, 'I'd like to spesak to Michael Gold." She sounded like a salesman.

'Speaking,’ the man said, more subdued.

‘Oh. | mean, oh—'

'Oh to you too.' He laughed.

"Y ou're not—you're not the Michael Gold from Poughkeepsie!

‘Sorry. From Denver to Manhattan, that's me. But | once stayed aweek in Ellenville, if that'll help.’

'I'm sorry,"Jennie said. 'I've got the wrong number.’ The wrong Michagl Gold laughed again as Jennie
hung up.

Shetried the number in Founder's Heights next. On the third ring a soft voice said, ‘Hdllo." Jennie
wasn't sureif it wasaman or awoman. It was old, or maybe the wheeze made it sound older.

Jennie said, 'I'd like to speak to Michadl Gold, please.’

There was a pause, and then the woman—Jennie thought it was female—said, 'Who isthat?
'I'm someone ... | used to know him.'

"What do you want? Who the hell are you?

'l just want to speak to Mike. Can't | speak to him?

'Michael Gold isdead.

'Great mother,'Jennie said. 'How? What happened?

The woman shouted, 'He died five years ago, and dammed the phone down.

'Fveyears? Jennierepeated. "Y ou said five years? She redlised she wastaking to adialing tone.
She dropped the phone on the hook, then collapsed in her chair, with her head tilted back and her arms
hanging loose. Poor woman, she thought, and then, Sitting up, Better her than me.

At least now she knew which one was Mike. Greene Street. Maybe he had aloft. Unlesshelived at
one of the addresses she'd rgjected. She couldn't see Mike at

Sutton Place. Of course, he could have left the city. Or got aplacein Queens. Or just an unlisted
number. Or changed his name. She stood up again and started didling. If only she could forget it. Tekea
shower. 'Y ou forget it,’ she said out loud. Y ou're not buying me off with ashower. If | wait any longer
you'll probably put his phone out of order. | want my husband back.'

The ring sounded tired. It went on for along time, with Jennie shifting her weight from one sdeto the
other. 'Come on,' she said, not sure if she wanted him to be home or out.

And then hewasthere. The same flat telephone voice, that dightly suspicious'Hello?
Jennie could see, dl over again, the judge Stting above her in his silver mask, she could hear the crack



of his hammer-shaped sky totem striking the ebony bowl of the Earth.

'Hello? Mike said again.

'Hi, Mike,' Jenniesaid. 'It'sme.’

Silence. Shethought she heard afaint 'Fucking hell," but he must have put his hand over the
mouthpiece, because even the radio in the background—she hadn't noticed it before—dropped away.
He was deciding what to do, and she had to stop herself from laughing as she imagined Mike trying to

work out the proper, the correct response. He must be furious, she thought. He'd love to hang up but he
can't. That would mean he would know who shewas. In fact, even thinking about it implied—

'Who isthis? he said.

'‘Comeon, Mike. It'sme. Jennie.'
I don't know any Jennie.’
'‘Comeon Mike. Stopit.'

'Stop it? Areyou out -' He caught himself. She heard him tell someone, 'It's nothing, just some crank
cal or something.' To her he said, 'Look, | don't know who you are—'

'I've got to spesk to you, Mike. There's something you've got to know.'
He said again, louder. 'l don't know who you are, but you've got—'
'It's about the annulment.’

'Y ou've got the wrong number.' He hung up.

Jennie dmogt called him back, but she knew it wouldn't work. He'd fed justified thistimein hanging
up immediately and then leaving the phone off the hook if shetried again. But God, shedd sure got him
going. Laughing, Jennie held out her arms and snapped her fingers, theway you did when you finished a
purification.

She sat down, then jumped up to take a bottle of Coke from the shelf. She poured hersdlf alittieina
juice glass. Sipping at it she thought how objectively sheld probably made things worse. Sheld put him on
hisguard. But it felt so good to have done something. And at least sheld proved she knew him. Whatever
that lawyer had said at the annulment hearing. She knew Mike better than anyone.

Anyone ... Who was he talking to? Jedl ousy diced through her euphoriaas sheimagined him living
with some woman. Someone pretty, she decided, with bouncy blonde hair, even more bouncy tits, and
an adoring Smper as she listened to Mike build hisexploits a sometravel agency into a swashbuckling
movie. If he till worked at atravel agency. Maybe hed switched to selling red estate. For al she knew,
heworked inan art gdlery.

Who was he speaking to? Was he married? He wouldn't just get married again. Maybe held met her
that timein New Y ork, after hed run away from Jenniein the parking lot. But how could he just movein
with someone? Asif ther yearstogether meant nothing to him.

She set down the glass. Of course it meant nothing to him. That was the whole idea. Far beit from
Good Citizen Michael Gold to disobey afucking court order. What ashock it must have been for him.
Hewould never think of calling her. She wondered if held managed dl thistimeto didodge from his
consciousness, gently but firmly, any images or memories of her. 'No," hed tel himsdlf. ‘'Mustn't think
such thoughts. That's not correct.’ Bastard. She could bet that Mike didn't keep any secret cache of
pictures hidden in an old box somewhere.

A raiding party of tearswas gathering in her eyes. Goddamn hormones. But at least she was doing
something. She wiped her eyes and grabbed a pencil from the table beneath the phone. On an old
envelope haf covered with ashopping list (one of aseries never filled) shewrote ' NEXT STEP.' After a
moment she added, '1. No sensein calling again." He'd probably just get her arrested. She stared at the

paper.



How did people get annulmentsin the old days? Did ajudge do it, like now? That seemed wrong,
somehow. Too bureaucratic. Maybe they went to a speaker. Go down to an oracle centre and listen to
the word of heaven destroy your marriage. What was she talking about? In the Time of Fanaticsthey
didn't have nezt little Oracle Centres with plastic booths and machines blowing mist, and receptionistsin
cute uniformslike airline hostesses. And you didn't just go and make an appointment, you had to submit
yoursdlf for judgement. Humble yoursdf before the divine voice. And the speakers didn't just andyse a
bunch of cards and coins. When they spoke they redlly said something. In the Days of Awe speakers
burst out of the skin of society, howling and spinning down the streets until the hedlers and the older
speakers got hold of them and taught them how to channel the sacred fire.

You jug didn't have things like that any more. She amiled, thinking of Gloria, or maybe Al, running
through the hive dressed in the other's clothes, waving hisher arms at frightened kids on bicycles. Why
didn't you have things like that any more? Wasit just because people didn't want them? People like
Mike? If Michadl Gold had had to plead for an annulment by lying face down on acement floor with mud
al over his naked body he and Jennie would probably still be married.

She wasn't getting anywhere. She leaned forward and tapped her pencil on the paper.

Greene Street gppeared to be making an effort to live up to its name. Here and there on the Sdewa k
three foot high concrete boxes displayed clusters of white roses and tiger lilies, the flowers holy to Migudl
Miracle-of-the-Green-Earth. At the top of the street, near Houston, stood the smallest sacred grove
Jennie had ever seen: three scrawny treeswith life signs carved into their trunks and awire fence to keep
away dogsand children.

The few people on the street didn't seem to take much notice of the neighbourhood's attempt at
sanctification. They detoured round the trees without even aglance, let done astep to touch the leaves or
earth. Jennie surveyed the block's mixture of income levels. Only in New Y ork, she thought, would you
find ajewellery store on the ground floor of acondemned factory.

On the ground floor of Mike's building was arestaurant caling itself ‘Green Ddlights. Thethick metd
plating over the door and window made it impossible to seeinsde, but the thin black Ietters on the silver
sign suggested it attracted the same crowd as the two art galleries, one on each corner by Houston,
guarding the street like apair of lions. Above the restaurant the building rose to Sx storeys of narrow
windows and grimy brick. Jennie could well believe it was once some Old World swesatshop, with
immigrant women chained to sewing machines, and e ectric shock to cauterise their internd spirit centres.
What wasit now? Luxury apartments, with date floors and chromium spotlamps? She refused to believe
it. Mike could never afford something like that. Unless hisnew girl friend was giving him money.

It was dightly before nine on Sunday morning. Jennie had spent the night at Hudson Street, showing
up without phoning and for once embarrassing her mother. Apparently Beverley had planned some sort
of ceremonia sex project with one man and four women from her latest ensemble. They'd moved all the
furniture out of the living room and drawn achalk outline on the floor of a spreadeagled androgyne with
double genitads. Various objects lay at the hands and feet and head. Jennie avoided looking at the men
and women sitting on the floor. She announced to her mother that she would spend the night in her third
floor bedroom, and then marched out. Beverley caled to her from the bottom of the stairs. 'I'm sorry,
Jen,' shesaid. 'l didn't know you were coming. Y ou should have caled. ‘Jennie kept going.

Sheldd dept fitfully, partly from anxiety, and partly from the hours-long tape of chaotic noises booming
through the house. Now she had taken up her post across from Mike's building, dressed in a blue suede
jacket over ablue sweater streaked with silver, dark jeans with rolled up cuffs, and shiny blue lace-up
shoes. A bluewool scarf trimmed with leather protected her from the hard gusts of damp November
wind. Not enough, however. Sheld forgotten she might have to stand around for hours. She was aready
chilled. Shewished sheld worn her fake fur coat and her hat with the silly flaps. She could have taken the
thing off as soon as she'd spotted him. Asif Mike would notice or care what she was wearing. She



shook her head. Aslong as he didn't notice her shape. When sheld dressed that morning she was sure
the sweater covered her; now she found hersalf checking constantly in the window of ashop selling
kitchen appliances. Shetried standing very straight and pulling in her ssomach. She couldn't decideif that
made it better or worse.

Jennie reached into her jacket to pressthe lump under her sweater. Her own genuine relic hung there,
Li Ku'shit of torn skinin asmall gold pouch attached to astrand of slver cord. In the years shed had it
sheld never shown or mentioned it to anyone. 'Li Ku,' she whispered, 'in beauty and truth lives your name
forever. Please send me some of your fire. I'm cold and I've got to stay here!’

After fifteen minutes she decided she better not count on Li Ku protecting her from the chill. The sky
had grown greyer and the wind had picked up. Hours, she thought. He might not even comeout at all.
Maybe he and his new pa had screwed dl night, like Beverley, and now would deep thewholeday ina
kingsize bed in front of an eectric log fire. Should shering the bell? Sheld gone over this so many times.
If sherang his gpartment she'd have to announce hersdf on the intercom and then he not only wouldn't et
her in but hed know she was there.

Shelooked around. There was an open pizza parlour, Angelo's, hafway down the block. If shegot a
window seat she could still watch Mike's door. She walked quickly to Angelo's, hesitated in front of the
door, then continued on to a newsstand where she bought a copy of the Sunday Times and a Sacred
Digest.

Inside, Jenni€'s breath added to the steam that aready clouded the doors and windows. Worried she
might miss Mike she hurried to a red Formica-topped table near the window and rubbed a section of
glass before she even put down the paper. She sat down on the armless wooden chair. Warmth. Joy.
With her eyesfixed on the window she took off her jacket and scarf, then leafed through the paper for
the magazine section. The cover story was called 'What next for the budget? and showed the President
gtting in her oval office while representatives from the Sacred Democrats and the Republican
Revolutionarieslaid some kind of offerings on either side of her desk. Good old New York Times, Jennie
thought. Boring, boring, boring. Anyway, she couldn't read. Even just leaving through the pages she kept
jerking her head up, afraid hed dip past her. What did they do on tv? Hold the paper up without reading
and peek over the page. She wished she had specid powerslike the ciaagent on Demon! If only she
could turn her body into smoke and hover over the doorway. Probably set off asmoke alarm.

When Jennie glanced &t the counter she discovered that the owner was staring at her. She should
have gone up and ordered. Maybe he'd get angry, tell her to leave. She looked out the window once
more then got up and walked over to the counter.

Except for an Hawaiian shirt tucked into histight jeans the owner looked like a Hollywood
Itaian—wavy black hair, large eyes and long lashes, straight nose and wide mouth. Jennie thought, Your
mother must have done some powerful beauty offerings when you were born. Smiling dightly he
leaned forward with hisforearms on the glass case above the counter. His hands and wrists were white
with flour.

Jennie said, 'Uh, do you have breakfast? Eggs or toast or something? He shook his head. Jennie
wanted to run back and check the window but she forced herself to say, 'I'll just have a coffee then. For
now. I'll have adice of pizzalater. A littlelater.’ He nodded and Jennie hurried back to her tableto rub
thefog off the window again.

Her eyes dropped down to the newspaper when she heard him bringing the coffee. He leaned past
her to look out the window. ‘No parade? he said. He had a strong New Y ork accent.

Shelooked up at him. 'Parade?
‘lsn't that what you're waiting for?
'‘What? Oh, no, I'm just waiting for someone, afriend of mine.' He nodded. She said, 'Are you

Angdo?



Helaughed. ‘No, I'm Sam. Angelo's gone. Vanished.
She checked the window before she repeated, 'V anished?

'Y eah. Went on a pilgrimage to one of the rock towers. Down in Texas or some place. Anyway, he
trangported. Lifted smack into the pattern and never came back. Hisbody's up in one of those state
hospitals.’

'‘And you got thisplace.’
"Yeah. City auction.’

He had his hand on achair and Jennie could see he was about to st down. Quickly she said, 'Look,
doyoumindif | St herefor awhile?1 don't know when—my friend—the one I'm waiting for, he's not
expecting me.' She looked out the window.

Sam's shrug was 0 smooth he might have practised it in front of amirror. 'Whatever you like,' he
said, and strolled back to the counter.

For awhile Jennie either looked out the window or pretended to read the paper, afraid to turn her
head and discover that Sam was staring at her, leaning forward with hisarms on the glass. Finally she got
up and announced, 'I'm just going to look outside a second. I'll be right back.'

Sam sad, 'I'll guard your stuff.’

Outside, Jennie stood hugging herself against the cold. ‘Come soon, Mike," she whispered. 'Please
come soon.' She was about to go in when she spotted something yellow and white at the base of the
building next door. Some kind of toy or doll lay between an empty garbage pail and a stack of soggy
cartons.

When Jennie picked it up shefelt asudden shock in her 'serpent cail’, the spot in the solar plexus just
below the navel. The thing was a Revolution Mouse dall, the toy created decades ago to celebrate the
Parade of the Animals. Four inchestdl, the doll had a human body and a caricature of amouse's head,
with painted eyes and large round ears. Jennie tugged gently at the oversized head. At firdt it resisted, but
then it came off with a soft plop. Underneath was a child'sface, gleaming initsorigina gold paint, with
pink linesradiating from around the black eyes.

Jennie held it cradled in her hands, asif the wind might harm it after so many years. The one-piece
yellow suit was torn and spattered with grease, the painted on white shoes and gloves were dl scratched
and discoloured. It must have lain there for along time, maybe covered in mud or hidden by some
congtruction or something. And now it had found itsway to Jennie Mazdan, on her quest to get back the
husband stolen from her by the Agency. It wasasign, agift to tell her she was doing the right thing. She
looked around at the street, asif some refraction of light would allow her to see her benefactors. She
said, 'Devoted Ones, | thank you for your devotion. | know that nothing | have done deserves your
preciousintervention.’

A part of a version of the Story of HE WHO RUNS AWAY

At the end of their journey the Army of the Greet Liberation came to a mountainous country thick
with clouds. These people had long known of the Liberator's approach. They had seen his 'sacred
messengers—children born with oily grey wings—scouting the peaks. Their speakers had cast reading
after reading with the coloured stonesthey used for an oracle. The answer was dways the same: 'The
unknown river breaks through the rock. No escape.’ Most of all they had the testimony of the refugees.
So many had cometo thisdim land, which caled itself the Homeand of the Sun, that the government had
ordered them into warehouses, where they lay in stacks, breathing out memories of their lost worlds.
Outsde, the warehouse guards grew dizzy with images of bright sun or turkey dinners or children playing
games on narrow sireets.

At the edge of the Homeand spies dug holesin the ground to wait for the enemy. When they returned



with the newsthat the army was carving steps in the lower hills the people sent committees to the Council
of the Wise, agroup of women who'd lived together since childhood. The Council told the people to take
al the wegpons and pile them up with asign offering them to the liberators. They they must lay
themsdves down on the more difficult pesks so that the outsiders would have no trouble climbing over
them. In the village that passed for acapital they must hang al the treeswith ribbons and paint the sdes
of buildingswith the face of the conqueror.

They must give the conquerors their homes, their bodies, and their beds. Above al, they must talk
with them. With every drink, with every bite, with every touch, they must tell the foreigners about the
rocks, the sheep, the clouds—and especidly about the mountain called the Father of the World. For the
top of thismountain, the tallest in that garden of peaks, was covered in clouds, and according to the
people of that country, the clouds protected them from asight too terrible to see: God's face.

When the committees had |eft, the women gave aprivate order to ateam of builders. Wind machines.
Go to the Father of the World and fill the highest ledge with engines the shape of goats heads and blades
the shape of eagles wings.

He Who Runs Away ran up the stairway of bodies, he crashed open the doors of houses, he tore
gpart the goats and sheep and people that sumbled into his path. When he had killed enough people to
redise that no onewould resist him he hid himsdlf in thelargest house in the largest village. Sowly the
message penetrated his barriers of disgust. Here at the end of the world, where human courage had
drained into the rock, there existed amountain. And above this mountain, the other side of the clouds,
rose the face of the enemy. He Who Runs Away |eft hisarmy at the knees of the World's Father.
Breathing iceinto his chest he climbed until he came to the ledge where the rows of goats heads stared
up a themigt.

The black blades beat avay the clouds. He Who Runs Away shouted over the engines and the wind.
He looked up. Nothing. No eyes of fire, no forehead stresked with lightning, no mouth open to swallow
the night. Just blank sky. It was dl ajoke, and hisfists opened and closed as he thought of what he
would do to these people who thought they could play atrick on the master of life. He looked again. He
saw the stars and recognised them as suns so isolated they could no longer spesk to each other. He saw
swirls of greyish light and knew they were groups of suns so distant from here that they'd become less
than aswarm of fliesaround a corpse. And even al these clouds could not obliterate more than a corner
of the emptiness. With ahammer torn from the rock wall of the mountain He Who Runs Away smashed
the machines.

Below the Father of the World civilisation waited for the leader's return. Laws, agencies, budgets
piled up on shelves. In the warehouses the refugees dreamed of games and bedspreads, of cabbages and
jewdlery. The Council of the Wise played cards for painted pebbles.

Weeks passed. The army's corps of Speakers and Oracles studied the snow for messages. Their
fingersinvaded the bodies of birds, searching for clues. One morning agroup of soldierswoketo find the
Champion of the Greset Liberation lying on the ashes of their evening fire. Besde him lay the Head of His
Father, as dull as dead wood.

The Council heard aflutter of wind, they smelled the perfumed bodies of sacred messengersflying
over their city. One of their nieces went up to the roof with acoil of rope, for the women had learned that
the messengers|ost their wings at puberty, atragedy which they mourned in poetry for therest of their
lives. The girl brought down amale and threatened to awake his sexudity if he didn't tell her the leader's
orders.

"They'releaving!" she shouted down to her aunt and the others. "They're going home." The women
threw their cardsin the air and began to dance. They were pulling off their skirts so they could kick their
legs higher when one of them banged on a pot for silence. It was no good. He needed to take something
away with him. Otherwise he would return and kill them dl for what God's Face had said to him.



Now, in this country therelived agirl so beautiful that the law ordered her to cover hersdf in mud,
replacing the layers every few weeks when the mud had burned away out of shame from touching her
perfect skin. Thisgirl was caled Too Pretty For Her Own Good. The army was amost ready to leave
when Too Pretty was summoned to the council.

The women invited the liberator to dine with them. He was drinking goat's milk and remembering his
Desth Squad of lion-men when the girl camein, carrying apot of tea. Her face, washed clean for thefirst
timein twelve years, floated above the high-necked dressthat hid her body. He breathed; her face
coated hislungs. The women averted their eyes and spped their tea.

When the army |eft the Homeland of the Sun Too Pretty For Her Own Good left with them, walking
bes de the master of life, talking and waving her arms. Runs Away had promised he would never dress
her in mud, but covered her instead with avell and along dress embroidered with pictures of the
occupied territories. Every timethe materid tried to settle against her body her beauty pushed it away,
like achild puffing on afeather. Too Pretty didn't care. She helped her husband up and down the hills
and she listened to his stories and stared at his face and arms. For she had never seen skin that shone,
and thisman's body glistened with rage.

But when they |eft the mountains, when Too Pretty For Her Own Good discovered aland so flat she
congtantly stumbled, like someone expecting an extra step at the bottom of the stairs, when she
discovered a cloudless country where the sun shone with the blank determination of an autistic child, then
she begged her husband to shelter her. He Who Runs Away built adark house, with clouds painted on
al thewindows.

She was standing with her hand on the door of Angel0'sSam's when she saw him. She glanced over
her shoulder and there he was, coming out the door. Without thinking she plunged insde, terrified held
spot her. It was only when she was bending down and peeking at him double ocking the street door that
sherealised she had to follow him. It wasn't enough just to stare at his short leather jacket, with its brown
fur around the collar (God, it wasjust like Marilyn Birdan's), his hair dightly longer and much more curly
(aperm?Mike?), hisred cowboy boots over dark jeans. She had to follow him, speak to him.

She stood up and turned around to see Sam leaning on the counter and smiling at her. That the guy?
he said. 'He comesin here sometimes. Anchovies and extra cheese, right? Jennie nodded. Shetried to
gather everything together, then dumped the papers as she scrambled in her bag for money. When sheld
thrown down adollar she gave the Revolution Mouse doll akissonitsgressy ear, then stuffed it in her

bag.
'Hey, Nancy Drew," Sam said. 'Good luck.' Jennie waved, remembering her father reading her Nancy
Drew and the Malignant Ones of the Old Mansion.

Outsde, Mike had reached Houston and was turning west. Jennie hurried to within afew feet of him,
then held back. For two blocks they continued, past a gas station and a broken down park littered with
smashed bottles. Watching the uneven walk, the faint tilt of the head, hisflat behind and doped shoulders,
Jennie tried to work up some desire, somelonging to bein hisarms again, even the loneliness and fear
shed fdt for so long by herself. All that came out of her was anger. 'Y ou weak bastard,’ she whispered.
'Y ou deserted me. Y ou let the Agency chase you away.'

At Thompson Street Mike turned the corner and entered a delicatessen, the sort that festured
Swedish ice cream and imported beers, gourmet potato chips and twenty kinds of sandwicheson roll or
rye or French. In one of its cousins Beverley had suffered her vision of people esting her daughter. Jennie
darted in after him.

He was standing by the sandwich counter bouncing up and down dightly and puffing the way people
do to chase the damp out of their bodies. '"Mayo and lettuce on both," she heard him say.

Jennie stood next to him afew seconds before he even noticed her. When hefindly saw her he
jumped back, amost knocking down awire rack of pretzels and corn chips. 'Hi, Mike," Jennie said.



He composed hisfaceinto curiosity. ‘I don't think | know you," he said.
She laughed. 'Don't think so, huh?

To the man behind the counter Mike said, 'I'll just go get a couple of beers." Jenniefollowed himto
the large glass cooler in the back of the store, then said nothing while Mike pretended to ignore her ashe
pondered hops and malts from Denmark, Belgium, and Japan.

Jennie said, 'Y ou look good, Mike. What have you done with your hair?
'Look,' Mike said, 'l don't know who you are, but will you please leave me done?

I can't, shesaid. 'l wouldn't have comeif it wasn't important. Really important. There's something
you don't know.’

Hetook abreath, like achild about to make a speech in schoal. 'Ferocious One," he said, 'l beg you
to spare me from your Mdignant intervention. Nothing | have done -'

'Don't you dare,’ Jennie said. 'Don't you even think it." He stopped without finishing the formula
'Will you go away? It'stoo early to deal with bag ladies or whatever the hell you are!’

'I've got to speak to you,' she said.

'No, you haven't." He took out a couple of bottles of Dortmunder and closed the cooler door.

Jennie jJumped in front of him to block him from marching back to the counter. ‘Please, she said, ‘we
can pretend we've just met.'

'We havejust met.'

'Fine. Fine. Suppose | came in here to buy something.' She looked around, grabbed a box of sacred
crackers, little biscuitsin the shape of the animals from the story of 'First Teller'. 'Here, she said, 'l came
in hereto get this!'

'I don't care what you came in hereto get,' he said, but he was no longer as hogtile.
"Then will you spesk to me? Please?
"Theres—there's someone waiting for me. I've got to go back. We haven't had breakfast.’

'‘Meet melater. You can tel your friend you want to go for awalk. Tell her you have to check
something. At the travel agency.’ She smiled. 'I mean, just in case you happen to work at atravel

agency.'
He shook his head. 'No. No, she wouldn't—where do you live?
'Poughkeepsie. Ever hear of it?
'Poughkeepsie? That's—that's a coincidence. | come from Poughkeepsie!

'No kidding? Then you can say you ran into someone from your home town. And you want to find
out what it's like these days!'

'Yes, | could—Thisisridiculous. Why should | speak to you? I've got nothing to say to you.'

I'll haunt you. I'll hang around outside your door and follow you wherever you go. I'll spread rumours
inal the stores and restaurants about you. And I'll find out who your girl friend isand tell her dl the stuff
I'm not supposed to know about you.'

He whispered, 'Why are you doing this? The court told you—'

‘Becauseit'safake. It'satrick.’

‘A trick? What the hell are you talking about?

'Please Mike, just let metalk to you.'

He was silent amoment. 'There's a place on West Broadway,' he said. 'The Olympia. I'll try to get



there by one.' He did past her to rush down the aidefor his sandwiches and escape.

Jenni€'s breath came out in a stutter. One damp hand held on to the crackers, the other found the doll
and pressed it againgt her chest where the little leather bag hung with Li Ku's skin. She didn't know
whether Mike would show up. She wasn't even sure any moreif she wanted him back or if shejust
wanted to beat the Agency. Nevertheless, she closed her eyes and nodded her head, saying, 'Thanks.'

The Olympiaturned out to be adiner with oily coffee, stale cakesin round plastic containers on the
counter, fake Tiffany lamps over red booths, and agiant menu with lurid descriptions of Greek pies and
roast beef 'dripping from the carving board." Jennie got there almost an hour early, after an hour
pretending to look for clothes, books, and records on Sixth Avenue. The place was crowded, mostly
peoplein their thirties discussing work, relationships, and some scandd at the East Village Teller'sHall on
Second Avenue. Jennie found abooth and sat down with her second copy of

The Times. Alongside the salt and pepper shakers stood a guardian, asquat plastic statue with claws
and horns and alittle button you could push for the eyesto light up and the belly to emit alow growl to
frighten away any diseases |urking in the food. Jennie ordered a cup of coffee and ahamburger de luxe.
With The Times spread in front of her she waited.

Mike camein at two minutesto one. Jennie smiled, remembering his hatred of coming late, or even
early. He winced when she held her hand up by her chin and waved her fingers at him. When held sat
down across from her and the waiter came he said, 'Coffee. Black.'

Jennie said, 'Since when do you drink black coffee? Right away she knew held tricked her.

'How would you know how | drink my coffee? he said. He was smirking. 'I've never drunk coffee
withyouinmy life'

Jenniewished she could hit him. Roll up The Times real estate section ...
'Look," hesaid, 'l don't know your name—'
‘Jennifer. Jennifer Mazdan.'

'Fine. Now listen, Jennifer Mazdan. Whatever you want, can we get this over with quickly? My girl
friend'swaiting for me a home. We're supposed to go to an opening this afternoon.’

An opening of what? shethought. A supermarket? Was this another trick or had his new pal
lured himinto the art world? She said, 'Maybe you'll meet my mother there. She goesto openingsal
thetime'

'Will you please tell me what you want?

'l just want to tell you astory,’ she said, wishing she sounded tougher. 'A theoretica story about two
people.’ He said nothing. 'Suppose two people meet. Herein New Y ork. By theriver. By the black
freighter.’ Still nothing. Y ou know what the black freighter is?

'Y eah, of course’

'Well, how did they come there? | mean, what made them both show up there? At the same time?
Especidly if one of them, if the man, never usedto gothereat al.’

I wouldn't know. Maybe it was just luck.’

'‘Maybe it was more than luck. Maybe some kind of force manipulated them. Maybe it wanted them
to meet and it made them go there a the sametime!’

'Force? Isthiswhat you wanted to tell me. Isthiswhy you inssted | meet you? Thisis nuts!'
It'snot. Think about it. They're both supposed to be working, one of them never goes there—'
'I'm sorry, Jennie—Jennifer, thisisridiculous!

'Please. Just let me go on. suppose thisforce, this Agency, wanted them to meet.’



'‘Agency?

'Yes. An Agency that arranges things, arranges peopl€slivesin order to create certain effectsin the
world."

And you think this agency, whatever it is, made these two people get together.’
'Yes. Yes!'

"Why?Why would this agency, these people, whoever they are—'

'People? No, | don't mean people. People could never arrange something—'
"Then what are you talking about?

'l told you. A kind of force. A spirit Agency.'

He nodded dightly. '"Mdignant or Benign?

'Not that. Not the Bright Beings. Something—something deeper.’

I don't understand what you're talking about.'

"Y ou've got to understand.’

‘No| don't.'

‘Lots of times, things, events have a much greater meaning than people redlise. That's not acrazy idea
It'saknown fact.’

'Y eah. Okay. But when people start thinking their lives have such meaning—'

‘But maybe they do. If some lives have meaning outside themsalves, why not these two people? Why
not?

'What the hell isthe point of al this? Suppose there was some kind of specia purpose. So what?

Her eyes avoided him. 'Wdll, these two people, the man and woman, met because the Agency
wanted them together. It didn't care about them. Not as people. It just wanted to use them. But then
supposethey fell inlove. Redly in love. | mean, not just because the Agency, just because God wanted
them to. They redlly loved each other.’

'Not because God wanted them to.'
"The Agency only brought them together. I'm messing thisall up. | knew I'd messit up.’

'Did you redly chase me down, and break—just to tell me this crazy story? Y ou do know it's crazy,
don't you?

'Let me go on. Please.’ For amoment she thought she saw a certain look he used to give her when
she would wrap hersdlf up in some complicated worry that only she could follow. There was sympathy in
it, and exasperation, and amusement, and adesire to get loose. And for that moment shefelt area pull
between them, and an ache to get him back, to put her head against him while he stroked her and laid his
hand on her belly asif he could fed the baby's heart whispering. But then he leaned back and crossed his
arms and grimaced. Jennie wanted to hit him.

Just suppose,' she sad, 'supposethey fdl inlove and findly got married.’
'And go on ahoneymoon in Bermuda?

'Yes. Yes, and then come back and moveto ahive!’

'Wherethey're morein love than ever.’

'Why not? Why can't they redlly love each other?

'If they loved each other so much why did they break up? Isn't that part of the story? Didn't they
break up?



That'sthe point. That's exactly the point. They broke up because the Agency wanted them to. They
didn't stop loving each other. They didn't even stop wanting to be together. It was the Agency.’

'And that's the only reason they broke up.'
'Yes. Yes!'

'How do you know that? How do you know what went on in the man's head? He leaned forward,
lowered his voice. 'How do you know he didn't start hating her? All her nutty idess.’

'‘Because that's not what happened. That's not why he left.’

‘Just because you made up this story doesn't mean you can make the man into whatever you want.'
"The Agency arranged things. To make him leave. Things happened.’

'What kind of things?

"Funny things, that scared him and drove him away. Thingsin driveways and with the hive touchstone.
Even on their honeymoon. Suppose they saw a precursor on the road. And it scared him. Wouldn't
something like that turn him againgt her?

'‘And it didn't scare her? Jennie didn't answer. 'That'sredly the point, isn't it? That's what you don't
want to say. That sheloved al those things. She loved them more than she loved her husband. This
agency—if thisagency ever existed, it didn't need to drive her husband away. It didn't need to. All it had
to do was seduce her. And shewasready. Sheloved al that true event stuff. She went right dong with
her new lover.'

'No. That's not true. She wastricked. It tricked her the same way it tricked him. I'm not making this
up. It'snot afantasy. Really, Mike. Therere things you don't know.'

'‘And | don't want to know. | got a court order so | wouldn't have to know.'
‘Are you sure? Do you really know for sure why you got the order?
'And now you come up with some paranoid fantasy—'

It's not paranoid, Mike. We were tricked.' He looked about to get up. Jennie grabbed hisarm so
hard he stared down at her fingers, then up at her face. ‘Listen to me,' she said. 'Will you just listen to
me? Just once?

I dwayslistened to you. Y ou were the one -'
'Stop that. It doesn't matter. All that old stuff.’

Heleaned forward. "Why does this agency thing, why doesit do dl these things? Why should it take
charge of people like that?

Tel him about the fish, Jennie thought. HEd have to believe her. She said, '‘Because it needs them.
Firg it needs them to get together, then it needs to break them apart.’

'Why? What the hell for? Can't you see how crazy that is? What does it care what happensto these
people?

‘It doesn't care. Not about them. It just wants to use them. That's why they haveto fight it. Because it
doesn't care what they want.'

'Use them how? For what?

Her eyesfell away from his stare and she watched her fingerstwist her ngpkin until Mike pulled it out
of her hands. He said, 'Use them for what?

'Well, maybe it needs, maybe it wants the woman in Poughkeepsie. Maybe it needsto get her there,
and the man—the man servesthis need.’

'‘Why doesit want her in Poughkeepsie?



I don't know. It just does. Good spiritual configurations. For whatever it wants ... for her.'

‘All right. Fine. It wants her in Poughkeepsie. Then why does he leave? Why not kegp himin
Poughkeepse aswell?

'I don't know. The Agency wants him out of theway.'

'Why?

‘| don't know. Becauseit wants her there done. It can't do what it wantsto her if she'sgot a husband
around.’

'What does it want to do to her?

'How would I know? I'm just ahuman. "The observer can never learn the purpose of the experiment.”
Remember Adrienne Birth-of-Beauty. 10th proposition.’

You'refull of shit. You've got someideain your head. Y ou redly bdievethis nonsense’
It'snot nonsense.’
"Then what does the agency want to do to her?

Jennie said, 'People can't know those kind of things. You can't ... Look at the parents of the
Founders. Or their grandparents. Maybe they thought, maybe each of those couples thought they loved
each other. Or hated each other. What difference—whatever they thought, they redlly got together so
their children would come together and give birth to the Founders. It didn't matter what they wanted.
And they didn't even know. That's the sad part.’

Mike shook his head. 'lI've got no timefor this, Jennie. | just want to know what's going on. Why this
supposed agency wants you—wants this woman.'

'How do | know? It's againgt the law to know thingslike that.'
'It'saso againgt the law to break an annulment.’

Jennie didn't answer. Mike got up. 'lI've got an opening to go to.’
She grabbed his deeve. 'Please don't go.'

He pulled loose. With ashrug he got out hiswallet. He tossed afive dollar bill on the table. 'Here,' he
said, 'my treat. Since we both come from Poughkeepsie.'

'Mike,' shesaid, 'I'm pregnant.’

'‘What? Holy shit.' He stared at her ssomach. 'Holy shit." Sitting down, he said, 'Isthat what thisisall
about? All thisagency bullshit?| don't believeit.’

Jennie sank down in the booth. She didn't want to look at Mike's grin. Inside her, the foetus stirred
dightly, not quite aturn or akick, but definitely amovement. Startled, Jennie looked down at her belly.

Mike said, "Y ou're not accusing me, are you? Y ou're not claming | could have—'
'‘Don't beanidiot. If | haven't seen you for three years how could | ssy—'

'How would I know? Another one of your goddamn true events.’

‘Goto hdl.

He laced his hands behind his head. 'l heard on the news one time about some woman who
prayed—her husband was dead, he died suddenly before they could have a child, and she prayed and
did aflesh offering -in Sanctified Park in New Chicago—God, I'd hate to work as a garbageman
there—anyway, this Benign One came disguised as a milkman or something and knocked her up—'

"You'reredly enjoying this, aren't you?

'Persondly, | think she made the whole thing up. To get on the news. Or maybe to cover up for
screwing the milkman.'



'‘And that'swhat you think | did." He smiled and crossed hisarms. 'Y ou think | madeit al up. The
Agency, everything else. So | could trick you. Because I'm pregnant.’

Heleaned forward. 'That sounds about right.’

'Y ou bastard. Y ou weak—'

'I'm weak? Y ou're the one with the nutty fantasies. Y ou're the one who can't adjust to asmple court
order.’

'Simple? If you weren't too frightened to even look at me you wouldn't have—' She stopped.
Accusations, complaints, they were dl atrap. Shethought, Tell him about the dream. Tell him how it
kept me from the Recital and how it brought Allan Lightstorm, and the car, and Gloria -'l tried to
get an abortion,’ she said. 'l went to thisclinic ... at first | couldn't even remember the name, | had to ask
Karen—'

'Karen who? | don't know any Karen.'

'Stop it. | went to aclinic. And | couldn't get in. | couldn't get to the door. Trees grew wherever |
tried to wak. They just popped out of the ground. The Agency did that. It wouldn't et me get an
abortion. I'm telling the truth, Mike. Doesn't that show its power?

‘Sounds like agood trick. Maybe you could hire out as agardener.'
She said loudly, 'What's the matter with you?

A couple of booths away aman stting alone said, ‘Goddamn it," and got up from his half-finished
med to march to the cash register.

'Y ou're scaring the clients,’ Mike said. 'Don't, huh? I've got to come back here. | live around here.’
'Doyou think I'm lying?

'Why not? What else should | think? Lying or crazy. Actudly, no. It's possible you're even telling the
truth. With you—maybe it did. Maybe the abortion clinic's got awhole new set of shrubbery.’

"Then doesn't that prove—'

'Maybe. Maybe everything you say. Maybe this agency got us together and then broke us apart.
Maybeit drove me away.’

‘But if you believe me—if you believe me—'
'‘Because | don't care. It doesn't matter how it happened.’
'Of course it matters.”

‘Not to me. | don't care what pulled me away from you. I'm gone. Free. That's what matters. I'm
free'

'How canyou cal that free?

'Maybe | should do an offering to this agency of yours.'

'How can you call that free? It's the opposite of freedom. Something makes you do things—'

'I'm happy. | likemy life now. | don't want anything else.’

'You just think that.'

'Don't you tdl mewhat | think.'

'We had agood life. We loved each other.'

'l thought you told me the agency arranged all that. Pushed ustogether. So then al it did waslet go of
me"

I don't understand.’



'Why not? It's not very difficult. I've got rid of you. That'sal. And | don't care who arranged it.'
'I don't understand. It's not fair.’

‘Sounds very fair to me. Thisagency forces me at you, thenit letsme go.'

'Pushesyou. Pushesyou.'

'Okay, pushesme. A red hard shove. So what? I've still got away from you. That'sfair enough for
ml

Jenniethought, | love you, why are you doing this to me? Shethought, It's the Agency. She
thought, You bastard, you coward,you liar. Shethought, Thisisn't Mike, thisisn't him, they've sent
an impersonator to squeeze me and step on me. She thought—

Mike said, 'If you ask me, we've both got just what we want. I've got my own life back and you've
got your true events.'

'l just want you. | want you.'

"Yeah, I'll bet." He got up and stood away from the table. 'I'm going, Jennie.’

Thisisn't you,' she said. 'It'sthe Agency. The Agency's making you do this.’

"Yeah? Then | guessthat's another one | oweit. Maybe | wouldn't have had the courage without the
agency backing me up.'

"Y ou wouldn't need courage. Y ou wouldn't want this. Y ou don't want this. The Agency just makes
you think you want it.’

'Forget it, Jennie. If theré'sonething | do know, it'swhat | want."

'Y ou don't know anything. Y ou don't know anything.'

‘Don't follow me, Jennie. Don't ever come back to my house and wait for me again. And don't call
me, or write, or anything. I've still got the annulment. If you bother me again I'll come down on you so
hard the agency will have to dismantle the whole fucking government just to get you out of jall.’

'Why do you hate me so much?
‘Bullshit. | don't hate you. | just don't want you pushing me around.’
'I'm not pushing you around. It'sthe Agency.'

He walked away with his shoulders up and his handsin the pockets of hisjeans. When Jennietried to
get up the air thickened around her. Shetried to push againgt it only to find hersalf back in the booth. This
wasn't supposed to happen, she thought. They'd promised her. She grabbed her bag and found the
Revolution Mouse dall. 'Why did you do this? she said. "Why didn't you help me?

She put it away asthe waiter cameto clear the table.

He was whistling and Jennie knew he wanted her to leave. He was scared sheld throw afit, terrify his
customers, maybe even bring on avisitation so that the sdawould shut the whole place down as a sacred
hedlth hazard.

A high-pitched sound answered the waiter'swhigtle. It floated on the air, a piercing song narrowed
down to athread sewing the room together in aweb of cam. Jennie recognised it. The same song had
sent her to deep the night after sheld goneto the clinic. She knew what it was now. The foetuswas
snging. To cam her. To protect her, from the waiter, from any hostile customers. Jennie shook her head.
I don't want your help.' She stared down at her belly. 'Don't help me. Let me keep my own fedlings!'

The waiter sood beside her. His cloth hung from his hand and he smiled at her. When she got up she
saw all the customersturned towards her. They were smiling and nodding their heads. 'Stop it!" Jennie
shouted. The smileswidened. And dl thetime she could fed joy tugging & her. Shejust had to givein.
Likethey were doing. Like Mike had done.



Jennie put on her jacket and buttoned it. She assembled The Times, then put the doll back in her bag.
She clenched her fists. 'Have anice day,' she said to the waiter. He nodded at her. She took a couple of
steps then turned back and hit the button on the plastic guardian. From table to table she ran, turning on
the horned totems until growlsfilled the diner. No one paid any attention. They smiled and listened to the
song of thefish lilting itsway through the maze of noise.

Outside, in the wet wind, the music stopped. Jennie took adeep breath. She was hersdlf again.
Angry, confused, frightened. No calm settling over her, no joy grabbing hold of her. She shook her head.
Asif she herself could do any good. The Agency had madeit plain where the power was. It had taken
her hushand from her and plunked him down in thisdien land.

She looked around, seeing nothing but the Street's unbearable sophistication. Art galerieswith
faceless concrete walls and meta gates. Clothing stores that sold only onefabric a atimein bizarre
constructions. A salad restaurant where the carrots and Japanese turnips were carved in the shape of
spirit beings dreamed each night by the chef's paralysed aunt. Mike didn't belong here. Look, there,
down by Spring Street, there was that restaurant where Mike once walked out because they served
hamburgers on toasted pitta bread and gave you chutney instead of ketchup. Couldn't he seeit wasn't
him that made him end up here?

She was getting wet, she should get out of the rain, the paper was getting heavier from therain. She
walked afew feet and leaned against ameta grate enclosing ajewd lery store. The Agency put him here.
To makeit easier to regject her.

And everything ese. Mikes girl friend, these stores, the kind of coffeein the diner. Werethey all
arranged? Set up to contribute their bit to keeping her husband away from her? She looked down the
Street at a middle aged woman dipping and dropping her bag in apuddle. Was that arranged? And the
littlegirl up near

Prince walking towards her with something dangling from astring held in her hand. Did the Agency
stage her there? Did it bring her parents together and arouse their passion on some particular night, just
s0 sheld be born with the right genes, upbringing, and spiritual configurationsto send her out inacold rain
walking dowly &t just that moment on just that corner ... ? And therainitself. And the people who put
up the buildings and opened the shops. And the Beings who pushed the idand up out of the sea.

It was too much. To discover something like that, to begin to see the connections, the lines between
the pieces ... She closed her eyes. The paper dropped from her hands. She thought, | just wanted my
husband back.

When she opened her eyesthe girl stood in front of her, the one with the string. She held it alittle
away from her body, and Jennie watched the doll at the bottom sway back and forth. The doll hung
upside down by onefoot. The other leg was crossed behind the straight one, and the arms were clasped
behind the back. Jennie had seen something like that once, apicture on a card or something. It had to do
with precursors, something or other in the Old World that kept the truth from suffocating.

'Miss,' the girl said, ‘where do babies come from?

Jennie stared at her. Sickness washed over her. In her womb shefdlt that whisper of movement again.
She crossed her arms over her belly. 'l don't know,' she said. 'l don't know.'

The girl walked off, swinging her little hanging man in front of her as she headed south toward Spring
Street.

Jennie turned north, across Prince and then Houston, past ajazz club and an Itdian restaurant. To the
right stood the triple towers of the university's lush ghetto. At the edge of Rainbow Square she stopped,
looking in on the concrete park. She thought of Rebecca Rainbow camping out there while she
threatened to split the Revolution if she wasn't dlowed to reopen the factories. Rebecca Rainbow would
never have given in. But Rainbow was a Founder. In beauty and truth lives her name forever.

Something tugged at her jacket. She dapped at it without looking. It tugged again, and she turned her



head to see alittle boy holding on to her with one hand in atorn woollen glove. He wore no hat; water
ran down hisface. 'Miss," he said, 'Miss, where do babies come from?

Jennie backed away, then turned and hurried through the square. She came out heading west towards
Sixth Avenue. Sheld only taken afew stepswhen she saw in front of her three dead birds lying together
on the sdewak. Pigeons. White pigeons. 'Shit,' she whispered, then said loudly, 'Leave me done!' When
shelooked up she saw three children standing beside her. Dressed identically in jeans and running shoes
and pladtic jackets they watched her dide away from them. One of them nudged the birds with hisfoot.
'Hey, lady," another called out. Jennie hurried towards the avenue before the child could finish what she
was going to say.

On Sixth Jennie stood for awhile, not sure which way she wanted to go. She found herself looking at
theline of carswaiting for agreen light. Steam rose from their hoods like the anger of neglected spirits.

A groan turned Jennie towards the West Fourth Street subway entrance. She saw awoman huddled
on her sidein the alcove by the stairs. The woman wore along purple coat, running shoes with holes and
broken laces, and green stockings that had fallen down around her ankles. Strands of grey hair stuck out
from under agreen nylon wig. Blood trickled down her neck from ashalow cut on her |eft cheek. Behind
Jennie people walked pagt, looking and then hurrying away. One of them bumped into Jennie, saying,
'What're you, astatue? A man and woman in the blugjackets of registered penitents bent down to touch
the woman's cheek and then anoint their own foreheads and throats with her blood. Jennie wondered if
she should help the woman to a shelter. Probably the shelters weren't open yet.

Thewoman lifted her head and fixed her eyes on Jennie. Without thinking, Jennie stepped sideway's,
out of sight, then hurried across the street. As she stepped off the kerb she heard aman say, "Y ou can't
stay here. Do you understand? Y ou've got to move.'

On West Fourth Street Jennie passed some German tourists trying to decide between a Cuban or an
Italian restaurant. She walked on, past a card store and a second hand clothing boutique. Shetold herself
she should be thinking about Mike, thinking about what she should do. She stopped in front of the
basement display window of the Pounding Heart sacred sex shop. Along with the usud sanctified whips
(made from bulls sacrificed in the Parade of the Blind in Ddlas on the winter soltice), and gold and silver
chains, the shop was featuring aspecid display: blessed enemabags, their gleaming black rubber
adorned with gold insignias, stories of purification through flood, and even the face of Irina Speskeagle,
who firg told the Picture of Dark Mother chained at the bottom of the sea.

Jennie moved away when she noticed some man watching her while pretending to look in the
window. Again she headed west, towards Sheridan Square. At the next corner aman was going through
agarbage pail. He wore only acorduroy jacket over a T-shirt and torn pants. He was wearing sandals
and no socks. When he found something in the garbage he would stuff it in aplagtic bag or elsedipitinto
ajacket pocket. Jennie took a step closer. There was something wrong with his back, she saw, for he
couldn't stand upright even when he paused from searching. Now she saw bumps on his neck and on his
hands, hard bondlike things, that made it impossible for him to lift hishead completely or straighten his
fingers

Jenniethought, He doesn't deserve this. No one could possibly deserve this.

The man looked up. Before he could speak to her Jennie turned | eft onto Jones Street. Known mostly
for an African restaurant and a bookstore that sponsored the kind of readings where Beverley waslikely
to accompany the poet, Jones Street was crowded today with agroup of well-dressed people holding
umbrellas.

When she came closer sheredlised it was afunera. The men and women in the centre of the loose
circle hdd their umbrellas over the corpse of achild lying inits varnished box. The coloured ribbonstied
about the boy's body and draped over the sides of the coffin reminded Jennie of her father'sfunera, with
her grandmother explaining how the Benign Ones would catch hold of the ribbons and carry ‘Daddy’



safely to theland of the dead. Asthe crowd on Jones Street bent forward to begin their 'lamentations of
departure Jennie walked around them to reach Bleecker.

The Agency. The Agency wanted her to learn about redl suffering. Asif her pain didn't mean anything.
Asif she was being uppity to complain about losing her husband. But it wasn't just Mike. It was her
wholelife. They'd taken her over. And what about those people? Did they lose their son just so Jennie
Mazdan could be put in her place? Couldn't the Agency see how wrong that was?

She knew she should head north, that was the quickest way to her mother's house where she could
dry out. Instead she walked south, back towards Sixth Avenue. She stopped for amoment to look
through the window of The Benevolent Tongue, the famous restaurant where Jan Willem Singing Rock
performed the ceremony known as 'eating the ancestor.’ Inside, agroup of people sat on velvet cushions
around an open space in the blue carpeted floor. Soon the staff would bring out the body, various foods
formed into a sculpture of ahuman being, each finger a different spiced mesat, the mouth and eyes
dripping with sauces. Jennie made anoise. The origina ancestor was made of minced meat, vegetables,
and bread sticks. The people who took part sang afterwards for three days and nightsin astream of
languages. These people here, with their slverware designed by Tiffany's, and their souvenir bibswith
Singing Rock's picture on them, they looked excited enough, but with the kind of excitement that came
from doing something their tourist book had labelled 'an absolute must during your stay in the Eternd
Apple.' Insde, acouple noticed Jennie looking a them and laughed. Jennie walked away.

She passed Leroy Street. At Carmine Street she redlised sheld better turn left or she'd end up back at
Houston. She noticed she was limping dightly, trying to walk on her hedls and spare her toes, swollen
from the damp. She wished she could sit somewhere and take off her shoes. At the intersection with
Bedford Street she stopped, uncertain whether to turn, or continue past Seventh Avenue to Hudson. She
liked Carmine Street. With its hardware stores and cheap Indian restaurants it was shabbier but more
interesting than the residentia streets surrounding it. Across Bedford Street, on the other sde of Carmine
Street, she could see some tourists looking at the pictures and manddasin front of The Ancient Drum,
the nightclub that pretended to guideits visitors on ajourney through the Deep Worlds.

Jennieturned right onto Bedford Street and found hersdlf before the ground floor window of asmall
gpartment building, the kind that survived because the landlord couldn't think of how to get rid of his
rent-stabilised tenants and remode the building. She looked through the window at a group of people
who took no notice of her. In the centre of the room, in an old manualy cranked hospital bed, lay an
elderly woman. Near total paralysis and emaciation made it difficult to guess her age, but a second
woman, who caled thefirst'Mamma," looked about fifty-five. The old woman had been sick along time,
Jennie thought. The room looked arranged for an invaid, with trays on either side of the bed and chairs
set around it for vigitors. Facing the bed, photos of adults and children surrounded asmdl television.
Only one photo resembled the woman hersdlf, and that one, a picture with aman in front of a suburban
house, dso showed acar in amode from over twenty years ago. The television was on—agame
show—>but no one was watching.

Apparently the woman could move only her head and her right hand, but neither of those would stay
under her control. The head turned from side to side, like somebody saying 'No," over and over, while
the hand grabbed weakly at the air. Occasiondly, the daughter, who sat beside the bed, would hold the
hand down, but she dways released it afew seconds later.

A third woman in the room appeared to be the mother's nurse, though she wore ordinary clothes,
including large hoop earrings and agold necklace. In her right hand she held abottle of red and green
capsules, whilethe left (‘the healing hand’) kept trying to insert acapsule into her patient's mouth. Each
time the capsule passed the lips the woman spat it out again. 'Weve got to take our pills,’ the nurse said.
(Jennie wondered, for just amoment, how she could hear them through the closed window.) 'Be agood
girl. Will you be agood girl? Shetried again and again but the old woman kept spitting the pill onto her
chest.



'Please, Mamma,' the daughter said. 'Y ou know what happensiif you don't take your pills. Don't you
remember how swollen you got? Remember how you had to go to the hospital ?

The woman's mouth opened and closed severd times, asif shewas gulping for air, but she apparently
was saying something, for her daughter leaned closer. A moment later the daughter sat back, then turned
her head and wiped her eyes. She turned back to say, 'That's not true, Mamma. Y ou know you don't
want that.' Looking up at the nurse she said, asif her mother couldn't hear her when she spoketo
someone e se, 'Every time she saysthat | just—I can't dand it.’

The nurse said, Take your pill likeagood girl, and I'll give you your dinner." She put down the bottle
and held up a spoonful of some mashed vegetable. 'It's still hot,' she said. 'If you're agood girl you can
haveit whileit'sill hot.

Jennie couldn't breathe. 1've got to get out of here, she thought. But before she could leave, the
doorbell in the gpartment rang and Jennie stood and waited while the nurse went to answer it. She
returned with another woman, middle aged and till wearing adripping raincodt.

'I've been robbed,’ the woman said. "'Thank God you're here. Oh damn, damn, I've been robbed.
Everything's gone. Everything. They toreal my clothes, they just cut everything, everything they couldn't
take. Thewhole collection, it'sdl ruined, thewhole ... What am | going to do? Janet, what am | going to
do? The nursetook her in her arms, while behind them the old woman's head continued to turn from side
tosde.

Jennie looked down at her belly. 'Sing for them,’ she pleaded. Her womb stayed silent. "Why won't
you sing for them? Nothing. She walked away, haf staggering. 'It'stoo much,’ she said. 'We don't
deservethis. None of us could possibly deservethis. It'sall wrong.'

Just before Seventh Avenue agroup of about fifteen children gathered about her. Around each of
their eyes Jennie could see gold lines, like the radiance surrounding the eyes of the doll she carried stuffed
in her bag. Their teeth shone with light asthey said al together. 'Excuse me Miss, where do babies come
from? Jennie ran around them to Seventh Avenue.

And there she was standing when alarge meta object came rolling down the road and knocked her
to the ground.

Jennie never actudly saw the ferriswhed. Nor did she see the woman lashed spreadeagled to the
hub, turning cartwheel s above the Street as the whed rolled down Seventh Avenue. Shedid glimpse an
instant of fire. Later, when the witnesses and the cops and the man from the sda told her what had
happened, she redised that the fire must have come from the hair and the hands and the feet, for
according to her teachersin college, those were the partsthat perpetually gave themselves, ‘burning but
not consumed, sacrificing their integrity to maintain the flames of Li Ku Unquenchable Fire, whose name
and spirit, asthe Book tellsus, live in truth and beauty forever.

At thetime the whed hit her—aglancing blow -Jennie knew only an ingtant of pain, and at the same
time aflash of wild delight that somehow mingled with dl the sorrow of theworld. Then shefdl intoa
deep deep, disturbed only by adream of climbing astone stairway on her hands and knees.

She awoke to see ablack cloud just above her body. She laughed, recognising it as an umbrella, held
by atdl woman in abrown leather jacket. The jacket reminded her of Marilyn Birdan and then of Mike.
'Don't get up,’ the woman said, and Jennie realised she waslying in the street, with ablanket over her and
aplastic cloth under her to protect her from the wet. She stared at the woman until she spotted the police
badge, and then she looked around. Quite acrowd had gathered, thirty or forty people most of them
standing about eight feet away from her, behind aline of wooden horses.

"What happened? Jennie asked, and several people laughed.

'An Occurrence,' thelady cop said. She must have been over six feet tall, with thick blonde curls that
made it impossible for her to wear acop hat.



'An Occurrence,' Jennie repeated. 'Which one?

For amoment no one said anything, and then another cop, aman, told her, "The Ferris Whed.'

‘Naturdly,' Jennie said, ‘what else?

Lady cop told her, 'It's till agenuine Occurrence. One of the five official ones. Y ou know, just as
good as holesin the hand or any of the others. Y ou'll go down in the records.’

Jennie said, 'l want to get up.’

'Hang on,’ the man cop told her, "We've got to keep you here for the sda people.’

"The sdacan go to hell,' Jennie said, and the people around her tried to hide their shock. Jennie

started to get up but the cops held her down. She closed her eyes and waited. People called out to her,
asking her to blessthem.

Findly, aman from the West Village Spiritua

Development Agency arrived. He passed various instruments over Jennie€'s body, wrote down bits of
information, took depositions from witnesses, and gave Jennie severd formsto fill out and return within
seven days. Then the lady cop helped her to her feet, while the crowds applauded until the male cop
chased them away.

The cops offered to escort Jennie home, but she sent them off. They left her leaning againgt a
drugstore window on Seventh Avenue. Tired, she wanted to close her eyes, but every time she did she
just saw that old woman spitting out her pills.

Hunger opened insde her. The sdaman had asked if she was hungry; held looked alittle surprised
when sheld said no. Jennie walked until she spotted someone standing in the rain with one of those
pushcarts selling chocolate chip cookies and ice cream wafers. An odd thing to sell, she thought, so late
intheyear. She crossed the road. Horns sounded behind her.

"What would you like? the vendor said. A young man, he wore awhite denim jacket over an
open-necked shirt and tight jeans. Neither the cold nor the rain seemed to bother him. His sodden
clothes and the water dripping down his head didn't stop him from smiling a Jennie asif hed waited for
her dl day.

About to ask for a haf-pound of chocolate chip cookies Jennie looked up from the cart to hisface.
Something about it—she squinted. If shelooked quickly hisface appeared bland, like the eager faces on
those awful revelationist redlism paintings, but when shetried to look more closely she couldn't seemto
focusonit. Thefeatures kept dipping away from her. Asif shewas chasing it. Smiling, it floated in front
of her, asif she only needed to look from the right angle to seeit asit redly was.

"What would you like? he repested.

'Help me," Jennie said. He nodded but said nothing. 'l wanted my husband back. | just wanted my
husband. And they're punishing me for it. Showing methings. Telling me my pain doesn't count. It's not
-not big enough. But it does count. My suffering isasred as anyone dse's. But al those people—I never
wanted ... | didn't want ... ' Her hands began to wave in the air.

He caught the wrigts. 'No oneis punishing you,' he said.
'Y esthey are—I didn't want to see those people.’
"There are some things you can only know by knowing.'

‘But what if | don't want to? And what about them? What about that woman? She just wanted to die.
And instead it wasthat little boy. They don't deservethat.’

'Suffering is not a punishment.”
Thenwhy isit there? We don't deserveit.
‘Suffering exigsfor its own sake.”



'No.' Shetried to pull loose her hands. 'It's not right.’

Stll holding her wrigtshe said, ‘Listen to me, Jennifer.’ Jenniefdl slent. There are only two thingsin
the world. Suffering and ecstasy. Do you understand?

Jennie began to shake. Her chest tightened and she couldn't seem to get any air past her mouth. She
knew what she should do. Nod, and accept the information. Try to understand the message. All she had
to dowassay 'yes. But if she did that she was saying 'yes to dl their manipulation, to everything they'd
doneto her and to dll the others.

'No." She shook her head. 'No. Oh God, I'm sorry, but you're wrong. That's not right.' The shaking
stopped. She could breathe again. Theré's pleasure,’ she said. '‘And hope.' He said nothing. And love.
What about love?

‘Loveisaform of suffering.’

'Suffering. Not ecstasy?

‘Love belongs to the tomb world. Without death love is meaningless. But ecstasy has no purpose. It
obliterateslove.’

Jennie thought of her father lying in his coffin, streaming with ribbons. She thought of her mother
practisng hour after hour asif Jennie no longer existed. And she thought of the annulment demanding that
she cut Mike loose from even her memories. 'Y ou're wrong,' she said, then blushed. 'Please forgive me,
but you're wrong. Love—loveiswhat won't let go. What remains when everything elseis taken away.
The part that won't givein. Loveisthe answer to suffering.’

'‘Andif | tell you thereisno answer?

"What do you mean? | thought you said ecstasy isthe answer.'
‘No.'

‘But you said—you cdled them the two poles—'

'| said that only those two thingsexist.'

I don't understand. Y ou're not letting me understand.’

'Y ou don't let yoursdf understand. Listen to me, Jennifer. There are no answers, no solutions.
Love—and pleasure and hope and fear and desire—they dl belong to suffering. But ecstasy exists apart
from suffering. They exist apart and at the sametime. They exist together in the same place.’

"They don't connect?
"They connect totally. Thelife of one becomestheroad to the other.’
"Then they do answer each other. Ecstasy justifies suffering.’

‘No. The opposite. By its own redity, ecstasy makes people see that suffering isrea. And without
purpose. Ecdasy isalight that illuminates pain.’

Jennie was silent amoment. Shelooked down at the wet street. When she looked up again she said,
"Those people. That dead boy. And the old woman. Were they put there because of me? He said
nothing. 'Did that woman lie there all those years because of me? So | could see and learn about
suffering? Silence. 'So I'd be ready for dl your explanations? Answer me!'

'Y ou believe the tumour crushed her brain for your sake. And the thought is crushing you. Be
relieved, Jennifer Mazdan. Her suffering existsonly for itsdlf.

'‘Areyou sure? He said nothing. 'l don't know. There's an Agency -' She paused, expecting him to
interrupt her, but he just waited. There's an Agency that uses people. It just uses people for what it
wantsto do. And it doesn't care, it doesn't understand the cost. Do you know what | mean? Again he
said nothing. It can use that woman. It doesn't care what happensto her. If it thinks| need to see
something likethat, it can crush her life, it can keep squeezing her for twenty years just to make her



ready for when | come stupidly walking down Bedford Street. That's what's wrong withit. It doesn't
understand the cost.' She pulled loose her hands. Y ou said she didn't suffer because of me. But are you
sure? Areyou sure?

‘Do you think the Agency needsto create suffering? Do you think it cannot find enough examples on
any street you might chooseto travel?

'l don't know. Maybe that's true. But maybe it doesn't care. Maybe it knew, twenty years ago, |
would come heretoday. And s it set that woman up. Because it was easier than looking for something
else. Isthat what happened?

'Do you redly want to know? Suppose | said "no". Suppose her suffering had nothing to do with you.

Would that lessen her pain? Would it release you from caring about her? And suppose | said "yes'.
Would that convict you of some crime? Jennie said nothing. ‘Do you see, Jennifer? It doesn't matter.
What | told you before remains. Whatever its origins her suffering exists only for itsalf. Asdoesyours.
No onewas bdlittling your suffering. All human painisthe same'’

'Y ou act like that woman doesn't matter. Like | only care about her because | fed guilty. But the fact
that | care at al meansthat love exids!’

'Y ou love her because you can share her misery. Didn't | tell you that love belongsto suffering?
'Excuse me,' came awoman's voice, annoyed. 'Can | get some cookies?

'Sure," the vendor said, and Jennie waited while the woman bought a mixed pound of chocolate chip
and wanut chunk.

As soon as the woman had gone Jennie said, "Why does the Agency have to use people?
'What else can it use?

‘But what does it want?

‘It wantsto help.'

'Why can'tit leave us adone?

"Y ou mean, why can't it leave you alone? Y ou would sacrifice everyone el se just so you would not
have to discover things you would rather not know.'

'‘Sacrifice what? | don't understand.'

‘Ligten to me, Jennifer. People will accept suffering because they must, but they will do everything
they can to avoid ecstasy.’

'‘Becauseit obliterates|ove?

‘Becauseitisred. And because it demongtrates to them that suffering is real and cannot be answered
or judtified. They will battle that with everything they've got. However much we open the road they build
new barriers. They cover themselvesin mud and wrap themsalvesin stedl to weigh themselves down. But
wewill not dlow them to do that.’

"Why? Because you love them?
‘We serveredity.

She shook her head. "Y our redlity. A redlity that doesn't understand people. A redlity that
thinks—thinks | don't matter. That what | want doesn't count. That love doesn't count. Just because it
bel ongs to the tomb world. But that's where we live. How can you understand us if you don't understand
love? Y ou think you can push people together and then cut them apart just to create an effect. That it
doesn't matter aslong as you get the effect you want. That I'm just selfish or something because | don't
want to be pushed around. But if | don't count, and Mike, and my father, and that old woman, then who
does?I'm sorry.' Shewas crying. 'I'm sorry. | know | shouldn't talk to you like this. | wanted help, and
you came, but you can't help me. | should have redized. I'm so stupid.’



The vendor opened the lid of his pushcart and stuck hisarm down to the bottom. He came up with a
large yellow cookie dotted with chocolate. Takethis, he said. Jennie took the cookie in both hands and
held it closeto her chest. She could feel nothing from it. The vendor said, When you can't climb any
higher eat a piece of this!

'Climb? Shelooked at the cookie and noticed that each piece of chocolate was shaped like aface.
She put the cookie in her bag beside the Revolution Mouse doll. Thank you," she said.

I'm sorry | couldn't help you,' he said.

'‘Are you? She was about to leave when athought occurred to her. She said, 'Where do babies come
from?

I'm sorry, hesaid, 'I'm not allowed to tell you that.'

Jennie shrugged. Sick of Seventh Avenue she headed northwest up Bedford Street. At the corner of
Morton Street she looked back. The vendor still stood there, selling cookiesto agroup of children.

Morton Street turned to the right after one block to intersect Barrow Street. On one side Jennie
passed apair of old houses with a garden between them. The garden was small and closed off by alow
concretewall. Insde, awhite meta chair lay on its Sde againgt atree. The head of some metd deity
stared out from the garden's centre. Though Jennie didn't recognise it from any of the ones sheld seenin
shops or catalogues, shelooked with longing at the way it seemed to protect the houses around it.

On the other side of the Street she passed atheatre with ared awning, and then atavern. On aledge
above the tavern's doorway asmdl windmill, no more than afoot high, spun its blades.

Jennie walked up Barrow to Hudson, where she turned right, past an antique store and the children's
bookshop where her father used to drop her off, and the owner would formally serve her milk and spirit
crackerson adlver tray while she sat in the corner and pondered which book Jmmy should buy for her.

Just past Christopher Street she passed an open doorway |eading into a bare room where agroup of
people sat around a naked woman who stood speaking and gesturing to them. Jennie stepped through
the doorway into avestibule off the main room. Dripping water and mud onto a pile of shoes she
watched the woman move her arms about. Long needles pierced the skin above the elbows and the
knees, but the woman didn't seem to notice them. She crouched or spun around, cupping her handsin
front of her or lifting them up above her head.

She'sa storyteller, Jennieredized. She wastelling them agtory. It didn't sound like any of the officia
ones. It didn't sound like anything Jennie had ever heard before.

'Inthose days,' thewoman said, 'dl the people were dowly turning into dust. The world was emptying
itself out. Each day the buildings became more and more transparent and the janitors had to close off the
top floorsto prevent people being lifted through the holesin the roof and carried away by metd birds.
The Tdlershad dl shrunk to the size of dogs. When they had to face the people they hid behind
cardboard pictures of themselves. They used wiresto pull the arms and to open and shut the mouths.
They wore microphones, and when they could no longer even speak they switched to voice smulators.
They cut holesin the cardboards, otherwise the wind would have grabbed the pictures and smashed
them againgt the Sdes of buildings.

'Inthose days dl the people were dowly turning into dust. The Tellers had become afraid of their
stories and ordered the facel ess workers to bury the storiesin boxes under the ground. All night the
Tdlers played loud music, otherwise they would hear the stories weeping and begging their former lovers
to release them.

'Now, in that time there lived amusician, awoman born with astone whistle between her lips. Asshe
became older and had played in every land shelost al desire but one—that her daughter follow her in
carrying the "traces of God" to the people. But the daughter refused, and whenever her mother bought
her anew instrument she spat onit.'



Wait a second, Jenniethought. That's me. She's talking about me and Beverley.

The woman said, 'So the musician fasted and rubbed herself with sap from the sacred forests, and she
dept inaroom full of steam to open herself for amessage. In her dream a Benign One cameto her. He
came disguised as the brother of her dead husband.’

Idiot, Jenniethought, Jimmy didn't have a brother.

"Beat peace," the Benign Onetold her. "Y our daughter will give the world something more precious
thenmusic."'

'Y ears passed and the daughter became awoman. One day she went to aDay of Truth Recital where
agroup of cats knocked over the cardboard puppet to revea the shrunken body of the Teller. All around
her people wept, but the woman walked into afield full of yellow flowers. She plucked the flowersfrom
the ground until nothing was left but mud. "Thisiswhat they've doneto us' she shouted. "They'veleft us
nothing but our bodies. | will give you my body." '

Jennie said, That'swrong. | never offered mysdlf.'

"The woman prayed dl night,' the storytdller said. 'She collected dl her tearsin awhite bowl made of
fish bones and in the morning she mixed them with blood and spit and even her urine and then she went
up on theroof and threw the liquid towards the rising sun. A great wind came up and clouds covered the
sky. For three days the sun didn't appear while the wind smashed open the gold doors of the Tellers
residences.

'On the last day a huge swan flew down and knocked the woman to the ground. Just as the swan
penetrated the woman's hymen, a shout shook the city. The stories shouted with joy that the deliverer
would release them.'

'No," Jennie said loudly. That'sal wrong. | didn't ask. | just fell adeep. That'sdl. And | wasn't a
virgin. | was married. | mean—'

People turned and shushed her. The storyteller went on, 'On the night the woman gave birth the moon
laughed out loud. The sound shattered mountains. It split the sky so that al the people gathered round the
woman's house could see the lines of soulswaiting patiently on the other side.

"The shrunken Telersredlized their danger. They sent out armoured carsto kill the deliverer. But the
road cracked and broke the cars axles. The enemy marched on foot. But the wild dogs of the city bit
their legs and forced them to retreat. Then some of them turned into birds and flew towards the house,
hoping to peck out the baby's eyes and tongue. But helicopters flew up and the blades blew the birds
acrossthe river into the Broken City. And then the shrunken Tellersknew they had logt.

Jennie said, It won't happen that way. It's not going to be like that." She shouted, 'Y ou've got it all
wrong. What about me? Why don't you think about me?

Two men with amulets around their necks came and stood before Jennie. They looked like they might
be father and son. 'Please leave,’ the older onetold her.

Jennie crossed her arms. 'Go to hell,’ she said.
The younger one said, 'Y ou're disturbing our story.'
'Y ou're damn right I'm disturbing your story.'

With agtonishing quickness they lifted her by the elbows and set her outside the door. She was il
demanding 'L et go of me," when the door dammed, and she was standing alone in the street. She rattled
the door handle. ‘Liars,’ she shouted. She kicked the door. ‘Liars!'

Jennie groaned, shut the door behind her. She leaned againgt it, letting her bag drop on her muddy
feet. With an effort she reached up to touch the belly of the threshold guardian mounted to the | eft of the
door. 'Blessed One," she murmured, ‘protect me and restore me to the perfect enclosure of this house.'
Her hand fel with adap againgt her side.



Jennie stood afew seconds listening before she bent to wrench off her shoes. Quiet. Wonderful,
peaceful quiet. No practice squawks from the studio, no tapes on the speakers. Maybe Beverley and the
gang had gone to work out their enactments at someone else's house. She wondered if she should take
off dl her clothes before heading upstairs, to avoid getting cursed by the cleaning woman. She yanked up
her bag for the trudge to her room al the way up to the third floor.

Halfway up thefirg flight she saw the door of her mother's bedroom swing open. Beverley stepped
out onto the landing. She wore her blue silk dressing gown tied at the waist with a copper sash, a present
from one of her lovers, who had the materid |eft over from a piece she did in which she wrapped a
replicaof Manhattan Idand in wire mesh. With her hair pulled back and her face giving off a scrubbed
glow Beverley looked very young. Jennie felt childlike and clumsy. 'Hi,' she said. 'I'm going up to take a
bath. Please don't make dinner or anything for me.' Asif her mother wasthe type to bring her milk and
cookies.

'Well, no wonder,' Beverley said. 'Y ou never did remember to feed them properly.’

'Feed them properly?

'‘Now they'll just keep coming back. They'll just keep breaking the windows.'

'What are you talking about? She tried to step round but her mother seemed to flutter about the
landing without looking &t her.

"That's the trouble with dead people,’ Beverley said. 'They awaysthink you owe them something.’
Shegiggled. 'Y ou remember that time they stole Anni€'s dress. Ripped it right off her back that day she
went to vist the refugee camp.’

'Refugee camp?
'I don't want you drinking any of that stuff. Y ou'll just vomit up again like the last time.”

What have they done to her?, Jennie thought. She backed away around her mother. Beverley
followed her, saying, "Y ou've got to watch out they don't get at your liver. That's the way they work.
That'swhat they're redly after. It'snot the eyes. It'stheliver.’

'Stop it," Jennie pleaded. Was she dways like this? Taking nonsense, words redling off atape
somewhere, real conversation smulated only by accident. 'Isthat what you're doing? she said. Areyou
gpesking from atape? Are you making atape of this now? Isthis one of your goddamn experiments?

"Firdt they disguise themselves. They pretend to be someone you know. They'reredly very clever.
Then once they get indde you they start tearing at everything.'

Jennie shoved her mother awvay and hurried down the landing. Behind her Beverley thumped to the
ground, still talking, till waving her hands.

Jennie ran up the stairs to her bedroom. When she reached it the door was closed. She was sure
sheld Ieft it open. Jennie held the doorknob without turning it. She wanted so much to go inside and fall
on the bed, lock the door against her mother, against all dreams and revelations. But what if there was
something there? She was sure sheld left it open. Please, Jenniethought, please let go of me. | can't
take any more.

Sheturned the knob and pushed ddlicately at the door. It swung about afoot, just enough for her to
see the end of the bed, the crumpled quilt, thefloor ... There was something wrong with the floor. She
could seeintoit, it kept pulling away from her, further and further the more shetried to fix her eyesonit.
Sheld seen something like that—The cookie vendor. Hisface, the way hisface—

Jennie knew. They were going to answer the question. They were going to let her know where babies
comefrom.

There werefacesin the floor, a crowd of dead faces, dowly turning into dust. It's the land of the
dead, Jennieredlised. It's not where babies—But it was.



She could hear voices, endless voices talking over and around each other. Voices, Sories. It'sall the
same place, shethought. It's where stories come from. Babies and stories. They're the same thing.
And it'sthe land of the dead. It's all the same place. She whispered, ‘I don't want to know this.’

Jennie turned round the end of the corridor. There stood a narrow red door, the stairway leading to
the roof. She pulled the door. It was stuck, maybe even locked. She yanked as hard as she could.
Nothing. The cookie. The vendor said she should eat the cookie when she couldn't climb any higher.
Jennie searched in the bag she il held pressed againgt her body. When her fingers found the cookie it
broke in pieces; the damp had weakened it. Trying not to notice the chocol ate faces Jennie stuffed the
biggest piece in her mouth and chewed asfast as she could. Shewaited. If anything, she felt weaker, too
worn out to keep struggling any more.

She heard a scratching noise on the other side of the door, and then aloud creak as the hinges turned.
The door opened a couple of inches, wide enough for alarge rat to run through and down the landing.
Jennielaughed. A rat. A rat. What would her professors have made of an intercessor in the form of a
rat? She pulled the door open and stepped into the stairwell. The door closed behind her. Sheleaned
againg it, catching her bresth.

Dust lay on everything, the red walls, the narrow stairs, the meta banister. At the top, awindow in the
roof door let in enough light to show her the way. She began to climb, each step a battle against the
weight of her feet. In afew moments sheld forgotten everything except how tired she was, how much her
back hurt, how the dust made it hard to breathe. Should she go down? If she went back now, could she
rest? Shelooked up at thewindow. Thelight pulled her onwards.

A couple of steps and she'd gone halfway, and then it no longer seemed so hard. Her feet didn't
weigh her down, even the dust had left her lungs and she straightened her back as she took a deep
breath. The window glowed, casting agolden tint on the banister, which now felt warm and smooth. At
the top the door opened the moment she touched it. She stepped out into afresh breeze.

Therain had stopped, and though the late sun hid behind the buildings, it fill lit the sky with a pattern
of gold and red, like some story woven on aloom. The moon had risen aswell, full and pensive, witha
faint smile. Jenniewaved at it. She noticed her clothes had dried, and al the mud had fallen off. Her pants
even looked pressed. She wondered if that was what paradise would be, a place where your clothes
were dwaysironed. When she rubbed the backs of her hands and touched her cheeks the skin felt soft,
warm.

She heard laughter behind her and turned to see smal groups of people sitting around tables at the
other end of the roof. They laughed and gestured and Jennie could breathe their joy al through her body.
Shewalked up and found herself inside a Chinese restaurant. She saw alarge Chinese family a around
table in the back, near the kitchen. The smell of dumplings and wind dried duck and odd-flavoured
chicken danced through an atmosphere like a young forest. Jennie looked around; at every table the food
and the people shone in the sun and moonlight, and al their clotheslooked ironed. Beside her aChinese
woman stroked her daughter's hair. Thelittle girl's cheeks filled with love.

In the middle of the restaurant Jennie saw anaked man with ribbonstied to hisarmsand legs.
Jmmy? she whispered. He turned around, and yes, it was Jmmy Mazdan, till bedecked for hisfunera.
He gestured with hishead and Jennie ran up to hug him. Jmmy!" she cried, Jmmy, | love you." When she
let go she saw Mike standing on the other side of her. With agrin hesaid, 'l told the judge to fuck his
annulment. | love, you Jennie. | want to be with you forever.’

And then awoman stood up, and it was Beverley, and at her feet Jennie saw a pile of smashed
ingruments. 'l love you, Jennie," her mother said. 'I've aways loved you. | love you more than anything in
theworld.' Then they al came and stood together, hugging and laughing and crying, while behind them
the waiters came, bringing al Jenni€sfavourite dishes.

A part of the Story of TOO PRETTY FOR HER OWN GOOD



The Liberator set about histask of creating the world. He tore down the shacks and built houses with
black and white taps pouring out perfumed water. He banged together streetcars which broke down on
the freshly laid roads, and when the trolleys split open automobiles drove out from their bellies. His
scientists invented sogp powders, and pogters, and dried ceredls, and flags, and lamps that moulded
themsalvesinto the faces of vanished lovers. The leader gave hisempire aname: the Celestial Republic.
He cdled his capitad the Democratic City of God and his home the Bleached House. He named himsdlf
Sacred President, and hiswife Blessed First Lady.

The President put on the Head of His Father and ordered his aides and secretariesto ask him
questions. They asked, 'What do we do when two farmers want the same land?

'What happens when no one wants to work?

'How can | make my son visit me? Whatever the President answered, his aides wrote it down, and
then his messengers flew across the Republic, announcing the 'divine code of law and mora correctness.’

In every territory the Sacred President had |eft someone in charge. Now he began ayearly pilgrimage
of surpriseviditsto check that the finger of heaven il stroked his surrogates with wisdom and mercy. He
arranged tests for them. He ordered them to split rocks with the brilliance of their judgements. He
ordered the women to reason with the animals and speak with the birds.

All thistimethe Blessed First Lady waited in her dark rooms. At first shetried to push hersdlf into the
sun. Her husband demanded it. The people wanted to see her. Too Pretty For Her Own Good begged
for moretime. Shetried to pray but gave up, convinced that the Sun burned her prayers before they
could escape the sky. Months passed, until the President told her she could have dl the time she liked.
Heleft her house and did not return.

At times Too Pretty became sick with cramps for her mountain home. But then she would remind
hersalf how her hushand had rescued her from servitude in amud dress. And she'd draw another picture
of her longing for him and beg her blind servantsto pass the drawing to the President. Late one night she
disguised herself as a spesker and escaped from her house, pretending to search for divine messagesin
thelitter that filled the streets of the City of God. Instead, she was searching for her husband. She did not
find him that night.

Too Pretty limped through the city, unused to the flat streets (her roomswere built with doping
floors), listening to the competition of languages, watching thieves glide through crowds, seeing homeless
women diein front of restaurants. She returned home at dawn, only to set out again the next night and the
night after that. After aweek of this she saw a sacred messenger adeep on awindow ledge and climbed
up to grab his ankles before he could fly away. She exposed one breast, just long enough for him to
undergtand that the Sght of both together would catapult him into puberty and lose him hiswings. He
directed her to where the Sacred President stood on a platform higher than the Palace of Justice.

Machines crowded the platform. Shaped like lions heads, their mouths spewed what |ooked like
black smoke into the sky. Too Pretty's hushand ordered her to leave. Instead, she threatened to strip
naked, knowing that even machines broke apart at the sight of her body. Tell me what you're doing.'

'I'm expanding the sky," he said. Every night hislions pumped out blackness and dust, opening the sky
wider and wider until the mountain, the Father of the World, would become logt, isolated by oceans of
emptiness. His emptiness. The Lady begged her husband to stop. He ordered his assistants to bind her
hands and feet so she couldn't undress, and then they carried her home and sealed the doors of her
house,

The Blessed First Lady began a spell againgt her husband. At first shetried to guess what the old
women would have done. She drew diagrams and recited poems. She stopped, knowing her own hate
would serve her better. Each day, behind her shrouded windows, she added to the curse: drawings,
strips cut from her dresses, scrapings from the walls, words and dances and stillness, toenails and spittle,
urine and blood. She opened it up asfast as her husband opened the night. And even when the curse



gtarted to eat him, when hislegs collgpsed and his ssomach caught fire, even when he shut down his
machines, hiswife continued, recognizing before her husband that the work had grown beyond itstarget.
She would aways find something more to add; no solemn phrase or line of thread could ever mark an
end to her life's crestion.

He came and lay at her feet and begged her to release him. For disease had begun to gnaw at hisface
and genitals, and the buildings round the edge of the city had begun to decay back into shacks. Name
something, hetold her, name something he could give her that would buy his freedom.

She said, '‘Build meamountain.' A true mountain, stone and trees and ice, with cloudsto force away
the Sun. The President stood up. A mountain.

A kind of wind blew away his sickness. He went to the window and rubbed away the painted clouds.
Helooked out at hisflat streets. A mountain. His mountain.

That same day he ordered anew tax across histerritories—atax of trees and rocks, of water,
pebbles, and snow. And children. For he knew that no adults would believe such athing possible, and
whatever they would build would collgpse around them.

Every day the mountain grew, and every night Too Pretty For Her Own Good came to inspect it. She
examined angles and textures, she laughed at the mistakes of abuilder who'd never seen ahill until after
held filled his hands with bodies. Then one night she found the locks back on the doors. A servant told
her the Sacred President had heard of threats againgt her life and was worried for her safety. She knew
that he wanted the mountain for himself. But what could she do? She'd stopped her curse too soon, shed
given up her work for his. And now it wastoo late.

The President too had given up everything but the mountain. He no longer sat on the Seat of Heaven.
He no longer visited the outer territories or marched in parades. He gave up reciting his'Song of the
Modern World' by which dl the inventions maintained their existence. Outsde his Democratic City of
God the highways had begun to crack, the cars and buses caught fire, the taps and toiletsfilled with flies.
Thetelevison gtations broadcast nothing but memories.

Thework continued. When the children grew old enough to doubt, the President piled themin
warehouses and sent for replacements. But the warehouse walls split open and the children escaped. As
they told their storiesthe citizens of the Celestid Republic redlized that their President had deserted them.
On the day that the Liberator announced his mountain complete an army attacked the City of God.

The President's soldiers went armed with tanks and rocket launchers. These worked no better than
the carsand televisions. The rebels yanked the soldiers out of their meta shells and crushed them with
wooden clubs. In the Bleached House He Who Runs Away searched for the Head of his Father. He
found it behind cartons of dance music ordered to cel ebrate the mountain. The Sacred President led his
bdoved followersinto battle.

For daysthe fight rolled on, with He Who Runs Away growing stronger with every daughter. His
own excitement defeated him. As afresh wave surged towards him he shouted with joy and charged
ahead of histroops. He siwung about so violently in his search for victims that he shook the mask off his
shouldersinto thetorn belly of an old man. The President found himsalf surrounded by women dressed in
lion skinswith iron penises strapped to their groins. 'Y ou're dl dead,’ hetold them. 'l killed you dl." And
then they got their hands on him, and that was the last anyone ever saw of He Who Runs Away.

Jennifer Mazdan lay in the old four-legged bathtub on the second floor of her mother's house. When
sheld come down from the roof the cold had findly caught up with her and sheld arted shivering
uncontrollably until she could dunk her body in steaming water. Across from her, above the brasstaps, a
guardian carved of African blackwood stuck itstongue out at her. Of dl the roomsin the house only this
and Jenni€'s bedroom escaped Beverley's periodic renovations. No moulded toilet seats, no
expressionist bathtub. Aside from the gilt edging round the mirror above the sink the room'sonly



decoration was alarge dieffenbachia plant beside the window. A rope held the plant's two trunks
together.

Jennie closed her eyes and did further down in the tub, not bothering to try and lift her hair above the
water line. She wiped the swest off her face. When she opened her eyes Beverley was standing in the
doorway. She wore her blue dressing gown and her ridiculous mule dippers with their pink pompoms.
'Can | comein? she said. Jennie nodded, and Beverley came and sat down on the edge of the tub,

pulling her gown closed over her thighs. A surge of love dmost propelled Jennie out of the bathtub and
into her mother'sarms.

Beverley said, 'Where have you been all day?

Jugt walking around.’

'In thisweather? Shelaughed. 'Are you doing a penitence?
‘Not intentiondly.’

'What?

'Nothing. | was just—just walking around." She couldn't think of anything plausible. She wanted to tell
her mother everything.

Beverley trailed her hand in the water, then rubbed it on her face. 'Nice,' she said. ‘Nice and warm.'
Jennie noticed faint smudges of colour on the cheeks and neck, remnants of paint from the ceremony the
night before. 'Darling,’ Beverley said, '‘what were you doing on the roof?

'How did you know | was on the roof?

'I' heard something moving. And then | saw the door was open. What were you doing there?
'l wanted to seethe Moon rise.’

Beverley nodded. 'Has the Moon become important to you?

Jennie became aware that her mother was ooking at her belly. If only there was some way she could
suck itin. 'l just wanted alook.’

Beverley looked away amoment, pressing her lips. Jen,’ she said, 'if you ever need anything, any
help, will you cometo me?

Jennie nodded, then said 'Y es!'

'Do you promise?

'l promise!

Jennie could see apink glow of light around her mother'sface. Beverley sad, 'l love you, Jennifer.’
Do you? Jennie thought. Do you really? Or is this just some kind of reward?

Her mother stood up. There's nothing in the house, but would you like to go out to east somewhere?
'No. Thank you. I'm too tired."

'l could call for something. Shall 1 do that? How about Chinese? Y ou dwayslike that.'

'No. No Chinese. You just get what you want. I'm not redlly hungry at al.'

Beverley shrugged and Jennie realised how much her mother wanted the two of them to eat together.
Shewished the thought didn't make her ill. 'All right,’ Beverley said. 'But if you want anything ... ' At the
door she added, 'Or if you want to talk about anything ... '

"Thank you," Jennie said. Before her mother could close the door Jennie called after her, 'Mom?
Beverley turned around. 'What isit? Do you want to tell me something?
'‘When | camein before—'



'Yes?
"Were you—were you standing on the sairs?

'Onthe stairs? No, of course not. | waslying down. | would have seen you if | wason the Sairs.
Jennie said nothing. Looking at her daughter, Beverley shook her head dightly.

Jenniesad, 'l loveyou, Mommy.'

Beverley walked back to knedl beside the tub. 'l love you too, Jen,’ she said. Jennie wrapped her wet
arms around the blue slk. For along time she hugged her mother. When Beverley |eft the room Jennie
lay back, weeping into the water.

The officid resdence of the Poughkeepsie Committee of Tellers occupied afour storey wooden
building beside Vassar |ake. The property lay outside the city limits, at the end of Raymond Avenue,
across from the stone wall separating Vassar College from the world of profane ignorance. The
Residence was an old-fashioned building, with black and white panels of wood broken by bay windows,
and alarge glass-enclosed porch at the back. Set close to the road the house stood guard before a
doping back lawn that led to a small patch of dense woods, like a sacred grove gone wild. To the left of
the house another stretch of lawn led to the water, more a pond than alake. Despite the night-time frosts,
high weeds surrounded the water's edge.

Five chimneys broke the line of the roof. Jennie imagined rustic stone hearths, with fires casting glows
over fourposter beds, and furniture carved by country craftsmen. Only avery few of the county's
hundred or so Tellers could actudly live in the house. They were the ones closest to the True Voice, the
oneswho officiated at mgjor recitals. Jennie had parked her car up the road from the house. She could
see the back lawn and the edge of the trees. She kept the motor running and the heater on. The
December sun had done no more than show up the dirt on the windscreen.

Jennie was wearing her first official maternity dress, bought the week before, at the Sacred Heartbeat
Mall, in ashop with pink and blue walls. The shop was run by amiddle aged woman with fine scarsal
over her face—from aninitiation, she had told Jennie. She wouldn't say which one, but she had invited
Jennie to touch the scars. '"As an omen,’ she'd said, ‘for the baby.’

Jennie hated the dress. Grey, with asmall callar, it just hung there, pushed out by her swollen breasts
and belly. She wished she could have stuck to the sweatshirts and elagtic waist jeans she'd been wearing
every day to work. But what would the Tellers have said to someone who came begging for help without
even the courtesy to make hersdf presentable?

She opened her bag to take out her mirror and inspect her make-up. Instead, she made aface at the
jumble and snapped the bag shut again. Being dressed up hadn't helped her at the Fifth Avenue Hall three
daysbefore. Jennie stared out of the window and thought about the Palace, the Tellers residence on
Madison Avenue, across the street from the back of the Hall. She remembered the red marble staircase,
the arched celling, the fireplace flanked by stone dol phins spouting water into gold sunbursts. And she
remembered the woman smiling at her from behind her long wooden bench.

Thewoman'sgrey overals, traditiona uniform of the faceless Workers, had been made of thick
velvet, with gold trim at the wrists and neck. Above the left breast the woman had worn asilver pininthe
form of aspira. A black chain circled her right wrist. Her make-up looked like she had had it donein
Saks before going on duty—arched eyebrows, glowing cheeks, adight pout to the lips. Sheld asked,
'Do you have an appointment?

'l want to see Allan Lightstorm.'

Thewoman's smile had flickered on and off, like awind-blown candle. She'd said 'Master Lightstorm
no longer gracesthisHall.'

'What? What do you mean?
The amile solidified. The Master has chosen to retire.!



‘Why?

"Thewhys of aLiving Master do not concern you or me.'

'Well, where can | find him? | have to speak to him.' The receptionist hadn't answered. "Where has he
gone?

'No doubt,’ the woman had said, 'into the depths of the Voice. Or across the boundaries. Or into the
Black Feast. No doubt the sdawill give you hisflight plan.’

'Well, can | see hishead Teller then?

'Master Lightstorm has no head.'

"What? Oh, | mean the head Tdller for the Hall. | don't know the name.’

'Her nameis Judith Whitelight, and she does not see petitioners without appointments. If you wish an
appointment you may apply inwriting, three typed copies, no xeroxes, sating the purpose of your
petition and the offerings you propose in return for the Teller's benevolence!’

'‘Andif | do dl that,’ Jennie had said, 'will | get to see her?

Thewoman's shoulders had twitched. That isnot for meto say.’

‘Look," Jennied said, 'thisisan emergency. | wouldn't have come here dl the way from Poughkeepsie
if I—

'Poughkeepsie? Y ou're not aresident of thisdistrict?

'No." Shit, Jennie had thought. Supid.

I see. Well, I'm afraid you'll have to petition your own district committee.”

'‘Come on. Y ou know that a place like Poughkeepsi e doesn't have the same power as—'

All digricts have ultimate power.'

'Oh, for God's sake."

'We are dl one body," the woman had said, misguoting the Guadel oupe Proclamation.

Thisisridiculous,’ Jennie had said, and headed for the stairs. Two menin grey uniformswith guns had
appeared in front of her. They wore badges on their left pockets, silver spirals on brass discs. Black
chains, heavier than the receptionistss, circled their right wrists. Jennie had looked at the woman smiling
from behind her desk. 'Y ou goddamn stooge,' Jennie had said. The woman had laughed as Jennie | eft the
building.

And now here she was, ready to try again. She leaned back in the car seat. Why couldn't she just
givein? That waswhat you did when the Spirit took hold of you. Let everything go and rolled around on
the floor with it. Shrieked away in foreign languages. Y ou didn't whine about Agencies. Y ou took off
from work with aholy exemption and ran through the streets in mismatched clothes, waving your arms or
carrying placards.

If only they'd asked her. If only ... They just took over her life, invaded her body, planted their
damned fishinsdeher ...

Shelaid her pams gently againgt her belly. 'I'm sorry,’ she said. ‘It's not you. Redlly it's not." The baby
turned, a settling into position. Jennie began to cry. 'I'm sorry. Please don't hate me. | just don't like

something taking hold of me." If only she could separate the baby from the Agency. Shejust
wanted—she wanted to fight.

She turned off the car and stepped outside. It was late afternoon; the sun was aready dipping behind
the buildings. She walked onto the long side lawn, towards the visitors entrance at the back of the house.

At firgt she thought the crowd of some dozen people included both men and women. When she came
closer she recognised the women as men in oversized dresses padded into exaggerated female shapes.



They weren't transvestites or drag queens, she saw. They made no attempt to look like actual women.
Some of them wore huge bras on the outside of their dresses, and on these they'd drawn facesin lipstick.
Others had drawn mouths with sharp fangs over their groins. Jennie shuddered at the sight of those
lipsticked teeth.

When she looked at the ordinary men she saw that they'd al so disguised themselves—as men.
Rubber or homemade codpieces, somein the shape of knives, otherslooking like rockets, dangled from
their groins. Some wore football padding on their shoulders. Others had decorated their sweatshirts with
anima hair. All of them, 'men’ and ‘women' both, carried plastic shopping bags, or sacks dung over their
shoulders. And dl of them wore trand ucent masks, the kind where your own skin colour shone through
to give solidity to the film star or politician's face painted on them. Jennie squinted at the masks,
surprised. They were outlawed. After that scanda in Brooklyn where dl those people found their
persondities eaten away by the expressions on the masks. Outlawed or not, there they were.

And there the men were, talking, laughing, drinking beer through straws stuck through holesin the
masks. Jennie couldn't think of what they were doing there until one of them noticed her and pointed her
out to the others. Immediately they al began to whistle and clap their hands. A volunteer, someone said
loudly. Y ou coming to volunteer? They laughed, and someone else called, "Y ou want to help us with our
enactment? Y ou'l loveit.' One of the pseudo-men threw something at her. A tomato, she saw, asit hita
tree behind her. Apparently that was going too far, for one of the pseudo-women shoved him, and
another said, 'Arse-hole. What are you going to throw when the real thing sarts?

'Insulting the Lady,’ Jennie redlised. They were getting ready for 'Insulting the Lady.' Fascinated as
well asalittle afraid, she edged closer. Jennie had studied accounts of the enactment in college, but she

never had thought she would seeit. Like the masks, 'Insulting the Lady' wasillegd. But like the masks,
thereit was.

It didn't occur to Jennie to turn back. She only wondered what they were doing here, why the Tellers
didn't chase them away. She wondered too what it meant that shed shown up the same day as this most
irregular of enactments. She knew it formed an omen, but which way, good or bad? After her misreading
of the Revolution Mouse doll, she didn't dareto try her own interpretation.

Thewind cut through her coat, and Jennie wished she could go home. Drop the whole thing, let the
Agency do what it wanted with her. Go homein front of the television. Let Karen do the goddamn
banishment for her. She quoted out loud, " The only way to doitisto doit.” Sth Proposition,” and walked
forward.

The men began whistling and clapping, some dancing in front of her or pushing their masked faces at
her. A few of the cartoon-women bumped their padded hips at her, a couple of the 'men’ waved their
codpieces. Furious, Jennie walked faster. Did she know any of them? She couldn't distinguish the faces
under the masks, but she could well imagine Bill Jackman or Al Rich joining asecret men's group.

When she reached the porch the noise stopped. Jennie glanced back at them, al clustered together,
standing and watching. She raised her hands towards the bell, then made a fist and knocked on the door.
The wood hurt her knuckles. A faceless Worker opened the door. Tall, mostly bald, with alarge nose
and thick shoulders, he wore grey demin overals and short red boots. A black chain bound hiswrigt.

Jenniesaid, 'l want to seethe Tellers!'

He looked her up and down. 'What are you doing here?

I want to seethe Tellers!'

'How did you get through the barrier?

‘Barrier?

"The street's closed off.

Jennie looked back at Raymond Avenue, empty of traffic. She said, 'l don't know.'



‘Wdll, youll haveto leave:
'No. Let meingde.’ Shetried to dide past him. Automaticaly he stepped in front of her.

Hesad, 'You'relucky they didn't get carried away and decide to start early. What are you doing
here?

'l told you.'

"There's not supposed to be any women here. Can't you see that? Don't you know what's going to
happen?

'l don't care about that. I've got to see them.’

"We'd better get you out of here!

'Pleaselet mein.'

‘Let you in? Areyou crazy?

I need help.’

'Mark," came aman's voice, ‘what's going on here? Jennie leaned around the Worker. She knew that
voice, the resonance and faint lilt, the way it lifted dightly at the end, like aglider caught by a breeze.
DennisLily, Poughkeepsie's most notable Teller. He wasn't much, Jennie knew. Past his prime, everyone
said. Voice sometimes dropped into amonotone, sometimes got alittle shrill as he dashed through the
Fictureitsdlf to get to the Inner Meaning. A mordist, people said. Nothing likethe Living Magtersin the
Fifth Avenue Hall. But Jennie had gone to hear him. Sheld sat on the hill and watched him dancing in his
skin. And here she was, standing only afew feet away from him.

Still blocking Jennie, the Worker sad, 'It's nothing, Sir. Just some woman who got through the
barrier.'

‘Let me see’ The Worker stood aside and Jennie got aclear view of Dennis Lily-of-the-Valley.
Instead of hisrecital skin he wore awarm-up jacket and faded pink jogging pants. He looked about to
work out in agym—except that he'd stained hisface, his hands, wherever she could see, adeep red, and
on histemplesheld glued two plastic horns, black, curving out and then forwards, like the horns of a
bull. HE's going to lead them, Jennieredised. He's getting ready for hisrole. That waswhy they'd
gathered on the lawn, why no one had chased them away. They were waiting for DennisLily. And he
bel onged with them. He looked like them, just another middle aged businessman going out to get drunk
and run through the Streets attacking and humiliating any woman unlucky enough to get in their way. As
the Teller came close to her Jennie could smell beer on his breath. She backed away.

'Who are you? he said. "What do you want?
I wanted help.’

'What kind of help?Jennie said nothing. ‘What kind of help? Why did you come here instead of the
Hdls?

'I needed to see you." Why did she ever think they could do anything?

‘Do you need a specia penance? He smirked as he looked her up and down. The horns bent
forward, then up, like an actor taking abow. ‘Do you want to make aspecid offering? Jennie saw the
Worker, Mark, stare at the floor.

A woman came down the staircase behind Lily. 'Dennis? she said, 'Who are you talking to? Who's
there? She stood to the side of the doorway. Short, with curly red hair, a ddlicate face and pale hands
that she wiped on an overlong dressing gown, Alice Windfall looked even frailer than she did when she
would stand on the top of Recital Mount in her Denise Ravendaughter recita skin. Her voice wavered as
she spoke, and Jennie remembered hearing that she used a hidden mike when shetold the Pictures. The
thought reminded her of the storyteller on Hudson Street, with her shrunken Tellers manipulating
cardboard puppets. They can't help, shethought. They've given it all up.



Lily said, 'It's nothing, Alice. Why don't you go back to your rooms? Y ou know the men mustn't see
you tonight.'

I don't want to go back to my room. | want to know who thiswoman is. Anyway, they can't see me
from here!

Lily said, 'She says she needs our help. Our persona help.’

Windfall examined Jennie. She said, 'What do you want? What do you want usto do? In that short
speech Jennie heard afaint trace of the True Voice, the living being that once commandeered the
Founders vocal cordsto crack open the world.

Her own voice came out in awhisper. ‘| wanted you to fight God.'

For amoment there was silence, and then Dennis Lily snickered, and Alice Windfal giggled. 'Weare
God," Windfdl said. 'How can we fight ourselves?

'Or at least God'svoice,' Lily added, and the two of them laughed.

Jennie turned around. Shetook a step to the end of the porch, then stopped. The men had come
closer, slently waiting only afew yards from the house. She thought, I've got to get out of this. I've got
to get through this. And then the snging began.

High and thin like the times before, like aline scratched through the twilight, it pierced through cloth
and padding, through dangling weapons and balloon breasts, it cleaned the hearts of hate and envy. It
penetrated the trees and the porch, while above Jennie the first stars of the evening pulsed brighter. The
men grinned, then smiled, and some of them hugged or kissed each other, while others sat on the grass
with their heads resting on their knees.

Jennie stood as straight as she could. This was my fight, shethought. Don't rescue me. She
clenched her fists and screwed up her face, and as soon as she did so her hands opened and her face fell
loose, and it was al she could do to remember to tighten up again. ‘No,’' she said. 'Let go of me.' The
music spun out of her womb into the air and rolled back to soak her body.

Shelooked behind her. Lily and Windfall were on the floor, hugging each other and laughing. Mark
stood in the doorway, staring a Jennie with amazement and love. ‘Bastards,’ Jennie said. 'Why won't you
help me? But she didn't dare to waste her strength on them. She put her hands over her ears, only to find
them so filled with music they acted like headphones. She pulled them away and hit them on the porch
railing. The painfell away from her into the air. She shouted, a sound like asiren, but her voice changed
into accompaniment. She stopped just in time before she would have melted into the joy of Snging.

Shetook a step, another, and another, she reached the lawn and forced hersdlf to jerk forward, to
stamp her feet againg the urge to Sit down, to sing, forget, givein. In the trees, the branches bent
forward, filled with birds and squirrels. She wanted to wave her arms, chase them off, but she could fed
her body diding away from her. It became harder and harder to tense the muscles, harder to clench her
figts, harder to keep walking, not to givein. Sheleaned againgt atree, dl the men turning to look at her.
'No,’ she said, and shook her head. 'No.'

And still shaking, still saying, 'No,' she laughed, and did down againgt the tree, with all its bark and
mesat and sap sodden with song. And laughing and weeping, and still shaking her head, never givingin,
never, Jennie could no longer hold on, but was swept away in aroller coaster of bliss.

Excerpt from THE LIVES OF THE FOUNDERS

The Founders created the Bright Beings. They created the Malignant Ones and they created the
Benign Ones. The Beings do not know this, or pretend not to know it, but it istrue. The Founders,
focusing the limitless power of the V oice through Alessandro Clean Rain, created the Ferocious and the
Devoted. It happened thisway.

After the Revolution many people clung to their Old World belief that life ran like an eectric current



between poles of good and evil. These people formed themsdves into camps called 'saints and 'sinners,
and they pestered dl their neighbours with their endless preaching, their tedious temptations, their good
and bad deeds. A delegation of people who had suffered from these moralists came to the Founders and
begged help in banishing them. 'Send them to their own country,’ the delegation pleaded. 'Give them an
idand or apiece of Antarctica’ But when Clean Rain (in beauty and truth lives his name forever) looked
under the skin of the moralists he saw them clogged with a dudge preventing their hearts from pumping
revelaion through their bodies.

Clean Rain sang asingle notein afrequency so high that of al living crestures only certain insects
could hear it. But the dudge found it unbearable. Theillusonslifted from the hearts of their victims and
fled out their mouths. The redeemed spread themselves flat on the ground to give thanks to the Founders.

Theillusonsfled into the Living World. There they tricked the source of dl cregtion into giving them
lifeand form and even history. They caled themsdves the Bright Beings, the Maignant Ones and the
Benign Ones. Many returned to muddy the Revolution with their private battle of good and evil. Others
retreated through timeinto the Old World, hel ping or hindering the coming of the Revolution itsdlf. Inthis
way the Beings convinced themselves that even the Founders depended on their never-ending
competition.

Some true historians have presented an dternative view. According to these accounts (the Founders
I nstitute has accepted both versions astrue) the people themsalves refused to live in aworld not shaped
by the dance of good and evil. The delegation that came to Alessandro Clean Rain came not to abolish
moraism but to establish it. The Founder took pity on them and himsdlf reached into the Living World for
gpiritswilling to join the opposing teams.

When firg hired, the Devoted Ones, and the Ferocious Onestook up their tasks with great
dedication. They harangued people congtantly, attacking or saving them until their targetslost dl track of
what was happening. The Beings waited on street corners and bus stops, they appeared asfacesin
mirrors and soda bubbles. Each year they chose some unfortunate man or woman for their championship.
One man, who later swore he had done nothing to antagonise either sde, found his businessruined, his
wife and children dead, hisbody aplayground of disease and al hisfriends replaced by Malignant Ones
who told him hewas only getting what he deserved. Then the Benign Ones cameto drive away the false
friends, heal hisbody, arrange aloan for him to start anew business, set him up with awifewho
promised him seven sons and three daughters, and finally appear to him in awhirlwind to assure him the
whole exercise was of great value and would ingtruct future generations.

After saverd years of such scandds the Founders summoned the Beings and laid down the limits and
rules under which they compete today. Despite these restrictions the Bright Beings still consider their
battles the basi ¢ pattern of the world. When an adolescent receives a'summonsto the Voice, that is, an
inner cal to becomeaTdler, the Maignant Ones congder it their duty to block the soul from redlizing its
glory. They intercept the girl or boy, chop her or him into small pieces and bury each piece degp inthe
Earth or under the foundations of large buildings and public monuments. Then the Benign Ones come and
dig up the fragments. They reconstruct the future Teller (often with dight errors, requiring corrective
plastic surgery) and deliver her or him to the nearest Picture Hall or College of Tellers.

The Beings retreat to their camps, convinced they have performed avital service. The Ferocious
Ones, however, never notice that the chopped up pieces do not suffer but bring a blessing to wherever
the enemy buries them. Nor do the Devoted Ones recognise the pain they cause by wrenching the
scattered child loose from its union with its Mother. Still, the Benign Ones action does produce a benefit.
The sudden withdrawa from the Earth givesthe Telerstheir most notable characteridtic: their
overwheming desireto help their ligteners.

WE REMEMBER THE FOUNDERS.

Jennie stood in front of the oven, feeling the heat leak out through the glass door. Outside the kitchen



window the snow continued to parade past the smdll blur of light cast by the lamp over the door. Jennie
glanced at the snow, then back at the oven. In her arms she held alarge open book, its glossy pages
pressed againgt her chest. How long would it take abook to burn? Did it make a difference that the oven
was electric and not an open gas flame? And how long would it take to clean it up?

Wondering if she should tear the pages up first, maybe crumple them up in acasserole, Jennie
lowered her arms to where she could see the faded picture: Migud Miracle of the Green Earth passing
out cakes in green-striped wrappers. She shook her head, filled suddenly with the memory of her father's
finger pointing at the cake, and his voicetelling her you could still buy the same cake today if you went to
VeraCruz. Had Jmmy known the stuff for sale was fake? Presumably. She shrugged and flipped the
pages. Denise Ravendaughter glided above the San Francisco spotlights. And there stood Jonathan
Mask Of Wisdom surrounded by blind children on the edge of the canyon. And there came the Army of
the Saints, marching through the three day darkness to surround New Orleans and do nothing but
breathe softly on the city until al the enemy destroyed their own wegpons. And there—there stood the
ferriswhed, with Li Ku Unquenchable Fire bound to its hub, shouting for days on end to chase away the
Malignant Ones.

Jennie looked around the kitchen asif sheld find something there to save her from what she had to do.
Shewalked over to the table, and sat down with the book in her [ap and her legs stuck out in front of
her. There was apurple stain on the page, just below thefiery feet. Jly. Grapejdly, from when shewas
ten years old and reading the book one summer afternoon while egting, and looking out the window at
some kids fighting on Hudson Street. Quite afew of the pages were stained—coffee, wine, hereand
there, blood offerings—and some were torn and taped. Jennie knew she could recite the circumstances
of every mark. And then there were dl those pages where she'd underlined passages, or even written
notes or drawn pictures along the margins. She remembered her shock at seeing the clean pagesin Betsy
Rodriguez's copy of The Lives. When Jennie was nine shed written her own little story about Danielle
Book of the People, above the text on—she closed her eyes a moment—ypage ninety two. She'd erased
it immediately and then the next day asked her teacher if sheld committed someterrible crime. Ms.
Cohen had told her the Founders expected usto write in the book. It was one of the things that would
bind usto the Tellers. Maybe Betsy Rodriguez didn't care about binding hersdlf to the Tellers.

Cowards. Useless goddamn cowards. She grabbed the page with Li Ku's picture on it, held the
paper away from the book. She should tear it out. Tear them out one by one, every useless page, crack
the spine, break the cover. She dropped the book on the table. She pushed hersalf up, and with one
hand on the small of her back she walked over to the stove and turned off the oven.

Excerpt from A TALE FOUND ON A FERRIS WHEEL

Too Pretty waked out into the country of the dead. While the advisers and congresses and speskers
and ambassadors and generals and press agents all argued how to divide the Celestid Republic, the
Blessed First Lady did and crawled over arms and legs, over emptied out scomachs and lakes of blood.
It had to be there, shetold hersalf. No one could have lifted it. It belonged to her and it wouldn't move
for anyonedse.

For in the short time since the President's death the Blessed First Lady had convinced hersdlf that she
and He Who Runs Away had |oved each other, that her yearslong spell had protected him from his
enemies. And now that the spell had failed (she blamed herself for his defeat), now that their enemies had
destroyed him, she bdlieved that her husband wanted her to finish hiswork.

There wasn't much time. Right now they were planning the funeral. The undertakers had gone out with
their bright scarves over their faces and their red gloves that reached to the elbows, and they'd collected
enough partsto put together abody. Right now they were sculpting the face, using putty and paint,
working from coins and postage stlamps. Soon they'd mount him on display, and while dl the delegations
shuffled past, the negotiations would solidify. And when they'd worked out some scheme and ordered



the speakersto claim they had read it as adiagram in heaven, then someone would remember the First
Lady. They would lock her back in her house, they would dismantle her mountain and flatten the Earth.
But if shefound it, the thing that belonged to her ...

On the seventh day of the woman's search the birds and the rats watched her pick up what looked
like amisshapen head with adisfigured face. The Blessed First Lady raised the Head of His Father
above her body. The sun recoiled in the sky.

Jennie arrived at Karen D'arcy's house on asnowy Thursday evening. In the driveways adong the
street men in scarves and tree ssump boots were shovelling away the first inches of snow. Inside the
houses the children had retreated to their bedrooms, where they stripped naked, drew symbols on their
chests and legs with non-toxic paint and then kneeled before their guardians to promise some penance or
offering if only the Beingswould keep it snowing long enough to cancel school. Walking through the
untouched snow of Karen's driveway, Jennie thought how she used to hate dl these little family events.
She hated getting out with a shovel when dl the wives could send their husbands. It was one of the things
that had drawn her and Karen together after Mike had left.

Karen took along timeto answer the bell. When she did, her ‘God, Jennie, what are you doing out
on anight like this? sounded so rehearsed Jennie was sure Karen must have peeked through awindow
and debated whether or not she could safely pretend she wasn't at home. Jennie said, ‘Can | comein?

'Yes. Yes, of course. Come on. Just leave your boots by the door here." Jennie stepped into the small
entrance area where she bent down to undo the laces holding her boots tight around her padded jeans.
Karen said, Thoselook great onyou. | wish | could wear snug boots like that." When Jennie didn't
answer Karen reached for the plastic totebag Jennie had leaned against the door. 'Here, she said, 'let me
put that somewhere for you.' She laughed. 'l hope you didn't bring any cake. Or chocolate. I'm on my
latest diet.' Karen was wearing aloose purple jumpsuit gathered at the wrists and ankles. Jenniefelt
shapeless and dovenly in her jeans and overlarge sweatshirt.

'No, give methat,’ Jennie said, and took the bag out of Karen's hand.

'Sure. Whatever you want.' There was slence briefly, and then Karen said, 'Sometimes | think there's
aspecia squad of Malignant Ones assigned to throw chocolate a me whenever | try to diet.’ Jennie took
her coat off and shook the excess snow onto the plastic mat. At the sight of Jennie€'s bulging middle
Karen said, 'Shit, therel go damming my hoof in my mouth again. Just what you need to hear, huh?
Diets? Putting on weight? Sorry, Jennie!’

It'sokay," Jennie said. 'l don't mind.'
'Wdll, | sill could show alittletact.”

'l said | don't mind." She sat down on the couch, gtill holding the totebag in front of her. Camly, she
watched Karen look quickly from Jennie to the small stone guardian on its wooden platform by the
entrance to the living room. When it was clear that Jennie didn't intend to go back and touch it, Karen
did her own hand over the grey face. Shedid it quickly, asif she hoped Jennie wouldn't notice, but she
still closed her eyes and mouthed some formula—maybe protection against the accursed.

Karen sat down in achair opposite the couch. A moment later she stood up again. 'l don't know
what'swrong with me tonight. Y ou want some coffee?

'If you're having some.'

'Great.' She hurried into the kitchen. 'Sorry | can't offer you anything,’ she called. 'Only way | can
diet. Empty out the whole house'

Jennie didn't answer. She leaned her head back against the cushion and closed her eyes.

Karen stayed in the kitchen the whole time the coffee was brewing. When she came back she set the
cup down on the small square table at the end of the couch and touched a finger to Jenni€'s knee.



Jennie? When Jennie opened her eyes, Karen jumped back. 'l thought you'd fallen adeep,’ she said.
'No, just resting.’
It'stiring, hun? What isit now, dmost the sxth month? Jennie nodded. There was slence amoment,

then Karen said, 'Hey, are you sure you should be drinking coffee? Great, huh? Now that I've gone and
madeit, | ask whether you redly want it. But you know what | mean.’

Jennie smiled. 'Don't worry, Karen. Nothing could harm the baby.'

'Oh. Wdll, theré's so many reports. | saw in the Holy Digest—not my usud magazine, but you know
waiting rooms. Anyway, it said the soul needs "digestive serenity” when it'sforming the body aroundiit. |
lovethat phrase. "Digestive serenity.” ' Shelaughed. 'l could use some of that mysdif.'

‘Bdieveme,' Jennie said, 'nothing could possibly confuse this soul from secreting whatever bodly it
wants.'

'l guess 0, Karen said. The two of them sipped their coffee. 'Remember that guy? The one | was
hoping would call”? She laughed and gave alittle shrug. 'l even checked with the phone company to
make sure no Ferocious Ones were blocking my line. | don't know what's wrong with me. One of these
days|'m going to get smart and give up men instead of chocolate.’

'Karen ... ' Jennie said. She stopped, made aface.

Karen leaned forward. She crossed her arms and held on to her elbows. 'What isit? she said.

'Karen, | want to give you something.'

'Give me something? | don't understand.’

Jennie said, 'Severd things, actudly.' With the totebag in her hands she hesitated, filled with a sadness
that angered and confused her. This should be easy, shetold hersdf. She didn't want these things any
more. They didn't mean anything to her. She took out the Name beadsfirgt, holding them by the string so

that the blue and gold stones dangled in front of her. 'Here," she said, but Karen didn't move. 'Come on,’
Jennie said, 'put out your hand.’

Karen obeyed. When Jennie dropped the beads in her hand she looked from them to Jennie and then

laid them down on the table, careful not to twist them or let any overlap. 'Why are you giving these to
me? Have you gotten anew set? | thought you got these from your father.’

Jennie didn't answer, but as she reached into the bag for the Squeaky Founder doll, she thought, It's
true, Jimmy gave me most of these things. That's probably why | didn't just burn them. Shegave
Karenthedall.

'What are you doing? Karen said.
I don't need these any more. | want you to have them.’

‘Jennie, why don't you need them any more? Have you got new ones? When Jennie reached into the
bag again Karen grabbed hold of her arm. 'Please stop. | want you to tell me what you're doing.'

'Karen, I'm not achild. | just don't want these any more. And | know you'll appreciate them so | want
you to have them. That'sdl.’

That'sdl.' Karen sat back and watched as Jennie took out sanctified salve, a miniature Founder's
shirt, and severa other small ceremonia objects. Karen said, 'It looks like you've emptied out your
whole house!'

'l guess s0," Jennie said, but she knew it wasn't true. Sheld kept the Revolution Mouse dall, the
offering pin Mike had given her, and one thing more, the piece of Li Ku's skin, which still hung around her
neck.

After shed emptied the totebag of al the smaler objects Jennie lifted out her copy of The Lives. 'I'm
not taking that,” Karen said. She leaned back in her chair.



'Please,’ Jennie said. 'l don't want—I can't just get rid of it. | want you to haveit.'

'Why should you get rid of it?

'I can't explain. It'stoo difficult.’

'l think you can't explain because you don't know. Y ou need help, Jennie. Don't you redlise that?
Theonly help | need isfor you to take these things from me." Shelaid the book down with the rest.
"Thisiswhat comes from not doing that banishment. That'swhat started dl this.’

It'sgot nothing to do with it.'

'Of courseit has. Y ou don't redlly think you're making any sense, do you?

I don't careif I'm making any sense. | didn't come here to make sense. | just wanted to give you
these things'

"Just wanted—Wheat kind of an act isthat, Jennie? Can't you see there's something deeply wrong with
you? Oh God, | fed so responsible.’

Jennie laughed. 'Where do you get that idea?

'I didn't make sure you did the enactment. | knew | should have kept after you. | just knew it. And
now look at this. It'slike you're throwing away your—your soul.’

Only the decorations, Jenniethought. But then, No. No, these things are real. That waswhy she
couldn't burn them. Not just because Jmmy had given themto her ... Because they werered and she
loved them. But refusing them wasred aswell. An act dl her own, as genuine asthe interventions of the
Agency. Out loud she said, ‘Believe me, Karen, doing that banishment couldn't possibly have affected
what I'm doing at al. You'vejust got to take my word for that."

Y our word? If only you could hear yourself. Redly hear yoursdf. What exactly do you think your
word isworth? When you're trying to cut yoursdf loose from al the points that connect you—'

'I'm just giving away abunch of old—' She stopped hersdlf. Thiswasno timefor lies.
'Y ou know very well what you're doing. Thisisn't some sort of spring cleaning.
‘All right, dl right. | want to break my connections.’

'‘And that'ssick.'

'Maybe | want to make my own connections. Can you understand that?
That'sridiculous.’

'Wdll, ridiculous or nat, it'smy decison.'

"The very fact that you can say something like that—'

'What? That | want to make my own decison?

'Y esl How can you make any decisionsat al if you cut yourself off likethat?

'I never thought you'd—you'd get so excited.’

'Of course I'm excited. | care about you, Jennie. Y ou're my friend. We share the same pattern. If you
rip yoursdlf loose like this, don't you think that does something to me?

'I'm sorry, Karen. | don't want to hurt you, or upset you. Believe me, | don't.'

"Then get help. Go down to the Hospital of the Inner Spirit. Or go to aprivate hedler. They can
restore you. You've just got to give yoursdf to them.'

Jennie smiled. 'I've given too much of mysdf dready.’

'Don't think you can put me off with some stupid blasphemy. | just won't listen. | want you to go see
someone.’ Jennie said nothing. 'Do you want me to find aname for you? My cousin went to



somebody—'
'Please, Karen. | just won't go. Y ou know | won't.'
'I'm going to get you help, Jennie. Trust me. | won't let you destroy yoursdlf.'
'‘And theré's no way | could make you see I'm not doing that?
Karen dowly shook her head. 'No. Absolutely not.'
Jennie couldn't think what to say. She finaly managed, 'I've got to go.’
Karen gathered the things from the table, 'Here,' she said. "Take these back with you.'

Jennie walked past her to the entrance mat. Y ou keep them. Please. I'll just throw them away.' She
began lacing up her boots.
I'll keep them,’ Karen told her. 'For you.'

'Fine." Jennie pulled her coat from the closet. With her hand on the door she said, 'Oh, hell. Karen,
I'm sorry. | didn't want to upset you.'

'Y ou don't have to apologise. Y ou're not responsible for what you do.'

Thefunny thing is' Jennie said, ‘that'sal | want.'

'What? What do you mean?

'l just want to be responsible for what | do. | just want things to be my own decision.’

Then get help.'

I'm my own help.'

'No, Jennie, you mustn't talk like that. Y ou're never done!’

Jennie kissed Karen on the cheek. "'Thank you,' she said. 'I'm glad you care so much about me.’
'Youremy friend.'

Jennie remembered a poster her third grade teacher kept at the end of the blackboard. 'God is your

friend.’ Not true, shethought, not true. Karen D'arcy is my friend. She hugged Karen, then did loose
to open the door. The cold legped in at them.

As Jennie stepped into the snow Karen said, 'I'll get help for you, Jennie. | promise.”

Jennie nodded. She put up her hood. When she stepped into the path leading to the driveway she
noticed that most of the shovellers had given up and gone back inside. Behind her the door closed. Alone
with the snow she st off for home.

The Meaning of a Story: A moment in the life of Valerie Mazdan

After the New Y ork riots Courageous Wisdom vanished from public knowledge for severa years.
Sheleft her College, she refused to speak at Recitds, and after the magazines and televison networks
stopped surrounding her she travelled under another name to some anonymous city where no one
suspected their neighbour of fame.

Severd years passed, and then on a certain Day of Truth agroup of people gathered in the Fifth
Avenue Picture Hall in New Y ork City. They sat between the stained glass windows and listened to a
Living Master tdll the Picture of Chained Mother. They sat with eyes closed, and now and then a
wavelike sensation would roll over their bodies. But these fedlings always passed before they could take
hold, leaving the listeners with a sense of something not quite awakened.

After sheld told the end of the Picture the Teller announced the formula, And thisisthe Picture's
meaning.’ At that moment awind blew open the high doors at the back of the hall. Everyone turned and
there stood Vaerie Mazdan in her famous coat of transparent pockets. She called out, 'l will show you
the meaning of agtory.’



Everyone waited, frightened some raving horde of tattooed maniacs would sweep in and knock them
to the ground. Nothing happened. They all turned to each other and laughed. When they looked again to
the back Mazdan had gone. The embarrassed laughter blew into a gae as each oneimagined she or he
had survived some great danger. At such amoment no one wanted smply to go home. They wrote all
their names and addresses on alist and swore to meet again the following year.

The year passed and the people forgot their plan. The next year asmall group sent out lettersto
organize areunion, but when only afew people responded, the committee dropped theidea. Ten years
passed and findly they dl decided to meet. Now, some till lived in New Y ork, but others had moved
away s0 they decided to book space in ahotel and hire one of the hotdl's convention rooms. When
they'd al assembled it looked at firgt asif hdf the group had stayed home. Asthey began talking,
however, and each told about the ones he or she knew, they discovered that alarge number had died in
the past decade, some from disease, some from accidents or crime, some from suicide.

They enacted a brief memorial, in which one of the younger women, adiamond assayer from Sixth
Avenue, acted the part of Courageous Wisdom. But when the assayer stood in the room's doorway and
shouted, 'l will show you the meaning of astory,’ a bucket of cement, stored on ashelf above the door,
fell down and killed her. The horrified witnesses decided to go on a pilgrimage. Otherwise the woman's
angry spirit might escape from the land of the dead and return to torment them.

They chose acertain holy pool of water in the dunes outside Amsterdam. According to accounts on
televison, immersing your facein the water restored lost memories and raised you up o refreshed that
any beings staking you would fail to recognize you. They filed their plans with the sdaand then they
stood in acirclein Rainbow Square, with their hands on each other's shoulders and pledged to help each
other fulfil the pilgrimage.

Now, one of the group worked as a Speaker, and he gathered a coin from each of them, then tossed
them al at the statue's feet. By the pattern the coins formed he determined that they mustn't travel by air.
They chartered aboat, asmall steamship specialy fitted for pilgrimages, with penitence rooms and
sanctified saunas. Once they reached the open seas, however, it turned out that the captain and crew
planned to rob them and abandon ship. A fight broke out; severd of the pilgrims died before the rest
realised they had better surrender.

The crew leftin asmal boat which had pulled dongside. For days the steamship drifted, while the
food and water ran out, and the Speaker studied the wave patternsfor cluesto their escape, or at least
an explanation for the disastrous reading achieved in New Y ork. Each dawn and twilight they cast more
and more of their possessons as offerings into the sea. But instead of deliverance astorm rose up at
them. By the time it had ended, twelve of them had died; some fell overboard, some died of exposure,
and one man ruptured his scomach.

At last a submarine spotted them when it surfaced for asolar ceremony. After some discussion with
his crew the captain radioed for permission to bring the group to Amsterdam. There the mayor met them
and ahotdl offered to put them up for free. On their third day in Amsterdam the Heineken brewery took
them on atour ending with aparty. Unfortunately, aterrorist organisation had infiltrated the catering
agency. Half the group died from esting poisoned herring.

Theremainder of the pilgrims stayed in Amsterdam for two weeks, visiting the shrine in the dunes
every day. The water aways produced the same effect, a sense of something amost remembered, then
lost again when they lifted their faces. Meanwhile, their numbers continued to dwindle. One met a boy
walking dong acana and went to live with him in the boy's commune. One night the commune members
all trangported together. When they returned to their bodies the pilgrim and the boy entered each other's
bodies by mistake. In the confusion the two of them fell through an open window. Another two pilgrims
joined aballoon club, only to have the balloon punctured by a stray laser beam from an American-owned
laboratory.

Theremaining five pilgrims met in their hotel 1obby to talk about everything that had happened to



them. It seemed, they dl said, asif they could never rest, but must dways run from some enchantment.
They wept and hugged each other and promised to stay together for the rest of their lives. When they
stepped outside them found themselves carried off in amob running from the police. A group of students
had tried to seize an office building. The police chased them with tear gas and clubs, only to fall back
themsalves before an ondaught of motorcycle gangs who had come in from Rotterdam and Groningen for
the excitement. Only one of the five pilgrims survived.

Isolated from the rest of humanity, thislast member of her tribe flew back to New Y ork. For weeks
she did nothing but walk up and down the streets. One day she was passing the Fifth Avenue Picture Hall
when she heard voicesinsde. Only as she waked up the steps did she remember that the day was June
21, the Day of Truth. Shewalked in and sat down in the same seat sheld occupied dl those years ago,
when Vaerie Mazdan had interrupted the Teller.

And there at the back stood Courageous Wisdom, and there at the front sat the Living Master, and
there she saw dl the others, dl in their places, each one believing that she or he done had survived the
rolling death. They looked a themsalves and they saw the same clothes and smelt the same air, and just
asthey realized that no time had passed, that they'd never left their seats, that all the years had
evaporated like adream in sunlight, Vaderie Mazdan's voice thundered from the back of the Hall.

'‘And that isthe meaning of agtory.’

The next time Jennie saw Karen was two weeks later, on abright Saturday morning. Jennie was
half-heartedly attempting to clear the refrigerator when the doorbdl| rang. Wishing she could ignoreit she
shoved the vegetable bin back in place and stood up. She groaned at the pain in her back and legs as she
turned the corner from the dinette into the living room. She stopped.

An sdavan stood parked in the road in front of the house. Around it, like aclump of dark bushesin
the sunlit snow, stood a crowd of Jennie's neighbours. None of them had come onto the property, but
they stood two and three deep in the street. The moment Jennie appeared before the picture window
they al began talking. Some made hand signs at her. Feding dovenly, with her hair greasy and her face
streaked, Jennie wanted to run out to the back. The bell rang again. Wishing she could at least wash her
face Jennie went and yanked open the door.

A whole group stood round the door. Karen, Gloriaand Al Rich, Marcy Carpenter, Jm Browning,
Jackie Schoenmaker, and two people Jennie had never seen. One was awoman in an open grey
overcoat, aman's double-breasted suit, and wingtip shoes, with her hair cut short and parted on the side.
Her aviator sunglasses and her gold tieclip both bore the winged insignia of the sda Specid Branch. The
flying squad. Behind her, looking around with grest curiosity, stood ayoung man wearing rubber boots,
red gloves, a shapeless green coat, and a thick woollen dress hung with small bones and feathers, screws
and nails, and broken bits of tools and kitchen utensils. A black silk ropetied the dress around the waist.
At first Jennie thought him a Speaker on loan from some oracle centre, and she assumed they'd cometo
do areading. But then she saw the drum he carried in hisleft hand. 1t was made from atwo gallon oil can
with the ends cut out and some kind of skin stretched tight over one of the holes. In hisright hand he
dangled a bone about seven incheslong. Jennie wondered if it came from a dead teacher. As shelooked
at him hisface opened in ahuge smile. He was a hedler, one of those they called ‘pure from hislack of a
system, or medicine, or props other than his'boat’, the drum. For amoment Jennie thought of the
precursor she and Mike had seen in Bermuda.

'What isthis? Jennie said, 'avigilance committee?

Jm Browning said, 'Y eah, you can cdll usthat. Those old committees did alot of good.' Despite the
cold hewore an open corduroy jacket over aflannel shirt, with no gloves or scarf. Like the othershe
wore hisraccoon hat.

Jennie turned her head to look directly at Karen. She said, 'So you brought me some help. | should



have known | could count on you.' Karen looked at the ground.

The sdawoman spoke in a soft voice that jarred with her outfit. 'Are you Jennifer Mazdan? she
asked. 'Sure," Jennie said. 'l order you to inviteusin.'

'‘And if | don't? She didn't wait for an answer, but added, 'Oh, come on. Come on in." When they'd
al marched indde Jennie said, "Y ou can put your coats on the chair over there. I'm sure you won't mind if
| don't offer you coffee. Shall | closethe curtains?

'We prefer them open,’ the woman said.

'Fine." She turned and saw Marcy Carpenter squinting at her. 'Spot something, Marcy? she said. 'My
fangs showing?

'Look," Marcy said. 'She's marked her forehead. She's made a mark there.”

Jennie leaned over to look in the narrow mirror facing the couch. She laughed. 'That'sasmudge,' she
said. 'From cleaning the snk. Do you ever clean your sink, Marcy?

‘Let's get started,’ the cop said. 'Everybody sit down.' The healer squatted on the rug.

Jennie said, 'Y ou'll haveto bring chairs from the dinette.” She thought of sitting on the couch to seeif
anyone would join her. But then she would haveto get up again if anyone did. She sat in the green chair
beside the mirror.

In the centre of the room the sdawoman, still standing, took a miniature cassette recorder from her
jacket pocket. Her thumb clicked it on and she recited the date, the addresss, and ‘I nvestigation of
Jennifer Mazdan on charges of possession and/or conspiracy with Malignant Ones and/or beings
unknown.'

Marcy testified first. Her pregnant sister had cometo visit her, she said. Before she came she went for
acheck-up and the doctor pronounced the foetus in perfect health. On the third day of her visit she'd
gonefor awak and had passed Jennifer Mazdan's house. That night she'd doubled over in pain while
watching televison. By thetimethey'd got her to the hospital sheld lost the baby.

'Has she ever miscarried before? Jennie asked.
Looking at the cop Marcy said, "What difference does that make?
Jennie laughed. '‘None at all. Just curious.'

Glorialeaned forward on the couch. 'Y ou can make al thejokesyou like,' she said. Al tried to pull
her back but she pushed him away. Y ou're going to get what you deserve.'

Softly, Karen said, 'Shit.'
'What's the matter,' Jennie said to her. 'Aren't you happy? Y ou're getting me help.'

Jackie Schoenmaker came next, testifying that Jennie had caused her and her girlfriend to bresk up.
'She's goneto livein the women'sworld. That one by Wappinger's,' she said, twisting the end of ayellow
slk scarf and hunching up her right shoulder. 'She'd never do something like that. | was the onewho
wanted to go there, not her. She never wanted to go there. She wanted to come here!’

It waslike her and Mike, Jennie thought. He'd been the one to insist on moving into the hive, and now
he wasin someloft on Greene Street. To Jackie she said, ‘Have you tried going after her?

With avehemence that sartled Jennie, Jackie said, "Why? So you can curse us again?
Jenniesaid, 'l didn't curseyou.'
'We loved each other. She never would have left me. Never.'

Jm Browning then charged that Jennie had prevented Allan Lightstorm from moving to Poughkeepsie.
It was smple, he said, when the sda woman asked him to explain. Lightstorm had volunteered to spesk
in Poughkeepsie. No one had asked him. Obvioudy he planned to move there aslong as he got the right



reception. Well, the whole town had turned out. It was areception good enough for a Founder. All but
Jennifer Mazdan. Sheld goneto deep. She said. And the next thing they knew they'd never heard from
Lightstorm again.

The cop looked at Jennie. 'No questions,’ she said. She hoped she sounded like that lawyer on
televison, the one who was dways solving murders. And possessions.

Gloriacame next. 'Thiswoman,' she said, and pointed at Jennie, ‘cursed her whole block on the Day
of Truth. Because of her—because of her helpers,'—she looked around the room asif she could spot
the Ferocious Ones floating in the air—'none of us could truly merge with the Picture. We al came
longing for our Master's voice, but she blocked us.'

'How'd | do that? Jennie asked. 'Just by staying away?

‘Do you redly think we believe your little story about faling adeep?

‘Believe whatever you want. But I've got a question. Have you ever "truly merged with the Picture'?
'You're not going to trick us,’ Gloriasaid.

"You'rejust tricking yourself. After you get rid of mewhat's your next excuse going to be? The Tellers
have deserted you, can't you seethat? Silence. Karen began to cry, while the cop squinted at Jennie.

Gloriaheld out her hand towards Al. "The box, please,’ she said, and Jennie thought how Gloria must
watch the same lawyer show on television. Al handed her awooden box about four incheswide and two
inches deep. It looked like something you'd buy to keep paper clipsin and rubber bands. She opened it
up and passed it to the cop, who glanced insde, then handed it back. Half standing, Jennie could seea
small pile of ashes. When sheld closed the box Gloriasaid, 'My children found these ashesburied in
Jennifer Mazdan's back yard.'

Jennie laughed. 'Do your children usudly go digging in my back yard?

‘Don't you dare interrupt me," Gloriatold her. To the cop she said, These ashes are dll that's|eft of an
effigy shemade. A raccoon effigy, burned on the Day of Truth to prevent us from merging with Allan
Lightstorm.’

Jennie said, 'Even if your little brats had found the ashes how do you know they came from an effigy?

‘Because of this," Gloriasaid loudly, and reached in her purse for araccoon hat with one side charred,
asif someone had held it over acandle. 'Thislay beside the ashes,' she said, just like the great lawyer
goringing atrap. 'lt wouldn't burn because it represents the immortal part of us!'

'Oh, for God's sake," Jennie said. 'Where did you get that, Gloria? It lookslike achildren'ssize. Did
you stedl it from one of your own kids? Gloriasmiled at her. No doubt she considered it a smile of
triumph. Jennie thought it looked sickly.

Al got up from the couch to stand beside the sda cop. When he took the pipe out of his mouth his
smilelooked anything but sckly. He said, 'l think the record should show thelook of contempt filling this
woman's face. She thinks she can just go ahead and curse her neighbours, and the sda, and now even the
Tellers. And | think we can see why, t0o." He puffed once on his pipe and then turned the stem to point
to Jenni€'s somach. 'She thinks her Mdignant friend will protect her. The one who gave her that thing
she'scarrying around ingde her.'

‘Al Karen said, 'l told you—you promised—you know how that happened. And why we've got to
help her. Y ou promised me, Al. | told you—'

'Y ou told uswhat shetold you. | would think, Karen, that even you would redise—'

'What do you mean, even me?

‘All right,’ the cop said. That'senough. You can dl fight it out later in your block meeting.'
Gloriasaid, 'Don't you see what she's doing? We never used to fight. Karen, Al and | love you, don't



you know that? Welove dl the raccoons.’
Karen said, 'Oh, Gloria, will you just shut up?
Thisisyour fault,’ Gloriasaid to Jennie. 'Y ou and that monster you're hiding insde you.'

That's enough,’ the sdawoman said loudly. 'Sit down." When Al and Gloria had retreated to the
couch she said, '"Any more charges? No one said anything, but first Al, then Gloria, and then the others
looked at Karen, who stared at the floor. "Any more charges? the woman repeated. The healer pounded
once on hisdrum. Briefly the woman squatted down beside him to stroke his cheek. The sun through the
window lit the two of them like some vision during amountain pilgrimage. The cop smiled and stood up

again.

Karen sad, 'I've got acharge.' Shelifted her eyesto look at Jennie. 'lI've got acharge.' For severd
seconds she said nothing more, then "Two weeks ago she came to my house. And she gave me her
Name beads, and some sacred aids ... ' She paused. '‘And the book. The Book of All Wisdom," she
sad, giving The Lives Of The Founders itsofficia epithet. 'She wouldn't explain why, and when |
begged her to keep them she laughed a me and said she'd just throw them away.'

'Did I laugh? Jennie asked. 'l don't remember laughing.’

Karen went on, 'l put them al in an honoured place. And then -' She stopped, and Al told her, ‘Go
on, Karen. Tdll uswhat happened.'

"Yeah, Jenniesaid. 'l can't wait to hear it.'
"You be quiet, Gloriaordered. A warning look from the sdawoman pushed her back in her seat.

Karen said, 'Well, for acouple of nights| kept hearing crying. I'd hear it while | was degping and then
I'd wake up and it would go away.'

The cop said, 'Did you get the dream analysed?

'No. It wasn't adream. It had nothing to do with my dreams. It was someone crying in the house. |
just kept hearing it. Then, one night, it happened again, and when | woke up | could still hear it. And
when | went and looked, it was the Book. It was the Founders. They were crying because she'd tortured
them.' Her eyes, which shed kept on Jennie the wholetime, fell away.

'What? Jennie said. 'l tortured them? Are you out of your soul?

Half crying, Karen said, 'They told me—'

The sdawoman cut her short. 'When did they tell you? Right then? In the room?
Karen said, 'No. No, it—when | went back to deep. They talked to mein my deep.’
'‘And they said she had tortured them? Jennifer Mazdan?

'Y es.' She nodded. 'They thanked me. For rescuing them.'

Jennie said, 'Rescuing them? | brought them to you. | asked you to take them because | didn't want to
destroy them.’

Gloriashouted, 'Shel's admitting it. She'sadmitting it.'
To Karen Jennie said, 'If | was having such agreat time torturing them why would | give them up?

Gloriasaid, 'Because you couldn't control them. Y ou knew they'd contact us. Y ou knew our loyaty
was too strong for you. Y ou and your helpers.'

'So | went and gave the book to Karen D'arcy. Isn't she one of the loyal ones?
No one answered. A moment later the cop asked Jennie, 'Do you deny these charges?

I don't deny that | gave away my copy of The Lives. And some other things. But that'sdl. The rest
of it, it'sjust garbage.’



'Why did you give away your copy of The Lives?' Jennie's thoughts jammed with answers, excuses,
declarations. Findly she sat back and said nothing. 'Why did you give away The Lives?' the cop
repeated. 'l wanted to.’

'‘Why did you want to?

Jennie stood up. 'All thisis supposed to lead up to a scan, right? Otherwise they're just verbal
accusations. And you can't charge me with anything until the scan shows up positive, right? So let'sgo.'
Shelooked at Al and laughed. 'L et the record show the accused consented to have her configurations
scanned.’ Shelaughed again.

The healer laughed aswell. He untied the black rope from around his wai <, then looked around the
room. He did over to the couch. With acrooked finger and atilt of his head he gestured at Jackie
Schoenmaker to come join him on thefloor.

Jennie ignored them. "Where do we do it? she said.

The cop looked at her curioudly. 'Outside,’ she said. 'The equipment'sin the van.'
'‘Can | get my coat? And my shoes?

'Yes, of course!

Roalled aong by fury, Jennie marched into the bedroom and kicked off her dippers. Shewas pulling
on her boots when the rage broke in her like the water surrounding ababy. A scan, she thought, and
realised she'd resisted doing one for months. The doctor had suggested it, Karen (good old Karen), the
clerk at the Oneiric Agency, even Mariaat work. Each time, Jennie had pushed the ideafrom her mind.
She redlized now how scared sheld been. Scared not that they'd find something, but that they wouldn't.
Likethe clerk who couldn't find the elements of Jennie's dream in the catalogue. Scared sheld fallen so
far out of the pattern that nothing at al would show. A blanked out spirit.

When she came back to the living room she found Jackie tying the hedler to the leg of the couch, with
the healer whispering to her to pull the rope tighter or else his soul would run away when heforced it to
go to work. Looking very uncomfortable Jackie yanked on the rope.

Outside, silence settled on the crowd. Jennie looked up and down the block. The crowd was bigger
than she'd thought, with people from other blocks joining the raccoons. It made sense, shetold hersdlf. It
wasn't every day people got accused of collaboration with Ferocious Ones and/or beings unknown.

'‘Comeon,’ Jennie said, ‘thisway's quicker.' She marched across the lawn smiling at the thought of the
cop getting snow in her wingtip shoes.

Except for the cab and a couple of frosted panelsin the rear door the van was windowless. No letters
or inggnias marred the high gloss paint job. None were necessary. Everyone recognized the dark purple
with the gold stripe running around it. While she waited for the woman to unlock the back door Jennie
recaled the competition afew years ago when the sda vehicle contract had come up for renewal. Every
night the news had shown top executives from the auto companies outdoing each other in penances and
offerings. One of them—the head of Generd Motors, she thought -had fasted for five weeks, then stood
naked outsde his Detroit headquarters while his vice-presidents threw buckets of petroleum waste at
him. Jennie couldn't remember if held got the contract.

"Enter of your own freewill," the Speciad Branch woman said. She held the door open.

'‘And if | don't? Jennie asked as she climbed into the back. The cop didn't answer. Theinside of the
van was light and warm, with fluorescent lamps set into the celling and asmall heater at the front end,
both powered by agenerator nestled in the corner. The van was built high to prevent any need to stoop.
Jennie sood on the yellow carpet and looked around. It really did look like a scanner's office, everything
miniaturized and crowded together. There was the same white table in the centre, the samerows of dials
and needles and computer screens. It's been years, Jennie redlized. She hadn't gone for a scan sincethe
one required for applying to college. She'd been scared for years.



The cop set some instruments, then turned towards Jennie. *According to Celestial Court decision
Kambru vs. the United States, you do not have to submit to ascan at thistime. If you refuse | have the
power to formally charge you and bring you before ajudge. And then helll order a scan. So you might as
wdl doit.

Jennie shrugged. She bent down and unlaced her boots. When she'd taken off al her clothes she said,
'What happens when the scan shows I'm clean?

'If the scan clearsyou it'll weigh heavily inyour favour.’
'Despitedl that powerful testimony?
The cop grinned, showing adimplein her left cheek. ‘Pleaselie down,’ she said.

Jennie lowered herself onto the contoured surface of the table, pleased to discover it warm, probably
from coils under the surface. 'l hope you don't mind my lying on my back,’ she said.

'Not at al. Umm, the scan won't affect the baby, you know.’
‘Not evenif it'samonster?

The woman didn't answer. From the sides of the table she pulled out retractable wires. Fixing the
ends with some kind of sticky conductive materia she attached them to Jenni€'s forehead, throat, chest,
solar plexus, wrigts, thighs, and soles of her feet. Jennie's breathing tightened. When the woman had
placed al the wires she made ahand sign over her own forehead and muttered some quick incantation.
Jennie knew the cop expected her to say something in return; cal on the Benign Ones and the Founders
to protect her and insure agood result. She said nothing.

'Drink this," thewoman said, and held asmall paper cup to Jennieslips. Lifting her head dightly
Jennie gulped down the chaky liquid. She made aface and tried to lick clean her lipswith her tongue.

The cop sat down on around stool before one of the computer screens. 'Thefirst part you won't feel
anything, she said, as sheflicked her fingers at the keys. She waited amoment, made a sound, then
tapped the keys again. Shelooked over her shoulder at Jennie, but al she said was'Prelims|ook good.

Eyes closed, Jennie thought, Please don't start singing again. | want to get through this by
myself. Without any further warnings shefdt thered thing coming on. It began with dizzinessand an
awful hint of something crawling over her. The blank wall behind her eydids wheded around, perpetualy
fdling to theleft. She fought against the impulse to open her eyes, knowing that would only makeiit
worse.

Cam returned. And then, like adap, the memories came: Mikein hisleather jacket looking like Mar
Birdan, Sam leaning on the counter of his pizza parlour, the bleeding woman by the subway, the cookie
vendor taking her handsin therain, a Chinese restaurant filled with people egting their ancestors. There
was more, images and tastes and sounds al jammed together, until she couldn't distinguish them. At the
end, one scene stood out in her mind, and that one Jennie hadn't actualy witnessed, but only heard
described: aburning ferriswhed rolling down Seventh Avenue with awoman attached to the hub.

The images passed, |eaving Jennie nauseous on the table. Behind her she heard therattle of aprinter.
When she turned her head to the side she saw the sda cop looking at her with her mouth dightly open,
and the sunglasses dangling in her hand. The woman grabbed the printout off the machine and stared &t it,
then up at Jennie. 'Y ou had an occurrence,’ she said.

"That'sright.' The nausea was subsiding, more a memory than a provocation.
'‘Why didn't you say s0?

'You didn't ask me.’

'Which one?

Theferriswhed.'



‘Oh. | think | read about that. In the bulletin.’
'‘Can | get up?
The woman laughed. 'Sure. Sorry." She plucked |oose the wires, then hel ped Jennie Sit up.

Jennie grunted. "That's worse than morning sickness,' she said, and took her brafrom the cop, who
seemed determined to metamorphose into Jennies maid.

‘Ligten," shetold Jennie, ‘don't worry about your neighbours.”

I wasn't planning to. I've got enough work worrying about mysdlf. She winced at the cop'sloud
laughter.

Back in the house everyone was turned to look at them. While Jennie hung her coat up the sda
woman squatted beside the hedler, who was hitting his drum in adow ponderous rhythm. She placed her
hands againgt her cheeks and whispered something to him. He shook his head and kept drumming.

Gloriagot up and stood behind the Specia Branch woman. 'What'd it say? she asked. When the
woman ignored her Gloriasaid louder. 'What were the readings?

The woman turned her head. 'Sit down,’ she ordered. 'We just want to know.'
‘Sit down.'
'I think we've got aright,’ Gloriasaid, but she returned to the couch, where Al put his arm around her.

Once again the cop whispered to the hedler, and this time the drumming stopped and he stared a her
asif she belonged to some new species he'd never heard of. When sheld untied him he closed his eyes
and leaned againgt her for her to stroke his hair and his back.

'‘Why did you stop him? Gloriasaid when the cop stood up again, 'What did the scan say?
'It says you better hope this woman doesn't decide to sue you.'

Slumped in the green chair Jennie watched them all look at each other, then back at the cop. Karen
said, 'What do you mean? Do you mean she's okay?

'She's more than okay. She's acommunity resource.”
Jenniethought, someone shut her up.

Karen said, "'Then why did she give away those things? Why wouldn't she do the enactment? | don't
understand.' When the investigator didn't answer Karen turned to Jennie. 'Why? |s there some reason we
don't know about?

Jennie squinted up at her. ‘Do you redlly think 1'd tell you? she said. Shefelt no pleasure, only adight
disgust, when Karen shrank back from her.

Like aspeaker filled with the message from her oracle Gloriaannounced, 'She's got to go to the
touchstone." And like a Speaker shelooked as surprised by thisrevelation as anyone else.

The sdawoman said, 'The scan cleared her of al charges. More than cleared her.’
'l don't care what the scan says. | mean—she's -she's poi soning our totems:!”’
The cop smiled. 'More charges? Do you know how close you are to a dander suit?

Al stood up. Asif to announce his entry into the conversation he blew a puff of smoke &t the ceiling.
‘Charges aren't redlly the point here," he said, deepening his voice like a high school actor playing ajudge.
‘Jennifer belongs to the hive. To our block. It's up to usto decide whether or not she goesto the stone.
That'sour right.’

Karen said, 'What's the point, Al? What's that got to do with anything?
Gloriasaid, 'She doesn't belong here. She doesn't fit in. She hates us.”
The cop looked at Jennie. 'Do you hate these people? Jennie didn't answer. To Gloriaand Al the



cop said, 'Maybeit isablock decision. But you're not the whole block. What makes you—'
"We represent the block,' Gloriasaid. They chose us to represent them.'
Jackie Schoenmaker said, 'l don't understand. What good will the touchstone do?

Gloriasaid, The touchstone speaks for the whole hive. It can tell her to get out. Karen took off her
raccoon hat and threw it at the door. Gloriaturned on her. ‘Isthat what you think of us? Maybe we
should send you to the stone too.’

'Maybe you should. This doesn't solve anything. We shouldn't be trying to get rid of her. We should
try to bring her back.'

Jennie said, 'Will dl of you shut up? God. Y ou want meto go to the stone, Gloria? Grest. Terrific.
Anything to shut you dl up.' With agrunt she got to her feet.

The cop said, Are you sure you want to do this? Y ou can force them to get a court order.'
'Please,'Jennie said, 'l just want to get rid of them.’

"Y ou want me to chase them away? Jennie shook her head. Y ou'd probably win any case they could
bring against you. Y ou could even bring a countersuit. 1'd be happy to testify for you.'

"Thank you. But it's not necessary. There's nothing they can make me do that | don't want to do.
Bdieveme!

Thecop smiled. 'Yes. Yes, | believeyou.’

When Jennie stepped outside again, with the cop behind her and the raccoon del egation piling out
after them, the crowd up and down the street began making noises and hand signs, calling things out,
chanting prayersto the Devoted Ones who had exposed the menace. A few snowballs|obbed against
the house. Jennie knew that they thought she was being taken away, that the healer couldn't discharge
her. The sdawoman flashed the light from her sunglasses up and down the street, and then shook
Jennie's hand in both of hers. A moment later she decided that that wasn't good enough, and gave Jennie
ahug followed by akiss on both cheeks. While astonishment rolled through the spectators the cop shook
Jenni€'s hand once more before she took the healer's arm and led him back towards the van.

Unable to wait until the competition was safely away, Gloriastepped in front of the group to frame
her hands around her mouth, the way people did in mystery plays when they announced the birth of the
great sories. The pose reminded Jennie of something, but she couldn't remember what. "We're going to
the touchstone,” Gloriainformed the community. The touchstone will decide whether or not thiswoman
belongswith us." Al patted her on the shoulder.

That'salesson for al of us, Jennie thought. Lose a battle? No problem, just pretend it never took
place. Afraid Gloriawould jump into the lead she marched across the lawn to the road, where the line of
onlookers broke apart for her to pass through. Soon they'd al regrouped to follow the posse as they
made their way along Blessed Spirit Driveto turn right up Heavenpath Road.

In the front Jennie walked with her handsin her pockets and her head tilted down to shield her eyes
from the sun. The cold hurt her ears and she wished she'd brought her scarf.

Karen came up beside her. 'What happened with the scan?
"That's none of your business!’

‘But she said you weredl right.’

‘Surprise, huh?

I'm sorry, Jennie. I'm redlly sorry.'

‘Leavemedone!’

It wasn't supposed to—thisisn't what | wanted.'



'Great. What did you want, Karen? To drive the evil one out of me?
'Yes. Yes.' Shewascrying. 'l don't understand. | still don't understand.’

'Maybe I'm the evil one." Karen jJumped away. 'Oh, for God's sake,' Jennie said. 'Go back to Gloria.
Leavemedone’

Asthe parade climbed the hill to the sacred grove more and more people came out of their housesto
fdl inline. A few even brought dong toy drums and processiona trumpets, left over from the Skull
Parades at the end of November. Jennie glanced over her shoulder at them dl, then up at the grove. She
remembered that time with Mike when they dl roseinto the air together, and even though it drove him
away from her, even though the Agency might have arranged it as part of its campaign to get rid of her
husband, she still smiled when she thought about it. For one moment, they were dl together. For one
moment, everything had worked the way it was supposed to work. The way the Revolution had
promised.

She glanced down at her belly. | know you're needed, shethought. | know that. I'm not stupid. It's
just—'ve got to make my own choices. Can you under stand that?

A part of THE TALE OF THE PLACE INSIDE

The Blessed First Lady stepped onto the balcony. She stepped out from the President's bedroom,
onto the ba cony above the funeral where the secretaries and generds pulled the coffin with gold chains
attached to leather halters worn over their shoulders. She stood there watching while lines of girlsand
boys whipped the mourners who hauled the coffin past rows and rows of benchesfilled with citizens
chosen for their loyalty by the secret police. She stood above these people and she knew that, like
hersdlf, they loved her hushand and hated themsdlves for destroying him. She shouted a them the thing
they most wanted to hear. 'l am your Sacred President.’

The mask amplified her voice until it pounded in their heads. Y ou are my people and | could not bear
to leave you. | have come back from the dead and entered the body of my First Lady because | love
you, and | could not bear to leave you.'

She shouted, Take that useless body. Take its pieces and throw it to the rats. Thisis my body now.
Inthisbody I will rule you and love you.' The spectators nearly trampled the official mournersin their
rush to pull apart the rigged up corpse. When they tore at the pasted skin they discovered nothing
underneath but a hollow wooden frame. 'Do you see? the new President cdled to them. "They tried to
take my heart. They tried to shred it and cook it and ezt it to give themsalves the courage to betray me.
But the birdsrescued it. They lifted my heart from the hands of my enemies. And they brought it here.’
As she pounded on her chest the secretaries and generals and police chiefs ran from the cheers and
shrieks of the maob.

The touchstone that year was awoman named Doris Baxter, from the Sparrow block at the far end
of the hive. Jennie knew her very dightly and remembered her as one of those people who look
perpetudly exhausted, always shrinking back from some expected burden. But that was before the stone
lottery had chosen her to leave the profane world. Now she wore a dress of soft green silk, with dark
red pumps crossed by green and gold side panels. Grey tights concedled Dorisslegs, but her arms and
the cleavage exposed by her dress glowed golden from apair of sunlampsthat stood in the back of the
living room beside anarrow velvet couch. Above dl thisthe child's eyes and round cheeks of the mask
looked as incongruous as alump of wood baanced on a champagne glass.

Sheloved it, Jennie redlised. Sheld probably never got away from her husband before. On around
table with delicate bowed legs lay one of those blank books, the kind with thick pages and a cover
decorated in gold swirls. When Doris turned aside for amoment Jennie opened the book to see lines of
poetry inlavender ink.



The room itself had changed. Gone were Jack Adlebury's gracel ess tables and cabinets. Gone was
the smdl of sawdust and varnish. Instead, athick perfume hung in the air aove the couch and asingle
chair beside around table. There were no dishesin the sink, but Jennie did notice abox from 'LaMaison
du Valeg, addicatessen on Market Street which described itsfood as 'nouvelle cuisne Americaine.

Doris shifted her weight from one foot to the other, embarrassed in her beautiful clothes. She said,
'I'm not sure what I'm supposed to do with you.'

'As| understand it, you're supposed to say whether or not | belong here. Whether I'm afit
neighbour.’

'Oh. All right.

Jennie looked at the mask. She could see nothing of the squirming souls that had rushed her the other
time. Shesaid, 'l think you're supposed to examine me. Touch me or something. Channel the hive
through your fingers!'

Dorislooked at her hands, then wiped them on the sides of her dress. All right,’ she said.

'Umm—please stand till." Shetook a couple of stepstowards Jennie, then closed her eyes as shelifted
her hands. For amoment the hands patted the air in front of her. She opened her eyesto take better aim.

The fingers|egped back from Jenni€'s skin like the magnets used to demondtrate spiritud repulsonin
grade school meta-science classes. Doris stared down at her red hands, then up at Jennie. 'Y ou burned
me,

'Y ou burned my hands!'

I'm sorry,’ Jennie said. 'l didn't know this would happen. Please beieve me!'

'Get out,' the touchstone told her. 'Get out of my house!'

When Jennie stepped outside there was Gloria, at the head of the crowd. 'Get out,' Gloriatold her.
'Get out of our hive." At first Jennie thought she had heard Doris. Or maybe they had dl fdlt the
touchstone's pain in their own hands. She soon redlized that none of them knew what had happened.
Gloriawould have said the samething if Jennie and Doris had jumped on the velvet couch and made
love

'Get out of our hive," Gloriasaid again, and thistime Jm Browning and afew othersjoined in, like
actors who've waited too long for their cue. 'Get out,' they said. 'Y ou don't belong here." Soon the
children were chanting it and clapping their hands. 'Get out, get out, get out of our hive!

To Glorig, Jennie said, 'l suppose the hivewill buy my house?
Al nodded. 'That's the usua procedure.’

'Researched it, have you? Shelooked at the crowd. They were laughing, shouting, so excited. All of
you,' she called out, 'listen to me." An amazed silence rolled through the mob. 'Where isthis going to get
you?Y ou think itll make you happy? Y ou think it'll take away your pain? Or replace what you've lost?
Can it replace what the Tdlers have taken away from you?

Someone shouted, 'Liar! The Telers give us everything,' and someone else added, They gave usthe
Revolution.'

"They've thrown away the Revolution,” Jennie said. "Y ou al know that. Y ou just don't want to admit it.
They got scared and threw the Revolution away as soon as they could.’

Someone started a droning chant of protection and soon most of the crowd had taken it up. A few
people yelled, 'Get out, get out, get out of our hive.'

Jennie cdled, 'Y ou've got to start doing things for yourselves. That'sthe real lesson. That's what
you've got to learn. The Tellers have abandoned you.'

‘Liar," acouple of people shouted, and afew othersyelled, 'Evil One!" It was hopeless. The chant



boomed in her whole body, people were stamping and clapping to drown her out. Next to Jennie Gloria
amiled swestly at her. You fucking bitch, Jenniethought. Gloria, perhgps achieving amoment of
telepathy’ laughed.

Jennie took astep down the hill, then stopped. Turning her head side to side she looked at the wild
faces. She said, 'Once, the mother of dl the people lived among her children.’

Near Jennie the adults and the children stopped chanting. They sat down in asemi-circlein front of
her, listening. The Mother lived in astone building in the centre of the city. Now more people were
sitting down. Jennie spoke no louder than when she used to stand in the kitchen and talk with Karen; but
the drones were dying, and the whistles, the clapping. 'All day she sat outside on a bench and the people
could come and touch her.’

'What are you doing? Gloria said, but she was whispering, and no one paid her any attention. And
then shetoo listened, as Jennifer Mazdan told her astory.

THE QUEEN OF THE PROM: A version of Jennifer Mazdan's story, as remembered and
written down years later by Susan Rich (five years old on the day of the Telling):

Once, the mother of al the people lived among her children. Shelived in astone building in the centre
of the city. All day she sat outside on awooden bench, and the people could come and touch her.

At first everyone gave her offerings and cameto St beside her, telling her dl the news. But after a
while people forgot. At night they would play loud music so she couldn't deep. In winter, children threw
snowballs at her to see them melt. If it rained, people would wipe their hands on her asthey passed. In
the old days, which people cameto think of asadream, they would paint their carswith the Mother's
favourite colours, then dress themselvesin the skins of her favourite animasto drive past inadow
procession from dark until midnight on the Rising of the Light. Asthe bellsrang for midnight they would
switch on the lights and honk their horns. But now that dreamtime had ended, and people dressed in
black leather raced their cars throughout the year along the 'old straight track’ as people called the
highway that ran in front of the Mother'shouse. Theair filled with smoke, while every morning the road
stank of rubber.

Onthe Day of Truth one year awoman wanted to spice up her pot of Founder's Stew. She sneaked
up behind the Mother, who sat degping on her bench. With asmall knife the woman cut alittle piece of
skin and ran back to chop it up into the stew. Everyone liked it so much she went back the following
week and soon every day, and then shetold her friends, and al the women of the neighbourhood began
to snesk out at night with scarves or stockings over their faces and black knivesin their hands. It doesn't
hurt her, they told themsalves. It just grow back. She's so big shell never even notice.

And then one morning the Mother was gone. She had changed hersdlf into ariver to flow around the
city and down to the sea. A storm came. Theriver began to flood the town, and everyone stood on their
rooftops to beg the Mother to et them live. Water roared through the Streets. Finally ayoung woman
painted her body with spiralsinscribed with pleasfor forgiveness. Then she legpt into the flood. She
vanished, but soon after that the storm ended and the river settled into anormal path.

The city council kept the girl's death a secret, announcing only that the tears of al the people had
melted their Mother'srage. For several yearsthe river remained placid. The town decided that the
Mother had given them ablessing. They built sewage plants and factories and let the pipes drain into the
water. Then one year the water began to rise again and the sky darkened with clouds. The mayor and the
city manager and the Chief of Police met secretly to plan what to do. The river needed a sacrifice, they
decided, another woman who would give hersdf so that the town might live. They came up with aplan.
The high school had just chosen its Queen of the Prom. They would go to the Queen's house, tell her she
had won a specid award and lead her out of town. Then they would give her achocolate filled with drugs
to make her deep. They would tie her up, dress her in awhite gown, and throw her in the water. The
Chief of Police, who had just trained apack of ferocious dogs, suggested they should kill her first. Leave



her overnight, he said, let the dogsloose at her, and then in the morning they would give her to theriver.

Now, the city manager tried to say that that was not what had happened before. Then, the woman
hersaf had dived into the water. In fact, he said, no oneredly knew that she had drowned. Children
playing by the river sometimes claimed they saw a beautiful woman dancing on the water. Maybe, he
sad, they should ask for avolunteer. Or maybe one of them should give himself. The otherstold him he
was being ridiculous. Therewas no time, they said. They needed to act.

When they came to the Prom Queen's house her younger sister opened the door. The girl thought the
mayor looked suspicious. Instead of caling her sster the girl said that she was the Queen. 'Come with
us,' they told her, 'you've just won an award.’ The girl went to get her things and on the way she went into
the kitchen and gathered a knife and several biscuits which she had just baked as a present for her ster.

The mayor led her to the river and gave her the chocolate. The girl sniffed it, and redizing it was
drugged, she didn't swalow it. Instead, she pretended to fal down adeep, and when the mayor and his
gang weren't looking she spat it out into her hand. They dressed her in the gown and tied her up to leave
her by the water.

As soon asthey were gonethe girl cut her ropes with the knife, and climbed up atree. When the
dogs came she threw them the biscuits and they ran off, never to bother anyone again. At dawn the
mayor returned to throw the body into the river. He saw the girl lying on the ground, the ropes gone, her
dress and body untouched. Surprised, he bent down to look closer. The girl leaped up and jammed the
chocolate into his mouth. Before he could think, the mayor had swallowed the drug and amoment later
he lay adeep on the ground.

The girl ran home. She sent her family away and locked all the doors, drawing sedls of protection on
them so the police couldn't bregk in. Thetelephonerang. The girl pulled it out of the wall.

Soon the mayor arrived, leading ateam of council men, teachers, and police. Please come out, they
begged her, they just wanted to speak to her. The girl didn't answer. Then the mayor shouted that it was
true they wanted to offer her to the river. But she had to think of the rest of them. Already it had Started
to rain and the water wasrising. The girl'steachersjoined in, reminding her how they had tried to indtil a
sense of civic duty in her.

Findly the girl became so sick of dl thisthat she told them she would go and speak to the Mother. By
now atv crew had come up and the girl knew the mayor wouldn't dare attack her. So she marched to
the river, with the whole crowd behind her. When they got there they saw that the water ran black and
thick and the sky hung grey with clouds. The frightened people al ran away, leaving the girl done by the
water.

'Please,’ she said, ‘why are you attacking us? No one ever meant any harm.’ But the water only
splashed over the girl, and the sky thundered. She went home and once again barricaded herself in her
house. When she looked in the mirror she discovered that she had aged and was no longer agirl.

Once again the crowds surrounded the house. Now al her friends from school joined them, begging
her to save them. Again sheleft the house and again everyone fled when they cameto theriver. Clouds
sat upon the Earth, and the wind blew. The woman said, They're frightened. They know how wesk they
are, and the world scares them. That's why they behave so badly. Can't you forgive them? A wave of
oily water crashed down on her. When she got home and looked in the mirror she discovered she had
become an old woman.

Now her own family had joined the crowd. "Why should everyone die,' they told her, ‘just so you can
live? Do you think that'sright? Disgusted, she left the house. When they saw how sheld aged they
wanted to run, but sheingsted shewould only go to theriver if they al followed her.

Asthey came closer they saw great rocks fly through the air. Beyond the river the mountains
trembled, while dl about them the clouds smashed against each other. The old woman cdled to theriver,
'l understand. They're no good. But can't you let go of them anyway? The rain swept over her in agreat



roar of wind. The peoplefell down and covered their eyes, but the old woman shouted at them to watch.

She stepped into the river. The rain ended, and the ground stopped shaking. She took a step further.
The water rose over her waist, but above her the clouds began to clear. Findly the waves of foam
covered her head. The sun came out and the water ran smooth again.

For along time no one could see anything of the old woman. Some of the people went back to town,
but otherswaited for the body to float to the surface. All night they sat there, sllently staring at the water
and holding hands, while back in town the others got drunk and ran through the streets.

Morning came. The people who'd cel ebrated woke up sick and no one wanted to ook at anyone
else. All day they argued, and at night they lay awake, afraid to deep. By theriver, however, the smooth
glver of the water began to ripple. The girl stepped out, as young as when the mayor had first come
knocking on her door. She led the people upstream to a place where the air was sweet and the water as
pure asthe sun. Therethey created anew city. In the centre of it they built astone house, with awooden
bench. When the girl became an old woman she would sit there, and the people would st beside her and
tell her their stories.

When Jennie finished speaking she stood there, staring in amazement a the amazed faces of the
crowd. She was dizzy and she had to grab hold of someone not to fall down. For amoment she thought
they'd flown again, lifted together into the sky, only thistime she too had forgotten. She began to walk
down the hill. Someone—K aren? Gloria?—reached out to touch her. She kept going. At the bottom she
turned to lean againgt someone's car. Shelooked up at them. They dl just ood there, unmoving, their
faces as clean asthe snow.

That night Jennie dept over at Marilyn Birdan's house, and the next day she moved into amotel on
Route 44, in Pleasant Valley. Three days later she brought her two suitcasesto adreary agpartment on
Cannon Street, east of Market Street and the county offices building. The following week she went back
to the hivewith Mar and avan full of cartonsto pack whatever she didn't want to leave behind. The
whole day, as Jennie and Mar worked, people seemed to hover round the house: children on bicycles,
adultswalking or driving, they would come close, dowing down or stopping in the road, stay for a
moment or two, and then hurry on. Jennie even thought she caught aglimpse of GloriaRich at theline
dividing thetwo lawns.

After awhile Mar began to notice the parade of neighbours. 'Hey,' she said to Jennie, 'maybe you
should go spesk to these people!’

"Why? Jennie asked.

'‘Maybe they're sorry, you know?

"Then let them come and say so. Let them come knock on the door, ask to comein, and tell me
they're sorry.'

'Hey, they're probably scared.’

‘That's no excuse!'

"Wow. You'eredly tough, you know that? | never knew you were so tough.'

"Tough," Jennie repeated. 'Blessed Spirits. Tough." She turned and began packing towels, afraid shed
dtart to cry and ruin her new image. If only Karen would come. Karen was the only one sheredly cared
about.

If shejust came, just up the walk, she wouldn't have to say anything, or even knock, Jennie would run
out to get her. But Karen had to make that effort. It wasn't pride; Jennie didn't care about that. It all had
to do with choice. Karen had to choose to cometo her.

Three weeks after Jennie moved her belongings the estate agent closed the ded selling the house and
furniture at an assessed price to the committee representing Glowwood Hive. With the money from the



sae Jennie could have moved to amore modern gpartment on a street with treesinstead of offices. She
thought about it. She looked at the rent adsin the Poughkeepsie Journal, and even circled acouple.
She never got around to calling them.

On the night that Jenni€'s house was sold, in homes up and down the hive, people found themselves
fighting with each other or burgting into tears or tripping and banging their shins againgt the bathtub. On
Cannon Street, meanwhile, the resdents dl broke into laughter at the exact moment that the Sun set,
while shortly after nine o'clock many people claimed they saw alarge bird circling above the street. The
next day people who had been driving on Cannon Street the night before claimed that aformation of
ether flying saucers or winged women had hovered above the buildings and then returned to their secret
bases far from human knowledge.

More from That Story

On the saventy-eighth day of the rule of 'Mr President’ it happened that in a certain suburb of the
Democratic City of God alion attacked a young woman who had gone out in the street thinking she
heard someone weeping and calling her name. The next night the lion came again and killed awaiter who
had stepped behind his restaurant to retrieve abottle of wine. After two more deaths the community sent
adeegation to ask the risen President to destroy the evil.

The President and the remains of the administration marched through the city, accompanied by child
drummers, rows of police carrying banners, and sacred messengers circling overhead. They arrived at the
village square and they stood among the flowers and the cracked concrete while the exhausted sun
lowered itsalf beyond the edge of the world.

It came. Slowly walking, its back and shouldersrippling, its gold skin flecked with black, its manelike
acurled halo about itsface, it stopped six feet away from her. The movement of its musclesflicked light
into theair. For an instant words formed and then the bits of light broke apart in the sun. With its head
tilted dightly to theleft the lion stared at her, while her hands hung open and her ceremonia gun fell
beside her feet. One of the palicelifted hisrifle; she knocked it out of hishands.

It'shim, she thought. He has come back. Not for them, but for me. He couldn't bear to leave me.
Thelion strolled away.

Jennie's gpartment occupied one-haf of the top floor of afour storey building across the street from
the Cannon Street parking lot. A smdll lega firm kept the ground floor bright and clean, acontrast with
therest of the building. Two doors down stood alarge building with high rounded windowsin between
white stone columns. Letters chisdlled in the stone blocks above the door pronounced it a'Masonic
Temple." Jennie had no ideawhat that might mean. On the other side of this curious building stood a
modest bank with theimmodest name, Empire of America

The other gpartment on Jennie's floor housed a divorced hotel manager. Below Jennielived a
hairdresser whose front door displayed amedallion of the Hidden Sisters, from Cleveland—his home
town, he explained to Jennie. The hotel manager was an acohalic; Jennie could smell it on his body, and
she suspected he wouldn't be holding on to hishotel much longer than held held onto hiswife. The
hairdresser now and then played his stereo late at night, but he dways stopped when Jennie banged on
the floor, and the next day he would bow hishead, asif posing for agovernment poster urging penitence.
If he saw Jennie on the stairs he would ask how the baby was doing, how much time she had, whether or
not he could do any errands for her, if sheld decided on names, and did she want him to call the hospita
or the midwives when the moment came.

The apartment—three small rooms, kitchen, and bath—| ooked like the last occupants had belonged
to one of those groups who vow never to clean themsalves or their homes, as a penance for some crime
committed in apast life. 'Dirt-lovers people caled them, or just 'dirties.” As Jennie scraped at the gresse



coating the cooker, or carried away the shower curtain at arm's length, she thought how the dirties could
have held their nationa convention right therein her apartment.

When Jennie had lived there for aweek it cametime for the 'Rising of the Light', the most important
of the Winter Enactments. All over town, people were crowding the department stores for last minute
presents, queueing at the supermarket for turkeys, baking cakesin the shape of sunbursts, and ironing
white dresses or polishing white boots. Jennie made sureto stay in dl that day. As evening approached
she thought of everyone squeezing into their neighbourhood Picture Halls, dl of them wearing long black
coats or even opera capes to conced their white clothes. At nine o'clock the heat died in the radiators,
Jennie banged on the pipes and when that failed she went down to the second floor where the
superintendent lived. No one was home. He's gone to the Enactment,

Jennieredized. He's turned off the goddamn heat because he's figured everyone's gone to the
Enactment. She climbed the stairs back to her gpartment. When she got there she lay down on the bed
she'd bought the week before (the apartment had come furnished but Jennie had thrown out the bed after
one night) and covered herself with the quilt Betsy Rodriguez's mother had given her in college. There she
lay, imagining the T lersintoning the Pictures, seeing everyone lighting their gold candles, hearing the
shouts as the spatlights came on in the Hall and everyone threw off their black coveringsto hug and kiss
each other in thelr whites.

Late that night whoops of laughter from the hairdresser's gpartment jerked Jennie awake. '‘Damnit,’
shesaid, and sat up, al set to bang her shoe on the floor. Then she remembered what night it was. For
nearly aminute she sat there on the edge of the bed, itching in the reborn heat. At last she got up and
went to run abath. In the street people were honking their horns and singing. Jennie sat on the toilet and
waited for the water to fill up the bathtub.

She should have accepted her mother'sinvitation to come 'home for the holiday. She shrugged. Too
late now. She stared at the water as the beat of an electric bass pounded in the walls.

Maria sent Jennie home on a Thursday, the sixth work day in arow Jennie had arrived late for the
morning prayers and assgnments. Take off, shetold Jennie, 'I'm putting you on maternity leave.'

'What are you talking about? Jennie asked. 'The baby's not due for two monthsyet.'
Maria shrugged. 'What the hell, | can dways makeit sick leave!

'l don't want to be sick.’

'‘Doesn't matter what you want.'

'Maria, | can do thework. | just have trouble getting going in the morning."

'And getting back at night. Y ou think | don't know how late you comein? | see your goddamn time
card. And | give you the easiest routes.’

'‘But | want towork. | candoit.'

'‘Come on, you look like shit." Mariarubbed her braid between her fingers. 'Look, | had thisdream a
couple of nights ago. Weird stuff, al about collecting urine samplesin old milk cartons, and then the
President coming down in ahdicopter and telling me | did it dl wrong. Anyway, | went and got the
dream done, down at the 0a, and you know what nora said? She said I'm ignoring aresponsibility. So
looked around and you'eit. Y ou're the only ignored responsibility | could find.'

It'sthe Agency,’ Jennie said. ‘It must want me out of here for some reason.’
'Do me afavour, don't sart that agency stuff, okay?
Look, I'm not going to change my mind. So go home and relax.

'Relax." With agrunt Jennie picked up her bag from the front row of wooden chairs. "What should |
do, go home and paint the nursery?

"Y ou could try praying for agood ddlivery.’



'Sure. That'sjust what I'll do.’

Back in her car Jennie made aface as she squeezed her ssomach under the whedl. She wished she
could move the seat back further, but she already had trouble reaching the pedas. On the way home she
stopped at the mall for some groceries. All up and down the aides people were looking at her, working
out how much time she had. By the time Jennie reached the checkout counter she was so angry she
nearly broke abottle of juice damming it down on the counter.

Back in her apartment Jennietold hersdlf, 1t's almost over. Less than two months. And then it's
done. Finished. She was crouching down with a paper towel to scoop some rotten radishes from the
vegetable bin when it suddenly struck her—nothing would finish but the pregnancy. Shewould have a
baby in two months time, and unless the Agency somehow arranged to take care of it, shewould end up
stuck withit. Theidea, and the fact that it had never occurred to her before, struck Jennie so forcibly that
theair glittered in front of her. Grabbing the edge of the refrigerator she kept hersdlf from faling
backward until she could go sit down on one of the wooden chairs.

I'll be stuck with it," she said. And then another thought cameto her. 'It'smy baby. It's going to be my
child." Shelaughed at her own astonishment. Whatever the Agency had doneto put it there, the baby
was growing in her body. It belonged to her. Her baby.

That night Jennie found hersdf unableto fal adeep.

No position seemed comfortable; on her somach impossible, on her back too weighed down, on
ether sdetoo unbaanced. She dternately crunched and fluffed the pillows, she tried reading, shetried
more blankets, then less, nothing worked. The two or three times she thought she might drop off she kept
thinking she had to pee and by the time she got back in bed she was awake again. Just as she thought she
should give up and go watch television, the baby began to sing to her.

A flash of anger gave way dmost ingtantly to eager relaxation. Her arms and legs lay |oose as doughy
lumps lying on the bed. She smiled. Thiswas her child singing to her. There was no reason to fight it. Not
any more. It was her child. And then even her smile drained out of her face, and she eased into deep
deep.

Outsde, in the gtreet and in the neighbouring houses, people saw alight flare up in awindow on the
fourth floor of 221 Cannon Street. It started in one room but soon spread to the other windows, and then
the whole building. Calls camein to the Fire Department. Though the firemen connected their hoses they
somehow couldn't bring themsalvesto start pumping the water. Meanwhile, those firemen who most
recently had received a blessing against smoke inhalation ran through the building with their axesriding on
their shoulders. They found dl the doors unlocked and dl the inhabitants adeep. In the fire room itsdlf,
there were no flames and the air was so cool it massaged their windpipes and lungs. None of them,
however, could bear to look at the deeping woman. Thelight around her body shone as brightly asthat
burgt that once struck down acertain federal judge named Li Ku on the road to Cincinatti.

When the light subsided, the firemen | eft, and after them the crowd. All of them encountered a great
reluctance in themselvesto tell anyone what they had seen. A televison crew had come, aswell as
reporters from the Poughkeepsie Journal, but when they developed their films and ran their tapesthey
found them ruined, the same aswith smilar crews at the town abortion clinic some five months before.
Somehow, the lack of any picturesinduced the journdists to report the event asaminor incident, giving
no details, either asto the woman's name or the street where she lived.

A report did go to the Dutchess County sda, where it swam through the bureaucracy to reach a
certain Flying Squad investigator. Sitting in her office with her chair back and her wingtip shoeson the
desk, she glanced at the one page account and threw it on a pile. She picked it up again to look through
thejargon for the name of the woman. 'Sonofabitch,’ she said, and wrote along note at the bottom of the
page.

The report never entered thefiles. For no reason she could name shefolded it very carefully and



placed it in her wdlet. That evening, on the way home, she stopped at aspiritua supply shop, where she
bought asmall relic case made of sanctified stedl, with asilver neck-chain. In her gpartment she took out
the offering pin her parents had given her when she'd finished her training. With asingle drop of blood she
bonded hersdlf to the report, and then she placed it in the case and the case around her neck. There it
remained for the rest of her life. When she died and the curious undertakers opened the case they found
only ashesthat blew into the air as soon as a curiousfinger tried to touch them.

A piece of the Story of SHE WHO RUNS AWAY

Mr President |eft the Bleached House in the same disguise she had worn the night she found her
husband pumping dust into the sky. She wore the same clothes, but she no longer had to battle her
beauty. The sun had evaporated the layers of her splendour. No longer did she need a coating of kitchen
grease to persuade the clothes to stay against her body. No longer did the sight of her exposed face
calse stone to swest with anxiety.

Asquickly as her mismatched legs would move her she made her way through the city towardsthe
suburb where she had seen the lion. Along the way she passed adeeping lizard, ahuge beast over six
feet long. The creature had lain there since before the Sacred President had built hiscity. Thefirst
construction teams had tried to move it, but when all their cranes and pulleys broke they'd raised the city
around it, so that in some places the Democratic City of God was known asthe City of the Lizard.

That night, the creature raised itsthick eyedlids and hissed at the passing woman. She heard avoice
hidden in the sound and knew that she had received her new name, to wear until the day of her desth,
when al earthly names are blown away in the sormsthat forever border the circles of the dead. She
Who Runs Away. It's not true, she thought. She was running to her husband. Together they would return
and crush their enemies. Together they would build aworld better in al ways than this decaying
mongrosty.

When She Who Runs Away reached the suburb she found the lion waiting for her. She limped
towards him, but before she could touch him, he ran. He stopped severa hundred feet away from her.
Crouched down, he waited until she came within afew feet and then he once again loped out of reach. In
thisway heled her away from the city and into the flatlands she had dreaded for so many years. Each
night, when she could no longer stland but must fall adeep on the ground, the lion would lie down just
beyond the length of her arm. When she woke up she would find food beside her, afreshly killed anima
or bird. And beyond thét, the lion, waiting.

Then one day they cameto ahilly country, filled with stunted trees, half completed government
offices, and abandoned machines decaying into sone. Here, on danted ground, she could stand upright
again for thefirst time since she had | eft her house. Though she could move more quickly she kept to her
earlier pace, and though she no longer felt tired she mimed exhaustion at the usua time of day. When she
lay down, thelion cametojoin her.

Sheleaped on him. She flung her arms around his neck and rolled across his body. When she did
under him he pinned her shoulders and legsto the ground. They locked together for three days until the
heat of their bodies plit the Earth under the woman's back and she fdll into adamp crevice. When she
climbed out again the lion was gone.

Enactment For 'Consecrating a Baby to Serve the Blessed Spirit'

If the mother, during or before pregnancy, receives atrue message that she must surrender her child
to the powers, and if the message is confirmed by a speaker, she must tell thisto the midwives during the
pre-natal consultations. When the mother's time comes the team of three midwives bringswith them a
fourth, who wears afaceless mask and does not take part in the birth, but waits at the foot of the bed.

After the birth, when the three active midwives have cleaned the baby and properly disposed of the



afterbirth, they take positions around the head and the sides of the mother's bed, and then al four wait for
thefirst feeding. Thisfeeding establishesthe baby in theworld, for it is dangerousto attempt a
consecration whilethe child till remains partly in theland of origins. After the feeding, the midwivestake
the baby from the mother and lay it on a blanket, on the consecration table if the birth takes placeina
hospital or, if a home, on a clean tabletop, preferably wood, and preferably with squared corners. With
acompass they arrange the table so that the baby's head points north.

The fourth midwife takes from its case awooden wand carved from the heart of atreein one of the
nationa forests. Each of the four presses the wand to her forehead and her lips. When the wand has
returned to the faceless midwife she usesit to draw adouble spird in the air above the child. The midwife
on theright holds up her hands, pdms up. She says, 'l givethis child to the sun, and flings up her arms.
The midwife on theleft repests the action, saying, 'l give thischild to the moon.' The midwife at the head
says, 'l givethischild tothewind, and findly the midwife at the feet, the faceless midwife, raises her arms
and cries, 'l givethischild to the seaof dreams.’

In thisway they open the vertical axis, from the great above to the great below, for the child to
discover the gift, forever offered yet forever rgjected by those who live only in the flat world of hunger

and appeasement.

Jenniewas in Sears buying some dectrica tapeto repair alamp when something hardened inside her.
It started in her lower abdomen and spread throughout her groin, like abody builder flexing his back.
Carefully, in more fear than pain, she made her way out of the store to the Bagel Nosh restaurant. By the
time she eased hersdf into achair her uterus—she knew it was the uterus, she knew that much—hed
loosened up again. It couldn't be labour, she thought. She wasn't ready yet. It was weeks too soon.
When the waitress came Jennie ordered a Founder's Delight, the cream cheese and anchovy bagel that
Irina Speakeagle supposedly ate whenever shevisited New Y ork.

The contractions didn't return until the next day, and by that time Jennie had searched through the
books on pregnancy she'd bought weeks before and stacked on the floor beside her bed. She
recognised the pains now as preliminary contractions, the uterus getting itself in shape. Nothing to worry
about. They hardly even hurt. According to al the books, the rea thing would hurt much more than any
of these feeble exercises.

And suddenly it occurred to her, after so many months, that without midwives or doctors, without
friends, sheld haveto ddliver the baby hersdlf.

Shetried to remember the name of the midwife agency the doctor had recommended. Something
Blood or something. Maybe she still had the card somewhere. Maybe she could find it in the phone
book. What would they say if she called them so late? She could always just go to the hospitd. But she
didn't even have adoctor.

And then she sat up, as straight as she could. No, she thought. Thiswasn't like other pregnancies.
This baby wasn't like other babies. With aglance a her belly, she said, 'Y ou'll take care of us, won't
you? We don't need any outsiders.’

Thefoetus didn't answer.

On the evening of March 20, the day before the verna equinox, a sudden storm struck the
mid-Hudson valey, knocking down telephone lines and tv antennas. At Recitd Mount north of town, and
at thelocd Picture Halls around Poughkeepsie, the wooden huts built to celebrate Spring collapsed
under theweight of snow and ice. At some of the Halls the doors blew open, drenching the Tellers
rehearsing their processions from the entranceway to the dtar.

At Cannon Street Jennifer Mazdan, wearing only abathrobe, fell adeep alittle after ten. For more
than two days sheld felt occasional twinges of pain, not enough to commandeer her attention. At a



quarter past midnight on March 21, she woke up to discover a contraction shaking her body. When she
looked between her legs she saw that asmall amount of mucous had leaked out to stain her robe and the
chair. Her labour had begun. She had no ideawhat to do.

The midwives broke into Jenni€'s house sometime in the early morning. It wasn't difficult. Jennie had
not bothered to put the chain bolt on, and one of the wives had spent twenty years asaburglar before a
Devoted One, in the form of a parole officer, had laid ahand on her shoulder and suggested she put
hersdlf in the service of moving babies from the darknessto the light. They brokein and they took alook
at Jenni€'s feeble preparations, her plastic washbasins, her stack of towels, her pile of books beside the
bed, and one of them, a heavy woman with curly red hair and adight limp, began clearing the area
around the bed, while the other two, the burglar and a skinny man whose long hands and feet stuck out
from hisydlow overals, began carrying in and setting up equipment.

Jenni€'s reactions bounced between outrage, relief, betrayal. For hours she'd lain on her bed, getting
up only to go to thetailet, reading al her books, trying out different postures and movements, practisng
breathing techniques she knew she should have practised for weeks, and fighting off panic each time
another contraction swept away al her belated study. She knew that she couldn't do it al hersdlf.
Once—early—she'd grabbed the phoneto call her mother. But the phone was dead, knocked out by the
gorm.

Thething, was, Jennie till didn't expect shewould haveto doit dl hersaf. The baby would take care
of it. Shejust had to wait, just hang on through the pain and terror, just until the Snging started. But the
hours had gone by and her womb had stayed silent.

And so, when the scratching at the lock heralded not thieves (‘'Go away!" she'd shouted, 'I'll call the
police. Go away or you'll be struck down. This houseis protected by God') but midwives, Jenni€'s
outrage could hardly hold its own against her relief. Someone had come for her. Help had come. And
yet, they were outsiders. They belonged to—the other side, the Tellers.

The midwives set up machines, laid out instruments, washed her and dressed her in ahospital gown,
turned up the heat and the lights, dl the time chanting Jaeen Heart of the World's birth story (the model
for dl births) in asing-song cal and response that made them sound like one person raising and lowering
her voice.

Jennie looked from one to the other. The big one, with the limp and the red hair, wore the mask of the
beautiful woman. The man represented the hag while the burglar, asmall woman with alined neck and
whitish blotches on the back of her hands, was the young girl. They al wore overalls over pink
sweatshirts. On each overall's | eft front pocket, embroidered over a picture of Heart of the World,
appeared the words, "Holy Blood Birthing.'

'How'd you find me? Jennie asked. 'Who told you?

Shethought at firgt that their hesitation signalled arel uctance to betray their informant, but amoment
later the redhead leaned forward and said, "Y ou'd better thank the Devoted Ones for their devotion,
becauseit's certain that nothing you've done deservestheir precious intervention.’ Jennie looked from her
to the smd| one, the girl, who explained that the three of them, each in her or his apartment, had received
an impulseto go to the hospitd, despite the storm, despite the early hour, and visit achild they'd
delivered the day before. When they'd arrived in the nursery the child had begun to spesk to them, telling
them that awoman needed their help, and they must go, without doctors or healers or anyone else, to a
certain gpartment on Cannon Street, where the supervisor would let them into the building.

'Y ou'd better give thanks," the woman said again.
"There's someone looking out for you even if you won't look out for yourself

Whatever Jennie might have answered vanished as a contraction took hold of her body. While the
man timed her and the redhead examined her the burglar massaged her abdomen, beginning above the



groin and spreading out towards the hip bones. 'Try to relax,’ she told Jennie. '‘Breathe deeply. Have you
ever done any meditation classes?

'In college,' Jennie said. 'Club med.’

"Then do some pre-trance breathing. Low and deep.’

'l don't want any meditation.’

'No, no. Just the breathing. Just try to relax.’

The man, the hag, said, 'That's the wrong rhythm. She's dready starting to dilate.’

'I know,' the girl said, 'but there's no time to teach her anything fancy. Weve just got to get her to
relax.

Jennie paid no attention to either of them. The pain kept rising until she thought it could float her right
off the bed. And infact the hag and the girl were holding her down, one on her hips, the other hanging on
to her legs. It was only when the pain subsided that Jennie redlised they were just keeping her sill while
the woman shaved her groin.

Jennie didn't want her groin shaved. She remembered lunar enactmentsin her dorm at college where
afew of the girls had shaved each other. It had given her aqueasy feding just to look at them. Her
attemptsto twist away only made them press harder. The redhead said, 'Don't move. Don't make this
any more of amessthan it dready is,' and the burglar added, 'It'sal right. This doesn't hurt. Just relax.
We're not going to hurt you.'

By the time they'd finished, another contraction had started. While Jennie grabbed the sdes of the
mattress, and the burglar urged her again to relax, the other two stood on the side and argued over
something. The burglar joined them, and when she came back to Jennie she said, 'My Mother—' (Jennie
looked from one to the other until she realised the term was an officid one; the woman would refer to the
man as her ‘Grandmother’)—thinks we should take you to the hospitd. | agree. Will you go to the
hospitd? Therés ill time!

I want to stay here.’
Gently she said, 'Y ou can't stay here. There's no preparation. Y ou don't know what you're doing.'
'No hospitd.'

The Mother said, 'We can't force you. Weve got our wonderful courtsto thank for that. Not unless
there's an outright emergency. And by then it'll probably betoo late.'

'No hospitdl.'

The daughter asked, "WWho's your doctor?

'No doctor.’

'Weve got to at least call him so well know whether you need anything specid.’

Jennie was about to say she didn't have a doctor when she remembered the phone was out. She gave
the name of the doctor at the clinic on Smith Street.

‘A clinic,' the Mother said. 'Great. It'll be closed today. Let's hope he's at home and not doing some
private penance ahead of the enactment. Where's the phone?

'Inthere,’ Jennie said and pointed back to the living room. Shelay down and closed her eyes until the
redhead camein again.

'Not working,' the midwife said. "We better not take any chances." She turned to the Grandmother.
'Maybe you better drive down to the hospital and have them send back an ambulance!’

'No hospita,’ Jennie said again.
‘Damniit,’ thewoman said, ‘what's the matter with you?



"The Devoted One,' Jennie said. It told you no one ese. Remember?

There was a pause and then the Mother said, "All right, dl right. Well stay here. But at the first sign of
redl trouble you're going. Do you understand?

Jennie said, 'Why areyou treating me like this? | thought midwiveswerefriendly.’

Thewoman laughed. The'Daughter' took Jennie's hand. 'Don't mind her,' she said. 'Shejust gets
excited.' The Grandmother, the man, picked up an auminium case from among the neat pile of
ingruments. He placed it on the floor and the three of them bent down to lay their hands on it. When
they'd pronounced a sanctification he unlatched it and they took out several small jars of paint, three
brushes, and avelvet box with ribbons, costume jewd lery, and small objects attached to strings. Just as
Jennie's body began to harden for another contraction they began to paint signs and stick figures on her
breasts and abdomen. 'Stop that, Jennie said, and tried to push or kick them away. 'l don't want any of
that.'

Smoothly they switched to one of them painting while the others held her down. The redhead told her,
‘Now you listen to me. We're not in the mood for any more of your sec nonsense.’

'Sec? Jennie repeated. Y ou think I'm a secular? Isthat why you're treating me like this?
'What the hell are we supposed to think? No guardians by the bed, none over the door—'
I'm not asec'

I don't care what you call yoursalf. We came because the Benign One sent us and because it's our
duty. And because the baby can't help your perverted ideas. But we're not giving you the chance to sue
uslater for mapractice. If you try to rub off the paint, or take off any of these adornments, or break the
enactment in any other way, welll strap down your arms and legs. That's apromise. Do you understand?
Jennie didn't answer. 'Say yes.'

Yes'

When they'd finished the painting they decorated Jennie with brace ets and ribbons, stones and
feathers. Afterwardsthey unrolled aball of red yarn and laid it clockwise around the border of the room.
The daughter announced, This room has now entered the Living World." While the Grandmother
sprinkled rock salt in acircle around Jenni€'s bed, the Mother taped a stuffed rag doll above the door
and the Daughter covered the door itself with achalk drawing of Mothersnake giving birth to her
children. Through dl of thisthey intoned ahealth and safety chant, invoking Jaleen Heart Of The World,
Mothersnake, the living spirit of the Earth and the Sky, and the Chained Mother undernesth the sea.
After thefirst few versesthey paused for Jennie to answer them or join in. When Jennie said nothing, the
Mother shook her head in disgust, while the Grandmother sang louder and the Daughter wiped Jennie's
forehead.

The foetusfed on the last remnants of her beauty. Wherever she went people turned away from her.
They threw stones, they stoned her the way they'd stoned the President when he was aboy and called
himsalf Son Of A God. Wherever shetried to rest they drove her away, frightened her tongue would
poison the water, her toeswould infect the soil. Posters warned people of ‘the hideous woman' whose
swest could spoil the food in the supermarkets, whose stare could make men best their wives, make
women stab their husbands. She hid during the day and at night disguised her uglinessthe way she once
had disguised her beaty.

She planned her revenge. When the baby came, when their child came, when it grew and could wear
the Head of His Father, then al those who had humiliated her would receive their punishment. Shelonged
for their confusion aswell astheir agony, their wonder a why they were suffering, and she pictured the
exquisite moment in which shewould step from the shadows to confront her dying enemies. 'Look a my
face and remember.’



There was no Sun that day. Though the wind stopped by nine am. asquadron of clouds stood guard
againg the light. Inthe midst of her pain Jennie remembered the storyteller on Hudson Street, with her
prophecy of athree day darkness. Shethought | can't last three days, it's too much.

Shortly after ten the doors opened and aman in jeans and a short white jacket strolled into the room.
He carried acanvas bag dung over hisright shoulder. To the midwives questionshe said only, 'Y ou
threelook awfully hungry. I'll bet you haven't had any breskfast." He reached into the sack and with his
left hand held out three chocolate chip cookies. They each took abite, and another, and dowly the
exhaustion and the anger and the confusion al drained out of their bodies, replaced by peace and akind
of surprise that was amost recognition.

"What have you got for me? Jennie said. 'l hopeit's strong."

I'm sorry," he said, sitting down in the chair the Grandmother had placed beside the bed. 'I'm afraid
you'll haveto go on alittle more." He picked up a compress and wiped the sweat from her face. The
touch of hisfingers, even through the gauze, sent awarm shudder through her body. 'Too much suffering,’
shesaid.

'Suffering's not something you can measure. Theré's no quota or upper limit. It'sjust there!
'No lectures," Jennie said, and gasped in pain. 'No goddamn lectures!’

He became her nurse, massaging her, directing her breathing, reassuring her she would get through it.
"Take meto ahospita,’ Jennie demanded, and hetold her it wastoo late. 'Am | being punished? she
asked him, and he explained again how things were just the way they were. She paid no attention, only
screamed with the pain, and wondered afterwards why the neighbours didn't bang on thewals or call the
police.

Again and again, looking at the dream-soaked faces of the midwives, she asked him for one of his
cookies. Each time hetold her it wouldn't work on her the way it worked on them. Findly, in the late
afternoon, he held one out to her. 'What flavour isit? she asked.

'‘Chocolate-chocolate chunk.'

'Isthat the one you gave them? He didn't answer. Asthe next contraction began she grabbed the
cookie and jammed it in her mouth.

She was spinning round, dowly turning, with her naked body strapped to something. A ferriswhed,
shewastied to aferriswhedl, she'd got one of the faceless Workersto do it, that was days ago, for days
she'd turned round and round, her feet and head exchanging the sky between them. Flickers of red and
orange light tinted the air. She remembered now, she was on fire, the story had appeared and set fireto
her, she could fedl that blessed heat surge through her body, ‘a sweetness beyond description', as
Adrienne had caled it. Below her she could see the glow on the faces of the people standing watch at the
base of the whedl. And beyond them she saw the city and the burning buildings of the Revolution.

Soon the Workers would take her down. She could liein abed again, rest. But not yet. First she had
to wait for the sory to finish. The 'Picture as Danidlle would say. She could almost fed the end now. The
last pieces had begun to climb out from the crack that had opened in the world.

'Y ou bastard,’ Jennie said. "Y ou gave me the wrong cookie.' Her nurse paid no attention.

‘Listen carefully, he said. "Y ou're fully dilated now. The cervix is open. That meansthe contractions
are going to change. Do you understand? Jennie didn't answer. "'They won't be as regular, and they may
hurt alittle more." Jennie shrank away from him. '‘But thiswhole period won't last aslong. Only about half
an hour. But you mustn't push. Do you understand? It's too soon.’

Jennie shook her head. Flickers of fire scorched the pillow on either side. ‘I don't understand
anything, shesad.



'I'm going to show you how to breathe,’ he said. 'Pay attention.'
'Pay attention,’ she repeated. 'That's from Birth of Beauty. Proposition number—' She gasped in pain.

It was only asmall hill, overlaid with ragged flowerslike all the others, but as soon as she began to
climb she realised she had found it. The centre. The place where she could rest and wait for her baby. At
the top she came to an indentation pressed into the rock by the weight of heaven. She Who Runs Away
squatted down with her back braced against the curve of stone.

It wastimefor her children to emerge. More than one. She could fed them rolling around each other.

Jennie did her best to follow the complicated breathing shown her by the cookie vendor. She was
supposed to suck inair in smal gulps and then blow it out dl a once. The trouble was, she could practise
it inthe in- between times, but as soon as the contractions began everything became confused.

She could fed the baby diding around in her, asif it had finaly woken up and decided it wastimeto
move into position. She wanted to get rid of it, push it out, but he wouldn't allow her. 'Y ou'll rupture the
perineum,’ he said, whatever the hdll that was. Why couldn't he leave her alone?

She amdled something foul, and felt the midwiveslifting her, dleaning her off. They were suffing the
sheet in aplagtic bag, diding another sheet under her. The smdll followed them asthey carried the bag
into the bathroom.

Just then aman entered the room. Tall, with white hair, he wore afilthy coat, but when hetook it off,
his shirt shone so white Jennie winced from the glare. He stood in the doorway, staring round like a
deepwaker waking up in someone e se's house.

One of the midwives, the daughter, came up to him and tilted back her head to get a better view
through the mask. 'Y ou're Allan Lightstorm,’ she said. 'l saw you last Summer. Y ou're Allan Lightstorm.’

Magruder pushed her aside to come and knedl at the foot of the bed. '‘Blessme,’ he said to Jennie.
'‘Releaseme!’

'Y ou're too soon,' Jennie told him. 'I'm not the one.’

When the storm ended, at six o'clock, the owner of ariverside restaurant drove down to check for
damage. Before he could even take alook &t the building, he heard aloud whistling noise coming off the
river. When he went to investigate he saw something, some kind of swarm, rising out of the water just
before the mid-Hudson bridge. They looked like insects made of coloured auminium foil. They hovered
intheair in front of the suspension cables, fluttering about like tiny excited birds, al thetime whistling.
Then they blew away in agust of wind to vanish over the cliffs on the other Sde of theriver.

The restaurant owner returned to his car. For awhile he sat there, staring at the water, trying to
remember. He was sure he knew what it was, he just had to remember.

Of course. The children. The souls of the children who had served the Army of the Saintsin the Béattle
of the Waters. For decadesthey'd clogged theriver, scaring the fish, jamming boat rudders, forcing him
to close hisrestaurant every night at ten to avoid the weeping that aways began at aquarter past eleven.
No one could live there because of the weeping. Most of the land aong the riverfront was near worthless
because of it. HE'd opened his restaurant there because he could get the property so cheap, but he'd
aways had to fight against peopl€'s reluctance to come there during the day.

And now they were gone. Something had released them. He should tell the sda, he thought. And the
papers, and the tv. But firs—He laughed and hit the dashboard with excitement. First he would contact
an estate agent.

The cookie vendor said, 'It'stime to push, Jennifer. Do you understand? She shook her head. He



lifted her shoulders and tilted up her chin. Histouch made her smile. For amoment the pain rose off her
body to hang inthe air in front of her. Then he passed her to the redhaired midwife and the pain sank into
her again. 'Come back,' she said, 'don't go away.' The midwife held her gently, with love she stroked
Jennig's shoulder.

The cookie vendor hadn't |eft. Instead, one hand gently tilted back her chin while the other pressed
dightly on her lower abdomen. Asthe next contraction started she found hersalf pushing, asif shewas
expelling a deep breath through the vagina. With hishand on her it seemed so effortless. She had no idea
how long it lasted. When the contraction ended, and he stood up, she said, 'Isit over now?

He smiled at her. 'Not yet. Just afew moretimes.'
It'snot born yet?
‘Almogt.

Someone was holding her hand. Knedling by the bed. It wasn't the cookie vendor, or the midwives,
they were dl doing something, supporting her back, her legs. She twisted sSidewaysto see. It wasthat
man with the white shirt—Allan Lightstorm, that's right, the midwife had claimed it was Allan Lightstorm.
She laughed, remembering how shed tried to find him, how that bitch at the Fifth Avenue Hall had
refused to tell her anything. She laughed again and closed her eyes.

Jennie never knew how long thisfinal period actualy lasted. It carried no sense of time, neither
extended nor short, only the endless pushing, which somehow never strained her, but only made her think
of aribbon pulled dong intheair. In between, the midwife would let her down on the pillow and her
nurse would take his hands away, leaving her done for the fear and pain to grab hold of her again. But
then the pushing would start again and hed return and it would be dl right.

She never saw the baby emerge. The other two midwives had rigged up some mirror at the foot of
the bed, and as the pushing came closer to the end, they shouted at her to watch (at least she thought
they shouted) but she kept turning her head away, not knowing what it was she was afraid to see, only
certain that she couldn't bear to look.

'It'scoming,’ she heard the Daughter say, 'there'sthe crown.' The cookie vendor wastelling her
some- thing, the Grandmother was urging her to look in the mirror ...

But when she opened her eyes and looked down it wasn't the baby's head she saw, or her own blood
and ooze, but peopl€'s faces—the face of her mother, of Karen, Mike, even Gloriaand Al, al of them
amiling asif they'd let go of some burden they'd carried dll their lives,

Jennie closed her eyes. Thefaces vanished. In their place Jennie saw waves, the sea, the water
parting. A woman was rising from the sea, her head back, the arms out like a dancer. Her feet touched
the bottom of the world, her face rose above the sky, while al about her body pieces of broken chains
fdl off in the cascading water.

Jenni€'s eyes snapped open. She stared at the cookie vendor. Just alittle more, hetold her. ‘It's
amost done!’

He doesn't know, Jenniethought. He didn't see. Shelaughed loudly.

There were two of them, amae and afemale, and they clawed their way free of their mother like
athletesin acompetition. She Who Runs Away saw only aglimpse before the blood carried her out of
her body. She took that glimpse with her, and when the guides took her to her room in the Mansions of
the Dead, she saw the image of her children floating on thewalls. Lions heads; thick handswith clawsfor
fingers, human bodies with muscleslike stone.

Jennie felt aweight placed on her and she knew the midwives had laid the baby on her belly to giveit
achanceto adjust to the outside before they cut it loose from the cord connecting it to its home. Sheld



have to look, she knew, she couldn't keep her head turned away any longer.

For an ingtant Jennie wasn't sure what she was seeing. It looked so dark. Then she smiled and
reached out a hand to takeit. She realised now what sheld expected: a perfectly formed miniature adult,
with alight shining round it and ahand raised in sanctification to al those who had assigted inits birth.
Instead she saw awrinkled baby, head like a soggy melon, usdessarms, dl of it covered in blood and
MucouS

It'snormal, shethought to herself. Oh God, it's normal. It'sa normal baby and it's mine. It's my
child.

The midwives were telling her something, some phrase they wanted her to say. She paid no attention,
only reached for her baby. 'Y ou've got to welcomeiit,’ the redhead told her. 'Just repest after me!’

It'sdl right,’ the cookie vendor assured the midwives. 'Shélll befine. | promise you.' The midwives
backed away from the bed, one of them amogt tripping over Allan Lightstorm who was till knedling on
the floor. With a confused stare he looked from the baby to the mother, asif held been expecting
something that hadn't happened.

Jennie turned the baby over and saw it wasagirl. A daughter. Her daughter. When she held it to her
chest, the bag with Li Ku's skin pressed between them. 'Li Ku isthe truth,’ that woman had told her. But
Jennie Mazdan was aso the truth. Love was the truth.

One of the midwives, the Daughter, tugged gently at the baby. Jennie held on. 'Well giveit right
back,' the burglar said. 'l promise. We'vejust got to cut the cord and chase away the Mdignant Ones!'

Chase away? Jennie allowed them to lift her daughter. She thought back to her books and
remembered that the midwives hit the baby's bottom to jar loose any Ferocious Ones attracted by the
amell of ahdpless human. To hersdlf shethought, They're going to hurt you, my darling, but don't
worry. I'll make you fedl all better. The man, the Grandmother, held the child up by the ankle. The
Daughter dapped her.

Instead of acry the baby laughed. It opened its eyes and looked at Jennie, and its laughter bounced
off thewallsand out of the windows to the street where people stopped their carsto listen to it. In the
house the midwivestilted back their heads like people greeting the sun after amonth of rain.

The buttons on Allan Lightstorm's shirt fell to the floor. He looked down at the shirt, then up at the
cookie vendor. 'What do | do? he said. There was no answer. He tightened his face up, concentrating.
Then hetook off the shirt and clumsily draped it over the baby. The Daughter adjusted the shirt,
wrapping the child in it before handing her back to Jennie.

Jennie paid no attention to any of them. For in the sound of that laughter, she knew her daughter
would never be hers. The child might live with her, accept her love, her milk, and later on her advice and
teaching. But the child would never belong to her. The cookie vendor said, '‘Does any child belong to its
mother? but Jennie wasn't listening. She was thinking of her daughter, how one day the girl would kiss
Jennie'sforehead, or smile, or something, and say, 'It'stime for meto leave. | have my work to do.'

The blood spread out over miles, athin dick covering the earth. Wherever it touched, the plants
withered, the people and animals fell dead, the riversdried up, the stones crumbled into dust? Only the
man-lions could live there, sometimes raiding the outside world for victims, at other times devouring each
other or their own children.

The people built walls around the emptiness. They told each other that some day aredeemer would
come, one who with power and courage would go behind thewall to lay hands on the ground and draw
the curse fromit. The riverswould flow again, and the man-lions would shed their claws and teeth. But
no redeemer ever came. In time they gave the desert aname, and except when the enemy attacked some
village or farm they did their best never to think about it. The namethey called it was The Place Insde.



It made no difference. As soon as she held her daughter again, Jennie knew that. However long they
had together, she would love her child and take care of her. For aslong as possible she would protect
her daughter against the knowledge of who she was and why she had comeinto theworld. 'l love you,’
she said, and kissed the face and the shoulders, and the soft belly before she hugged the child to her
breasts. 'Y ou're my daughter and | loveyou.'

Everything that needs to be known is known.
—scientist speaking onthe BBC

Nihilismis not the last word. The last word isimagination.
—DPeter Bien

THE LIVES OF THE FOUNDERS

Allan Magruder lived for atime a the Y oung Men's Truth Association on South Avenuein
Poughkeepsie. Eventually the residence committee kicked him out for refusing to attend any enactments.
For saveral years hetravelled from place to place, working in factories, on farms, and now and then asa
faceless Worker in some of the smdler Picture Halls. He did not enter public knowledge again until some
fifteen years|ater, when he turned up in New Chicago, dressed in silver clothes with arainbow coloured
band round hisforehead, to start the movement later known as Neo-Fanaticism.

The three midwives resigned from the Holy Blood Birthing Agency and registered with the
government as collective pilgrims, digiblefor amonthly aid dlowance. Instead of travelling anywhere,
they moved into an gpartment down the street from Jennie Mazdan and her daughter Vaerie. From there
they watched and followed Jennie, taking pictures of her with atelephoto lens, and sometimes sorting
through her garbage for what they called 'relics.’ At first Jennietried to stop them, but after awhile she
decided to ignore them.

Jennies mother Beverley surprised Jennie by not marking her granddaughter's birth with so much as
an anthem. Instead she took the train to Poughkeepsie (the first time she'd ever done so) to take care of
Jennie and the new baby. On Vderi€sfifth birthday Grandma gave her atoy saxophone, with rea keys
and aplastic reed. When Jennie and Beverley began shouting at each other, Vaerie played ashort
melody of such perfect yearning that Beverley became frightened and tried to shake it out of her head.
Valerie handed the saxophone to her. 'Y ou takeit, Grandma,' she said. 'Mommy doesn't likeit.'

Vaerie Mazdan lived with her mother for seventeen years. She attended Heart of the World Primary
School on Noxon Street and Singing Rock High School, where she played hockey and basketball. One
day during her senior year she cut her afternoon classes, and on the corner of Grubb Street and Worral
Avenue, she met aman selling chocolate chip cookies. Several weeks later she applied for entranceto
the College of Tellersin New Y ork City.

Jennifer Mazdan lived on Cannon Street until the mock-funera held on the day her daughter 'went up'
asthe expression hasit, to College. That same night she moved to her mother's house on Hudson Street
inNew Y ork. Onthe day of Vaeriesfirst mgor appearance, the day Vaerietold Li Ku's Picture The
Woman Who Ran Away', Jennie stood in the back of the crowd. That night she opened an old
cardboard box sheld kept for years. It contained awhite silk shirt and asmall meta box with a piece of



dried skininsde. She took them down to the river where the black freighter waited for the Foundersto
return and sail away from the world. Jennie threw her treasuresinto the water. She said, 'l won't say
thank you, becauseit's not what | fedl. But | know she's needed and you did give uslonger than |
expected. So | guessit'safair ded.’

Back in the house Beverley was listening to an excited reporter describe the Telling at the College.
‘Jen,’ she shouted, 'Jen, come here. Come here. Y ou've got to hear this.'

Jennie went upstairs and lay down on her bed. From the night table she took a photo of Vaerie and
held it to her chest. She smiled, and amoment later shefdll adeep.

We remember the Founders.
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