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Necronauts

Thefirst time| died was an eye-opener. Literaly.

| got acdl from aresearcher a Duke. He said he had seen my paintingsin the National Geographic
and Smithsonian magazines and wanted to engage me asillustrator for an expedition he was planning.

| explained that | was blind and had been for eighteen months.

He said he knew; he said that was why they wanted me.

* k% k %

The next morning, | was dropped in front of the university's Psy Studies Indtitute by my ex. You cantdl a
lot about a space by its echoes, and the one | entered was drab and ingtitutiond, like ahospitd waiting
room.

Dr. Philip DeCandyl€'s hand was moist and cold, two qualitiesthat don't dways go together. | forma
mentd picture of those | am dedling with and | saw an overweight, soft man, almost six feet tall; later |
wastold | was not far off.

After introducing himself, DeCandyle introduced the woman standing beside him as Dr. Emma Sordl.
She was only alittle shorter, with a high-pitched voice and a cold, tentative touch that told me shewas
more skilled at withdrawing from the world than engaging it; acommon quality in ascientist, but curious
for an explorer. | wondered what sort of expedition these two could be planning.

“We're both very excited that you could come, Mr. Ray,” said Dr. DeCandyle. “We saw the work you
did for the undersea Mariana Trench expedition, and your paintings prove that there are some things that
the camerajust can't capture. It's not just atechnical problem of lack of light. Y ou were able to convey
the grandeur of the ocean depths; its cold, awesometerror.”

Hedid dl thetaking. It was my introduction to amanner of speech that struck me as exaggerated,
amost comical—before | had experienced the horrorsto which he held the key.

“Thank you,” | said, nodding first to his position and then to hers, even though she had said nothing yet.
“Then you both undoubtedly also know thet | lost my eyesight on the expedition, asaresult of a
decompression incident.”

“Wedo,” said Dr. DeCandyle. “But we also read the feature in the Sun ; and we know that you have
continued to paint, even though blind. And to great acclam.”

Thiswastrue. After the accident, | learned that my hand hadn't |ost the confidence that almost forty
yearsof training and work had built. I didn't need to seeto paint. The papers caled it apsychic ability,
but to me it was no more remarkabl e than the sketcher who watches his subject and not his pad. | had
always been precisein how | lined up and laid on my colors; the fact | was till able to sense their shape
and intensity on my canvas had more to do with moisture and smell, | suspected, than with ESP.

Whatever it was, the newspapersloved it. | had discussed it in severa interviews over the past yesr;
what | hadn't told anyone was how badly the work had been going lately. An artist isnot just a creator of
beauty but also its primary consumer, and | had lost heart. After dmost two years of blindness, | had lost
al interest in painting scenes from my past, no matter how remarkable they might appear to others. My



art had become atrick. The darkness that had fallen over my world was becoming total.
“I ill paint, it'strue,” wasdl | said.

“We are engaged in aunique experiment,” said Dr. DeCandyle. “ An expedition to arealm even more
exotic and beautiful—and dangerous—than the ocean depths. Like the Mariana Trench, it isimpossible
to photograph and therefore has never been illustrated. That iswhy we want you to be apart of our
team.”

“But why me?’ | sad. “Why ablind atig?’
DeCandyle didn't answer. Hisvoice took on anew authority. “Follow me and I'll show you.”
Ignoring the awful irony of hiswords, and somewhat against my better judgment, | did.

Dr. Sord fell in behind me; we passed through a door and entered along corridor. Through another
door, we entered aroom larger and colder than thefirst. It sounded empty but wasn't; we walked to the
center and stopped.

“Twenty years ago, before beginning my doctora work,” said DeCandyle, “1 was part of aunique series
of experiments being performed in Berkeley. | don't suppose you are familiar with the name of Dr. Edwin
Noroguchi?’

| shook my head.

“Dr. Noroguchi was experimenting in techniquesfor reviving the dead. Oh, nothing as dramatic and
gnigter as Frankenstein. Noroguchi studied and adapted the recent successes in reviving people who had
drowned or suffered heart attacks. Learning to induce death for aslong as an hour, we—I say we, for |
joined him and have since devoted my life to the work—began to explore and, you might say, map the
areas of existenceimmediately following death. LAD, or Life After Degth experience.”

My aunt Kate, who raised me after my parentswerekilled, alwaystold me | wasalittle dow. It was
only at thispoint that | began to understand what DeCandyle was getting at. If | had been nearer the
door, | would have waked out. Asit was, in the middle of aroom where | had no bearings, | began
backing away.

“Using chemica and dectrica techniques on volunteers, we were able to confirm the stories those who
had been revived told about their spirits|ooking down on their own bodies; about floating toward alight;
about an intense feding of peace and well-being—all thiswas scientificaly investigated and confirmed.
Though not, of course, photographed or documented. There was no way to share what we discovered
with the scientific world.”

| had reached the wall; | started feeling dong it for the door.

“Then lega and funding problems intervened, and our work wasinterrupted. Until recently. With the
help of the university and agenerous grant from the National Geographic , Dr. Sorel and | have been
able to continue the explorations that Dr. Noroguchi and | began. And your ability to paint will enable us
to share with the world what we discover. The last unexplored frontier, the * undiscovered country’ of
which Shakespeare wrote, is now within the reach of—"

“Y ou'retaking about killing yoursdves” | interrupted. “Y ou're talking about killing me.”



“Only temporarily,” said Dr. Sordl. It wasthefirst thing sheld said; | fet her hand on my amand |
shuddered. “Dr. Sordl has been to LAD space many times,” DeCandyle said, “and asyou can
see—forgive me; | mean tell—she has returned. Can it be cdled true death, if it isnot find? And the
compensationsare—"

“Sorry,” | interrupted again. Feding behind me for the door, | was stdling for time. “What with insurance
and roydlties, I'm pretty well fixed.”

“I am not speaking of money,” Dr. DeCandyle said, “athough you will of course be paid. Thereis
another and, perhapsfor you, more important compensation than money.”

| found it. The door. | wasjust about to go through it when he said the only words that could have
turned me around:

“InLAD space, you will once again be ableto see”

* * % %

By two that afternoon | had completed my physical and was being strapped into what DeCandyle and
Sorel called “the car” for my first misson into LAD space.

Of dl the scenes of heaven and hell and the regions between which | wasto witness, the one | most wish
| was ableto paint isthat empty-sounding room and the car that was to carry me beyond thislife. All |
had was DeCandyl€e's description of the car. It was ablack (appropriately) open fiberglass cockpit with
two sedts: | visudized it as a Corvette without the whesls.

Dr. Sorel strapped mein, while DeCandyle explained that the frame contained the electroshock reviva
mechanism and the monitoring systems. Around my left wrist, she fastened aVelcro gauntlet, which
contained the intradermd injector for the atropine chemica mix that would shut down my sympathetic
nervous system.

Inwhat | redlized later was a shrewd psychological move, | was sested on the lft: thefirst time | had
beenin adriver's seat sncel had lost my sight.

“Giveyou alift to the cemetery?’ | joked.

“Youmust teke thisfirg trip alone,” Sorel said; | wasto learn that she had no sense of humor
whatsoever. Thisbrief orientation trip (or “LAD insertion”; DeCandyle was fond of NASA-typejargon)
was supposed to be perfectly safe; it wasto provide achance for me to experience LAD space, and for
them to evaluate my reaction, both physical and psychologicd, to induced desth.

Sord clipped the belt over my shoulder with her big, cold hands, and | heard her footsteps walking
away. | had theimage of her and DeCandyle hiding behind alead curtain like X-ray technicians. The
car's monitoring systems started up with alow hum.

“Ready?’ DeCandyle called.

“Ready.” But | had to say it twice before the word came out.

| felt abrief stingin my wrist. “Mr. Ray? Can you hear me now?’ asked DeCandyle, who had somehow
acquired ahigh, tinny edgeto hisvoice, like Sordl's. | tried to answer but couldn't, wondering why, until |



redlized that the injection was working, thet the trip was beginning.
That | was dying.

| felt an ingtant of panic and reached to pull off the wrist cuff, but my reflexes were dowing and by the
time the impulse reached my left arm, | wastoo wesk to lift it. Dr. Sorel (or wasit DeCandyle?) was
saying something now, but the voice was receding from me. | tried again to lift my hand; | can't remember
whether or not | succeeded. | felt asudden strong sense of shame, asif | had been caught doing
something terribly, irrevocably wrong; then the shame was gone. It had blown away. There seemed to be
awind blowing through the room asif anew door had opened. My skin grew cooler and seemed to be
expanding; | felt like abaloon being inflated.

In those first moments, | didn't have the experience of which so many have spoken, of floating upward
and looking down on their own bodies. Perhaps because of my blindness | had lost theimpulse to “look”
back. | was conscious only of floating upward, faster and faster, with no desires and nothing tying me to
what was below: | felt mysdlf dwindling, and therewas agladnessinit, asif | were dwindling toward
sometiny bright point which al of me had dways yearned to be.

My naturdist'singtincts, which | have carefully nurtured over the years as an essentia balanceto my
artigtic vison, were somehow missing in dl this: | had no objectivity. lwas what | was experiencing,
whichisjust another way of saying therewasno “me’ to experience my experiencing it. Somehow this
pleased me, like an accomplishment.

It was as | was becoming conscious of this pleasurethat | saw the light, alattice of light, toward which |
wasfloating, asif it were the surface of apond in which | had been submerged so long, and so deeply, as
to forget that it had asurface at al.

| saw! | was seeing! It seemed perfectly natural, asif | had never stopped; and yet agreat joy filled me.

| grew closer to thelight and | seemed to dow; | felt mysalf spinning and “looked” back, or “down.” For
thefirst time, dl inarush, | remembered the car, my blindness, my life, theworld. | saw specks floating
like dust in shafts of light and wondered if that was al it had ever amounted to. Even as| puzzled over
this| wasturning back toward the lattice of light, which drew metoward it dmost like alover.

Inther preliminary briefing, Sorel and DeCandyle had warned of the “chill” of LAD space; but | didn't
fed it. | fet only awe and peacefulness, like the feding one gets gazing down from amountaintop onto a
seaof clouds. Perhaps my experience was moderated by the wonderful new gift of vison; or perhaps
somewherein my bones| knew that this death was not final and that | would soon return to Earth.

| turned back toward the lattice of light (or wasit turning toward me?) and saw that it was adigplay of
light and light, no shade. | bathed in it, floating under it with akind of blissthat | can only compare with
that of orgasm, though it lasted for along time, never peaking, never diminishing—a never-ending climax
of quiet joy.

Wasthis, then, Heaven? Whether | asked that question then, or later, on reflection, | have no way of
knowing; for memory and experience and anticipation were one to me then.

“After” (thereisno sense of timein LAD space) | had bathed in this glory for what seemed an eternity |
felt mysdlf drifting back, down, away from the light. The light was receding and the darkness below was
growing closer. | could see both in front and behind as| “fdl” and | was vaguely conscious (or did
memory add thislater?) of the darkness reaching up toward me, like welcoming arms.



And | wasblind again. Blind! | pulled back, toward death—and the light—and suddenly felt asharp
shock, and the outrage that pain brings. Redling, | felt another shock; both, | learned later, were from the
electroshock system buiilt into the car, bringing me back to life.

| was vaguely conscious of hands on my face. | tried to raise my own hands but they weretied. Then |
realized they weren't tied, but dead.

Dead.

Todescribewhat | felt as“fear” undersates the wave of terror that filled me. Though something—my
consciousness? my soul 2—had been revived, my body was dead. | had no sensation and couldn't move.
My mouth was open, but not by my own will, nor could | closeit.

It was only when | tried to scream that | redlized | wasn't breathing.

Thethird dectroshock came asafriend: | welcomed its violence asit ripped through me. Ifelt |, for the
first timein my life (or wasthismy life?), my heart stir inmy breest asit clutched itsdf inward, sucking for
blood greedily, like achild sobbing; | heard it bubbling asit filled. Then the blood flooded into my brain,

icecold, and | could hear screaming dl around me.

It was my own scream, echoing.

* k k %

| must have lost consciousness again, or perhaps there was an injection to smooth out the reentry
process. When | awoke | was breathing smoothly, relaxed, lying on atwo-person wheeled gurney. It
was 4:03 P.M. according to my Braille watch; only two hours since my trip had begun.

| heard voices and sat up; apaper cup of hot tealaced with bourbon was thrust into my hand. My lips
were numb.

“That first retrocution can be rough,” DeCandyle said.
“How do you fed?’ Sorel asked, a the sametime: “Are you with us?’
| hurt al over but | nodded.

Thus began my journey to the Other Side.

* k k %

“There's something creepy about those two,” my ex said when she picked me up a 5:00 P.M. as
arranged.

“They'reokay,” | sad.
“She has no chin but her nose makes up for it.”

“They're researchers, not models,” | said. “It's an experiment where | paint dream-induced images.
Perfect job for ablind man.” Thiswasthe agreed-on lie; therewas no way | could tdll the truth.

“But why ablind man?’ she asked.



My ex isacop. Itisto her that | owe the independence | have enjoyed since the accident that blinded
me. It was she who brought me home from the hospital and stayed with me, commuting daily from
Durham where she works. It was she who managed the contractors and used the financia settlement
from the Mariana I ngtitute to rework my mountainsde studio so that | was ableto move (at first on
ropes, like a puppet, and then independently) from bed to bath, from kitchen to sudio, with aslittle
hasde as possible.

Then it was she who went ahead with the divorce she had been planning even before the accident.

“Maybe they want somebody who can paint with hiseyesclosed,” | said. “Maybe I'm the only fool
wholl do it. Maybe they like my work; though | redlize you would find that alittle far-fetched—"

“Y ou should see her hair,” shesaid. “It'swhite a theroots.” She turned off the highway up the short,
steep driveway to my studio. The low-dung police cruiser scraped on the high spots. “ This driveway
needsfixing.”

“Hra thing inthe spring,” | said.

| couldn't wait to get to work. That night, | began my first new painting in dmost four months—the one
that appeared on the cover of the “ Undiscovered Country” issue of the National Geographic and now
hangsin the Smithsonian as“ The Lattice of Light.”

* k k %

One week later, at 10:00 A.M., asarranged, Dr. Sord picked me up at my studio. | could tell by the
door handlesthat she was driving aHonda Accord. It'sfunny how the blind see cars.

“Y ou're probably wondering what a blind man's doing with ashotgun,” | said. | had been cleaning mine
when she came. “| likethefed of it even though | don't shoot. It was agift from the Outer Banks Wildlife
Association. | did aseriesof paintingsfor them.”

Shesad nothing. Which is different from not saying anything.

“Ducksand sand,” | said. “Anyway, it'sred dlver. It's English; a Cleveland. Eighteen seventy-one.”

Sheturned on the radio to let me know she didn't want to talk; the college FM station was playing
Roenchler's*Funerd for Spring.” Shedrovelikeabat out of hell. Theroad from my studio to Durham is
narrow and winding. For thefirst time since theincident, | wasglad | couldn't see.

| decided | agreed with my ex; Sorel was creepy.

Dr. DeCandyle was waiting for usin the lobby, eager to get started, but first | had to stop by his office
to“sgn” the voiceprint contract; that is, affirm our agreement on tape. | wasto join them on five
“insertionsinto LAD space” oneweek apart. National Geographic (which aready knew my work) was
to get first reproduction rightsto my paintings. | wasto own the prints and the originals and get afirst-use
fee, plusafairly handsome advance.

| Signed, then said, “Y ou never answered my question. Why ablind artist?’

“Cdl itintuition,” DeCandylesaid. “I saw the Sun article and said to Emma—that's Dr. Sord—'Here's
our man!” We need an artist who isnot, shal we say, distracted by sight. Who can capture the intensity



of the LAD experience without throwing in alot of visua referents. Also, quite frankly, we need someone
with areputation; for the Geographic , you understand.”

“Also, you need somebody desperate enough do it.”
Hislaugh was asdry as his pamswere moist. “Let'sjust say ‘ adventurous.”

Sordl joined usin the hal on the way to what DeCandyle called the“launch [ab.” | could tell by the
rustling sound of her walk that she had changed clothes. | later learned that she wore aNA SA-type
nylon jumpsuit on our “LAD insertions.”

| was pleased to find myself in the driver's seat again. Sorel strapped hersdf in besde methistime.
My left hand was | eft free but my right hand was guided into an oversized siiff rubber mitten.

“The purpose of this glove, which we cdll the handbasket,” DeCandyle said, “isto join our two LAD
voyagers more closely together. We have learned that through constant physical contact, some
perceptud contact ismaintained in LAD space. The nameisour littlejoke. To hdl in ahandbasket?’

“I getit,” | said. Then | heard a click and redlized he had not been talking to me but into atape
recorder. “How long will thistrip last?’ | asked.

“Insertion,” DeCandyle corrected. “ And we have found it's best not to discuss duration; that way we
avoid clashes between objective and subjective time. Asamatter of fact, we prefer that you not verbalize
your experiences a al, but commit them gtrictly to canvas. Y ou will be driven homeimmediately after
retrocution, or reentry, and not expected to participate in any debriefingswith Dr. Sorel and mysdlf.”

Click.

If I had any further questions, | couldn't think of them. How much can you want to know about getting
yoursdf killed?

“Good,” DeCandyle said. | heard hisfootsteps walking away, and then | heard the drawing of the
curtain that meant the trip—insertion—was about to begin.

“Ready, Dr. Sord?’ The car's monitoring systems started up with alow hum, like an idling engine.

Sord said, “Ready.” Her hand joined minein the glove. It felt awkward. Rather than hold hands, we
turned them so that only the backs of our hands touched.

“Seriesforty-one, insertion one.” Click .

Agan| fdt thetiny sting; the sudden sense of shame and then the wind from somewhere else; and | was
floating once more upward toward the lattice of light. Thistime, darmingly, | could “seg’” adark shape
below that could only be the car, with two bodies dumped forward hideoudy, one of them mine—But |
was gone. Then far off | saw the Blue Ridge, and beyond it Mount Mitchell, which | had painted from
every Sdein every season, even though | knew it was not visible from Durham. The mountains are lost
forever to the blind and | felt a sharp sorrow; then my sorrow, with my mountain, waslost in thelight.
Thelight! A shadow, chasing from below, drew closer and flowed into me, and then out again aslight. |
fdt it asanother : apresence not quite separate, womanly yet part of me, linked to me like two fingerson
one hand as under the lattice of light we spun. Again | felt the sweet warmith like unending orgasm—only



therewas no “again”: Each moment was asthefirst. Thelattice of light stayed aways at the same
distance, dmost close enough to touch, and yet as distant as agdaxy. Space was asindistinct and
undifferentiated as Time. The presence linked with me somehow doubled my own ecstasy; | fdlt, | was,
twice everything.

Then something pulled me downward, and | was aone, unlinked (unwhole?) again, spinning away from
thelight, feding the warmth fade behind. Life from herelooked as dark and lonesome asthe grave. As
before, there was the shock, the insult of pain, the agony as the cooled blood with its cold understandings
rushedin...

Bringing another darkness.
“Retrocution at five thirty-three P.M. Click .

| was on the gurney again. Sorel must have revived (or “retrocuted”) firgt, for she was helping
DeCandyle. | sat dazed, slent, numb, while they recorded my vital Sgns. Her fingersfelt familiar and |
wondered if we had held hands while we were dead.

“How long?’ | asked, findly.
“I thought we weren't going to ask that question,” DeCandyle said.

“I'll drive him home,” said Sorel. She drove even faster than before. For the twenty-minute ride we
listened to the radio—Mahler—and didn't spegk. | didn't invite her in; | didn't have to. We both knew
exactly what was going to happen. | heard her steps behind me on the gravel, on the step, on the floor.
Whilel knelt to light the space heater—for the studio was cold—I heard the long pull of the zipper on
her jJumpsuit. By thetime | had turned around she was helping me with my clothes, slent, efficient, and
fast, and her mouth was cold; her tongue and her nipples were cold; | was naked like her and falling with
her into my own cold unmade studio bed, exploring that body that was so strange and yet o utterly
familiar. When | entered her it was she who entered me: We came together in away that | had forgotten
was possible.

Forgotten? | had never known, never dreamed of passion like this.

Twenty minutes later, she was dressed and gone without aword.

* k% k %

My ex came by on Thursday with her boyfriend—excuse me, partner—to drop off some microwavables.
Sheleft himinthe cruiser with theengineidling. “Y oure painting again?’ she said. | could hear her
shuffling through my canvases, even though she knowsit annoys me. “That's good. They say abstract
art's good therapy.”

Shewaslooking &t “Lattice of Light,” or perhaps*“ Spinners.” My ex thinksall art istherapy.
“It'snot therapy,” | said. “Remember the experiment? The dreams? The professors at Duke?’ | felt a
sudden foolish impulse to explain myself to her. “And it's not an abstract, either. Inthe dreams, | can

“That'snice,” shesaid. “Only, | had those two checked out. | have afriend in the dean's office. They're
not professors. At least, not at Duke.”



“They'refrom Berkeley,” | said.

“Berkeley? That explains everything.”

* k% k %

On Monday at ten, Sord picked me up in the Honda | offered her my hand, and from the tentative,
amogt reluctant way she shook it, | could tell that our sexua encounter had taken place in another redlm
atogether. That was fine with me. | found the university's FM station on the van's radio and we listened
to Shulgin al the way to Durham. “The Dance of the Dead.” | was beginning to like the way she drove.

DeCandyle was waiting impatiently in the launch [ab. “ On this second insertion, were going to try and
penetrate alittle deeper,” he said. Click .

“Deeper?’ | asked. How could you get deeper than dead?

He spoke to me and the tape at the sametime. “ So far on this series we have seen only the outer regions
of LAD space. Beyond the threshold of light, there liesyet another LAD ream. It, dso, seemsto have an
objectiveredity. On thisinsertion we will observe without penetrating that reelm.” Click .

Sorel entered the room; | recognized the swishing of her nylon jumpsuit. | was strapped into the car and
my hand was guided into the glove—and | recoiled in disgust. Something wasin there. It waslike putting
my hand into a bucket of cold entrails.

“The handbasket now containsacirculating plasma solution,” DeCandyle said. “Our hopeisit that will
keep amore positive contact between our two LAD voyagers.” Click .

“Y ou mean necronauts,” | said.

Hedidn't laugh; | hadn't expected himto. | did my hand into the handbasket. The stuff was dick and
dticky at the sametime. Sorel's hand joined mine. Our fingers met with no awkwardness, even with a
kind of comfortable, lascivious hunger. DeCandyle asked: “ Ready?’

Ready? For aweek | had thought of nothing but the intengity, the excitement—the light of LAD space.
Thelab's machines started with their low harmony of hums. It seemed to be taking forever. The solution
inthe glove began to circulate while | waited for the injection that would free me from the prison of my
blindness

“Seriesforty-one, insartion two,” DeCandyle said. Click .
Oh desth, whereisthy sting? My heart was pounding.
Then it stopped.

| could fedd my blood pool, grow thick, grow cool. My body seemed to elongate—then suddenly | was
gone; peding away, up from the car, away from my body, into the light.

| wasrising asif being pulled. There was no timeto look back a my own body, or the mountains. Faster
and faster, we were ascending into the realm of the dead: LAD space. | saywe , for | was a shadow
pursuing a shadow, yet together we were acircle of light, spinning in adance harmonious. | ached for
Sord like aplanet achesfor its sun. Thelight loved us—and we spun, basking in its sweet climactic
endless glow, luxuriating in anakedness so totdl that the body itself has been stripped off and set aside. |



fdt like the gods must fed, knowing that the world we lurch through in lifeis only their cast-off clothes.
Weroseinto thelattice of light and it opened before us...

And | felt asudden fear. It was dight, like the chill on the back of your neck when adoor opens that
shouldn't be opened. The light was darkening around me and the presence at the end of my fingertips
was suddenly gone. | was done. | thought (yes, dead, but | “thought”!) something had gone wrong in the
lab.

All was ill. | wasin anew darkness. Only thiswas a darkness unlike the darkness of blindness: Here,
somehow, | could see. | wasdone on agray plain that Stretched forever in every direction, but instead of
gpace | felt claustrophobia, for every horizon was close enough to touch. The chill had become a deep,
cruel, vicious, bone cold. | tried to move and the darkness itself moved with me...

“Retrocution at three oh seven,” DeCandyle was saying; Sorel was dapping my cheeks. “We logt
contact,” | heard her say.

| wasn't in the car; | was lying down on the wheeled gurney. | was freezing. “ Duration one hundred
thirty-seven minutes,” DeCandyle said. Click .

| sat up and held my face in my hands. Both cheeks were cold. Both hands were shaking.
“I'll drive him home,” Sord sad.
“Wherewerewe?’ | asked, but she wouldn't answer me. Instead she drove faster and faster.

My studio was cold and | kndlt to light the space hester. | fumbled with the damp matches, afraid she
would leave, until | felt her hand on the back of my neck. She was undressed dready, pulling me toward
the bed, toward her plump, taut, cool breasts; her opening thighs. | forgot the chill | had felt in her womb,
as cold and sweset as her mouth. How backward romance's metaphors are! For it isthe flesh, scorned in
song for so many centuries, that leads the spirit toward the light. Undernesth our nakedness we
discovered more nakedness gill, entering and opening one another, until together we soared like
crestures that cannot fly alone, but only joined; the naked flesh going where our naked spirits had been
only hours before. What we made was more than love.

“Doesheknow?’ | asked, afterward, when we were lying in the dark. | like the darkness; it equalizes
things

“Know?Who?’
“DeCandyle. Who do you think?’

“What | doisnone of hisbusiness,” she said. “And what he knows, is none of yours.” It wasthe end of
our first and longest conversation. | dept for x hours and when | woke up she was gone.

* k% k %

“Turnsout | have afriend at Berkeley too,” my ex said when she came by on Thursday to drop off some
microwavables. Cops have friends everywhere; at least they think of them asfriends.

“DeCandyle wasin the medica school until he was kicked out for sdling drugs. The other onewasin
comparaive it until shewaskicked out in her junior year. All very hush-hush, but it ssems shewas using
drugsto recruit students for experiments. | think there was even adesth involved. | have another friend



who's checking the PD files.”
“Dum de-dum dum,” | said.
“I'mjust giving you thefacts, Ray. What you do with them, if anything, isup to you.” She was shuffling

through my stacked canvases again. “1'm glad to see you're doing mountains again. They were aways
your best sellers. And what have we here? Pornography?’

“Eye of the beholder,” | said.

“Bullshit. Don't you think thisis alittle—gynecologica—for Natural Geographic ?1 know they show
titsand dl, but—"

“It's National ,” | said. “And do me afavor—" | nodded toward her partner, who was standing just
ingde the door, foolishly thinking thet if he stood perfectly il | wouldn't know he wasthere. “Aslong as
you and your boyfriend are playing Sergeant Friday, check out one more namefor me.”

* * % %

On Monday | was supposed to deliver the first batch of paintingsin the series. DeCandyle sent ahired
van to pick me up. | knew the driver. Hewas aloca part-time preacher and abortion-clinic bomber. |
was careful to keep the paintings covered as we loaded them in.

“I hear you're working with the Hell Docs,” he said.

“I don't know what you're talking about; I'm just going in for atreatment,” | lied. “1 am blind, you
know.”

“Whatever you say,” he said. “I hear they're sending aman and awoman to Hell. Sort of anew Adam
and Eve”

Helaughed. | didn't.

* * * %

“Magnificent,” said DeCandyle, when he unwrapped the paintingsin his office. “How canyou do it?|
could understand touch, sculpture; but painting? Colors?”

“I know what it looks like while I'm working oniit,” | said. “After it'sdry, no. If you need atheory, my
theory isthat colors have smells, smellsthat are pitched too high for most people. So I'm like adog that
can hear ahigh-pitched whistle. That'swhy | paint in oil and not acrylic.”

“So you don't agree with the article in theSun thet it'sa psychic ability?’

“Asascientist, surely you don't believe that crap.”

“Asascientist,” DeCandyle said, “I don't know what | believe anymore. But let's go to work.”

There was something different about the echoesin the launch lab. | wasled directly to the gurney, and
helped onto it. “Where'sthe car?’ | protested.

“We are dispensing with the car for therest of this series,” DeCandyle said. | knew he was only partly
talking to mewhen | heard the click of hisrecorder. “With thisinsertion we will begin using the C-T, or



Cold Tissue, chamber developed whilel wasin Europe. It will alow usto penetrate deeper into LAD
space.” Click.

“Deepar?’ | wasdarmed; | didn't like lying down. “ By staying dead longer?’

“Not necessarily longer,” DeCandyle said. “The C-T chamber will cool the home tissue more rapidly,
alowing faster LAD penetration. We hope on thisinsertion to actudly penetrate the threshold barrier.”
Click .

By home tissue he meant the corpse. “1 don't likethis,” | said. | sat up onthe gurney. “It'snot in my
contract.”

“Y our contract calsfor five LAD insartions,” DeCandyle said. “However, if you don't want to go—"

Just then Sordl came into the room in her jumpsuit. | could hear the swishing of the nylon between her
legs

“l didn't say | didn't want to go,” | said. “I just want—" But | didn't know what | wanted. | lay back
down and she lay down beside me. | heard the snap of tubes being attached; guided by hers, my hand
didinto the smely, cold mash of the glove. Our fingers met and entwined. They were like teenagers,
getting together in secret, each with itsown little libido.

“Seriesforty-one, insertion three,” DeCandyle said. Click .

The gurney wasrolling and we were pushed into asmal chamber. | felt rather than heard adoor close
just behind my head: asofter click . | panicked, but Sordl clutched my hand and the smell of atropine and
formadehydefilled theair. | felt mysdf falling—no, rising, with Sordl, linked, hand in hand, toward the
light. Thistime we went more dowly and | saw our bodieslaid out, spinning, naked asthe day we were
born. Werose into the lattice of light and it parted around us like a song.

And it was gone.

All around was the gray darkness.
We were on the Other Side.

| felt nothing. It filled me. | wasfrozen.

Sord's presence now had aform; she who had been dl light was dl flesh. | find it impossible to describe
even though | wasto paint it several times. She had legs, but they were strangely segmented; breasts, but
not the breasts my lips and fingers knew; her hands were blunt, her face was blank, and her hipsand
what | can only call her mind, were bone white. She moved away into the gray distance and | moved
with her, ill linked “hand” to “hand.”

| felt—I knew —I had aways been dreaming and only thiswas red. The space around me was a blank
and endlessgray. “Life’ had been adream; thiswas all therewas.

| drifted. | seemed to have abody again, although it was not in my control. For hours, centuries,
eternitieswe drifted through aworld as smal as a coffin, yet never reached an end. At the fill center of it
al wasacircle of sones. | followed Sorel down toward them. Somebody—or something—was insde.



Waiting.

She passed through the stones toward the Other, pulling me with her. | pushed back; then pulled away,
filled with terror. For | had touched stone. Nothing here was red and yet—I had touched stone.
Suddenly | knew | was awake because everything was dark, only | could no longer see.

Beside me was her body; its dead hand clutching mine. | had never before
awakened—retrocuted—before Sordl. | reached up with my left hand, fearfully, tentatively until | felt the
lid of my coffin just where | knew it would be. It was porcelain or stedl, not stone. But cold as stone.

| tried to scream but therewas no air. Before | could scream there was ashock, and | fel into another, a
darker, darkness.

* * k* %

“What you felt was the roof of the C-T chamber,” DeCandyle was saying. “It enablesyou to remainin
LAD space longer without damage to the home tissue. And with ultrasonic blood cooling, to cross
directly to the Other Side.” It wasthefirst time | had heard the term, yet | knew exactly what he meant.

Someone was clutching my right hand; it was Sordl. Shewas till dead. | waslying on the gurney; it
rocked on itswheelsas| struggled to Sit up.

| shuddered as| remembered. “Before | touched thelid, while | was still dead, | touched stone.”

DeCandyle went on: “Apparently there arerealmsin LAD space whose accessibility depends on
resdua dectricd fieldsin the hometissue.” | waited for the click, which never came, and redlized he was
talking only to me. “ Thereisamagnetic polarity in the body that endures for severd days after death. We
want to find out what happens asthe eectrical field decays. The C-T chamber alows usto explore this
without waiting on the actud mortification of the flesh.”

Mortification. “ So there's dead and then there's deader.”
“Something like that. Let me drive you home.”

| was il holding Sorel'shand. | pried my fingersloose.

* * * %

| couldn't deep. The horror of the“Gray Realm” (as| wasto cal it in apainting) kept leaking back in. |
felt like aman halfway up the Amazon, afraid to go on but afraid to turn back, because no matter what
horrorslay ahead, he knowstoo well the horror that lies behind. The Devil'sldand of blindness.

| ached for Sorel. We blind are said to be connoisseurs of masturbation, perhaps because our
imaginations are so practiced at summoning up images. Afterward, | turned on thelightsand tried to
paint. | dwayswork inthe light. Painting is a collaboration between the artist and his materids. | know
paint loveslight; | figure canvas at least likesit.

But it was no good. | couldn't work. It wasn't till after dawn, amid the harsh din of the awakening birds,
that | redized what was bothering me.

| wasjedous.
* * % %



My ex came by aday early (I thought) to drop off some microwavables. “Where have you been?’ she
asked. “| wastryingto cal you dl day.”

“| was at the university on Monday, asusud,” | said.
“I'm talking about Tuesday.”

“Yesterday?’

“Today is Thursday; you'velost aday. Anyway, we struck paydirt with your other name. Noroguchi
wasthered thing, atenured professor a Berkeley, in the medica school, no less. That is, until he was

murdered.”

| could hear her flipping through my canvases, waiting for meto respond. | could imagine her haf-amile.

“Don't you want to know who murdered him?”

“Let meguess,” | sad. “Philip DeCandyle”

“Ray, | dways said you should have been acop,” shesaid. “Y ou take the fun out of everything.
Mandaughter. Plea-bargained down from Murder Two. Served Six years at San Rafadl. The creegpy one

was an accessory but she never went tojail.”

“I thought you said they were both creepy.”

“She's creepier. Did you know her tits are different sizes? Don't answer that. Did you know you have a
blank canvas herein thefinished pile?’

“It belongsthere” | said. “It'scaled ‘ The Other Side.”

* * % %

On Monday, it was DeCandyle who picked me up in the Honda. “Where's Sorel 7’ | asked. | had to
know. Even if shewas dead | wanted to be with her.

“She's okay. She'swaiting for us at the lab.”
“I'mdying to seeher,” | said. | didn't expect DeCandyle to laugh and he didn'.

He drove maddeningly dowly. | missed Sordl's breathtaking speed. | asked him to tell me about
Noroguchi.

“Dr. Noroguchi died during an insertion; thet is, failed to retrocute. | was blamed. But | get the distinct
feeling you've heard the whole story.”

“And he's still there.”

“Where dse?’
“But why him? Millions of people are dead but we don't see them.”

“Youve seen Edwin?’ DeCandyle stopped and there was a scream of brakes as someone amost hit us



from behind. He stepped on the gas. “We don't know why,” he said. “ Apparently the connection persists
when it's strong enough. He and Emmawere partners on many insertions. Too many. Emmeals convinced
that it's possible to penetrate deep enough to find him.”

“To bring him back?’

“Of course not. He's dead. Edwin alwaysingsted on going deeper and deeper even though we didn't
have the C-T Chamber then. It's Emmals obsession now. If anything, she's worse than him; than he was.”

“Werethey—"
“Werethey lovers?’ It wasn't what | was going to ask, but it was what | wanted to know.

“Toward the end, they werelovers” he said. He laughed; abitter little laugh. “I don't think they knew |
knew.”

* * * %

When we got to the indtitute | heard rhythmic shouts and the unfamiliar crunch of gravel.

“WEell haveto enter through the back,” DeCandyle said. “We have demonstrators out front. A local
preacher has been telling the natives that we are trying to duplicate the Resurrection in the laboratory.”

“They dways get it backwards,” | said.

We entered through a side door, directly into thelab. | sat on the gurney waiting to hear the swish of
Sord's nylon jumpsuit between her legs. Instead | heard the suss of rubber tires and the faint ringing of

spokes.
“Youreinawhedchar?’
“Temporarily,” shesad.

“Thrombophlehitis,” said DeCandyle. “ The blood clots when it poolsin the veinsfor too long. But don't
you worry; the C-T chamber diffusion fluid now contains ablood thinner.”

Welay down together, side by side. My hand found the glove, which was between us. Was the solution
getting old? There was afunny smell. Sordl's hand found mine and our fingers met in their familiar
lascivious fond embrace, except—

Shewas missing afinger. Two.

Stumps.

My hand froze, wanting to pull away; the handbasket started gurgling and we were rolled forward, then
stopped.
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“Ready.” A part of me was scared; another part of me was amazed at how impatient athird part of me
wasto die. We wererolled forward again, feet first, into the cold, dightly acrid air of the chamber. A
door closed behind my head. Before | had time to panic, Sordl's fingers found mine and comforted them,



opening them like petals, and there was the sting. My heart stopped, likea TV that has been turned off.

Or on. For there came a kaeidoscope of colors, through which | arose, faster and faster. There was no
floating, no looking back, no basking in thelattice of light; for no sooner had | seen—no, glimpsed—the
familiar splendors of LAD space than they were gone and we were in that other darkness.

The Other Side.

It stretched around us endless and yet enclosing. The“ sky” waslow like acoffin lid. Sorel and | moved
siffly, drifting, no longer spirit but al flesh. | was dead awake. | was conscious of her buttocks, the flesh
on her aimswhich was fluted somehow like toadstool skin; the cold insect smell aswe circled the stone
pillarsthat pinned the low sky down.

We seemed to get no closer aswe circled “The Pens’ (as1 wasto cal themin apainting): They spun
dowly in the center of our immobility, like asystem of stone sars. Again someone, some Other, waited
insde. Under the lattice of light there was no sense of time's passage, perhaps because the pirit (unlike
the body) moved at time's exact peed; but here, on the Other Side, time no longer buoyed usin its
stream. There was no movement. Every forever was ingde another forever, and the moments were no
longer a stream but a pond: concentric circles that went nowhere.

There were other differences. In LAD space | had known, even dead, that | was dive. Herel knew that
| was dead. That even dive, | was dead: that | had dways been dead. That thiswas the redity into which
al dseflowed, from which nothing came. That thiswasthe end of things.

My terror never diminished, nor did it grow: A il panicfilled every cdl of my body like uncirculaing
blood. Yet | was unmoved; | watched mysdlf suffer as dispassionately as a boy watches abug burn.

Sorel was dead-white. She was somehow closer to the pens, and when she reached out, the stone was
right there. She turned toward me and her face was blank, a gaze of bone. Mine back at her was the
same; our nothingness was complete. We were at the standing stones and through them | could seea
figure. He (it was a he) beckoned and Sorel passed through the stones, but | pulled back: Then [, too,
touched the stone (colder than cold) and | was with her again. We wereinside the pens and now there
werethree of us, and it was asif there had always been. We were following Noroguchi (it was surely he)
into asort of dark water, which grew deeper. It was| who stopped; it took al my will. | turned away
and thistime Sorel, her face bone-blank, turned away with me.

| woke up in darkness, the blind darkness of the world.

| touched thelid of our coffin. It was porcelain, smooth and cold. | felt Sorel's hand locked in minein the
stedl grip of the dead. | felt not panic but peace.

There was a shock, then another shock, and darkness came over the darkness, and all was till.

* * * %

“We made contact,” | heard Sorel's voice say. | was glad. Wasn't I?
| wasonthegurney. | sat up. My hands were burning; my fingertips were on fire.

“The painisjust the blood coming back around,” said DeCandyle. “Y ou were inserted into LAD space
for over four hours”



It was unusud for him to volunteer aduration. And therewas no click . | knew hewaslying.

“I'll take him home,” Sorel said. Her voice sounded tinny and far away, aswhen weweredying. “1 can
dill drive”

It was morning. Dawn may not “come up like thunder” as Kipling put it, but it does have asound. |
rolled down the Honda's window and bathed in the cold air, | etting the new day cover over the night's
horror like afresh coat of paint.

But the horror kept bleeding back through.

“Weweregonedl night,” | said.

Sorel laughed. “Try two nights,” shesaid. It wasthefirst time | had heard her laugh. She seemed happy.

She pulled up in my drive but left the engine running. | reached over and turned the key off. “I'll comein
if youwant meto,” shesad. “You'l haveto help mein the door.”

| did. She could hop on one leg okay. Under her nylon NASA-style jumpsuit | was surprised to find
smooth silk underwear with lace through the crotch; | could tdll by my fingertipsthat it was white. One
leg was puffy like a sausage. Her skin wastight and cool.

“Sord,” | said. | couldn't call her Emma. “ Are you trying to bring him back or go with him?’

“There's no coming back,” she said. “No body to come back to.” She pressed my hand to the stumps of
her fingers, then to her cold lips, then between her cold thighs.

“Then stay herewithme,” | said.

Wefumbled for each other, our lips and fingers numb. “ Don't take my bradl the way off,” she said. She
pulled one cup down and her nipple was cold and sticky and sweet. Too swet. “It'stoo late,” she said.

“Thentakemewithyou,” | said.

That was the end of our last conversation.

* k% k %

“Sort of aStonehenge,” my ex said when she came by on Thursday with some microwavables. Shewas
shuffling through my paintings again. “ And what'sthis? My God, Ray. Pornisonething; thisis, thisis—"

“| told you, they're images from dreams.”

“That makesit even worse. | hope you're not going to show these to anybody. It's against the law. And
what'sthat smdl?’

“Smdl?

“Like something died. Maybe araccoon or something. I'm going to send William over to check under
the sudio.”

“Who'sWilliam?’



“Y ou know perfectly well who Williamis” shesad.

* * * %

Saturday night | was awakened by abanging on the studio door.
“DeCandyle, it'stwo inthemorning,” | said. “1'm not supposed to see you till Monday anyway.”

“I need you now,” he said, “or therewon't beaMonday.” | got into the Hondawith him; even when he
was hurrying he drove too dowly. “I can't get Emmacto retrocute. She'sbeenin LAD space for over four
days now. Thisisthelongest she's ever gone. The hometissueis starting to deteriorate. Excessve sgns
of morbidity.”

She'sdead, | thought. Thisguy just can't say it.

“I let her go too often,” he said. “1 left her inserted too long. Too deep. But sheinssted; she's been likea
woman obsessed.”

“Step on it or welll get hit from behind,” | said. I didn't want to hear any more. | turned up the radio and
we listened to Carmina Burana , an opera about a bunch of monks singing their way to Hell.

It seemed appropriate.

* k k %

DeCandyle helped me up onto the gurney and | felt the body beside me, swollen and tiff. | quickly got
used to the smell. Tentatively, with afeding of fear, | dipped my hand into the handbasket.

Her hand in the glove felt soft, like old cheese. Her fingers, for the first time, didn't seek mine but lay
passive. But of course—she was dead.

| didn't want to go. Suddenly, desperately, | didn't want to go. “Wait,” | said. But even as| sadit, |
knew | hadn't a chance. He was sending me after her. The gurney was aready rolling and the small
sguare door shut with asoft click .

| panicked; my lungsfilled with the sour smdll of atropine and formadehyde. | felt my mind shrink and
grow managesble. My fingersin the glovefdt tiny, miserable, one until they found hers. | expected
more stumps but there were only the two. | made myself quiet and waited like alover for the sting that
would—Oh! | floated free at last, toward light, and saw the dark [ab and the cars on the highway like
fireflies and the mountainsin the distance, and | realized with agtart that | wastotaly conscious. Why
wasn't | dead? Thelattice of light parted around me like a cloud and suddenly | was standing on the
Other Side, done; no, she was beside me. She was with the Other. We drifted, the three of us, and time
looped back on itself: We had dways been here.

Why had | been afraid? Thiswas so easy. We were inside the pens, which were aring on the horizon in
every direction, so many, so much stone; close enough to touch yet asfar away asthe stars| could
barely remember ... and at my feet, black <till water.

Penty of darkness but no stars on the Other Side.

| was moving. The water was ill. | understood then (and | understand now) what phys cists mean when
they say that everything in the universeisin motion, whedling around everything ese, for | wasinthe



black till water at the center of it dl: the only thing that doesn't move. Wasit a subjective or an objective
redity? The question had no significance. Thiswas more red than anything that had ever happened to me
or ever would again.

There was certainly no joy. Yet no fear. We werefilled with a cold nothingness, complete. | had aways
been here and will be here forever. Sord isin front of me and in front of her—the Other—and we are
moving again. Through the black water. Deeper and deeper. It islike watching myself go awvay and get
sndler.

Thisisno dream. Noroguchi isgoing under. Sord grows smdler, following him into the black water: and
| know that there is another realm beyond this one, and other reelms beyond that, and the knowing fills
me with adespair asthick asfear.

And | am moving backward, dive with terror, ripping my hand from Sorel's even as she pulls me with
her; then shetoo is gone under.

Gone.

| reach up with both hands and touch the lid of my coffin. My hand out of the glove drips cold plasma
down on my face. | am screaming soundlesdy without air.

Then a shock, and warm darkness. Retrocution. When | woke up | was colder than I'd ever been.
DeCandyle helped me sit up.

“No good?’ He was weeping; he knew it.

“No good,” | said. My tongue was thick and tasted bad from the plasma. Sordl's hand was ill in the
handbasket, and when | reached in and and pulled it out her flesh peded off like the skin of arotten fruit,
and stuck to my fingers. Outside, we could hear the protesters’ chants. It was Sunday morning.

* * % %

That was two and a haf months ago.

DeCandyle and | waited until the demongtrators left for church, and then he drove me home. “I have
killed them both,” he said. Lamented. “First him and then her. With twenty yearsin between. Now there
isno oneleft to forgive me.”

“They wanted it. They used you,” | said. Like they used me.

| made him let me off at the bottom of the drive. | wastired of him, sick of his sdf-pity, and | wanted to
walk up to the studio alone. | couldn't paint. | couldn't deep. | waited dl day and dl night, hoping
irrationaly to fed her cold touch on the back of my neck. Who saysthe dead can't walk? | paced the
floor al night. I must have falen adeep for | had adream in which she came to me, naked and shining
and swollen and al mine. | woke up and lay listening to the sounds coming through the half-open window
over my bed. It'samazing how full of lifethewoods are, even inthewinter. | hated it.

* * % %

The next Wednesday | got acall from my ex. A woman's body had been found at the Psy Studies
Ingtitute and there was a chance that | might be brought in to help identify it. Dr. DeCandyle had been
arrested. | might be asked to testify againgt him, aso.



Asit turned out | was never questioned. The police aren't eager to press a blind man for an
identification. “ Especialy when the university istrying to hush up the whole business” my ex said.
“Especidly when the body isas erratically decomposed asthisone,” said her boyfriend.

“What do you mean?’

“I have afriend in the coroner's office,” he said. “'Erratically’ isthe word he used. He said it was the
most peculiar corpse he had ever seen. Some of the organs were badly decomposed and others amost
fresh; it was asif the decedent had died in stages, over aperiod of severd years.”

Copslove wordslike “ decedent” and “corpse.” They, doctors, and lawyers are the only ones left that
gtill spesk Latin.

Sorel was buried on Friday. There was no funeral, just abrief graveside procedure so the proper papers
could get signed. She was buried in the part of the cemetery set aside for amputated limbs and used
medical school cadavers. It was odd mourning someone | had known better dead than alive. It felt more
like awedding; when | smdlled thedirt and heard it hit the coffinlid | felt | was giving the bride away.

DeCandyle wasthere, handcuffed to my ex's boyfriend. They had let him come asthe next of kin.
“How'sthat?’ | asked.

“Shewas hiswife,” my ex said as she led meto her cruiser so she could drive me home. “ Student
marriage. Separated but never divorced. | think sheran off with the Jap. The one he killed first. See how
it dl fitstogether? That's the beauty of police work, Ray.”

* k *x %

The rest of the story you dready know, especidly if you subscribe to the National Geographic . The

story was a Balantine Prize nominee: the first pictures ever from the other side, thefar redm, or as

Shakespeare put it best, the Undiscovered Country. DeCandyle even madeit into People megazine
The Magdlan of the Styx Speaks from his Prison Cell

and my gdlery show in New Y ork was a huge success. | was ableto sdll, for an astonishing price, a
limited edition of prints, while donating (for ageneroustax bresk) the paintings to the Smithsonian.

My ex and her boyfriend picked me up at the Raleigh-Durham airport when | flew back from New
Y ork. They were getting married. He had checked under the studio but found nothing. She was pregnant.

* k k %

“What'sthis| hear about your fingers?” my ex asked when she called last Thursday. She no longer has
time to stop by; a country woman cooksfor me. | explained that | had lost the tips of two fingersto what
my doctor clamsisthe only case of frosthite in North Carolinaduring the exceptionaly mild winter of
199-. Somehow my touch for painting has gone with them, but no one needsto know that yet.

Itsspring & last. The wet earth smells remind me of the grave and awaken in me a hunger that painting
can no longer fill, evenif | had my fingers. | have painted my last. My ex—excuse me, the future Mrs.
William Robertson Cherry—and her boyfriend—excuse me, fiance—have assured me that they will send
adriver to pick me up and bring me to the wedding next Sunday.

| may not makeit, though. | have asilver shotgun behind the door that | can ride like arocket anytime |l



want to.
And | hate weddings. And spring.
And envy theliving.

And love the dead.



