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ENTER THE NIGHTMARE

Alice whedled her chair closer to the dirty mattress, near the boy's feet.

"I've seen S0 many things," said the boy who was handcuffed in front of her. "So many sights, so many
people,” and Alice watched asthelittle boy's nogtrils flared, opening up.

Someone behind her pushed her wheelchair.
" Stephen? Stephen?" she cried out, her composure gone as the chair moved steadily forward.

Sheturned dightly in her chair, shining the flashlight at the person pushing her--but its beam hit nothing but
the wall and the closed door behind her.

Then, the whedlchair jostled, and she was tossed down onto the mattress. The flashlight rolled off into a
corner of the room.



"No!" she shouted. "Stephen! Help me!”

After several more shouts, she quieted. Her legs were useless, but she raised herself up on her arms,
reaching for theflashlight. Not finding it.

Someone grabbed her wrigt. Like asted cuff.
The boy said, "You like treasure, don't you, Alice? Let me show you my treasures.”
"What in god's name are you?' she cried out.

"l am many," the boy said. "Come closer, Alice. Let me show you the treasures of theworld. All of them,
herefor you, al of them. Come, Alice, comeinto my dreams. ..."
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Thisis dedicated completely to Raul Silva. With thanksto Tim DeY oung, Brooke Borneman, and Don
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Noteto the reader: Storytdling isaform of kidnapping. Come aong with me.
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THE NIGHTMARE CHRONICLES

Alicelit her cigarette, staring straight ahead at the televison set. "If we don't hear anything, the boy dies
today. They must've gotten the note by now. | don't like thiswaiting game."

The clock on top of the television set had stopped at ten minutes to twelve. She tapped her watch--it
was midnight. Thefirst breeth of smoke from the cigarette was heaven. An old mirror, part of itsglass
cracked and another part empty, leaned against thewall. She saw haf her facein it and felt older than her
age. Shereached back to her hair, brushing it to the side over her ear. She was youngish for her age,
even if her two boys had just grown up. She was only thirty-eight, not even middle-aged. The smoke
wreathed around her face. It was asif the woman in the mirror knew something that the woman in the
chair did not. She looked away.

"l was gitting there having a smoke in that room. Barely in that room. He didn't even open his mouth,”
Stephen said. "How could he?!

She glanced at Stephen, who stood with his back to her, watching the window. Even though the window
looked upon the wall of another tenement, he watched asif waiting to see something emerge from the
dim crawl space between the buildings.

"I mean, the tape held. But | stood there and had adream. Like | blacked out standing up. | saw things
.." Stephen wore hisblack leather jacket and khakis, practically advertising, in Alice's opinion, that
something was not quite right in the nelghborhood whenever he stepped outside. "He's evil,” Stephen
sad.

"Stephen.” Alice shook her head dowly. ™Y ou mustn't go down there. It's better to stay away except
when he needsfood or water."

"Tell that to Charlie. He's down there more than me. Ask him about the boy," Stephen said. He turned
around to meet her gaze, leaning back againg the sill. " Charlie s getting too chummy with him. It make
it that much harder when the time comes. When Lana comes back from the store, someone should talk
to her, too."

"She's been gone too long. Y ou don't think sheld betray us, do you?' Alice sucked in the smoke and held
it. She closed her eyes. Reached up, rubbing the throbbing along her forehead. Exhaed the ribbon of
smokeinto the pale blue room.

Stephen shrugged. " Anything's possible with her. She'snot one of us. | don't like her.”

"She'sfine," Alice said to reassure herself. " She's probably just looking for those shoes you wanted.”

"They'rejust apair of tennisshoes," he said, and she noticed the strain of the night showing in hisvoice
and inthe diffness of hismovements.

Trying to comfort him, Alice said, "If we don't get a moment with the parentsin the next two hours, it's
over. A loss. It won't be hard. Charlie enjoysthekill. I'm sick of thinking about that brat.”

"The duct tape held. But | heard him."



Alice stubbed her cigarette out in the ashtray beside her chair. Then shewhedled her chair over nearer
Stephen and tugged at hisarm. "Baby, don't let him get to you."

Hetook her fingersin his. She could sméell his cologne now--the Golden Touch, much advertised in
magazines, and it reminded her of the citrus groves sheld grown up among. She leaned forward dightly,
pressing her cheek againgt his hand, feding the coldness of hisring. "He's only twelve, and that whole
contest of willsthat Charlie had with him--well, boys are like that. | raised aboy once," she said, smiling
widfully.

"Two very wonderful boys," Stephen said.

Alice nodded, turning her face into hisleather deeve, feding itswarmth. "Boys are wily creatures," and
when she said this, they both laughed at how silly it sounded.

Their slence afterward was punctuated with the mindless noise of the televison.

Then Stephen said, "There's something wrong with him. | could fed it when | was down there. | stood
there dreaming something with my eyes open. There's something wrong--he's not okay.”

"It doesn't matter," Alice said, pushing her whedlchair awvay from him. She went over to the small
kitchenette and opened one of the lower cabinets. "He could have meades, and it won't matter. Hell be
out of hismisery soon enough.”

"No," Stephen said. "I don't mean he'ssick. | mean, there's something about him that isn't normd. He.....
changes ... somehow."

Alice had become an expert at ignoring hisflights of dark foreboding. They'd al been up too long, unable
todeep. "l fed like cooking eggs. Scrambled eggs. And coffee. None of us has eaten dl night. It's nearly
midnight. A good plate of eggswill help.”

"Very suburban hausfrau of you," Charlie said as he entered the room, wearing his dick raincoat, taking
his hat off and dropping it on the chair by the door. His grin was infectious, and it made Alicefed better
just to see him. "I cdled twice. No answer. No word yet from the parents.”

"None?' Stephen asked. Then, asif he could not utter his next thought coherently, he coughed.

Charlie glanced around from the two beds to the living-room chairs, to the open bathroom door. "No
Lanaye?'

Stephen shook his head. " She's supposed to be buying me shoes and some groceries for us.”
"What's open at this hour?' Charlie asked.

Alicelaughed. "Y ou boys | can name four dl-night storeswithin six blocks. Don't worry about Lana.
She has too much at stake here.”

"Yeah, sure." Charlie grinned, his cheeksrosy. "Helluvanight out there. First rain, then norain, thenrain,
then no rain. 1 wish God would make up Hismind."

Charlie looked from Stephen to Alice, asif hed walked in two seconds |ate on awonderful joke.



"Everything kosher here?'Y ou two look like you've been dissecting my sex lifeagain.”
Stephen wagged his hand like avaudevillian shaking astraw hat. "That's showbiz, folks."

Alice brought out the large frying pan and set it on the stovetop. "I know everyone's starved. | know |
am."

She didn't want to look at Stephen again, because he was beginning to look haunted. Findly, as she
dropped a pat of butter in the pan, she could not control hersdlf. " Stephen, if you're going to go crazy
with this, then it's better you just put yourself out of it for thetime being. | want you here, but | don't if
you can't handle--"

"Shut up,” Stephen snapped. "It'saboy. A red boy. Flesh and blood. Not amiddle-aged banker who
deservesto diefor aiding the globa corporate murder of theindividud. It'salittle boy."

Then, more quietly, he added, " And there's something not right about him. And about thiswhole thing.
What about his parents? It's been forty-eight hours.”

"Fifty,"” Charliechimedin. "And Steviésright. Thekid isaweirdo. | think helikes being handcuffed.” He
took off hisraincoat, hanging it acrossthe small bed.

Alicesad, "Please, Charlie. Theclosat."

Charlie nodded and gathered the coat up. He opened the closet door, tossing the raincoat onto the rest
of the heap of clothes.

"Two days," Stephen said. "A twelve-year-old boy from the North Shore. No history of drug use, no
history of running away. A happy, hedthy boy."

"Hegot aC minusin math last year," Charlie added. "He collects samps and has an aquarium full of
tropicd fish. Hislittle girlfriend isnamed Emmy. Hisfather isafriggin' multigazillionaire.

"Redly, Charlie" Alice said, shaking her head. She cracked five eggsinto the pan and began stirring them
with awooden ladle. "He'satool. Remember that. Stephen. Heis our tool for changing the world. One
person a atime.”

Stephen shook hishead. "It'sweird.”

Alice sghed, turning around, nearly dropping the last egg she held in her hand. "Thisisan unusud line of
work. Unusud things happen.”

"Remember that woman last year?!

Charlieglanced a Alice. Alice knew: it was starting up again with Stephen. Dear Stephen, whom she
loved more than any man in the world.

" She said something before we buried her, do you remember?’
Charlie grinned asif Stephen were barmy. "I'm afraid | don't, sport.”

"Shesad, "I won't bethelast for you, will 17" And | thought she was lying. But she wasn't, was she?



There's dways someone el se, isn't there? First the banker, then the wife of the corporate thief, and now
thislittle boy. Chrit. A little boy. That woman was smart. | thought she was just saying thet to play with
my conscience. To buy hersdf four hours of breathing.”

"Ha! I'll bet her conscience didn't bother her when she passed the homelessin the street and then got into
her limousine," Charlie said. " And where was her conscience when she married that monster husband
who raped environments and economies?"

In asudden move, Stephen picked up aknife from the block on the kitchen counter. Jokingly, heraised it
to Charlie and hacked the air in front of him. Charlie laughed, but Stephen's face tightened and shone
with sweat. "Now," he muttered. He ssomped toward the door.

"Stephen!™ Alice shouted. "Not now. Stop.”

Stephen held the knife up asif it were some adien instrument he didn't understand. He looked at it, then
turned and looked at Alice. "He told me things that aboy couldn't know. Couldn't possibly know."

"How, Stephen?’ Alice asked, |etting the eggs burn on the stove, turning her wheel chair around. "How?
Hismouth is covered with tape. His hands are bound behind his back. How did hetell you?”

Charlie shook his head, and went and sat in front of the television set. " Stephen, Stephen, Stephen.”

Stephen clutched the knife, then dropped it. It clattered on the parquet floor. "' should cut histhroat. The
piglet. But he ... changes. He's not the same boy we took on Wednesday. ..."

"Oh, baby," Alice said, bringing her chair over. She reached her hands up for Stephen’'sand held him. He
collapsed to hiskneesin front of her, pressing hisfaceinto her lap. She siroked his soft curly hair.

" Stephen, poor baby. Thisistoo hard for you, isn't it?"

"Something about him ... theway he stares ..." Stephen whispered.

"It'sdl right," shesaid. "Don't worry."

From hischar Charliesaid, "Chrig, it'son the news, findly."

Stephen lifted his heed, tearsin hiseyes. Alice pulled her chair back, pivoting it around and whedling over
toward the television.

A reporter stood in front of the house on Grimaldi Street.
"Turnitup,” Alicesad. "l can barely hear it."

Thereporter said, "The discovery of the bodies of John and Paulette Early at six o'clock thisevening
shocked this upscale neighborhood ..."

Charlielaughed. "Thismust be ascam! We didn't kill them. Chrigt, they weren't even awake."

Alice glanced a Stephen. Something in his eyes had changed--asif hed woken from adream but had
not quite come out of it completely.

"They must be trying to flush us out with this, that'sdl,” Charlie said, shaking his head. "Those feds.



Chrigt. I mean, why would wekill the man who we want to pay usten million dollars?’
The reporter continued, "Thereistill no sign of their daughter, Rosanna, eleven ..."

A photograph of alittle girl flashed on the screen. Golden hair past her shoulders, aribbon tied about it,
her eyeslike an owl's eyes, not pretty exactly, but certainly pleasing to look at.

Aliceturned to Stephen. "A little girl?'

Stephen grinned, alittle too madly, she thought, alittle too edgy. "Y es, mother. That's what the man said.
And you know what? | believe him. The kid told me he's been everything, he's been girls and women and
men and dogs and even flies. Evenflied”

Stephen fell slent for amoment, asif held opened some dam within him and had to shut it down so as not
to let everything out.

Then hesaid, "Hetold me helikestheway life tastes.”

Smoke billowed into the room, and Alice redlized it was the eggs burning on the stove. She whedled over
and picked the pan up, dropping it into the sink. She turned on the water, and steam spat up.

"Hetold me," Stephen said. "He wanted us to take him because he wants to taste us, too. He made me
see somethings. Some awful things."

Was he weeping? Alice couldn't see his eyes, because held turned away from her. His shoulder
shuddered.

"What could he possibly make you see?' she asked. " Stephen?”

"Where he came from. Those people in that mansion--they aren't his parents,” Stephen began. "He's not
even aboy, ishe? Hesanightmare. HEsa..."

And then Stephen told what the boy had shown him, and told it perfectly asthe boy had burned it into his
mind, asif it had redlly happened, asif Stephen had been opened up by what the boy had doneto him. ...

Thefirgt sory of the night began.
Underworld

They say that love never dies. Sometimes, it goes somewhere else, to a place from which it may return
transformed.

We were subletting the place on Thirty-third, just down from Lexington Avenue-it was not terribly far
from my job up a Matthew Bender, across from Penn Station, where | was an ink-stained drudge by
day before transforming into a novelist by night. Jenny was getting day work on the soap operas--nothing
much, just the walk-on nurses and cocktail waitresses that populate daytime televison, never with more
than aword or two to say, S0 it was along way to her Screen Actors Guild card. But she made just
enough to cover the rent, and | made just enough to cover everything ese, plusthe feeble beginnings of a
savings account that we affectionately named The Son'll Come Out Tomorrow, because at about the time
we opened the account, Jenny discovered that she was pregnant. Thisworried the heck out of me, not
for the usud reasons, such as the mounting bills, and the thought that I might not be able to pursue writing



full-time, at least not in thislife, but because of ahabit Jenny had of deeping with other men.

It will be hard to understand this, and | don't completely get it myself, but | loved Jenny inaway that |
didn't think possible. It wasn't her beauty, dthough she certainly had that, but it wasthe fact thet in her
company | dwaysfdt safe and comfortable. | did not want to ever be with another woman aslong as|
lived; | suppose agood therapist would go on and on about my self-image and self-esteem and
sdlf-whatever, but I've got to tell you, it was smply that | loved her and that | wanted her to be happy. |
didn't worry if | wasinadequate or unsatisfying asalover, and she never spoke openly about it with me. |
was just aware shed had afew indiscretions early in our marriage, and | assumed that she would
gradudly, over the years, cam down in that respect. | felt lucky to have Jenny's company when | did,
and when | didn', | did not feel deprived. | suppose that until you have loved someonein that way it is
impossible to understand that point of view.

So | wondered about the paternity of our child, and this kept me up severd nightsto the point that |
would dip out of bed quietly (for Jenny often had to be up and out the door by five A.m.), and go for
long walks down Third Avenue, or down a side street to Second, sometimes until the first light came up
over the city. During one of these jaunts, in late January, | noticed a curious sort of building--it wason a
block of Kip's Bay that began in an dley, and was enclosed on dl sdesby buildings. Y et there were
gpartments, and a street name (palan Row, the sign said), and two small restaurants, the kind with only
eight or nine tables, one of them a Szechwan place, the other nondescript in its Americanized menu; aso,
aflower stand, boarded up, and what looked like abit of awarehouse. The place carried an added layer
of humidity, asif it had more of the swvamp to it than the city.

| am not normally awanderer of dleys, but | could not help mysdf--I had lived in this neighborhood
about ayear and ahdf, and in that time had felt | knew every block within about amile-and-a-half
radius. But it was asif | had just found the most wonderful gift in the world, a hidden grotto, aplacein
New Y ork City that was as yet undiscovered except by, perhaps, the oldest residents. | looked in the
windows of the warehouse but could see nothing through the filthy windows.

All day at work, | asked friendswho lived in the genera vicinity if they knew about Pallan Row, but only
one said that she did. "It used to be where the sweatshops were--highly illegal, too, because when | was
akid, they used to raid them dl the time--it was more than bad working conditions, it was white davery
and heroin, al those things. But then," she added, "so much of thiscity hasahigtory likethat. On the
outside, carriage rides and Broadway shows, but underneath, kind of dimy."

On Saturday, | convinced Jenny to take awak with me, but for some reason | couldn't find the Row; we
went to lunch. Afterward, | remembered where I'd led us astray, and we ended up going to have tea at
the Chinese restaurant. The menu was ordinary, and the decorations vintage and tacky.

"Amazing," Jenny said, "look, honey, the celling,” and | glanced up and beheld one of thoselovely old tin
ceilingswith the chocolate candy designs.

The waiter, who was an older Asian woman, noticed us and came over with some amond cookies. "We
usually are empty on weekends," she said, and then, also looking at the ceiling, "thiswas part of a
speakeasy in the twenties --the caf e neat door, too. They say that amobster ran numbers out of the
backroom. Before that, it was just an icehouse. My husband began renting it in 1954."

"That long ago?' Jenny said, taking a bite from acookie. "It seems like most restaurants come and go
around here"

"Depends on the rent.” The woman nodded, still looking at the ceiling. "The owner hasn't raised it a



penny in al those years." She glanced a me, then at Jenny. ™Y ou're going to have ababy, aren't you?"
Jenny grinned. "How did you know?"

Thewoman said, "Y oung coupleslike you, in love, egting my dmond cookies. Always brings babies.
Y ou will have astrong boy, | think."

After sheleft the table, we laughed, finished thetea, and just sat for awhile. The owner'swife
occasionally peeped through the round porthole window of the kitchen door, and we smiled at her but
shook our heads to indicate that we weren't in need of service.

"When the baby comes," she said, "Mom said sheldd loan us money to get alarger place.”
"Ah, family loans" | warned her.
"I know, but we won't have to pay her back for afew years. Can you believe it, me, amother?'

"And me, afather?' | leaned over and pressed my hand against her ssomach. "I wonder what he's

thinking?"
"Or she. Probably, "Get methe hell out of here right now!" iswhat it'sthinking."

"Babiesaren't "its.

"Wel, right now it is. It hasawill of itsown. It probably looks like alittle devel oping tadpole. Something
likeitsfather." She gave my hand asqueeze. | kissed her. When | drew my face back from hers, she had
tearsin her eyes.

"What's the meiter"

"Oh," shewiped a her eyeswith, her napkin, "'I'm going to change."

"Into what?'

"No, you know what | mean. I've been living too recklesdy."

"Oh," | said, and fdt alittlechill. "That'sal in the past. | love you like crazy, Jen."

"I know. | am so lucky," she said. "Our baby's lucky to have two screwups like us for parents.”

Now, it could be that I'm just recalling that we said these words because | want her memory to be
sweeter for me than perhaps redity will alow. But we waked back up Second Avenue that Saturday
feeling stronger asacouple; and | knew the baby was mine, | just knew it, regardless of the chances
againg it. We caught amovie, went home and made love, sat up and watched Saturday Night Live.
Sunday we took the train out to her mother'sin Stamford, and then as the week was just getting under
way, | walked through the doorway of our small sublet to find blood on the faux orienta rug.

Y et the door had been locked. That was my first thought. | didn't see Jenny's body until | got to the
bathroom, which iswhere her murderer had dragged her, apparently while shewas il dive, and then
had dropped her in the tub, closed the shower curtain around her. It wasn't as gruesome as | expected it
to be--therewas abullet in her head, behind her left ear, but shewas lying faceup, so | didn't seethe



damage to the back of her scalp. She didn't even look like Jenny anymore. She looked like a butcher
shop mesat with a human shape. She looked like some dead woman with whom | had no acquaintance. |
was pretty numb, and wasthinking of calling the police, when it occurred to me that the killer might il
be in the apartment. So | went next door to Helen Connally's and knocked on the door. Helen, in her
swests, saw my panic, let mein, and made me some teawhile we waited for the police. | hated leaving
Jenny there, in the tub, for the ten minutes, but if the murderer was il lurking, | had no way of defending

mysdf.

After the police and the neighbors and Jenny's mother had picked my brain about the crime, it hit me.

| had not only lost my partner and lover, but also my only child. | cried for days, or perhapsit was
weeks-it waslikeliving, for atime, in adark cave where there was no hour, no minute, no day, only
darkness.

When | emerged from my stupor and weeping, the police had arrested a suspect in my wife's murder,
and then the mystery unraveled: we had been subletting an apartment from aman who had severa such
places around the city, and each one was used, occasiondly, by the man's clients as a place of business
on certain weekdays for drug deding. The dealers assumption had been that on a given day of the week,
no one was home. Best the detectives could tell, Jenny had come home too early on the wrong Tuesday,
adrug dedl wasin progress, and one of the men had killed her as soon as shed come in the door. | was
devastated to think that strangers could be in our gpartment; but of course, it wasn't redlly ours. The
renter of the gpartment was arrested; he pointed the finger at afew associates; and within ayear, the
guilty were behind bars, and | wasliving in aplace off Houston and Sullivan Street, over in the SoHo
area. | was seeing, on afriendly basis, Helen Connaly, my former neighbor--it was almost asif the
tragedy of my wife's death had given us abasis on which to form afriendship. Helen was thirty-two to
my twenty-eight, and, while| knew | would never love her theway | loved Jenny, she was agood friend
to me through amost difficult time. We spent ayear being dightly good friends, and then we became
lovers.

| was taking some out-of-town friends of ours on an informa sight-seeing tour of the Big Apple, and
brought them down to little Pallan Row. | thought the Szechwan place would be good for lunch, but
when we entered the dley, both it and the caf e were closed; windows were boarded up. "Jesus," | said,
"just ayear ago, the woman running it told me that they'd had it since thefifties.”

Helen took my elbow. "C'mon, we can go get sandwiches up at Tivoli. Or," sheturned to the couple
we'd brought, "therésagreat deli on Third. Y ou guyslike pastrami?"

Their voices faded into the background as | |ooked through the section of the Chinese restaurant's
window that was clear, and thought | saw my dead wife's face back aong the wall, through the round
glasswindow of the door to the kitchen.

"Oliver," Helen sad, looking over my shoulder, "what'sup?'

"Nothing," | said, still looking at Jenny, her dark hair grown longer, obscuring al but her nose and mouth.
"It must be something.”

"It'sjust an old place. It was once a speakeasy, back in the twenties. Think of al that's gone onin there,”
| said. Jenny'sface, in that round window, staring at me.

"Coal," Hden said. Shewas origindly from Cdifornia, so "cool" and "bummer” had not yet been erased



from her vocabulary of irony. She stood back, and her friend Larry whispered something to her.

| watched Jenny's face, and noticed that when her hair fell more to the side of her face, therewereno
eyesin her eye sockets.

"Let'sgo," Helen whispered. "They want to take aride on theferry before it gets dark.”
"Okay, just asec,” | said.

Jenny moved away from the round window.

My heart was beating fast.

| assumed that | was hdlucinating, but the thought of spending the rest of the afternoon escorting this
couple around town when | had just seen my dead wife was absurd. | made an excuse about needing to
be by mysdlf--Helen dwaystook thiswell, and | caught an understanding look from Anne, who nodded.
| knew they would go on to alate lunch and talk about how | till hadn't quite recovered from Jenny's
death; and | knew Helen would act the martyour a bit, because it was so hard to play nurseto me over a
woman who had cheated constantly behind my back. | adored Helen for her care and caution around my
fedings; | wished them agood afternoon, and stood there, aong the Row, watching them, until they had
rounded the corner and were out of sight.

After afew minutes, | took off my shoe and broke the window glass, and tugged at one of the boards
until it gave. Within half an hour, | stepped in through the broken window and walked across the dusty
floor to the kitchen.

The kitchen was dl long shiny metal shelves and drawers, pots and pans still piled high. But it was dark,
and | saw no one. | walked across the floor, back to the walk-in freezer, and looked through its frosty
pane of glass. Although | could see nothing in there, | found myself shivering, even my teeth began
chattering, and | had the sudden and uncomfortable feeling that if | did not get out of that kitchen, out of
that boarded-up restaurant right then, something terrible would happen.

It didn't occur to me until | was on the Street again that there should've been no frost on the glass pane at
thewak-in freezer, that, in fact, there was no e ectricity to the entire building, perhapsto the entire block.

Helen noticed, over the next few days, that | was becoming nervous. We sat across from each other in
our favorite park, me with the Times, and her with a paperback; | looked up, and she was watching me.
Another day, we went to a coffee shop, and she mentioned to me that my knees, under the table, were
shaking dightly. She said this with some seriousness, asif shaking knees were an indicator of some
deeper problem. But | doubted mysdlf then, and | did not want to talk about seeing my dead wifein the
Chinese restaurant kitchen on Pallan Row. Finally, my restlessness turned nocturna, and | tossed and
turned in my deep. Helen, deeping over, findly sat up in bed at four in the morning and flicked on the
bedside lamp. Her eyes were bloodshot.

"Y ou have not dept afull night for two days," shesaid. "Y ou tel mewhat's going on."

| spent about an hour dodging theissue, until finally, as she pushed and pushed, | told her about seeing
Janny.

"Shewasblind," Helen said, speaking to melike | was alying twelve-year-old.



"Not blind. She had no eyes. | felt she could see me, anyway. She was staring a me. She just had no
eyes”

"And you went in there and no one wasthere ..."
"But the freezer. Why would it be going?'
Helen shrugged. "I'm going to make adrink. Y ou want something?'

At five-thirty A.m., sheand | had vodka martinis, and went and sat out on the fire escape asdl of
Manhattan awoke, asthe sky turned severa shades of violet before becoming the blank light of day.

"l don't believein ghogts," | said, sipping and feeling drunk very quickly. "I don't believe that the dead can
riseor any of that.”

"What do you believe?"

| watched aburly man lift crates out of the back of histruck down in the street. "'l believein what | see. |
saw her. | redly saw her."

"Assuming," shesad, "that it was Jenny. Assuming that the freezer was running on its own energy.
Assuming you saw what you saw. Assuming al thosethings as givens, what doesit mean?"

"l havenoidea. | thought &t first maybe | wasjust crazy. If | hadn't seen the frost on the freezer window,
| don't think | would've believed later on that it had been Jenny at al. Or anything but an hdlucination.”

Helen was obgtinate. "But it's got to mean something.”
"Why?' | asked.

| dept through the next day fairly peacefully, and when | awoke, Helen was gone. | watched television,
then called afew friendsto set up lunches and dinnersfor the following week.

Helen waked through the door at six-thirty in the evening, and said, "Wdll, | found that dley again. |
pulled back one of the boards.”

When she said this, | felt impulsvely defensive--it was my dley, it was my boarded-up restaurant, | felt, it
wasmy hdlucinaion. Y ou didn't haveto,” | told her.

She halted my speech with her hands. "Hang on, hang on. Oliver, the windows are bricked up benegth
the boards."

"No, they're not."

"Yes" shesad, "they are. Y ou couldn't have gotten in there."

We argued this point; we were both terrific arguers. It struck me that she hadn't found theright aley, or
even theright Pallan Row. Perhaps there were two Pallan Rows in the city, near each other, perhaps

even dmost identical aleys. Perhagps there was the functiona Palan Row and the dysfunctiona Pallan
Row.



Thisidea seemed to clutch at me, asif | had known it to be true even before | thought it conscioudly.

Theideatook hold, and that night, on the pretext of going to see amovie that Helen had aready seen
twice with friends, | took acab over to Pallan Row. * * *

It was colder on Pallan Row than in the rest of the city. While autumn was well upon us, and the westher
had for weeks been fairly chilly, down the dley it was positively freezing. My curiosity and even fear took
hold as| peeled back one of the window boards, the very one | had pulled down on my last visit. Helen
had been right: the windows were bricked up benegth the boards. But then, | had to wonder, why the
boards at al?

| touched the bricks; had to draw my fingers back quickly, for they seemed like blocks of ice. |
remembered the owner of the Chinese restaurant telling Jenny and methat it used to be anice house. |
touched the bricks again, and they were till bitingly cold--it hadn't been my imagination.

| walked around the dley but saw no way of getting into the buildings again, for all were bricked up.
Andthen| heardit.

A sound, a human sound, the sound of someone who was trapped inside that old icehouse, someone
who had heard me pull the board loose and who needed help.

| am no hero, and never will be. For dl | knew, there were some punks on the other side of that wall
torturing one of their own, and if | walked into the middle of it, | would not see thelight of day again.

Andyet | could not help mysdlf.

| found that if | kicked at the bricks, they gave alittle. The noise from within had ceased, but | battered at
the bricks until I managed to knock one of them out. It seemed to be an old brick job, for the cement
between the blocks was cracked and powdery. After an hour, | had managed to didodge severd.

To my surprise and amazement, there was light on within the old restaurant. | looked through the sizable
hole I'd made and saw the former proprietress of the Chinese restaurant standing behind the bar, dressed
in ajade-colored silk gown, talking with her barman. A few people sat a the tables, egting, laughing.
None of them had noticed my activity at the window.

Asl put my faceto the hole, | breathed in air so cold that it seemed to stop my lungs up.

| moved back and stood up. | was sure that this was a delusion; perhaps | needed some medication till,
for immediatdly after Jenny's death, | had begun taking tranquilizersto help blot out the memory of finding
her dead. Perhaps | till needed some medica help and psychological counsding.

| crouched down again to look through the opening and noticed that at one of the tables, facing the other
way, was awoman who |ooked from the back very much like Jenny.

| noticed theice, too. It was ashiny glaze along the walls and tables; icicles formed teatlike off the
chocolate-patterned tin ceiling. | watched the people insde there asif thiswere atdevison s&; | lost my
fear entirely, dl my shivering came from the arctic breezesthat stirred up occasiondly from within.

| thought | heard someone out in the dley behind me, and turned to look.



Helen stood there in a sweatshirt and pants, my old windbreaker around her shoulders, sheheld a
swester in her ams.

"| figured you'd be here. Look, it's getting chilly," she passed the sweater down to where | sat onthe
pavement. She noticed the bricks beside me, and the light from within the building. "1 see you've been
doing congtruction. Or should | say de-construction.”

"Doyou seethelight?' | asked her.

She sguatted down beside me. "What light?"

"I know you seeit,” | said, but when | glanced again through the hole, the place within had gone dark.

"What isit about this place for you?' she asked. "Even if you did see Jenny here, or her ghog,
whatever--why here? Y ou and she only came here once. Why would she come here?!

"l think thisishdl," I said. "1 think thisis one of those corners of hell. | think Jenny'sin hell. And she
wants something from me. Maybe afavor.”

"Doyouredly beievethat?'

| nodded. "Don't ask mewhy. Thereisno why. | think thisisacorner of hell that maybe shows through
sometimes to some people. | don't even think maybe. | know that'swhet thisis."

"You may beright,” Helen said. She stood up, stretched, and offered me her hand to help me get up. |
took it. Her hand waswarm, and | felt arush of blood in the palm of my hand asif she had managed to
transfer some warmth to me.

And then, the sound again.

A human voice, indiginct, fromwithinthewals

Helen looked at me.

"You heard it too," | said.

"It'sacat,”" shesad. "It'sacat inddethere”

| shook my head. "Y ou heard it. It's not just me. Maybe Jenny can only show hersdaf to me. Maybe hdll
can only show itsdlf to me, but you heard it.”

"Wouldn't Jenny's ghost be in your old gpartment where she died?' Something likefear trembledin
Helen's voice. She was beginning to believe something that might be dreadful. It made mefed lessaone.

"No. | don't think it'sher ghost. A ghost is spiritud residue or something. | think sheisin here, it'srealy
her, in the flesh, and | think there are othersin here. | need to go back in and find out what exactly she
wantsfromme."

The noise again, dmost sounding like awoman weeping.

"Dont gointhere" Helen said. "It may not be anything. It may be something awful. It may be somebody



waiting in there the way somebody waited for Jenny."

| took her face in my hands and kissed her eydlids. When | drew back from her face, | whispered, "I
loveyou, Helen. But | haveto find out if I'm crazy. | haveto find out.”

Wewent and sat in an al-night coffee shop talking about love and belief and insanity. Because | was
beginning to convince mysdlf that Pallan Row was a corner of hell, | waited until the sun came up to
investigate further within itswalls. Helen returned with me, and between the two of us, we managed to
break enough bricks apart and away from the wall so that the hole grew to an dmost-window-size
entrance.

| asked her to wait outside for me, and if anything happened, to go get help. | went in through the
window, scraping my head a bit. The room on the other sde was empty and dark, but that unnatural ice
breath was till there, and, through the kitchen portal window, there came afeeble and distant light.
Helen asked every few seconds, "Y ou okay, Oliver?| can't seeyou.”

"I'mfine" | reassured her as often as she asked.

| walked dowly to the kitchen door, looked through the round windowpane. The light emanated from the
freezer at the other end of thelong kitchen. | pushed the door open (informing Helen that thiswas my
direction so that she wouldn't worry if | didn't respond to her queries every few minutes) and walked
more swiftly to thewalk-in freezer.

The freezer door was unlocked. | opened it, too, and stepped inside.

The light was blue and as cold astheair.

Through the arctic fog | could make out the shapes of human beings, hanging from meat hooks, their
facesindigtinct, their bodies dowly turning asif they had but little energy Ieft within them. | did not look
directly at any of these bodies, for my terror was becoming stronger--and | knew that if | wereto remain
sane as| walked through thisicehouse of degth, | would need to reinin my fear.

Findly, | found her.

Jenny.

Ice across her eyelessface, her hair, strands of thin, pearl-necklaceicicles.

She hung naked from ahook, her head drooping, her arms apparently lifdless at her side.

Her belly had been ripped open asif torn at with pincers, the skin peeled back and frost-burnt.

| stopped breathing for afull minute, and was sure that | was going to dieright there,

| was sure the door to that freezer, that butcher-shop of the damned, would dide shut and trap me
forever.

But it did not.

Instead, | heard that human sound again, closer, more distinct.



| heard my heart beating; my breathing resumed.

The sound came from beyond the whitest cloth of fog, and | waved my hands acrossit to disspate the
mig.

There, lying on ametd shdf, wrapped in the clothes that Jenny had been buried in, was our baby, his
smadl fingers reaching for me as he began to wail even louder.

I lifted him, hed him in my arms, and wiped the chill from hisforehead.

Someone was there, among the hanging bodies, watching me. | couldn't tell who, for the fog had not
cleared, neither had the blue light increased in intensity. | could not seeto see. | felt someone's presence,
though, and thanked that someone silently. | thanked whoever or whatever had suckled my child, had
warmed his blood, had met his needs. The place no longer frightened me. Whatever energy the freezer
ran on, whatever power ingpired it, had kept my child safe.

| took my son out into the bright and shining morning.

"Thiswaswhy | was haunted,” | told Helen upon emerging from the open window. "Thisiswhat Jenny
wanted to giveme."

| can only describe Helen's expression, through her eyes, as one approaching dread. She said, "I think
you should put it back where it belongs.”

"Babiesaren't "its,"" | said, and recdled saying thisto Jenny once, too, at this very place. Or had Jenny
said it to me? We had been so close that sometimes when she said things, | felt I'd said them too. |
glanced down at my boy, so beautiful as he watched the Sky and hisfather, breathing the vivid air.

Across hisforehead, | saw amarking, abirthmark, a port-wine stain, perhaps, which spread across his
skinlikefire until he became something other than what might be called flesh.

Stephen stood there, his mouth hanging open after he spoke the last word.

"Stephen,” Alice said. "Redlly. Y our imagination. The mest freezer from Hell and ababy that the devil
suckled? Ghost stories. Redlly. Y ou're nearly twenty--get this nonsense out of your head.”

Stephen's eyes werefilled with tears. "He showed it dl to me. | think ... | think he's..."
"You aren't hereto think," Alice said. "L ook, I'll go down there right now if | have to and--"
"Y ou don't want to," Stephen said.

Alice leaned forward in her chair, prodding the whedls dowly until they moved forward. "Yes, | do." * *

*

Alice rode with her youngest son on the elevator down to the bowels of the building. The eevator's light
flickered blue and white, and jolted at every floor. Findly, in the basement, she prodded her chair
forward, moving through the narrow, dank hal with itswhite bulbs of flickering light. The smdll of the
trash they'd accumul ated assaulted her, and she covered her mouth with a handkerchief. Stephen pushed
her around each turn of the hallway. The hall seemed to narrow even further before they cameto the



room.
No lightbulb flickered above. They moved in absolute darkness,

"I want you cam, Stephen,” she said. "Understand?’

Stephen flicked on aflashlight, and pointed its beam at the door.

It seemed colder here, and Alice pulled her sweater about her collar.

The trash smdll was bad, mixed with the odor of the boy'swaste.

"What about the light?" Alice asked. "Can't you replace the bulb?"

Stephen touched her shoulder in the darkness. "Twicein four hours. They dl go out when | put themin.”
"Must be some kind of short.”

Stephen opened the door, and when he did, Alicefelt anicy draft.

"Why isit so cold?’

Stephen whispered in her ear, "It'shim.”

The two work lamps they'd set up in the small room flickered blue and white, and it made Alice blink a
first. Through the lightning flashes she saw the boy on the bare mattress, hisarms till cuffed to the ancient
radiator that stood against the far wall, hislegs cuffed together. He was smdll for hisage, and his dark

hair grew long over hisforehead, amost obscuring his eyes.

"Give metheflashlight,” she said, and Stephen passed it over her shoulder to her. She aimed the light on
the boy's face. The duct tape was in place over his mouth. When the light hit hisface, his eyes opened.

"Jesus" shesad. "Holy Jesus.”

Hiseyeswere dill dark, dilated from the drops they'd put in. But the eyedrops should've worn off within
twelve hours.

Sheamod felt sorry for him.

"I'm not going in there," Stephen said.

"Oh, for God's sakes, Stephen, get agrip.” But even as she said this, she could not take her eyes off the
little boy. The handcuffs were clanking against each other, and the dampness and chill of the room
bothered her. It was only October. It wasn't yet this cold. Even thisfar down below the street levd, it
should not be this cold.

"No, | won't," Stephen said.

"Well, dl right. Do you 4till havethe knife?"

"NO_"



"Go back up and get it. If we have to do this now, wéell do thisnow,” she said. Alicefelt an uneasinessas
she moved her chair closer in. Something had bothered her from the moment her boys had taken this
child. Something about what they'd said had happened in the house.

Or had not happened.

When they'd returned, with the boy in the back of the van, they'd told her that in the house, even though
the boy cried out, no one cameto check on him.

No one.

Before Stephen I eft the basement room, she grabbed his hand. "Y ou're sure you didn't kill the parents?”
Stephen squeezed her hand, then let it drop. Do you think we'd forget? Do you think Charlie wouldn't
be crowing about it? Do you think ..." He paused, asif trying to control that avful temper of his. "Mother
... do you think we'd have ahope in hell of the money if we'd dit their throats?"

She closed her eyes, sending out aprayer. "How do you know their throats were dit?"

Heignored this comment. "I'll go get the knife. Don't let him talk to you."

Alice kept the flashlight beam on the boy's face. The duct tape held across his mouth.

She heard Stephen's heavy footfdls as he went back down toward the elevator.

Then she noticed the humming, and she pointed the flashlight over to the corner of the room where they
let the boy defecate, and the areawas covered with flies. In revulsion, shelooked away.

"Comecloser,” someone said.

She pointed the flashlight back to the boy's face.

Thetape ill on hismouth.

The obsidian eyes.

No emotion in the boy'sface at dl.

Thevoice could not be his-for it was amost that of alittlegirl's.

Rosanna

"Come," the girl said, and Alicefdt an icy sweat dong the back of her neck.

"What game are you playing?' Alice asked. Alice had experience with children--she'd raised two of her
own, and countless othersin the families that employed her. Children played games when they were

naughty. That wasal. Games.

Alicewhedled her chair closer to the dirty mattress, near the boy'sfeet.



"How are you talking?" Alice asked when she'd composed herself. No child would get the upper hand
with her. No child.

"I've seen S0 many things,” the child said, and now Alice couldn't tell--it might've been aboy or agirl,
much younger than the boy who was handcuffed in front of her. "So many sights, so many people. None
of you appreciate what you have insgde you. The tastes. The smells,” and Alice watched asthellittle boy's
nogtrilsflared, opening up.

The stench of the room came at her full force, and Alice coughed into her deeve.

Someone behind her pushed her wheelchair.

" Stephen? Stephen?" she cried out, her composure gone asthe chair moved steadily forward.

Sheturned dightly in her chair, shining the flashlight at the person pushing her--but its beam hit nothing but
the wall and closed door behind her.

Then thewheelchair jostled, and she was tossed down onto the mattress. The flashlight rolled off into a
corner of the room.

"No!" she shouted. "Charlie! Stephen! Help me!”

After severd more shouts, she quieted. Her legs were usaless, but she raised herself up on her arms,
reaching for theflashlight. Not finding it.

Someone grabbed her wridt.
Likeaged cuff going around her wrigt.
Like cold stone.

The boy said, "You like treasure, don't you, Alice? Y ou want riches. | haveriches. | have wedth. Let me
show you my treasures, Alice."

She jerked her hand away from his grip. The flickering blue and white work lamps became like flashes of
acamera, blinding Alicefor afew seconds.

"What in God's name are you?' she cried out.

"l am many," the boy said, and she watched as his lips moved benesth the duct tape--asif it were not
tape a dl but asmear of jelly over hislips. Hiescircled around the jelly on hislips, buzzing from hislips
to her face as he spoke. "Come closer, Alice. Let me show you the treasures of the world. All of them,
herefor you, al of them. Come, Alice, comeinto my dreams. ..."

Another voice ingnuated itsdlf into her, avoicethat grew into avison of heat and smoke.

"You areasaint," the voice said, and Alice tried to fight the boy, but her body was weak. She saw the
colors of adistant country explode like fireworksin the blue darkness of the room. ...

White Chapd



"You areasant," the leper said, reaching her hand out to clutch the saffron-dyed robe of the great man
of Cacutta, known from his miracle workingsin Americato hisworld fame as a holy man throughout the
world. The sick woman said, in perfect English, "My nameis Jane. | need amiracle. | can't hold it any
longer. It iseating away at me. They are." Shelabored to bresthe with each word she spoke.

"Who?"' the man asked.
"Thelovers. Oh, God, two years keeping them from escaping. Imprisoned insde me."
"Y ou are possessed by demons?

She smiled, and he saw aglimmer of humanity in the torn skin. "Chose me because | wasgood at it. At
suffering. That iswhom the gods chose. | escaped but had no money, my friends were dead. Where
could | go? | became ahome for every manner of disease.”

"My child," the saint said, leaning forward to draw the rags away from the leper'sface. "May God shine
His countenance upon you."

"Don't look upon me, then, my lifeisnearly over," the leper said, but the great man had dready brought
hisface near hers. It wastoo late. Involuntarily, the leper pressed her face againgt the saint's, lips burgting
with fire heat. An attendant of the saint's came over and pulled the leper away, swatting the beggar on the
shoulder.

The great man drew back, wiping hislipswith hisdeeve.

The leper grinned, her teeth shiny with droplets of blood. " The taste of purity,” she said, her dark hair
fdling to the sde of her face. "Forgive me. | could not resist. The pain. Too much."”

The saint continued down the narrow dley, back into the marketplace of what was called the City of Joy,
asthe smél of firesand dung and decay came up in dry gusts against the yellow sky.

The leper woman leaned againgt the stone wal and began to ease out of the cage of her flesh. The
memory of this body, like abook, written upon the nerves and sinews, the pathways of blood and bone,
opened for amoment, and the saint felt it, too, asthe leper lay dying,

my nameis Jane, abrief memory of identity, but had no other past to recdl, her breath stopped,

the saint reached up to fed the edge of hislips, hisface, and wondered what had touched him.
Wheat could cause the arousd hefelt.

Il

"He rescued five children from the pit, only to flay them dive, dowly. They said he savored every
moment, and kept them breathing for aslong as he was able. He initialed them. Kept their faces." This
was overheard at aparty in London, five years before Jane Boone would ever go to White Chapel, but it

aroused her journdigt's curiogity, for it was not spoken with a sense of dread but with something
approaching awe and wonder, too. The man of whom it was spoken had aready become alegend.



Then, afew months before the entire idea sparked in her mind, she saw an item in the Bangkok Post
about the woman whose face had been scraped off with what gppeared to be a sort of makeshift
scouring pad. Written upon her back, the name Meritt. Thiswoman aso suffered from amnesia
concerning everything that had occurred to her prior to losing the outer skin of her face; shewaslikea
blank date.

Jane had afriend in Thailand, aprofessor at the university, and she called him to find out if there was
anything he could add to the story of the faceless woman. "Not much, I'm afraid,” he said, aware of her
passion for the bizarre story. "They sold tickets to see her, you know. | assume she'safraud, playing off
the myth of the white devil who traveled to India, collecting skins as he went. Don't waste your time on
this one. Poor bastards are so desperate to edt, they'll do anything to themselvesto put something in their
stomachs. Y ou know the most unbelievable part of her story?"

Janewasdlent.

He continued, "Thiswoman, face scraped off, nothing human left to her features, claimed that shewas
thankful that it had happened. She not only forgave him, she said, she blessed him. If it had redlly
happened as she said, who would possibly bless this man? How could one find forgivenessfor such a
cruel act? And the other thing, too. Not in the papers. Her vagina, mutilated, asif held taken amachete
to open her up. She didn't hold a grudge on that count, either.”

Inwartime, men will often commit atrocitiesthey would cringe at in their everyday life. Jane Boone knew
about this dark side to the male anima, but she gill weathered the journey to White Chapel, because she
wanted the whole story from the mouth of the very man who had committed what was known, in the
latter part of the century, as the most unconscionable crime, without remorse. If the man did indeed live
among the Khou-dali at the farthest point dong the great dark river, it was said that perhaps he sought to
atonefor his past--White Chapel was neither white nor achapel, but abrutal outpost that had been
conguered and destroyed from one century to the next since before recorded history. Alwaysto
sef-resurrect from its own ashes, only to be destroyed again. The British had anglicized the name at
some sober point in their rule, although the origina name, y-Cha-Pa when trandated, was Monkey God
Night, referring to the ancient temple and celebration of the divine possession on certain nights of the dry
season when the god needed to inhabit the faithful. The temple had mostly been reduced to ashesand
falen stone, dthough the ruins of its gates fill stood to the southeast.

Jane was thirty-two, and had aready written abook about the camps to the north, with their starvation
and torture, although she had not been well reviewed Stateside. Sill, she intended to follow thetrail of
Nathan Meritt, the man who had deserted his men at the height of the famous massacre. He had been a
war hero, who, from those court-martialed | ater, was said to have been the most vicious of torturers. The
press had labeled him, in mocking Joseph Campbell's study, The Hero With A Thousand Faces, "The
Hero Who Skinned A Thousand Faces." The war had been over for agood twenty years, but Nathan
was said to have fled to White Chapel. There were reports that he had taken on aKhou-Bai wife and
fathered severd children over the two decades since his disappearance. Nathan Meritt had been the
most decorated hero in the war--children in America had been named for him. And then the massacre,
and the stories of hislove of torture, of hisrituas of skin and bone ... It was the most fascinating story she
had ever come across, and she was shocked that no other writer, other than one who couched the whole
talein awide sweth of fiction, had sought out thisliving myth. While Jane couldn't get any of her usua
magazines to send her gratis, she had convinced amagjor publishing houseto at least foot expenses until
she could gather some solid information.

To get to White Chapdl, one had to travel by boat down abrown river in intolerable heat. Mosquitoes
were as plentiful asair, and the river stank of human waste. Jane kept the netting around her face at dl



times, and her boatman took to calling her Nettie. There were three other travelerswith her: Rex, her
photographer, and a British man and wife named Greer and Lucy. Rex was not faring well--he'd left
Kathmandu in August, and had lost twenty poundsin just afew weeks. He looked like abalding
scarecrow, with skin as pale as the moon, and eyes wise and weary like those of some old man. Hewas
aways complaining about how little money he had, which gpparently compounded for him his physica
miseries. She had known him for seven years, and had only recently come to understand his mood
swings and fevers. Greer was fashionably unkempt, awaysin atie and jacket, but mottled with swesat
gtains, and wrinkled; Lucy kept her hair up in astraw hat, and didiked al women. She dso expressed a
fear of water, which amazed one and all since every trip she took began with ajourney across an ocean
or down ariver. Jane enjoyed talking with Greer, aslong as she didn't have to second-guess his
inordinate interest in children. She found Lucy to be about asinteresting as atoothache.

The boatman wanted to be caled Jm because of amovie he had once seen, and so, after morning coffee
(bought at a dock), Jane said, "Well, Jm, we're beyond help now, aren't we?'

Jm grinned, hissmal dark eyes sharp, his face wrinkled from too much sun. "We make White Chapd by
night, Nettie. Very nice place to deep, too. Intown.”

Greer brought out hisbook of quotes, and read, " Of the things that are man's achievements, the greatest
issuffering."" He glanced to hiswife and then to Jane, skipping Rex atogether, who lay againgt his
pillows, moaning softly.

"I know," Lucy said, spping from the bowl, "it's Churchill."
"No, dear, it's not. Jane, any idea?’

Jane thought a moment. The coffee tasted quite good, which was a constant surprise to her, as she had
been told by those who had been through this region before that it was bitter. "1 don't know.
Maybe-Rousseau?"

Greer shook his head. "It's Hadriman the Third. The Scourge of y-Cha."
"Who'sy-Cha?" Rex asked.

Jane said, "The Monkey God. The templeisin the jungles ahead. Hadriman the Third skinned every
monkey he could get his hand on, and left them hanging around the origind city to show his power over
the great god. This subdued the locals, who bdlieved their only guardian had been vanquished. The
legend isthat hetook the skin of the god, too, so that it might not interfere in the affairs of men ever
again. White Chape has been the site of many scourges throughout history, but Hadriman was the only
oneto profanethe temple.”

Lucy put her hand to her mouth in afeigned delicacy. "Isit ... adecent place?' Greer and Lucy spent
their livesmainly traveling, and Jane assumed it was because they had interna problemsall their own that
kept them seeking out the exatic, the foreign, rather than staying with anything too familiar. They were
rich, too, theway that only an upperclass Brit of the Old School could be and not have that guilt about it:
to have inherited lots of money and to be perfectly content to spend it asit pleased themselves without a
carefor the rest of mankind. Greer had a particular problem that Jane recognized without being able to
understand: he had afascination with children, which she knew must be of the sexua variety, athough she
could've been wrong-it was just something about him, about the way he referred to childrenin his

gpeech, even the way helooked at her sometimes, that made her uncomfortable. She didn't fathom his
marriageto Lucy at al, but she fathomed very few marriages. While Greer had witnessed the Bokal



Ritua of Circumcision and the Resurrection Hut Firein Calcutta, Lucy had been reading Joan Didion
novels and painting portraits of women weaving baskets. They had money to burn, however, inherited on
both sides, and when Greer had spoken, by chance to Jane at the hotel, he had found her story of going
to White Chapd fascinating; and he, in turn, was paying for the boat and boatman for the two-day trip.

Jane said, in response to Lucy, "White Chapd's decent enough. Remember, British rule, and then alittle
bit of France. Mot of them can speak English, and therell be ahotd that should meet your standards.”

"I didn't tdl you this," Greer said to both Jane and Lucy, "but my grandfather was stationed in White
Chapd for haf ayear. Taxes. Very unpopular job, asyou canimagine.”

"I'm tarved,” Lucy said, suddenly, asif there were nothing eseto think of, "do we gtill have some of
those nice sandwiches. Jm?' Sheturned to the boatman, smiling. She had away of looking about the
boat, eyes partly downcast, which kept her from having to see the water--like a child pretending to be
sef-contained in her bed, not recogni zing anything beyond her own small imagined world.

He nodded, and pointed toward the pam leaf basket.

While Lucy crawled across the boat--she was too unbalanced, Greer often said, to stand without tipping
the whole thing and this was, coincidentally, her great terror--Greer leaned over to Jane and whispered,
"Lucy doesn't know why you're going. Shethinksit's for some kind of Nationa Geographic article," but
he had to stop himsdlf for fear that hiswifewould hear.

Jane was thinking about the woman in Thailand who claimed to have forgiven the man who tore her face
off. And the children from the massacre, not just murdered, but obliterated. She had seen the picturesin
Life. Faceless children. Skinned from ear to ear.

She closed her eyes and tried to think of less unpleasant images.

All she remembered was her father looking down at her as she dept.

She opened her eyes, glancing about. The heat and smellsrevived her from dark memories. She said,
"Rex, ook, don't you think that would be a good one for aphoto?" She pointed to one of the
characterigtic barges that floated about the river, selling mostly rotting meeat and stuffed lizards, dthough
the twentieth century had intruded, for there were televisions, on some of the rafts, and a hibachi
barbecue.

Rex lifted his Nikon up in response, but was overcome by afit of coughing.

"Rex," Lucy sad, leaning over to fed hisforehead, "my God, you're burning up,” then, turning to her
husband, "He'svery sick.”

"He's seen adoctor, dear,” Greer said, but looked concerned.
"When we get there," Jane said, "well find another doctor. Rex? Should we turn around?”

"No, I'mfeding better. | have my pills" Helaid his head back down on his pillow and fanned mosguitoes
back from hisface with apam frond.

"He survived maariaand dengue fever, Lucy, héll survive the flu. HE's not oneto suffer greetly.”



"So many viruses," Lucy shook her head, looking about theriver, "isn't thiswhere AIDS began?’

"| think that may have been Africa," Greer said in such away that it shut hiswife up completely, and she
ate her sandwich and watched the barges and the other boatmen as though she were watching a National

Geographic Specid.
"Areyou dying on me?' Jane asked, flashing a smile through the mosguito net vell.

"I'm not gonnadie,”" Rex said adamantly. His face took on an aspect of boyishness, and he managed the
kind of grin she hadn't seen since they'd first started working together severa years back--before he had
discovered needles. "Jesus, I'm just down for acouple of days. Don't talk about me like that.”

Jm, his scrawny armsturning the rudder astheriver ran, said, "Thisisthe River of Gods, no onedie
here. All liveforever. The Great Pig God, he livein Kanaput, and the Snake God live in Jurukat. Protect
people. No one diein paradise of Gods." Jm nodded toward points that lay ahead along theriver.

"And what about the Monkey God?" Jane asked.

Jm smiled, showing surprisingly perfect teeth, which he popped out for just amoment becauise he was so
proud of the newly made dentures. When he had secured them into his upper gum again, he said,
"Monkey God trick al. Monkey God live whereriver goes white. Have necklace of heads of childs. You
die only once with Monkey God, and no come back. Jeslous god, Monkey God. She not like other

gods.”

"Monkey God isfemde," Jane said. "l assumed she wasahe. Well, good for her. | wonder what she's
jedousof ?'

Greer tried for ajoke. "Oh, probably because we have skins, and hers got taken away. Y ou know
women."

Jane didn't even attempt to acknowledge this comment.

Jm shook hishead. "Monkey God give blood at rainy times, then white river goesred. But shein chains,
no longer so bad, | think. She buried divein White Chapel by morta lover. Hear her screams, sometime,
when monsoon come, when flood come. See her blood when mating season come.”

"You know," Greer looked at the boatman quizzicaly, "you speak with abit of an accent. Who did you
learn English from?"

Jm sad, "Dae Carnegie tapes, Mr. Greer. How to Win Friends and Influence People.”

Jane was more exhilarated than exhausted by the time the boat docked in the little bay at White Chapd.
Therewasthe Colonid British influence to the port, with guard booths, now mainly taken over by
beggars, and an empty customshouse. The place had fallen into beloved disrepair, for the great € ephant
statues, given for the god Ganesh, were overcome with vines, and cracked in places, and thelilieshad al
but taken over the dock. Old petrol storage cans floated along the pylons, strung together, with anet
knotted between the cans. Someone was out to catch egls or some shade-dwelling scavenger. A nervous
man with astraw hat and a bright red cloth tied around hisloins ran to the edge of the dock to greet
them; he carried along fat plank, which he swept over the water's edge to the boat, pulling it closer in. A
ladder was lowered to them.



The company disembarked carefully. Rex, the weakest, had to be pulled up by Jm and Jane both. Lucy
proved the mogt difficult, however, because of her terror of water--Jim the boatman pushed her from
behind to get her up to the dock, which was only four rungs up on the ladder. Then, Jane didn't fedl like
haggling with anyone, and o, after she tipped Jim, sheleft the othersto find their waysto the King
George Hotel by the one taxicab in White Chapel. She chose instead to walk off her excitement and
perhaps get afed for the place.

She knew from her previous explorations that there was a serendipity to experience--she might, by pure
chance, find what she was|ooking for. But thewalk proved futile, for the village--it was not properly a
town--was dark and silent, and except for the lights from the King George, about amile up the road, the
place looked like no one lived there. Occasiondly, she passed the open door to a hut through which she
saw the red embers of the fire, and the accompanying stench of the manure that was used to stoke the
flame. Birds, too, sheimagined them to be crows, gathered around huts, kicking up dirt and waste.

She saw the headlights of a car and stepped back againgt astone wall. It was the taxi taking the othersto
the hotel, and she didn't want them to see her.

Thelight was on inddethe taxi, and she saw Rex up front with the driver, half adeep. In back, Lucy, too,
had her eyes closed; but Greer, however, was staring out into the night, asif searching for something,
perhaps even expecting something. His eyes were wide, not with fear but with akind of feverish
excitement.

He's herefor areason. He wants what White Chapd hasto offer, she thought, like he'sa hunter. And

what did it have to offer? Darkness, superdtition, jungle, disease, and aman who could tear the faces of f
children. A man who had become alegend because of his monstrosity.

After the car passed and was just two sets of red lights going up the narrow street, she continued her
journey up thehill.

When she got to the hotel, she went to the bar. Greer sat at one end; he had changed into alounging
jacket that seemed to be right out of the First World War. "The concierge gaveit to me," Greer said,
pulling at the deeves, which werejust short of hiswrigts, "I imagine they've had it snce my grandfather's
day." Then, looking at Jane, "Y ou look dead to theworld. Have agin and tonic.”

Jane signaled to the barman. "' Coca-Cola?' When she had her glass, shetook asip and sighed. "I never
thought 1 would cherish a Coke so much. Lucy's adeep?!

Greer nodded. "Like ababy. And I helped with Rex, too. Hisfever's come down."

"Good. It wasn't flu."

"I know. | can detect the D.t.'s at twenty paces. Wasit morphine?’

Jane nodded. "That and other things. | brought him with me mainly because he needed someone to take
him away fromiit. It'stoo easy to buy where he'sfrom. Asskinny asheis, he'sactualy gained some
weight in the past few days. So, what about you?' She didn't mean for the question to be so fraught with
unspoken meaning, but there it was. out there.

"Y ou mean, why am | here?"

She could not hold her smile. There was something cold, amost reptilian about him now, asif, inthe



boat, he had worn a mask and now had removed it to reveal rough skin and scales.

"Well, there aren't that many placesintheworld ... quiteso ..."

"Open? Permissve?’

Greer looked at her, and she knew he understood. "It's been afew months. We al have habits that need
to be overcome. Y ou're very intuitive. Most women | know aren't. Lucy spends her hours denying that
redity exigs."

"If | had known when we started thistrip ..."

"I know. Y ou wouldn't have let mejoin you, or even fund this expedition. Y ou think I'm sick. | supposel

am--I've never been aman to delude himself. You're very--shal | say--liberd to alow meto come even

"It'sjust very hard for meto understand,” she said. "'l guessthis continent catersto men like you more
than Europe does. | understand for two pounds sterling you can buy achild at thisend of theriver.
Maybe afew.”

"Y ou'd be surprised. Jane. I'm not proud of my interest. It just exists. Men are often entertained by
perversity. I'm not saying it'sright. It's one of the great mysteries-" He stopped midsentence, reached
over, touching the side of her face.

She drew back from hisfingers.

In hiseyes, afatherly kindness. "Yes," hesaid, "I knew. When we met. It'sawaysin the eyes, my dear. |
can find them in the streets, pick them out of agroup, out of a schoolyard. Just like yours, those eyes.”

Jane felt her face go red, and wished she had never met this man who had seemed so civil earlier.
"Wasit areative?' he asked. "Y our father? An uncle?

She didn't answer, but took another sip of Coke.

"It doesn't matter, though, doesit? It'sadwaysthe same pain,” he said, reaching in the pockets of the
jacket and coming up with agold cigarette case. He opened it, offered her one, and then drew one out
for himsdlf. Before helit it, with the match burning near hislips, hesaid, 'l dways seeit in their faces, that
pain, that hurt. And it'swhat attracts me to them, Jane. Asdifficult asit must be to understand, for | don't
pretend to, mysdlf, it'sthat caged animal in the eyesthat--how shdl | say--excites me?'

Shesaid, with regret, "You're very sick. | don't think thisis agood placefor you."

"Oh," hereplied, thelight flaring in hiseyes, "but thisisjust the place for me. And for you, too. Two
halves of the same coin, Jane. Without one, the other could not exist. I'm cagpable of inflicting pain, and
you, you're capable of bearing agreat dedl of suffering, aren't you?”

"| don't want to stay here," shetold Rex in the morning. They had just finished abreakfast of aspicy tea
and shuvai, with poached duck eggs on the side, and were walking in the direction of the village center.

"We haveto go back?' Rex asked, combing his hands through what was eft of hishair. "I--I don't think



I'm ready, Janey, not yet. I'm starting to fed alittle stronger. If | go back ... and what about the book?"

"I mean, | don't want to stay at the hotel. Not with those people. He's a child molester. No, make that
child rapist. He as much admitted it to me last night.”

"Holy shit," Rex screwed hisface up, "you sure?'

Jane|looked a him, and he turned away. There was SO much boy in Rex that still wasn't used to dedling
with the complexities of the adult world--she dmost hated to burst his bubble about people. They
stopped a a market, and she went to thefirst stal, which offered up some sort of edly thing. Speaking a
pidgin version of Khou-dali, or at least the northern diaect that she had learned, Jane asked the vendor,
"Isthere another hotel? Not the English one, but maybe one run by Khou-dai?

He directed her to the west and said afew words. She grabbed Rex's hand and whispered, "It may be
some kind of whorehouse, but | can avoid Greer for at least one night. And that stupid wife of his."

Rex took photos of just about everyone and everything they passed, including the monkey stals. Hewas
feding much better, and Jane was thrilled that he was standing tal, with color in his cheeks, no longer
dependent on adrug to energize him. He took one of her with a dead monkey. "I thought these people
worshiped monkeys."

Jane sad, "1 think it'sthe image of the monkey, not the animal itself.” She set the dead animal back on the
platform with severa other carcasses. Without meaning to, she blurted, "Human beings are horrible.”

"Smile when you say that." Rex snapped another picture.

"Wekill, kill, kill. Flesh, spirit, whatever getsin our way. It's like our whole purposeisto extinguish life.
And for those who live, theres memory, like acurse. We're such amixture of frailty and crudlty.”

The stoop-backed woman who stood at the stall said, in perfect English, "Who isto say, miss, that our
entire purpose here on Earth is perhaps to perform such tasks? Frailty and crudlty are our giftsto the
world. Whoisto say that suffering isnot the greatest of dl gifts from the gods?'

Her Khou-dali name was long and unpronounceable, but her English name was Mary-Rose. Her
grandmother had been British; her brothers had gone to London and married, while she, the only
daughter, had remained behind to care for an ailing mother until the old woman's desth. And then, she
told them, she did not have any ambition for leaving her ancestrd home. She had the roughened features
of ayoung woman turned old by poverty and excessive labor and no vanity whatsoever about her.
Probably from some embarrassment at hygiene, she kept her mouth fairly closed when she spoke. Her
skin, rough asit was, possessed akind of glow that was smilar to the women Jane had seen who had
face-lifts-dthough, dearly, thiswasfrom living in White Chapel with its humidity. Something in her eyes
approached real beauty, like sacred jewels pressed there. She had avigor in her glance and speech; her
face was otherwise expressonless, asif set in stone. She was wrapped in severd cloths, each dyed clay
red, and wrapped from her shoulders down to her ankles; a purple cloth was wrapped about her head
likeanun'swimple. It was s0 hot and steamy that Jane was surprised she didn't go as some of the local
women did--with a certain discreet amount of nakedness. "If you arelooking for aplace, | can giveyou a
room. Very cheap. Clean. Breakfast included.” She named alow price, and Jane immediately took her
up onit. "You help mewith English, and | make coffee, too. None of thistea. We aredl dizzy with tea
Good coffee. All the way from America, too. From Maxwell's house."

Mary-Rose lived beyond the village, just off the place where the river forked. She had a stream running



beside her house, which was atwo-room shack. It had been patched together from ancient stonesfrom
the ruined y-Chatemple, and tar paper coupled with hardened clay and straw had been used tofill in the
gaps. Rex didn't need to be told to get his cameraready: the temple stones had hieroglyphic-likeimages
scrawled into them. He began snapping pictures as soon as he saw them.

"Itsagory,” Jane sad, following stone to stone. " Some of it'smissing.”

"Yes" Mary-Rose sad, "it tells of y-Chaand her conquests, of her consorts. She fucked many mortals.”
Jane amogt laughed when Rose said "fucked,” because her speech seemed so refined up until that point.
No doubt, whoever had taught Rose to speak had not bothered to separate out vulgarities. "When she
fucksthem, very painful, very hurting, but aso very much pleasure. No one believesin her much no
more. Sheisin exile. Skin stolen away. They say she could mount abeliever and ride him for hours, but
inthe end, he dies, and she must withdraw. The White Devil, he keegps her locked up. All Slly stories, of
course, because y-Chais just so much lah-dee-dah.”

Jane looked at Rex. She said nothing.

Rex turned the camerato take a picture of Mary-Rose, but she quickly hid her features with her shawil.
"Please, no," shesaid.

Helowered the camera
"Mary-Rose" Jane said, measuring her words, "do you know where the White Devil lives?'

Seeing that she was safe from being photographed, she lowered the cloth. Her hair spilled out from under
it--pure white, dmost dazzlingly so. Only the very old women in the village had hair even gpproaching
gray. She smiled broadly, and her teeth were rotted and yellow. Tiny holes had been drilled into the front
teeth. "White Devil, he cannot be found, | am afraid.”

"He's dead, then. Or gone,” Rex said.

"No, not that," she said, looking directly into Jane's eyes, "you can't find him. He finds you. And when he
findsyou, you are no longer who you are. Y ou are no longer who you were. Y ou become.”

Jane spent the afternoon writing in her notebooks.

Nathan Meritt may be dead. He would be, what, fifty? Could he have redly survived heredl thistime?
Wouldn't he self-destruct, given his proclivities? | want him to exist. | want to believe heiswhat thelocals
say heis. The White Devil. Destruction and Cresation in mortal form. Supplanted the local goddess.
Legend beyond what a human is capable of. The woman with the scoured face. The children without
skins. Thetrail of storiesthat followed him through thiswilderness. Settling in White Chapdl, his spiritua
home. White Chapel--where Jack the Ripper killed the prostitutesin London. The name of achurch.
y-Cha, the Monkey God, with her fury and fertility and her absolute weakness. White--they say theriver
runswhite at times, like milk, it is part of y-Cha. Whiteness. The white of bones strung dong in her
necklace. The white of the scoured woman--her festurel ess face white with infection.

Can any man exist who matches the implications of this?
The Hero Who Skinned A Thousand Faces.

Andwhy?



What does he intend with this madness, if he does il exis, if the Sories are true?
And why am | searching for him?
And then shewrote:

Greer's eyes|ooking into me. Knowing about my father. Knowing because of amemory of hurt
somehow etched into my own eyes.

The excitement when he was looking out from the taxi.
Like abogeyman on holiday, abag of sweetiesin one hand and the other, out to grab a child's hand.
Frailty and cruety. Suffering asagift.

What he said, two halves of the same coin. Without one, the other could not exist. Capable of great
uffering.

White Chapd, and its surrounding wilderness, cameto lifejust after midnight. The extremes of its
climate: chilly a dawn, steamy from ten in the morning till eight or nine a night, and then hot, but less
humid, as darknessfell, led to a brain-fever siesta between noon and ten o'clock at night. Then families
awoke and made the night meal, baths were taken, love was made--all in preparation for the more
sociable and bearable hours of one A.m. to about Six or seven, when most physica labor, lit by torch and
flare, was done, or when hunting the precious monkey and other creatures more easily caught just before
dawn. Jane was not surprised a this. Most of the nearby cultures followed asimilar pattern based on
climate and not daylight. What did impress her was the silence of the place while work and play began.

Mary-Rose had asmdl fire going just outside the doorway; the dull orange light of the dow-turning
manure cast §pinning shadows as Mary-Rose kndlt beside it and stirred a pan. "Fried breed,” she said as
Jane sat up from her mat. "' Are you hungry?'

"How long did | degp?’

"Five, Sx hours, maybe."

Thefrying dough smelled delicious. Mary-Rose had ajar of honey in one hand, which tipped, carefully,
across the pan.

Jane glanced through the shadows, trying to seeif Rex wasin the corner on his mat.

"Your friend," Mary-Rose sad, "heleft. He said he wanted to catch somelocal color. That is precisely
what hesaid.”

"Heleft hisequipment,” Jane said.

"Yes, | can'ttdl you why. But," the other woman said, flipping the puffed-up circle of bread and then
dropping it onto athin cloth, "1 can tell you something about the village. There are certain entertainments
which are forbidden to women which many men who come here desire. Men are like monkeys, do you
not think so? They frolic, and fight, and even destroy, but if you can entertain them with pleasure, they
will put other thoughts aside. A woman is different. A woman cannot be entertained by the forbidden.”



"I don't believethat. | don't believe that things are forbidden to women, anyway."

Mary-Rose shrugged. "What | meant, Miss Boone, is that awoman is the forbidden. Man is monkey, but
woman isMonkey God." She apparently didn't care what Jane thought one way or another. Jane had to
suppress an urge to smile, because Mary-Rose seemed so st in her knowledge of life, and had only seen
the jungles of y-Cha. She brought the bread into the shack and set it down in front of Jane. "Y our friend,
Rex, heissick from somefever. But it isfever that drives aman. He went to find what would cool the
fever. Thereisaman skilled with needles and medicinesin thejungle. It isto thisman that your friend has
traveled tonight.”

Jane said, "1 don't believe you.”

Mary-Rose grinned. The small holesin her teeth had been filled with tiny jewes. "What fever drivesyou,
Miss Jane Boone?'

" want to find him. Meritt. The White Devil ."
"What intrigues you about him?"

Jane wasn't sure whether or not she should answer truthfully. "I want to do abook about him. If hereally
exigs. | find thelegend fascinating.”

"Many legends are fascinating. Would someone travel asfar asyou have for fascination? | wonder."

"All right. Therésmore. | believe, if heexidts, if heisthelegend, that heis either some master sociopath
or something else. What | have found in my research of histravesisthat the victims, the oneswho have
lived, are thankful of their torture and mutilation. It isasif they've been--I'm not sure--baptized or
consecrated by the pain. Even the parents of those children--the ones who were skinned--even they
forgave him. Why? Why would you forgive aman of such unconscionable acts?' Jane tasted the fried
bread; it waslike a doughnut. The honey that dripped across its surface stung her lips--it wasn't honey at
al, but had a bitter taste to it. Some kind of herb mixed with sap?

It fdlt asif fire antswere biting her lips, dong her chin where the thick liquid dripped; her tonguefdt large,
clumsy, asif sheldd been shot up with Novocain. She didn't immediately think that she had been drugged,
only that shewas, perhaps, alergic to thisfood. She managed to say, "I just want to meet him. Talk with
him," before her mouth seemed inoperable, and shefelt agtiffnessto her throat.

Mary-Rose's eyes squinted, asif ng this demand. She whispered, "Are you not sure that you do
not seek him in order to know what he has known?" She leaned across to where the image of the
household god sat on its wooden haunches-not amonkey, but some misshapen imp. Sunken into the
head of thisimp, something akin to avotive candle. Mary-Rose lit thiswith amatch. The ydlow-blue
flame came up small, and she cupped theidol in her hand asif it were addicate bird.

And then she reached up with her free hand and touched the edges of her lips--it looked asif shewere
about to laugh.

"Miss Jane Boone. Y ou look for what does not ook for you. Thisisthe essence of truth. And so you
have found what you should run from, the hunter is become the hunted,” she said, and began tearing a
the curve of her lip, pedling back the reddened skin, unrolling the flesh that covered her chinlike
parchment.



Beneath this, another face. Unraveing like skeins of thread through some imperfect tapestry, the sdlow
cheeks, the aquiline nose, the shriveled bags benesth the eyes, even the white hair came out strand by
grand. Theair around her grew acrid with the smoke from the candle, as bits of ashen skin fluttered
acrossitsflame.

A young man of nineteen or twenty emerged from beneeth the last of the skin of Mary-Rose. Hislipsand
cheekswere dick with dark blood, asif held just pressed hisfaceinto wine. "1 am theman,” he said.

The burning ydlow-blue flame wavered, and hissed with snowflake-fine motes of flesh.
Jane Boone watched it, unmoving.
Parayzed.

Her eyes grew heavy. As she closed them, she heard Nathan Meitt clap his hands and say to someone,
"Sheisready. Take her to Sedri-aly-Cha-Sampon. It istime for y-Cha-Pa."

Thelast part she could trandate: Monkey God Night.

She was passing out, but dowly. She could just fed someone's hands reaching beneath her armpitsto lift
her. | am Jane Boone, an American citizen, ajourndist, | am Jane Boone, you can't do thisto me, her
feeble mind shouted while her lips remained slent.

1

Two years|ater, the saint lay down in the evening and tried to put the leper he had met that day out of
hismind. Thelips, so warm, drawing blood from his own without puncturing the skin.

Or had it been her blood that he had drunk?

Beside his smple cot was abasin and aewer of water. He reached over, dipping hisfingersintoiit, and
brought the lukewarm droplets up to hisface.

He was, perhaps, developing afever.

The city was aways hot in this season, though, so he could not be certain. He wondered if hisfear of the
leper woman was cregting an ilinesswithin hisflesh. But the saint did not believe that he could contract
anything from these people. He was only in Calcutta to do good. Even Mother Teresa had recognized his
purity of heart and soul; the Buddhist and Hindu monks, likewise, saw in him a greet teacher.

The saint's forehead broke a swest.

He reached for the ever, but it dipped from his sweaty hands and shattered againgt the floor.

He sat up, and bent down to collect the pieces.

The darkness was growing around him.

He cut hisfinger on aporcdain shard.



He squeezed the blood and wiped it across the oversized cotton blouse he wore to bed.
He held the shard in his hand.
There were times when even asaint held too much remembered pain within him.

Desires, once acted upon in days of innocence and childhood, which now seemed dark and animal and
howling.

He brought the shard up to hislips, his cheek, pressng.

In the reflecting glass of the window, aface he did not recognize, ahand he had not seen, scraping a
broken piece of apitcher up and down and up and down the way he had seen hisfather shaving himself
when the saint was alittle boy in Biloxi, theway he himsdf shaved, the way men could touch themselves
with stedl, leaning into mirrorsto admire how close one could get to skin such asthis. Had any ever gone
5o far beneath hisskin?

The saint tasted his blood.

Tasted hisskin.

Begandicing dumgly at flesh.

\Y;

Jane Boone sensed movement.

She even felt the coolness of something upon her head--a damp towel ?

Shewaslooking up a athin, interrupted line of date-gray sky emerging between the leaning trees and
vines; she heard the cries of exatic birds; a creaking, as of wood on water.

I'min aboat, she thought.

Someone came over to her, leaning forward. She saw hisface. It was Jm, the boatman who had brought
her from upriver. "Hello, Nettie," he said, calling her by the nickname they'd laughed about before, "you
are seeing now, yes? Good. It is nearly the morning. Very warm. But very cool intemple. Very cool."
Shetried to say something, but her mouth wasn't working; it hurt to even try to move her lips.

Jm said, apparently noticing the distress on her face, "No try to talk now. Later. We on sacred water.
y-Chacarry usin." Then he moved away. She watched the sky above her grow darker; the farther the
boat went on thisriver, the degper thejungle.

She closed her eyes, fedling weak.

|ce-cold water splashed across her face.

"Y ou go back to deep, no," Jm said, standing above her again, "trip isover.” He poled the boat up

againsg the muddy bank. When he had secured it, he returned to her, lifting her from beneath her armpits.
Shefdt asif every bone had been removed from her body. She barely felt her feet touch the ground as



he dragged her up anarrow path. All she had the energy to do was watch the immense green darkness
enfold about her, even while day burst with searing heat and light beyond them.

When she felt the pins-and-needles feding coming into her legs and arms, she had been set down upon a
round stone whed, laid flat upon a smooth floor. Severa candles were lit about the large room, all set
upon the yelowed skulls of monkeys, somehow attached to the walls. Alongside the skulls, smdll bits of
leaf and paper taped or nailed or glued to the wall; scrawled across these, she knew from her experience
in other smilar temples, were petitions and prayersto theloca god.

On one of thewadls, writtenin adark ink that could only have been blood, were wordsin the local
diaect Jane was not good at deciphering the language.

A man'svoice, strong and pleasant, said, """ Flesh of my flesh, blood of my blood, | delight in your
offering.” It'san incantation to the greet one, they-Cha."

He emerged from the flickering darkness. Just as he had seemed benesth the skin of Mary-Rose, Nathan
Meritt was young, but she recognized hisface from his college photographs. He was not merely
handsome, but he had a radiance that came from benegath his skin, asif something fiery lit him, and his
eyes, blue and almost transparent, inflamed. " Sheis not native to thisland, you know. She was an import
from Asia. Did battle in her own way with Kdi, and won this smal acre before the village cameto be.
Gods are not aswe think in the West, Jane, they are creatures with desires and loves and weaknesses
likeyou or I. They do not cometo us, or reveal themselvesto us. No, it iswe who approach them, we
who must entertain them with our lives. Y ou are awoman, asisthe y-Cha. Fedlingsthat you have,
natural rhythms, al of these, sheisprey to, so."

Jane opened her mouth, but barely a sound emerged.

Meritt put hisfinger to hislips. "In alittle while. They used to use it to stun the monkeys --what the bread
was dipped in. It's called hanu, and doeslittle harm, athough you may experience ahangover. The
reason for the secrecy? | needed to meet you, Miss Boone, before you met me. Y ou are not the first
person to come looking for me. But you are different from the others who have come.”

He stepped farther into the light, and she saw that he was naked. His skin glistened with grease, and his
body was clean-shaven except for his scap, from which grew long dark hair.

Jane managed awhisper. "What about me? | don't understand. Different? Others?"

"Oh," he said, asmile growing on hisface, "you are capable of much suffering, MissBoone. That isarare
talent in human beings. Some are week, and murder their souls and bodies, and some dietoo soonin
pain. Your friend Rex-he suffers much, but of the garden variety. | have aready played with him--don't
be upset. He had his needles and his drugs, and in return, he gave me that rare gift, that,” Meritt's nogtrils
flared, inhding, asif recdling somewonderful perfume, "moment of mastery. It'slike nothing ese, believe
me. | used to skin children, you know, but they die too soon, they whine and cry, and they don't
understand, and the pleasure they offer ..."

"Please" Jane said. Shefdt strength seeping back into her muscles and joints. She knew she could run,
but would not know to what exit, or where it would take her. She had heard about the temple having an
underground labyrinth, and she didn't wish to lose hersdlf withiniit.

But more than that, she didn't fed any physica threat from Nathan Meitt.



"You'resoyoung,” shesaid.
"Not redly.”
"You look like you're twenty. | never would've believed in magic, but ..."

He laughed, and when he spoke, spoke in the measured cadences of Mary-Rose. "Skin? Flesh? It isour
clothing, Miss Jane Boone, it isthe tent that shelters usfrom theredlity of life. Thisisnot my skin, see.”
He reached up and drew back a section of hisface from the left Sde of hisnoseto hisleft ear, and it
came up like damp leaves, and beneath it, the chalk white of bone. "It may conform to my bones, but itis
another's. It'swhat | learned from her, from the y-Cha. Neither do | have blood, Miss Boone. When you
prick me, | don't spill."

He seemed dmodt friendly; he came and sat beside her.
Sheshivered in spite of the familiarity.
"Y ou mustn't be scared of me," he said in arigid British accent, "we're two haves of the same coin.”

Jane Boone looked in his eyes and saw Greer there, asmiling, gentle Greer. The Greer who had funded
her trip to White Chapel, the Greer who had politely reveded hisinterest in children.

"I met themin Tibet, Greer and Lucy," Meritt said, resuming his American accent. "He wanted children,
we had that in common, dthough hisinterests, oddly enough, had more to do with mechanics than with
intimacy. | got him his children, and the price he paid. Wéll, apound or more of flesh. Two days of
exquiste suffering, Jane, dong the banks of alovey river. | had some children with me--bought in
Bangkok at one hundred dollars each--and | had them do the honors. Layers of skin, peeled back, like
some exatic rind. Thefruit within wasfor me. Then the children, for they had dready suffered much a
Greer'sown hands. | can't bear to watch children suffer more than afew hours. It's not yet an art for
them; they'retoo naturd.”

“Lugy?

Hegrinned. "She's il Lucy. | could crawl into his skin, but | was enjoying the game. She could not tell
the difference because she didn't give afuck, both literdly and figuratively. Our wholetrip down theriver,
only Jm knew, but he's abeliever. Sweet Lucy, the most dreadful woman from Manchester, and that's
saying alot. I'll dispose of her soon, though. But she won't be much fun. Her lifeis her torture--anything
eseisredundant.”

Jane wasn't sure how much of thismonologueto believe. She said, "And me? What do you intend to
do?'

Unexpectedly, heleaned into her, brushing hislips againgt hers but not kissing. 1sis bresth waslike
jasmine flowers floating on cool water. He looked into her eyes asif he needed something that only she
could give him. He said softly, "That will be up to you. Y ou have cometo me. | am your servant.”

He pulled away, stood, turned his back to her. He went to the wall and lifted amonkey skull candle up.
He held the light dong the yellow wall. "Y ou think from what I've done that I'm amonster, Miss Boone.
Y ou think | thrive on cruelty, but it's not that way. Even Greer, in hislast moments, thanked me for what |
did. Even the children, their life force wavering, and the stains dong their scalps spreading darker juices
over their eyes, whispered praise with their final breasthsthat | had led them to that place.”



He held alight up to the papers stuck to the wall. His shadow seemed enormous and twisted as he
moved thelight in circles, he didn't look back at her, but moved from petition to petition. "Blessings and
praises and prayers, dl from thelocals, the believersin y-Cha. And I, Miss Boone, | am her sworn
consort, and her keeper, too, for it was Nathan Meritt and no other, the Man Who Skinned A Thousand
Faces, who is her most bel oved, and to whom she has submitted herself, my prisoner. Come, | will take
you to the throne of y-Cha."

A pool of water, aperfect circle, filled with koi and turtles, was at the center of the chamber. Jane had
followed Nathan down winding corridors, whose walls seemed to be covered with dried anima skins
and smdlled of anima dung. The chamber itself was poorly lit; but there was afire, in ahearth at itsfar
end; she thought she heard the sound of rushing water just beyond thewalls.

"Theriver,” Nathan said, "we're beneath it. She needs the moisture, always. She has not been well for
hundreds of years." He went ahead of her, toward asmall cot.

Jane followed, stepping around the thin bones that lay scattered across the stones.

There, on the bed, head resting on straw, was Lucy. Fruit had been stuffed into her mouth, and flowersin
the empty sockets of her eyes. She was naked, and her skin had been brutally tattooed until the blood
had caked around the lines: drawings of monkeys.

Jane opened her mouth to scream, and knew that she had, but could not even hear it. When she stopped,
she managed, "Y ou bastard, you said you hadn't hurt her. Y ou said shewas dtill dive.”

He touched her arm, aimost lovingly. "That's not what | told you. | didn't hurt her, Jane. She did thisto
herself. Even the flowers. She's not even dead, not yet. She's no longer Lucy.” He squatted beside the
cot, and combed his fingers through her hair. " She'sthe prison of y-Cha, at least aslong as she breathes.
Monkey God isaweak god, in the flesh, and she needsit, she needs skin, because she's not much
different than you or me, Jane, she wants to experience life, fed blood, fed skin and bonesand travel and
love and kill, dl the things animals take for granted, but the gods know, Jane. Oh, my baby," he pressed
his face againgt the flowers, "the beauty, the sanctity of life, Jane, it'snot in joy or happiness, it'sin
sufferinginflesh.”

He kissed the berry-stained lips, dipping histongue into Lucy's mouth. With hisleft hand, he reached
back and grasped Jane's hand before she could step away. His grip wastight, and he pulled her toward
the cot, to her knees. He kissed from Lucy to her, and back, and she tasted the berries and sweet pear.
She could not resist--it was asiif her flesh required her to do this, and she began to know what the others
had known, the woman with the scraped face, the children, Greer, even Rex, al the worshipers of
y-Cha. Nathan's peniswas erect and dripping, and she touched it with her hand, ingtinctively. The petals
on the flower quivered; Nathan pressed hislipsto Lucy'sleft nipple, and licked it like he was a pup
suckling and playing; he turned to Jane, hisface smeared with Lucy's blood, and kissed her, dipping a
soaked tongue, copper taste, into the back of her throat; she felt the light pressure of hisfingers exploring
between her legs, then watched as he brought her juices up to his mouth; he spread Lucy's legs apart,
and applied alight pressure to the back of Jane's head.

For an instant, shetried to resist.

But the tattoos of monkeys played there, dong the thatch of hair, like some unexplored patch of jungle,
and she found hersdf wanting to lap at the smal withered lips that Nathan parted with hisfingers.



Beneath her mouth, the body began to move.
Sowly a fird.
Then more swiftly, bucking against her lips, againgt her teeth, the monkey drawings chattered and spun.
Shefelt Nathan's teeth come down on her shoulder as she licked the woman.
He began shredding her skin, and the pain would've been unbearable, except she felt hersalf opening up
below, for him, for the trembling woman beneath her, and the pain dowed as she heard her flesh rip
beneath Nathan's teeth, she was part of it, too, eating the dying woman who shook with orgasm, and the
blood likeariver.
A glimpseof her, not Lucy.
Not Lucy.
But Monkey God.
y-Cha
Y ou suffer grestly. Y ou suffer and do not die. y-Chamay |leave her prison.
She could not tell where Nathan left off and where she began, or whether it was her mouth or the dying
woman's vagina that opened in amoan that was not pleasure, but was beyond the threshold of any pain
she had ever imagined in the whole of creation.
She ripped flesh, devouring, blood coursing across her chin, down her breasts, Nathan inside her now,
more than insde her, rocking within her, complete love through the flesh, through the blood, through the
wilderness of frenzy, through the small hole between her legs, into the cavern of her body, and y-Cha,
united with her lover through the suffering of awoman whose identity as Jane Boone was quickly
disolving.

Her consciousness: taste, hurt, fed, spit, bite, love.
Vey

In the morning, the saint dept.

His attendant, Sunil, came through the entrance to the chamber with aplate of steamed vegetables. He
set them down on the table and went to get abroom to sweep up the broken ewer. When he returned,
the saint awoke, and saw that he stared at hisface asif he were seeing the most horrifying image ever in

exigence

The saint took hishand to cam him, and placed his pam agains the fresh wounds and newly formed
scars.

Sunil gasped, because he was trying to fight how good it felt, as al men did when they encountered
y-Cha

His mouth opened in asmall O of pleasure.



Already, his body moved, hethrugt, gently, at first, he wanted to be consort to y-Cha

Hewould beg for what he feared most, he would cry out for pain beyond hisimagining, just to spill his
more persona pain, the pain of lifein the flesh.

It was the greatest gift of humans, their flesh, their blood, their memories. Their suffering. It wasdl they
hed, inthe end, to give, for them al € se was mere vanity.

Words scrawled in human suffering on ayelow wall:

Flesh of my flesh, blood of my blood delight in your offering Make of your heart alotus of burning Make
of your loins a pleasure dome | will consecrate the bread of your bones And make of you aliving temple

to Monkey God.

The servant opened himsdlf to the god, and the god enjoyed the flesh as she hadn't for many days, the
flesh and the blood and the beauty--for it was known among the gods that a man was most beautiful as

helay dying.

The gift of suffering was offered dowly, with equa parts delight and torment, and as she watched his
pain, she could not contain her jealousy for what the man possessed.

Alice moaned, fedling his breath inside her --the boy's breath, and hisfingers, digging in her scalp, in her
mind, pushing through the fragments of skull and gray matter, rearranging her mind- But hewasnot a
boy, nor washe agirl, but something else- Something trapped in flesh, something bound in the cage of
flesh that way that she had thought they'd trapped asmall boy in the basement of an old tenement
building.

"L et me show you my garden, Alice," he whispered. "Y ou like gardens, don't you? I know a place where
the gardens are lovdy, quite lovely. The flowers..."

Shefdt hissmall hand asit touched the edge of her cheek, curling dightly.
"The most beauitiful flower that ever was"

And then shefelt hishand pressinto the flesh of her face and grow inside her.
"Do you know," he asked, "what human loveis, Alice? Do you?"

"No," Alice moaned, trying to push him away, but hisfingers seemed to be inside her face, behind her
eyes, moving something within her, forcing it to see what he wanted her to see, to experience the world
he carried like avirusin histouchO, Rare and Most Exquisite

"What is human love?" | have heard my mother ask when she was sick, or when she was weary from the
rotted wood dams of marriage and children. It's a question that haunts my every waking hour. I, mysdlf,
never experienced love, not the kind between aman and awoman. | once learned about it secondhand.
When | was seventeen, | worked in aretirement home, in the cafeteria, and on my afternoons off | went
up to the third floor. Thiswasthe nursing facility, and | suppose | went there to fed needed; dl the
elderly patients needed attention, often someoneto just sit with them, hold their hands, watch the sun asiit
stretched down across the far-off trees heavy with summer green. | don't know why | was so taken with



the older people, but | felt more comfortable around them than | often did around my peers. One day, an
old man was shouting from hisbed, "O, rare and most exquisite! O, God, O God, O, rare and most
exquisite creation! Why hast thou forsaken me?* His voice was strong and echoed down the dick
corridor; hisneighbors, in adjacent beds, cried out for relief from his moans and groans. Since the
orderliesignored dl this, routindly, | went to hisroom to find out what the trouble was about.

Hewas aruffian. Bagtards dways lived the longest, it was arule of thumb on the nursing floor, and this
man was a prince among bastards. Something about the lizard lesther of his skin, and the grease of his
hair, and the way hisforehead dug into his eyebrows asif he weretrying to close histranducent blue eyes
by forcing the thick skin down over them. He had no kindnessin him; but | sat down on the edge of his
bed, patted his hand, which shook, and asked him what the matter was.

"Love" hesad. "All my life, | pursued nothing but love. And look whereit's gotten me." Hewasa
rasping old crow, the kind my brother used to shoot at in trees.

"Did you have lunch yet?' | asked, because | knew that the patients would becomeirritableif they hadn't
eaten.

"l will not egt thisraw sewage you cdl food."
"Y ou can have roast beef, if youwant. And pie"

"I will not eat." He closed his eyes, and | thought he was about to go to deep, so | began to get up off the
bed. He whispered, coughing abit, "Bring me the box under the bed.”

| did as he asked. It was a cheap strongbox, the kind that could be bought in adimestore. When | set it
beside him, he reached under the blankets and brought out asmall key. "Openit for me," hesaid. | put
thetiny key in the hole, turned, and brought the lid up. The box wasfilled with what appeared to be sand.
"Reachinit," hesad, and | stuck my handsin, and felt what seemed to be a stick, or perhapsit wasa
quill. I took it out.

It was adried flower, with only afew petals remaining.

"Do you know about love?' he asked me.

| grinned. "' Sure.”

"Y ou'retoo young," he said, shaking his head. He took the dried flower from my hand and brought it up
to hisnose. Dust from the petalsfell across hisupper lip. "Y ou think loveis about kindness and

dedication and caring. But it isnot. It isabout tearing flesh with hot pincers.”

| smiled, because | didn't know what elseto do. | wondered if he was sane; many of the patients were
not.

Hesaid, "Thisisthe most rare flower that has ever existed. It is more than sixty yearsold. It isthe most
vauablething I own. | am going to die soon, boy. Smell it. Smell it." He pressed the withered blossom
into the palm of my hand, and cupped his shaking fingers under mine. "Smdll it."

| lifted it up to my nose. For just asecond, | thought | smelled adistant sea, and isand breezes of
blossoming fruit trees and perfumes. Then nothing but the rubbing acohol and urine of the nursing floor.



"I will givethistoyou," he said, "to keep, if you promiseto teke care of it."
Without thinking, | said, "It's dead.”

He shook his head, arageflaring behind hiseyes, alifein him | wouldn't have expected. "Y ou don't
know about love," he grabbed my arm, and his grip was hard as stone, "and you'l livejust like | did, boy,
unlessyou listen good, and lifewill give you its own whipping so that one day you'll end up in this bed
smelling likethisand crying out to the god of desth just for escape from thisidiot skin so that the pain of
memory will stop.”

To cam him, because now | knew hewas crazy, | said, "Okay. Tdl me."
"Love" hesad, "isthe darkest gift. It takesdll that you are, and it destroys you.”
And he told me about the flower of hisyouth.

His name was Gus, and he was agardener at a house that overlooked the Hudson River. The year was
1925, and hisemployer was an invdid in hisfifties, with ayoung wife. The wifes namewas Jo, and she
was from apoor family, but she had made a good marriage, for the house and grounds occupied a
hundred acres. As head gardener, Gus had agtaff of six beneath him. Jo would come out in the mornings,
bringing coffee to the workers. She was from afamily of laborers, so she understood their needs, and she
encouraged their familiarity. Her husband barely noticed her, and if he did, he wouldn't approve of her
mixing with the staff.

One morning she came down to Gus where he stood in the maze of roses, with the dew barely settled
upon them, and she kissed him lightly on the cheek. He wasn't sure how to take this. She was wearing
her robe, as she dways did when she brought the coffee out to the men, although it reveded nothing of
her figure. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, with thick dark hair, worn long and out
of fashion, athrowback to the long Victorian tresses of his mother's generation. She had amond-shaped
eyes, and skin like olives soaked in brandy--he had never seen awoman this exotic in Wappingers Fals,
which was his hometown. She smelled of oil and rosewater, and she did not greet him, ever, without
something sweet on her lips, so that her bresth was a pleasure to fed againgt his skin. She drew back
from him, and with her heavy accent, said, "Gus, my handsome boy of flowers, what will you find for me
today?'

Gus had had girls before, since he was fourteen, but they had been lust pursuits, for none of the girls of
the Fdls, or of Poughkeepsie, or even the college girl he had touched in Connecticut, stirred in him what
hefdt with Jo. He called her, to hismen, "my Jo." for hefdt that, if things were different, she would not
be with thiswedlthy man with his palsied body, but with him. Gus and Jo--he wrote it on the oak tree
down near theriver, he carved it into a stone he had placed in the center of the rose garden.

When she kissed him on the cheek, he waited a minute, then grabbed her in hisarms, for he could no
longer contain himsalf, and they made love there, in the morning, before the sun wasfar up in the sky.

He knew that she loved him, so he went that day to find her the most beautiful flower that could be had.
It was apassion of hers, to have the most beautiful things, for she had lived most of her lifewith only the
ugly and the dull. He wished he were wedlthy so that he might fly to China, or to the south of France, or
to the star's, to bring back the rarest of blooms. But, having four bits on him, he took the train into New
Y ork City, and eventually came to a neighborhood that sold nothing but flowers, stdl upon stal. But it
was mid-summer, and al the flowers available were the same that he could grow aong theriver. Ashe
was abouit to leave, not knowing how he could return to his Jo without something very specia, awoman



near one of the stdls said, "Y ou don't like these, do you?”

Gus turned, and there was awoman of about twenty-two. Very plain, athough pretty in the way that he
thought all women basicaly pretty. She was smal and pale, and she wore no makeup, but her eyeswere
large and lovely. "I've been watching you," she said.

"Y ou have?'

"Yes. Do you think that's rude? To watch someone?

"It depends.”

"| think it'srude. But then," she said, amiling like amischievous child, "1've never been ashamed of my
own behavior, only the behavior of others. I'm ashamed of yours. Here I've watched you for fifteen
minutes, and you barely took your eyes off the flowers. How rude do you think that is? V. You like
flowers, don't you?'

"I'm agardener. | take care of them."

"Lovdy," shesad widfully, "imaginealife of caring for beautiful things. Imagine when you're very old,

and look back onit. What lovely memoriesyou'll have." Although she seemed forthright, the way he
knew city people were, there was something fitful in the way she spoke, dmost hesitant somewherein the
flow of words, asif al this snappy talk was a cover for extreme shyness. And yet, he knew, city women
wererarely shy.

He had not come dl the way to the city to flirt with shop girls. "1'm looking for something out of the
ordinary.”

She gave acurious smile, tilting her head back. She was a shade beautiful in the thin shaft of daylight that
pressed between the dls. She was no Jo, but she would make some young man fall in love with her, he
knew that. Some city boy who worked in the local grocer's, or ran abakery. Or, perhaps, even ajunior
bondsman. She would eventually live in one of the boxcar gpartmentsin Brooklyn, and be the most
wonderful and ordinary bride. She would have four children, and grow old without fear. Not like Jo, who
was destined for romance and passion and tragedy and great redemption, not Italian Jo of olive skin and
rose water. Thewoman said, "I know a place where you can find very unusud flowers."

"l want abeauty," hesad.
"For alady?"

Because Gus knew how women could be, and because he detected that he might get further along with
thisgirl if hefeigned interest in her, helied. "No. Just for me. | appreciate beautiful flowers." Hefdt bad
then, alittle, because now he knew that he was leading her on, but she seemed to know where the
interesting flowers were, and dl he could think of was Jo and how she loved flowers. Gus was
consdered handsome in his day, and women often showed him specid attention, so he was used to
handling them, charming them. "'l need a beauty," he repested.

"I'm not saying beautiful," she cautioned him, and began wa king between the sdls, through an dley,
leading him, "but unusual. Sometimes unusual is better than beautiful.” Shewore akind of apron, he
noticed, thelong kind that covered her dress, and he wondered if she wasthe local butcher's daughter,
or if shewasacook. The dley was steamy; there was some sort of kitchen down oneend of it, a



Chinese laundry, too, for he smelled the soap and the meat and heard someone shouting in aforeign
language, but nothing European, for Gus knew how those languages sounded, and this must've been
Oriental. The woman came to an open pit, with athin meta staircase leading down to aroom, and she
hiked her apron up abit, and held her hand out for him to steady her as she descended. "My baance isn't
too good," shetold him. "I have a heart problem--nothing serious--but it makes me light-headed
sometimes on gairs”

"There're flowers down there?' he asked as he went down the steps dowly.

"It'sone of my father's storage rooms. He has a flower shop on Seventh Avenue, but there's an icehouse
above us, and we get shavingsfor free. They stay colder down here," she said, and turned alight up just
as he had reached the last step. " There's another room three doors down, beneath the laundry. We keep
some there, too."

Theroom wasdl of redbrick, and it was chilly, like winter. "Were right undernesath the storage part of
theicehouse." Asthe feeblelight grew strong, he saw that they were surrounded by flowers, some of
them brilliant vermillion sprays, others deep purples and blacks, still more of pile upon pile of dappled
yelowson redson greens. "These are dl fresh cut,” she said, "you can have any you want. My father
grows them underneath the laundry, and when he cuts them, we keep them on ice until we ship them.
Here," she said, reaching into abow! that seemed to be carved out of ice. She brought up tiny red and
blue blossoms, like snowbdls, but in miniature. She brought them up to hisface, and the aromawas
incredible; it reminded him of Jo's skin when he pressed hisface againgt her breasts and tasted the
brightness of morning.

The woman kissed him, and he responded, but it was not like hiskisswith Jo. This woman seemed
colder, and he knew he was kissing her just because he wanted the blossoms. He remembered the cold
kissall theway to the big house, as he carried his gift to hisbeloved. * * *

Jo was shocked by thetiny, perfect flowers. He had | eft them for her in acrystd bowl of water on the
dining-room table so that she would see them first when she came to have breskfast. He heard her cry
out, sweetly, and then she came to the kitchen window to search the back garden for him. Shetried to
openit, but it had rained the night before and al that morning, so it was stuck. She rushed around to the
back door, ran barefoot into the garden and grabbed his hand. " Sweetest--precious--blessed,” she
gasped, "where did you find them? Their smell --so lovey.”

He had saved one small blossom in hishand. He crushed it againgt her neck, softly. He kissed her asif he
owned her, and he told her how much he loved her.

She drew back from him then, and he saw something change in her eyes. "No," she said.

When the flowers had died, he ventured back into the city, down the dley, but the entrance to the pit
was closed. He rapped on the metd doors severa times, but there was no response. He went around to
the entrance to the icehouse and asked the manager there about the flowers, but he seemed to not know
much about it other than the fact that the storage room was closed for the day. Gus was desperate, had
brought his month's pay in order to buy armloads of the flowers, but instead, ended up in an Irish bar on
Horace Street drinking away most of it. Jo didn't love him, he knew that now. How could he be such a
fool, anyway? Jo could never leave her husband, never in athousand years. Oh, but for another moment
in her arms, another moment of that sweet mystery of her bresth againgt his neck!

He stayed in the city overnight, deeping in aflophouse, and was up early, and thistime went to the
Chinese laundry. The man who ran it took him to the back room, where the steam thickened. Gus heard



the sounds of machines being pushed and pressed and clanked and rapped, as a dozen or more people
worked in the hot fog of the shop. The owner took him farther back, until they came to agtairway.

"Down." The man said nodding, then disappeared into the fog.

Gus went down the stairs, never sure when he would touch bottom, for the steam was still heavy. When
he finally got to the floor, it disspated abit, and there was asickly yelow light aways off. He went
toward it, brushing against what he assumed were flowers growing in their pots.

Then someone touched hisarm.

"Gus." It was the woman from the week before. "It'sme. Moira."

"I didn't know your name," hetold her. "I didn't know how to find you."

"How long did the flower last?"

"Six days."

"How sad," she said, and leaned against him. He kissed her, but the way he would kiss his sister, because
he didn't redly want to lead her on.

The mist from the laundry enveloped the outline of her face, causing her skin to shine ayelow-white like
candlesin luminaria, revealing yearsthat he had not anticipated--he had thought she might beagirl in her
early twenties, but in this steam she appeared older, ashes shining under her skin.

"l loved theflowers”

"What else do you love, Gus?'

Hedidn't answer. He pulled away from her, and felt the edges of thick-lipped petals.

She said, "We keep the exotics here. There's an orchid from the Fiji 1dands--it's not properly an orchid,
but it hasthe look of one. It'stiny, but very rare. Inits natura state, it'saparasite on fruit trees, but here,
it'sthe most beautiful thing intheworld.”

"I never pad you for the last flower."

"Gus," she said, and reached up to cup the side of hisface in the palm of her hand, "whatever ismine, is
yours."

Sheretreated into the mist, and in afew momentslad in the pam of hishand aflower so smdl that he
could barely seeit. She set another of itskind into ajewery box and said, "Thisis more precious than
any jewe | know of. Butif | giveit toyou, | want you to tell me onething.”

He waited to hear her request.

"l want you to tell me--no, promise me --you will take care of this better than those last ones. This should
live, if cared for, for over amonth. Y ou do love flowers, don't you?'

"Yes," hesaid, and, because he wanted thistiny flower so much for his Jo, he brought Moiracloseto him



and pressed hislips againgt hers, and kissed around her glowing face, tasting the steam from the laundry.
Hewanted it so badly, he knew this flower would somehow win his Jo. Somehow, she would manage to
leave her husband, and they would run away together, maybe even to the Fiji Idandsto live off mango
and to braid beautiful Jo's hair with theidand parasite flowers.

Y et there was something about Moirathat he liked, too. She wasn't Jo, but she was different from any
woman he knew. When he drew hisface back from hers, her face was radiant and shining, and not the
middle-aged woman he had thought just aminute before. Shewas ayoung girl, after al, barely out of her
teens, with dl the enthusiasm of fresh, new life. He wondered what hislife would be like with agirl like
this, what living in the city with her would fed like, what it would be like to live surrounded by the frozen
and burning flowers.

There were tearsin Moiras eyes when she left him, and he sensed that she knew why he wanted the
beautiful flowers.

And 4till, she gave him the rare and exquisite ruby blossom.

Thetiny flower died in fourteen days. Gus could not return to the city for more than Six weeks, because
adrought had come down the valley, and he had to take specid painsto make sure that the gardens
didn't die. Jo did not come and see him, and he knew that it was for the best. She was married, he was
merely the gardener, and no matter how many gorgeous flowers he brought to her, she would never be
his. He thought of Moira, and her sweetness and mystery; her generosity was something he had never
experienced before in awoman, for the ones he had known were often sdfish and arrogant in their
beauty. He dso knew that the old man must suspect his overfamiliarity with Jo, and so his days would be
numbered in the Hudson River house.

One afternoon he took off again for the city, but it took several hours, as there was an automobile stuck
on the tracksjust before coming into Grand Central Station. He got therein the evening, and went to the
Chinese laundry, but both it and the icehouse were closed for the day. He remembered that Moira had
mentioned her father's shop, and so he went into the flower district and scoured each one, asking after
her. Findly, he came to the shop on Seventh Avenue and there she was, sitting behind a counter
arranging irisinto aspraylike arrangement. Sheturned to see him, and in thelight of early evening shewas
the smple girl he had seen the first day they had met. How the mist and theice could change her features,
but in the daylight world, she was who she was!

"Gus," shesad, "'l thought you weren't coming back. Ever."

"I had to," he said, not ableto help hisgrin, or the swest of fear that evaporated along his forehead, fear
that he would not find her. It was like in the moving pictures, when the lover and his beloved were
reunited at the end. He ran around the counter and grabbed her up in hisarms, "Oh, Moira, Moira" he
buried hisfacein her neck, and she was laughing fredly, happily.

She closed the shop and pulled down the shade. "Gus, | want you to know, | love you. | know you might
not love me, but | loveyou.”

Gus sighed and looked &t her. Here he was, a gardener, and she, aflower shop girl. How could amore
perfect pair be created, one for the other?

"There's something | want to giveyou,” she said.

"Y ou've given me--" he began, but she didn't let him finish.



"Something | want to give you," she began unbuttoning the top of her blouse.

When she was completely naked, he saw what was different about her. "1 could never give my heart
fredy ... knowing | was ... different ... likethis..."

He stepped back, away from her.

"Who did thisto you?" he asked, hisvoice trembling.

Shelooked at him with those wide, perfect eyes, and said, "1 was born thisway."

Thethreads.

There, in the whiteness of her thighs.

He was horrified, and fascinated, for he had never seen this before.

Her genitals had been sewn together, you see, with some thread that was strong, yet silken and
impossibly dender, like aspider's web. She brought his hand there, to the center of her being, and she
asked him to be careful with her. "As careful asyou are with the flowers.™

"It'smongtrous," he said, trying to hide the revulsion in hisvoice, trying to draw back hisfingers.

"Break thethreads," she said, "and | will show you the most beautiful flower that has ever been created in
the universe”

"l can't." He shivered.

Tearswelled in her eyes. "l love you with dl my being,” shesaid, "and | want to giveyou this.... this....
evenif it means..." Her voicetrailed off.

Hefound himsdlf plucking at the threads, then pulling at them, until finaly he got down on hishandsand
knees and placed his mouth there, and bit into the threads to open her.

There must have been some pain, but she only cried out once, then was Silent.

Her labia parted, curling back, blossoming, and there was a smell, no, a scent, like aspicewind acrossa
tropical shore, and the labiawere petas, until her pelvis opened, prolapsed like aflower blooming
suddenly, in one night, and her skin folded backward on itsalf, with streaks of red and yellow and white
bursting forth from the wound, from the pollen that spread golden, and the wonderful colorsthat radiated
from between her thighs, until there was nothing but flower.

He cupped his hands around it. It was the most exctic flower he had ever seen, in hishands, it wasthe
beauity that had been insde her, and she had dlowed him to open her, to hold thisrare flower in his
hands.

Guswondered if he had goneinsane, or if thisindeed was the most precious of al flowers, this gift of
love, this sacrifice that she had made for him. * * *

He concedled the bloom in ahatbox and carried it back to the estate with him. In the morning, he entered



the great house without knocking, and his heart pounded asloud as his footsteps as he crossed the grand
foyer. He cdlled to the mistress of the house boldly: "Jo!" he shouted, "Jo! Look what | have brought
you!l" Hedidn't careif the old man heard him, he didn't careif he would be without ajob, none of it
mattered, for he had found the greatest gift for his Jo, the woman who would not now deny him. He
knew he loved her now, his Jo, he knew what |ove was now, what the sacrifice of love meant.

Shewas aready dressed for riding, and she blushed when she saw him. "Y ou shouldn't comein likethis.
You havenoright.”

He opened the hatbox and retrieved the flower.

"Thisisfor you," he said, and sheran to him, taking it up in her hands, smdlling it, wiping its petals across
her lips.

"It's beautiful," she said, amiling, clasping hishand, and just as quickly letting go. "Darling,” she called out,
turning to the staircase, "darling, look &t the lovely flower our Gus has brought us, look," and like ayoung
girl in love, sheran up the dairs, with the flower, to the bedroom where the old man coughed and
wheezed.

Gus stood there, inthe hall, feding asif his heart had stopped.

"It wasthree dayslater,” hetold meas| sat on the edge of the nursing room bed, "that the flower died,
and Jo put it out with the garbage. But | retrieved it, what was €ft of it, so that | would aways remember
that love. What love was. What terror itis.”

Theold manfindly let go of my arm, and | stood. Hewas crying, like ababy, asif there were not enough
tearsin ahuman body to let go of, and he was squeezing his eyes to make more.

"Itsdl right,” | said, "it'sjust abad dream. Just like abad dream.”

"But it happened, boy," he said, and he passed me the flower. "1 want you to keep this. I'm going to die
someday soon. Maybe within amonth, who knows?'

"I couldn't,” | said, shaking my head. "It'syours."

"No," hesad, grinning madly, "it never was mine. Have you ever been with awoman, boy?"

| shook my head. "Not yet."

"How old areyou?'

"Seventeen. Just last month.”

"Ah, seventeen. A specia time. What do you think human loveis, boy?"

| shrugged. "Caring. Between people. | guess.”

"Oh, no," hissmile blossomed across hisface, "it's not caring, boy, it'snot caring. What it is, isopening

your skin up to someone else, and opening theirs, too. Everything | told you istrue, boy. | want you to
takethisdried flower--"



| held it in my hand. For amoment | believed his story, and | found myself fedling sad, too. | thought of
her, of Moira, giving hersdlf up likethat. "She loved you."

"Her? She never loved me" hesaid. "Never."
"How can you say that? Y ou just told me--"
His voice degpened, and he sounded as evil as | have ever heard aman sound. "Jo never loved me."

| looked again at the dried flower. He plucked it from my fingers and held the last of its petalsin his open
pam.

Hesaid, "Y ou thought that was Moira? Oh, no, boy, | buried her beneath the garden. Thisis Jo. She
findly left her husband for me. And then, when | had her ... O, Lord, when | had her, boy, | tore her
gpart, | made her bloom, and | left her to dry in sand the way she had dried my heart." He laughed,
clinging moretightly to my arm so that | could not get away. "Her flower was not as pretty asMoiras.
Moira. Lovely Moira" He sniffed the air, asif he could sill smell the fragrance of the opening flower. "I
made Jo bloom, boy, and then | stepped on her flower, and | kept it in darkness and dust. Now, boy,
that'swhat loveis." He laughed even while he crushed the dried blossom with hisfree hand.

"0, rare and most exquisite!” He shouted after me as | pulled away from him and backed out of that
madman's room.

"O, why," helaughed, "why hast thou forsaken me?

"Well let you go." Alice moaned, the pain within her like being hooked up to machinesin ahospital and
forced to bresthe air, to see things, to fed the touch of so many. "Wewon't hurt you. Y ou can go home."

"I don't wish to befree," the boy said as he caressed her neck, rubbing his hand beneath it, feeling for the
place where her blood pumped. "If | wish to befree, | would not have been waiting there in that child's
bedroom. Waiting for your two sonsto take me and hit me on the head and wrap mein ablanket. Do
you know wheét they called you when they threw my body in the back of their van? They caled you a
bitch. They called you afucked-up bitch. Did you know that's how your children felt about you?'
"Stopit, yourelying," Alice said, reaching up to push hersdlf away from him.

Her hands met air.

The boy was not lying next to her at all.

She sat up in the room, the lights till flickering blue and white.

Thelittle boy was no longer on the mattress—-the handcuffs were empty.

She glanced about the room. The wheelchair, overturned, afew feet away from her.

But she sensed something, and could smdll that stenchhis stench.

Its stench.

She glanced up.



Hovering midair in acorner, alittle girl glared a her. No--not glared at her, for the girl's eyes were shut.
Thegirl looked like an old print Alice had once owned--a print of afamous painting by Renoir--of agirl
with golden hair playing with ahoop. The girl looked likethat girl in the painting, only her eyeswere sawn
shut with some black thread.

"You like magic tricks?"' the girl asked.

"No," Alice sad, stting up. The wheelchair was not far. If she crawled ...

"I could make you walk again, if you wanted to. If you wanted to badly enough,” the girl said.

Alice kept watch on the girl and dowly pulled hersalf down across the mattress, toward her wheelchair.
"I could make those legs work, and then you wouldn't need that chair,” the girl said.

Alice stopped. "Are you the devil ?* she asked, and began weeping. "Of course | want to walk again!
What kind of monster are you?' She shuddered, the tears pouring forth asif al of her had becomeliquid.

The girl shook her head. "Thereisno devil. Don't you know that? Thereis no devil."

After shed wiped away thetears, Alice looked up at her again. "Then what are you?"

The girl raised her hand to her forehead. "I know what you're thinking right now, Alice. I know what you
want to do." She began giggling, and covered her mouth with both hands. "Y ou can't run from me, Alice.
Weve bonded, you and |. We arein each other's minds now."

Then the girl evaporated dowly from thewall, and in her place, adark mound of flies. Alice watched
them, frozen by the fear that she had lost her mind in dl this--that the little boy was till chained to the
mattress, but that Alice had finally stepped off the path of sanity as sheld feared. As her father had one
bright spring day, gibbering about visons he saw, about devilswho tormented him.

Thisisdl, Alicethought. I'm losing my mind. But the world is till asit should be.

Then the flies swooped down upon her, covering her, crawling insde the openings they could pry with
their small bodies.

I'm somewhere e se, Alice thought as she felt them crawl insgde her. I'm not here, I'm far away. I'min
another place. ...

Only Connect
I

Waetch the scenery awhile. It'] take your mind off the pain. I'll tell you al about him, if you'l just listen.
Y ou must never breathe aword of thisto anyone, but | can tell you're simpatico-you won't betray me.

His namewas Jm, and he worked at the train station taking tickets. He grew up in Hartford, but moved
to Deerwich-On-Sparrow, caled Deerwich by most, on the Connecticut coast--in his early twenties, the
job had seemed good. Held begun his career riding the rails taking tickets and cleaning the cars, but hed
moved up so that at twenty-nine he could sit behind the glass and say, "Round-trip to Boston leaves at



9:15. That'll be 49.50." His head often pounded when it rained, and he was prone to popping aspirin asif
it were hard candy and just sucking on it until the headache went away. The sound of thetrain asit
arrived in the station aggravated his condition, but Jm had begun to think of the headaches as normadl.
Hed long before forgotten that they had never existed before he began working with the railroad.

It wasthe train wreck that had begun hisjourney toward discovery. One night, fairly late for the
train--which had been due in before midnight--there was an awful screeching, from some great distance
along the track. The old-timers knew what this meant, and they al ran out to see the spectacle. All
except for Jim, who stayed back.

He went to grab another bottle of aspirin from beneath his perch. Hefdt around, but dl hisfingers found
was acompletely empty bottle. He stood from his stool, stretching, yawning. Outside, he heard the
scraping of meta--the train, he would later learn, went over an embankment, into the river, and some
child somewhere would be blamed for playing quarters on the tracks--the shouts of onlookers asthe
train tossed like arestless degper from its bed--but Jim took the opportunity to walk acrossthe street to
the drugstore for aspirin.

Inside the store, the fluorescent lights flickered. The old man who worked the pharmacy stood up on his
platform behind the white counter, measuring his nostrums and philters. Jm walked the aides, glancing
briefly at the magazine covers and the greeting card displays. Finally, heturned the last aide and saw the
large bottles of aspirin.

The fluorescent light above his head flickered in adark way, asif it were just about to go out. AsJm
reached for the aspirin bottle, he watched as his hand seemed to go through water and touch--not a
bottle of aspirin, but agreen tile on abathroom wall. Asthelight flickered again, he sensed that he was
no longer in adrugstore down near the train station in Old Deerwich, but in asmall bathroom with
lime-green tilesand alarge mirror above the toilet. He glanced in the mirror and for amoment thought he
saw the aides of the drugstore behind hisreflection, but thisfaded, and al was greentile.

He amost said something, asif someone stood near him, but he was most definitely aone.

He turned about, facing a door. He pushed at the door, and it opened out onto aroom that was al green
and white and smelled of rubbing acohal with an undersmell of urine. Flowers on thewindowsill. The
window looked out on a courtyard and garden, and there, as he went to look out it, were a haf adozen
or more patients. He knew they were patients by their bathrobes and by the nurses that pushed some of
the wheelchairs, or stood beside a patient who used awalker or caneto get around. Acrossthe
courtyard, asilver-meta building, probably precisely like the one he occupied at the moment.

"Mrs. Earnshaw," someone said at the door. British accent. He knew he wasin a British hospita.

Jm turned, sensing others presencein the room.

Thefluorescent lamp flickered aliquid green.

Jm glanced up at the light overhead--alarge brown water blotch spread like the profile of aface next to
theice-tray lamps.

"It'sterrible,”" someone said as he glanced down again.

Hewasin the drugstore, holding a bottle of aspirinin hishand. A woman looked up a him queerly.



"| can't imagine anyone survived.”

Jm had to squint amoment to focus on his new environment. His head throbbed now. He camed himself
with the thought that the pain in his head had caused the brief and vivid halucination of the hospital room.

Thelittle old woman, half bent over, reached for abox of arthritispain reliever. "Did you seeit?"

"No," Jmsaid. Then, "Seewhat?'

"The crash. | wasin my car and driving down Water Street, and | heard it. It wasterrible. It's so unsafe.”
"Yes" Jm nodded.

"Travel isaways dangerous. To get there from here, one must risk one'slifethese days,” she said,
nodding asif they'd understood each other.

Jm stood there amoment. Then, feverishly, he opened the jar of pills and grabbed three, tossing them
down histhroat.

When he paid for the bottle, the pharmacist said, "Findly found what you wanted.”
"Theaspirin. | saw you standing there reading labelsfor nearly half an hour.”

"Hdf an hour?'

"Bad headache, huh?Y ou probably drink too much caffeine.”

Jmwaked out into therain, feding asif he il vibrated with his halucination. He remembered his brief
romance with peyote in college, and began to worry that this might be the flashback from that. He forgot
about it for days--the hospital--and buried himself in work.

The photograph in the loca papers showed dl angles of thetrain crash. It had fallen onitsSde, plunging
seventy-nine peopleinto theriver, al of whom died. Another two hundred and fifteen people were
injured.

What struck Jim most about the pictures of the fallen train was that it looked--if you squinted at the
photos--like a deeping person made entirely of metd, lying on agray blanket.

The flashes began aweek or two later.

Thefirst time, when hetried to unlock his car, asmall Honda Civic, and found that the lock was jammed.
Hetwisted the key so hard that it broke off in his hand. Again, the headache kicked in, and he saw the
aspirin bottle on the passenger seet insde the car. He felt angry suddenly --angry at the car for not
opening, angry at hisjob for itsdullness, angry a his parentsfor not redlly preparing him for theworldin
the way he/d wished.

Then the flash--he thought it was heet lightning. In the same moment, he wasin the hospita again. This
time, he sat in awheelchair in the courtyard asalight rain fell.



"Youdl right, now?"
"Yes" hesad, adapting quickly to hisnew environment. "lt'sonly alittlerain.”
"A littlerain.”" The pretty nurse beside him amiled. "Yes, that'sdl it is. But dl the others have goneinsde.”

He looked about the path through the garden with itsiris and hibiscus, and saw that they were indeed
aone. Theslver of the buildingsdulledin the gray rain, but heliked the fresh smell of it.

"What's your name?' he asked her.
"Nora," she said, glancing up from her magazine.
"Y our reading's going to get soaked,” he said, nodding.

"l don't mind. It'sonly alittlerain, after al." She had awarm smile, and her eyeswere atoasty brown.
"Been feding good today, then, have we?"

"Vey," Jmsad. "Thepansaregone.”

"A few daysiswhat they said."

"Yes, and they wereright,” Jm said.

Then hebit histongue dightly. "Wheream | 7"
"Holyrood," she said.

"What town?'

"Oh, you." Noralaughed. "Moretricks. Isthislike that dream you told me about? The one where you're
arailroad man taking ticketsin some little town in-- Where wasiit?"

"Connecticut."

"That's right. Connecticut. The effects should've worn off by now," Norasaid, glancing at her watch.
"You wereonly onthe IV for two hours before ten. It's nearly three." Then she reached over, patting
Jm'shand. "All of thisfor just alittle information. It does seem daft, doesn't it?'Y ou holding up? No more
weeping a midnight?"

"No," Jm sad, feding more lost and yet extremely comfortable. "Wasit the aspirin?”’

"Or lack thereof,” Norasaid. "Do you ever read these?' She held the magazine up. It wasthe London
TdlTdemagazine. "All these royas and celebs knocking each other up. Y ou'd think they'd have other
things to occupy them, don't you?"

"What town arewein?' he asked.

"Why," Norashook her head, glancing at the magazine, "just look at what the Princeis up to today."
Then, "What, dear? Town? Doesit matter?'



"Y%"
"I'm sorry, I'm not supposed to tell too much. Y ou know that more than anyone, Mrs. Earnshaw.”

Jm fet awarm salty taste in the back of histhroat. He glanced down at the hand that she had just
finished patting. It was the hand of amiddle-aged woman, and the hospital bracelet he wore read,
"Catherine Earnshaw.”

When the lightning flashed overhead and the rain began coming down in earnest, Nora said, "Oh, desr,
let's get the two of usin out of this nasty weather, shal we?' But then there was no Nora, and she faded,
and all that was there was the Honda and the rain and his headache and a man who was not sure why he
was going mad at the age of twenty-nine.

Il

Y ou didn't think he was married? Well, of course Jm was married--they'd tied the knot at twenty-four,
amost got divorced at twenty-seven, but managed for a couple of more years because their jobs put
them at opposite shifts so that every weekend was a honeymoon. Her name was Alice, and she worked
at the sandwich shop on Bank Street. When she got off work at five, she went first to the library, since
she was an avid reader, and then to the video shop. Her evenings, while im worked late, were mainly
spent with the cat and agood book and a mediocre movie nine times out of ten. Shel'd dip into bed
around midnight, fall adeep with aglass of wine, and then fed him next to her just before she got fully
awake at seven in the morning. She'dd cuddle with him, unbeknownst to Jim, and then get up to make a
pot of coffee and begin the day again.
The moviethat night wasto be an old musicd, and the novd, alight romance to take her mind off her
worries. She dipped into the tub at about seven-fifteen, and while she dried hersdlf off, the bathroom
door opened. At first Alice was frightened, but she saw quickly it was her husband.
"JIm?What are you doing home?"
"Cdledinsck," hesad. "I've been napping since six."
"Migraine? Poor baby."
"It'snot that." But he nodded anyway.

"Come here," Alice said, reaching her hand out. Jm approached her, his head down. She touched the
back of hisneck, squeezing lightly. "Y ou're tense.”

"Baby, | think I'm going nuts," he said.

"Y ou've been nutsalong time."

"I meanit," he said, and his tone was S0 serious it most shocked her.

Later, by thefire, she held him and told him it would be dl right, and he wept.
Then hetold her.

At first she had ahard time not laughing.



But when hetold her the woman's name, she cackled.
Helooked hurt.

"Oh, honey, that's a name from a book. Catherine Earnshaw. It's from Wuthering Heights. Y ou must
have seen the movie."

He shook hishead. "Was she in a hospital ?*

Alice grinned. Her grin was not aswarm as Noras, but it was familiar. "No, no. It must be some kind of
dream brought on by those headaches. L et's get you into the doctor's for a checkup.”

"A head exam?"

"So you're an invalid woman in a British hospital with silver buildings and your nameis Catherine
Earnshaw. What an imagination,” Alice said, kissing hisforehead. "My big baby. It'syour job. It's getting
to you. | told you you needed to finish your degree and maybe get into computers or something.”

Jm smelled her hair--like petals on awet bough--and glanced at the fire as the flames spat and curled
and flickered. He closed his eyes, his head beginning to pound, but he was going to fight it off, the pain,
the throbbing, the near blindness that the headaches brought with them when at their wordt.

When he opened his eyes, hewas sitting in alarge white room with no windows. In an uncomfortably
hard chair. In acircle, with others. Some men, afew women--ninein al. The nurses stood toward the
back, gtting on chairs, crossing and uncrossing their legs, looking at their watches now and then, seeming
to reach into their breast pockets for cigarettes or mints or something they needed desperately but were
unwilling to givethemsdves

A man ditting across from Jm was talking, and gradualy Jm began to understand what he was saying.
"It'snot asif wedl aren't going through the same thing. What did they call it? Adjustment?’

A woman laughed. "Minetold meto get used to it.”

Someone else chuckled at this. "1 wastold it was a period of containment.”

"Well, it's been working for me to some small extent,” the man continued, his voice dight and nervous as
if hewere afraid of being overheard or of making amistake in what he said. "At least in the mornings.
Themornings are good. It'sonly about now."

"Yes" another man sad, just to theleft of Jm. "At about three every day. Sometimes aslate asfour.
Theeflaghes”

"Hashesof ingght,” awoman sad.

"Hot flashes," another woman said, and they all had agood laugh. "Not that you can't have those,
Norman."

Norman, the man who had originaly been talking, blushed. He was handsome, mid-forties, and reminded
Jm abit of hisfather. Actualy, the more he spoke, the more Jm was becoming convinced that Norman



was related to him in someway. Thethin tal frame, the thick black hair, the nose abit beaky and the chin
ahit strong and the teeth abit much. "Well," Norman said, "sincewere dl in thistogether, and ance
they," and he nodded backward, to the row of nurses behind him, "seem to want usto get it al out in
these groups, | think we should tell everything we know.”

"Not everything,” aman said. "l couldn't. 1t'd be too much.”

"All right, then,” Norman said. "Whatever we fed comfortable with."

"Youll haveto begin, then, Norman. Mineisrather embarrassing,” the laughing woman said. "It involves
me and another man, and | can't tell you what we seem to do al day long.”

More laughter.

"Mineisnot thet ... invigoraing." Norman smiled. "I'm just alittle boy of ten, perhgpseleven. | liveina
smdl villagein Morocco.”

"Good Lord, not Morocco," thewoman said. "Are you a Berber bed-warmer?”

Norman logt hissmile. "No, | just help bring water to the house and do a bit of feeding of animasand
cleaning and running errands. I'm constantly hungry, and | can't seem to talk with othersthere, but | can
understand them.”

"Oh!" the woman gasped. " So interesting compared to mine. I'm the wife to aman who halucinates.”
Jm amost laughed; something in him told him to laugh abit. He glanced down at his hands and saw the
wedding ring on the |eft hand. He drew it carefully off hisfinger as the woman told her story. Helooked
inddethering. "Cathy and Cliff Forever.”

"Yes, and while he'sa work in hisdull job, | go have mad affairs up and down Main Street,” the woman
continued, "only ... it'snot caled Main Street. | find thisentertaining, if disconcerting. My husband redly
isafool. He surprised me abit today, however."

Jm reached up and felt his neck. It was dender. He drew hisfingers across histhroat and up around his
chin—-asmal dightly round chin-up to hisfullish lips, hissmal nose, around his eyel ashes, which seemed
long and feathery.

"Dear," someone whigpered behind him, "you'll smudge your makeup.”

He recognized the voice; it was Nora

He put his hands down.

"Y ou should listen to the stories," Norawhispered. "It might help your condition?

Jm nodded, glancing over to the woman who wasjust finishing up hers.

"He hasn't aclue," shesaid. "Helies constantly himsdlf. It'seasy to fool aliar." She looked over at Jm.
"Mrs. Earnshaw, you haven' told yours, have you?'

The woman seemed to look at Jm with agpecia knowledge. He began to fedl hisskin crawl abit. A



coldness seeped into his voice as he spoke.

"Therésnot much to tell, redly. To be honest, | think I'm more there than here. Laughter acrossthe
room. "Thisfedsless methan the other. | know so much about him."

"Him?" The woman laughed. "Oh, Lord, you got to change sex. Do you play with it much?'

"Julie!" the man named Norman exclamed. "What afilthy mind you have."

Jm felt dightly offended, particularly for Mrs. Earnshaw, whom heimagined to be a very circumspect
and polite woman of fifty-two. "Redlly," he said. He reached down, smoothing the lines of the bathrobe.
"Even now, sitting among you, | fed more him than me."

"Tdl usabout him," Norman said.

"Yes" another chimedin.

"Perhgps| will." Im paused amoment, wondering where to begin. "He's anice young man in hislate
twentieswho worksfor therailsin alittle New England town. Heis happily married, drives some kind of
Japanese car, an older model, and likesrock and roll music from the 1950's. He has terrible headaches

After amoment, Jm continued. "Actualy, | am more sure I'm him than | am surethat | am me."

Norman's eyes it up as he nodded. "That's how it's supposed to be, isn't it? They said you get agleam at
firg."

"A glimmer," the woman named Juliet said. The smile on her face grew impossibly wide. "They cdled it a
gimmer. It fedslike... like..."

"A warmrain," another said.

"Y es, and then,” Norman nodded asiif fedling areligious transformation, “the warmth spreads over you.”
"Likeyou've been rewired,” another said.

The woman next to him said, "Wel, Mrs. Earnshaw's certainly been rewired if she'saman now."

"He'snot just aman,” Jim said, and for the first time noticed that he spoke with Mrs. Earnshaw's voice.
"He'saspecia young man. He doesn't know it yet, but he's very specid.”

Behind him, Noratouched his shoulder. She whispered, "1 knew you'd be thefirst, Mrs. Earnshaw."
Jm leaned his head back dightly. "Thefirst to what, dear?’

"Thefirst to crossthe bridge,” the nurse said.

"

When Jm next recollected anything, he wasin bed with Alice, hiswife, in their small gpartment on Hop
Street, the peppermint smell of the nearby toothpaste factory assaulting his senses. Alice was snoring,



lightly, and as Jm glanced around in the scrim darkness, moonlight and the summer steam pouring in
through the open window, he saw evidence of sexua abandon--the packet of condoms, open, on the
dressing table, the clothes strewn about the floor in atrail, the half-empty glasses of red wine, one spilled
on the carpet. Had they been animals? He wished he could remember. Because of their schedules, they
didn't makelove dl that often, and now he had been in some kind of dream support group in aBritish
hospita rather thanin hisAlice.

Then adisturbing thought occurred to him: was someone e se occupying his own body while he occupied
Mrs. Earnshaw's? Did Mrs. Earnshaw hersdf enter his skin and make loveto Alice, drink hiswine?

He sat up most of the night, just watching Alice as she dept. Sweet Alice, lost in some dreamworld ...
She stirred, her fingers curled, once, her hand went to her throat, once, she seemed to weep but it was
like a puppy sound--a puppy at the door to aroom that she wanted to be set free from.

She awoke in the early morning, her eyes opening wide. "What are you doing?'

"Nothing," he said. "Jugt watching you."

"Why?" She wiped her face with her hands asif washing off amask of deep. "Y ou scared mefor a

"What wasit like?'

What?"

"What wedid lagt night."

"Weren't you there?' She grinned, giggling.
"I'm not sure.”

"Oh stopit. It'stoo early for jokes." She looked across the bed to the clock. "It's only five-thirty. | can
deep somemore. That is," she arched an eyebrow, "if you'd quit staring.”

Sheturned over, facing the window. The sunlight had crept up. "Can you closethe curtains” she said. "'l
need some dark."

vV

Jm wandered downtown, walked along theriver, dong the railroad tracks, alongside the boatdips and
the chemical factory--miles of walking at dawn, when the town seemed to wake like ababy, from agasp
to afull cry. When the sun wasfully up, he got a cup of coffee from the doughnut shop and walked out to
the pier, watching the ferry asit crossed to Newburyport.

The 7:15 blew itswhistle, coming into the station, and he turned to watch it--remembering the train crash
of afew weeks earlier, and the first time he remembered being in the silver British hospitd as Mrs.
Earnshaw.

Then it cameto him. That had not been thefirst time. That had been the first time held remembered it so
vividly. Closng hiseyes, herecdled an incident when held been four or five, and héd beenina
hospital--was it the same one? Only, it was not in England. It had been in Massachusetts, when held



been taken to visit Grammy Evans, her drinking out of control--the white and green rooms, the silver
flask she hid even there to take a nip now and then when the nurses weren't looking. "Hold this," shed
sad, passng him the slver flask. "Don't let them seeit." So heéd hidden it in his shorts, fedling the cold
metal againgt histhighs. Then held wandered the halls of the hospital while the grown-upstaked and did
not notice him missing. He began playing "' Spy" and decided that the doctors were Secret Agents. When
he came across one, he'dd run up some stairs and down some others, and through double doors and
hallways with words written in bright red and yellow aong them. And then hed come to aroom where
four men in green masks stood about atable. On the table, a naked old woman who was probably dead.
Jm had kept himself hidden away, and he watched as the four doctors injected something terrible into the
old woman so that she sat up screaming.

It had made Jim scream, too, and one of the four men turned and saw him, and before he could get out
the door, someone else grabbed him.

"What in God's nameisthiskid doing in here? Where the hell is security?* aman said.

The woman screamed again, and then began coughing.

Jm, sitting on the pier, Spped his coffee, trying to remember more, but that had been all.

What he knew without a doubt was that the woman on the table had been Mrs. Earnshaw, and that she
:/xzsd(;e]tad when hewas alittle boy and that somehow thiswas al ahallucination caused by atraumatic

The coffee grew cold as he closed his eyes, and he determined to go into Mrs. Earnshaw in the hospital.
Hewilled a headache to come on, he tried to smulate the pain that arrived, and the flickering lights.

After an hour, he gave up.

Severd dayslater, while he was Stting on the toilet, he arrived into Mrs. Earnshaw again, who was Sitting
in the garden with Nora. Norawas reading one of her magazines, and Jm was doing allittle needlepoint.

"Nora. Tell me about mysdlf,” hesad.
The nurse glanced up. "All right. | supposethisisgood.”

"It seems|'mlosing bitsof me," Jm said, nodding asif to thewill of the universe. "I'm not surewhere fit
inwithdl this"

"Well, that wasthe issue, after dl," Norasaid. She set her magazine aside and crossed her leg. "Mind if |
light up?"

"Go right ahead, dear.”

Noradrew a cigarette from her breast pocket and struck a match along the edge of the low brick wall
sheleaned againg. After thefirst puff, she said, "Y ou're a psychiatrist from Bristol who worked with
NASA and spent agood ded of timein Belize working on the Arc Project.”

"Whatever isthat?'

Norashrugged. "l wish | knew." She said thiswarmly and without atrace of deception. "All I know ismy



end of this™"
"The Arc Project doesn't even sound familiar to me."

"All of you wereinvolved withit. That'sal any of usknows." Another long drag on the cigarette. "Y ou
have the mind link to this man named Jm, as do the othersto various people. And you're dying.”

"l had noidea," Jm said, setting his needlepoint on hislap. "Why am | caled Catherine Earnshaw? That's
obvioudy not my red name."

"You picked it. All of you picked names from books and movies. Y ou liked the name Cathy.”
"Do you know who | am, redly?"

Nora closed her eyesfor a minute. Smoked. Scratched a place just above her eyebrows. Opened her
eyes. "Not redly.”

"Doexnt dl of thisseem inhuman?'
Norasghed. "We haveto trust that thisis saving something important for us.”
"Saving from what?'

Noradropped her cigarette to the ground, stubbing it out with the toe of her white shoe. "From loss. The
information has to be retained, and it's not like you're a computer that can just be downloaded.”

"l wish | could remember the information you're talking about, but redlly, | can't. There seem to be great
gapsin my memory."

"It'sjust the connection,” Nora said. She stepped over to the wheelchair and crouched down beforeiit.
She placed her hands over Jim's and looked up into hiseyes. "I know that Mrs. Earnshaw isleaving us. |
know that you're this other person, thisJm. | can see you, when you come into her."

Jm trembled, and felt swesat break out dong his neck. "Redly?’

Noranodded. She glanced about, dightly nervous. "I haveto tell you something, Jm. There€'s someone
here who isan Intruder from the Arc Project. I'm not surewho, but Mrs. Earnshaw isin danger.”

Jm shivered. "What isthisdl about? Am | crazy?'

Noragrinned. Then she grew serious again. "Maybe. | never would've thought I'd be involved in thistoo.
None of usredly thought it would work. But someoneis after you, Jm, not here, in this hospita. But the
Intruder is aready trying to track you down."

"Who isthe Intruder?'

"Someone who isinside one of you. Someone who wants to sabotage the entire operation. A very bad
person,” Norasaid.

"Do you have any ideawho it might be?' Jm leaned forward.



But Noragrew slent. An old man in awhite jacket walked up beside them.
"Dr. Morgan."

"Here, therain's coming again,” the doctor said. "L et's get Mrs. Earnshaw insde for another series of
shots, shdl we?'

As Norawhedled Jm across the path toward the door, asthefirst drops of rain fell, Jm whispered,
"She's aready dead, isn't she? Mrs. Earnshaw?’

Noraput her hand on his shoulder, squeezing dightly. She waited until they were in the corridor before
shesaid yes.

Very

And that wasthe lagt of it for Jm. He returned to work the following day, sitting behind the glass, sdlling
ticketsfor thetrain. He tried to induce the headaches, but they seemed to be gone for good. His aspirin
bottle stayed full, and he had afedling of well-being that he amost despised. Occasiondly, when he didn't
even realize hewas doing it, he glanced at his hands, half expecting to see Mrs. Earnshaw'sin their place,
her wedding ring on her dightly wrinkled | eft finger.

A woman said, "Two plusachild for Penn Station.”
"One hundred and fifty-two," he said, typing the information into the computer.

She passed him the money, he counted it out. As he passed her the threetickets, he said, "Boarding on
theriver Sde, the train's delayed by ten minutes. Arrive Penn Station at 7:30."

Shesad, "I wanted to get there by seven.”

Helooked at her. Shewasforty, trim, brown hair cut short and |eft to fly like ahalo around her face. "It
won't happen.”

The woman looked dightly tense. "It hasto happen.”
"You could try the airport.”

She shook her head. "Damn it,” she muttered. She reached for the tickets, grabbing them. Her husband
and little girl stood back, near the benches. She turned away, then turned back. "Isthisthe same
Deerwich where the train crashed once?”’

Jm chuckled. "Everyone asksthat. Yep, itis. Just to the north, when it crossed the bridge over theriver.”

The woman frowned. "It's dangerous to cross bridges. | hope there aren't too many bridges between
here and Manhattan. | never fly, and | don't liketo cross abridge that's dready had acrash onit. Bad
luck."

Sheand her family went to wait for thetrain, but Jm sat there with his mouth open. Shéld said it, and it
felt like asecret code. It's dangerous to cross bridges. | don't like to cross abridge that's aready had a
crashonit. Bad luck.



On hisbreak at 9:30, he took awalk out along the tracks, trying to remember the night of the train crash
when hed first had the experience. He followed the track up to the bridge over the Sparrow River. He
saw the place where it had been repaired, where the train had cut |oose and gone off.

They'd blamed it on kids playing quarters, or on afaulty switch. Theinvestigation was ongoing. Maybe
they'd never know what had mafunctioned about the train on the tracks.

He stood there, staring at the tracks, and thinking about the woman complaining about the danger of
travel, and remembering Noraswords. the first to crossthe bridge.

And then he knew, even before he found the list of names in the newspaper of several weeks earlier.

It read like ajoke list of names from books and movies, the names of the dead:

Juliet Capulet, Norman Bates, Paul Bunyan, Zazu Pitts, Ramon Navarro, Silas Marner, Gregor Roche.....
Thelist of the dead included, he believed, every one he met in that group in the hospital room. Every
sngleone.

Inthat ligt, too, was the name Catherine Earnshaw.

All just happened to bein the one car of thetrainin which al werekilled.

Another name, too, that he recognized: NoraFitch.

He sat down in the library with the newspaper and wept. He drank too much that night, and went
wandering aong the docks and backstreets, asif somehow the answer would be revedled to him if he
searched hard enough. Findly, after two A.m., he ambled home.

Ashelay down next to his deeping wife, he wrapped hisarms around her, wanting to feel safefroma
world he did not understand, another world he'd somehow been thrust into, whether through madness or

design.

Alice's skin was amost hot to the touch, and he realized she was burning with fever. She moaned dightly
in her dream, and helet go of her, for her fever seemed to spread.

She woke with agtart, and said, "What are you doing?'
"Sorry," he said, his breath ablast of whiskey. "I just needed to touch you.”
Sherolled onto her back, staring up at the celling. "Y ou're drunk.”

"Suream," Jm said, wanting to touch hiswife so badly, wanting to wrap himsdf around her and be part
of her so hewould not fed so donein hismadness, in hisfears.

"Go to deep,” she commanded. "In the morning you'll be sober and we can talk about things."
"What things?" he asked, ready to fal into the coma of drunken deep.
"Things about us. Things we should talk about. Things we need to talk about,” Alice said. She sat up.

Switched on the bedside lamp. He looked at her naked back, wishing it could be pressed against his
chest and stomach.



"I loveyou," he whispered hoarsdly, unsure whether or not he had redly said it doud or had only wanted
tosay it.

"I'm not who you think I am,” Alice said, ill not facing him. "Not anymore.”
"Yesyou are," hesaid. "Of courseyou are. You're my wife. You're Alice.”

But he hadn't said Alice, had he? As he lay there, the fear washing over him like awarm bath, he knew
he had said "Y ou're Juliet,”" because something within him knew it was Juliet, the Mrs. Earnshaw part of
him knew, had known, and had been trying to tell him in her own way, had been trying to tel him that this
was no longer the woman he loved but awoman who called herself Juliet Capulet and might not even be
awoman at al or even ahuman being asfar ashe knew.

The Mrs. Earnshaw part of him let him know that thiswas the Intruder in his bed.

Helay there, feding his heartbest accelerate as Alice dowly turned in the lamplight, ahalf-grin on her
face. Asher amile curled up and her eyes glimmered with adark onyx that might have been shadow,
might have been stone, she said, "We have to have along talk, you and I, about what really isgoing on
ingdethat mind of yours."

"dliet?" he asked.

She amiled. "I'm Alice. Alice. Remember? Y our Alice.”

She sat there, watching him, and he could not deep.

In the morning, she rose and went to shower.

Jm lay there, frozen, waiting for what was to come, remembering the woman on the table surrounded by
doctors. He redlized that in some respects he was il there in that room watching Mrs. Earnshaw --or
whoever the body had been--being brought back to life, or someform of life, some kind of intelligence
within the skin that had so recently been shed.

How he had felt a presence in that room when he was only four, a presence that was not entirely human,
not entirely like amiddle-aged woman whose heart had given out and who now was going to have
another being within her.

Just as he had felt that being, briefly, within him.

When the water stopped, he heard Alice sing as she toweled off, and then she opened the bathroom
door and something that was not entirdy Alice moved like slver liquid toward him.

But even as he fet something warm and metallic inject itsdf into histhroat, he had the sense that he was
not Jm at dl, but something that lived within the skin of anicelady stting on amoving train asit headed
down the New England coast.

Vi

Y ou mustn't passthis on, because | know who you are on the insde, but you haven't crossed the bridge
fully, have you, dear?Y oure il only halfway across, feding the warm rain, the glimmer asit warmsyou,



but it has not burst within you yet.

Mustn't make thisworsethanitis. It'sonly atrain after al, and travel by rail is so safe these days.
Look at that little town were coming to now.

Ian'tit lovely.

Acrossthat river.

Acrossthat bridge.

Get ready, dear. Our connection's coming up shortly.

Alice opened her eyesto see the blue and white flickering lights. Just let me die, she thought. Just let me
die

"No," thelittle boy's voice sad, tickling her ear. "Not until you beg."
The Fruit of Her Womb
I

| woke up one morning, after anightmare, and turned to my wife. "I fed like there's no hopeleftin the
world," | said. | felt al my sixty years seeping through in that one sentence.

Her voice was calm, and she held me. "Old man," she said, her sweet mocking, "you need to get your joy
back. That'swhat you need.”

After several such mornings, she and | had to make some decisions. We had some savings, and the
leftovers of my inheritance, and | felt it wastimeto retire to the country. When my firgt penson check
came, | told Jackie it wastime for the move while we were till fairly young and able, and she went along
with it because she always adapted hersdlf to whatever was available. The truth was, | had lost my love
for life, and | needed aplot of earth; | just didn't know where or when | would need to be buried init. |
wanted asmal town, with woods, with groves, with jays bickering at the window and the sound of
locugtsin the summer evening--and then, when | turned seventy or so, | wanted to die. These were my
projections, and having been an actuarit, | knew that given my height, weight, and predilection for
tobacco, that death by stroke might comein the next decade.

And wefound al the birds and gardens and quiet in Groveton, not two hours out of Los Angeles, and
more, we found a house and | found a reason to wake up in the morning.

The house was beautiful on the outside, amesswithin. It had aname: Tierraroja, because one of the
owners (there had been nine) was named Redlander, and decided to Spanish it up abit in keeping with
the looks of the place. An adobe, built in theforties, it had been afeatured spread in Sunset, The
Magazine of Western Living, in 1947, as "typifying the Cdiforniablend of Spanish and Midwestern
influences.” Itsroomswere few, congdering itslength: three bedrooms, living room, kitchen, but
enormous boxcar corridors connecting each chamber around a courtyard full of bird of paradise,
trumpet-flower vine, and bougainvillea. Beyond the adobe wall to the north, crisscrossed thatches of
blackberry vines, dried and mangled by incompetent gardeners, providing natural nests for foxes and
opossums. Beyond this, avast field, empty except for afew rows of orange trees, the last of its



grove--ownership unknown, the field separated the property from aneighbor who lived agood four
acres away.

Weloved it, and the price was reasonable, aswe'd just moved out of ahouse in the city that was smaller
and more expensive. Jackie had a carpenter in to redo the kitchen cabinets the same day escrow closed.
| asked the redltor about the empty field, and he reassured me that the owner, who was avery private
person, had no wish to sall the vacant lot. We would have the kind of house we had dreamed of, where |
could rdlax inmy relatively early retirement (at Sixty), and where Jackie could put in the art studio she'd
dreamed of since she'd been twenty.

It was on the third day of our occupation of the place that we found the urn. It was ugly, misshapen from
too much tossing about, a bit of faux Victoriana, dull green nymphs againgt adark green background.
Jackie found it at the back of the linen closet, behind some old Christmas wrapping papers that had been
left behind, presumably by a previous resident. The urn was topped with alid that looked asif it were an
ashtray put to anew use, and sedled with wax.

My wife shook it. "Something ingde.”

"Here" | said, and she passed it to me. | gave it acouple of good shakes. "Rocks,” | said. | sniff
everything before| let it get too close to me; thisis an odd habit at best, annoying a worst, and appliesto
clothes, my wife, the dog, and especidly socks-a habit acquired in childhood from observing my father
doing the same, and fedling a certain pride in aheightened nasal sense asif it were an inherited trait. So|
put the urn to my nose. "Stinks. Like cat vomit." | looked at the pictures. Not just nymphs, but three
nymphs dancing with ribbons between them. On closer ingpection, | saw that the nymphs had rather

nasty expressions on their faces. In one's hand was a spindle of thread, another held the thread out, and
thelast held apair of scissors. "It'sthe Fatesin some young aspect,” | told my wife, remembering from
my sketchy education in the Mediterranean myth pool. " See, this one spinsthe thread of life, thisone
measuresit out, and this one cutsit. Or something like that.”

Jackie didn't bother looking. She smiled and said, sarcadtically, "Y ou're such aclasscist.”

"It's pretty ugly,” | said. | wasready to takeit out to the trash barrel, but Jackie signaled for meto passit
to her.

"l want to keep it," shesaid, "l can useit for holding paintbrushes or something." Jackie was one of those
people who hated to waste things; she would turn every old coffee can into something like a pencil holder
or aplanter, and once even tried to make broken glasses into some unusua sculpture.

My wife turned the garage into her studio. The garage door opened on both sides, so that while she
painted, she could have an open-air environment; the fumes would come up a me, in the bedroom,
where| stayed up nights reading, waiting for her to cometo bed. But she loved her studio, loved the
painting, the fumes, the ails, the ability to look out into the night and find her inspiration. | played with my
computer some nights, called some buddies now and again from the old job, and read every book |
could on the higtory of the smal Cdiforniatown to which we had come to enjoy the good life. | was even
going to have aservant, of sorts. agardener, named Stu, highly recommended by our redltor, to tend the
courtyard and to keep the blackberry bushes, ever encroaching, in check, and to bring in ripe plumsin
August from the two smdll treesin the back. | was happy about this arrangement, because | knew
nothing about dirt and digging and weeding, beyond the basics. And | didn't intend to spend my
retirement doing something that | seemed incapable of. Stu and | got on, barely--he was not a man of
many words, and, athough only ten years or so younger than I, we seemed to have no common ground
to even begin aconversation. He liked his plants and bushes, and | liked my books and solitude.



Within weeks of being settled, | knew | had nothing to do with my time. | found myself going into town
on small, usdess errands, to get paper clips, or to seeif | could find The New Y ork Times at some
newsstand within afifteen-mile radius. The town, while not worth describing, was less planned than it was
spontaneous; it had been a citrus-boom town before the Second World War, and after, it was atown for
peopleto find cute placesin, but to not do much ese. From the freeway, it looked like stucco and smog,
but from within, it was pretty, quaint, quiet, and even charming on acool October afternoon. Thelibrary
captivated my interests, since | had been a history teacher and was an avid reader. 1t wasfull of
documents about the town and its architecture, fairly unique to southern Caifornia, because most of its
buildings were a hundred years old rather than built since 1966.

| found our house, Tierraroja, had at least one story about it. This| learned, briefly, at first, from aloca
newspaper account from 1952. 1t seemed the Redlander family had left suddenly, and the house was
empty; no one could discover the mystery of their whereabouts. When | went to the librarian, aman
named Ed Laughlin, he asked mewhy | was so interested in the house.

"l livethere" | said.

Heamiled. "Yeeh, right.”

"No, redly. My wife and | moved in the middle of September.”

He chuckled. "Who'syour redtor?

| told him the name.

Again helaughed. " Should've known. She's been trying to unload that place for two years."
"Arethere ghosts?' | asked, hoping that there might be just for something different.

He shook his head. "Nothing that unbelievable. Just that old Joe Redlander chopped up hiswife and kids
one night. Nobody knew it until about ayear after they were gone. The new ownersfound body partsall

over the place, hidden in secret places. They found Joe eventuadly up in Mojave, but he claimed he didn't
doit. Hed found them like that, he said, but the police weren't buying because first off he ran and second
off hisprintswereall over the ax. Heard he blew his brains out up in Atascadero or someplacelikeit.”

| parked in front of my wife's studio; the doors were open, letting in the last of October sun, dmost a
light blue sunlight, through her canvases and jars, making her brown-gray hair seem amost cool andiicy. |
went up to her, kissed her, and looked at the painting she was doing. It was from memory, of the pond
that had been behind her mother's house back in Connecticut. She had just put the light on the water; and
it wasn't New England light, but sprays of Cdifornialight. | waved to Stu, our gardener, who was
trimming back what had in midsummer been a blossoming trumpet vine, but which was becoming, as
winter gpproached, atangle of gray sticks.

"He's so dedicated,” Jackie said, "I think 1'm going to ask him to sit for a portrait. Hisface--it hasthose
wonderful cragsin it. He's just about our age, but he looks younger, and then, those lines. And the way
he holds the flowers sometimes.” She shook her head in subtle awe, and | wondered if my wifewasin
the throes of aschoolgirl crush on our gardener.



"We had some murdersin our house," | told her, figuring it was the best way to make her think of
something other than Stu.

She grinned, shaking her head at me asif 1'd been abad boy. "Good God, you'd think you'd have better
things to do than make up storiesjust to frighten me."

"No, redly. | was down at thelibrary. The guy who named our house killed hisfamily. Y ou're not afraid,
areyou?'

She gave me what | had come, through the years, to call her Look Of False Brain Damage. Then she set
the large flat board she used as a pal ette down on the cement floor and began dipping her brushesin
turpentine. "Wdl, I'm finished for the day," she said. ™Y ou making dinner, or me?"

| shrugged. "'l guess| can. Spaghetti or chicken?'

" Spaghetti'sfine," she said, and then, bending over, picked something up. It wastheurn. "I still can't get
thislid off. I've been prying and prying. Think my Mister Strong-Man can do it?" She passed it to me.

| tried, but could not get the old ashtray off the urn. ™Y ou tried melting the wax?'

She shook her head. "Not yet. You're so smart and strong,” mocking me, "'I'm sure you can get it open
forme”

| gave the urn agood shake, and heard that thing insdeit again. Hard. Like alarge rock. ™Y ou know," |
said, "this guy Redlander chopped hiswife and kids up--there were three--and then put their body parts
inweird placesin the house. Maybe they didn't find dl of them. Maybe one of them'sin here. Maybeit's
the missing hand of little Katy Redlander.”

Jackie made aface. "Don't you dare try and scare me."
"Maybe" | sad, "it'sMrs. Redlander's|eft breast, al hardened around the mummified nipple.”

| didn't bother trying to open the urn until after dinner. Jackie went into the living room to watch TV, and

| stayed in the kitchen. | turned on the gas stove and put the edge of the urn'stop near it. Wax began
dripping down into the flame, making blue hisses. When the wax seemed to be loosening enough, | pulled
on the ashtray, and it made a sucking sound. Then | twisted it, and it came off. | wondered if, in fact, little
Katy Redlander's missing hand might not beinsde the urn. | sniffed at it, and it smelled of tobacco. | held
the urn up and tipped it, and out dropped a smoking pipe.

| picked it up off the floor, setting the urn on the edge of the counter. | sniffed the pipe. Smdlled like
cherry tobacco. A very uninteresting find, athough the pipe was quite beautifully carved in rich red wood,
asatyour'sface. A satyour, | thought, to chase the nymphs of fate on the outside of the urn. Carved
clumsly, asif by achild, into the base of the satyour's bearded chin, weretheinitials"Jr."

Joe Redlander.

"So that'swhy it's covered with an ashtray,” my wife said when | showed her. " Somebody was trying to
quit smoking."

"S0 he sedshispipe up and hidesit."



"Or has someone dse hideit for him."

"Joe Redlander," | said.

"Who?'

"The guy--you know, the guy | told you about.”

"Oh, right. The Lizzie Borden of Graveton, Cdifornia."

| paced about the room, holding the pipe in one hand, the urn in the other. Jackie kept shooing me
around so she could watch TV in peace, but | kept crossing in front of her. "Hiswife wants him to quit
smoking the pipe. But hewantsit. So she sedlsit up and hidesit. He begs her for it. He begsthe kids,
maybe even bribes them, to show him where Mommy put it. But the kids know better, or €l se they don't
have aclue. And then, when it getsto be too much, he getsthe ax he's chopped up all the wood with that
afternoon, and he says, "Dolores."

Jackieinterrupted. "Dolores?"

"Whatever," | said. "Joe says, "Nancy, if you don't tell me where my pipeis, I'm taking you and the kids
out." And shethinks he'sjoking, so she laughs, and he," and here | mimed whacking my invisblewife
with the pipe.

Asif she had amoment of supreme victory, Jackie said, "Ah, just like you and your Baskin-Robbins
pistachio ice cream?”

"I never chopped you up for that, did 1?*

"Y ou would've liked to. Y ou were going to become a blimp the way you ateit, it was akindnessto
throw it out. The way you whined for days after that, you'd think | took away your soul.”

| made a Three Stooges eye-poking gesture at her and an appropriate noise. "Okay, anyway, so then he
goesto the kids, and they're screaming, so he does them, too. And to think, if he'd only looked behind

the old wrapping paper ..."

"The paper was old," Jackie said, "but | don't think it was from thefifties. And that pipe couldve
belonged to anybody. Jesus, Jim, you need a hobby."

"Look at theinitias" | said to further prove my case, passing the pipeto her.
Shelooked at the pipe, its carved face, and then squinted at the satyour's beard.
"Jr.," | sad, "Joe Redlander. The man who killed hisfamily."

"Your initids, too, Mister Smartypants. Could be James Richter," she reminded me, "maybe the pipe's
meant for you."

Later, | put some tobacco in the pipe (for | was an inveterate smoker) and lit it, asif thiswould give me
someingpiration.



| found the old crime, and the pipe and urn, occupying my thoughts after that. The wrapping paper
wasn't from thefifties, | discovered, but akind that was sold by Girl Rangersin the mid-seventies. So, |
figured, someone el se had found the urn, too, and had hidden it. Maybe someone €l se knew of its secret.
| went to the linen closet and looked back at the cubbyhole where the urn had been secreted; | reached
back to it and found that by pushing one of the shelves aside, there was another hiding area. | moved the
towels around and brought the shelf out. | leaned forward and reached back into this newfound hole, and
came up with only awadded scrap of notebook paper. It was wrapped in a spiderweb, which | dusted
off, and then unfolded the paper. It was ydlowed, and the kind that had large gaps between the thin red
lines --the kind of paper elementary-school-age children use before they've become adept at rocker
curves and thelike. In scraggly block lettersinink, it had severd figures written acrossit. It actually
looked like a pictographic language, until | redlized that it was not some ancient tongue recorded, but the
doodlings of perhaps asx-year-old. At the bottom, aninitid: K. | folded it neatly and put it in my
pocket. | would ignore it, perhapsthrow it out. | didn't even tell Jackie about finding it, because | didn't
want her to know the extent to which | was fascinated by the story of the Redlander family.

| went back and read the obituaries of the old local newspaper, The Groveton Daily. For 1952, March
17, it listed Virginia Redlander and her children, Eric, deven, May Lynne, nine, and Katherine, seven. So
there was aKaty Redlander after dl, | thought, how clairvoyant of meto have guessed it, considering |
couldn't predict weather or my own wife's mood with anything greater than five percent accuracy. So
little Katy had written what looked like ahighly stylized hieroglyphics and had put it back in her secret
place, not far from the urn.

"Or maybe you're just bored to desth," Jackie said when | finally showed her the wrinkled piece of paper
that had occupied my mind for three nightsin arow.

We werein bed, and she was feding amorous, while | was being indifferent to sex. "These diagrams,” |
sad, pointing to the one that looked asif it had an eyein the middle of it, with some kind of strange
animd (aunicorn?) initsiris, "you think asecond-grader redly did this?'

"My exact question to you," my wife said, turning over findly. "I think, Jm, maybe you need to go back
into teaching at least part-time or as asubgtitute, because you're driving yoursdalf and me crazy with all
thiswerdness”

| hadn't even noticed how weird | had become in the past few nights. | looked around my side of the
king-size bed, and there were books on Egyptology, and runes, and Greek mythology. | had checked
out haf thelocd library's classical section, because those diagrams of Katy's resembled amix of mythic
images, and | wondered if therewere somekey toit dl.

But | wasbeing weird. So | leaned into my wife, kissing her neck. "l loveyou,” | said.
"I was sure you were enamored of Katy Redlander's ghogt.”

"I'll throw those things out tomorrow," 1 whispered, and she turned her face so | could kiss her, and we
made love that night, but it was not likeit had been when I'd felt more vitd. | knew, a my age, | was lill
fairly young, but | did not believeit, and asmy wifeand | held each other, afterward, | wondered why it
was not asinteresting as when | wastwenty, or thirty, or even forty, why sex and even food were
pleasures that werelosing their taste for me; and | wondered why life had to dip like that, why, | thought,
looking out the window at the few deciduoustreesin the yard, their leaves having turned the pale yellow
of Cdiforniaautumn, why can't we be like leaves, more beautiful when we are closer to the ends of our
lives?



| thought | saw something there, as| looked at the trees, something dark againgt the floodlights, not quite
human, trotting away from the window asif it had just watched us.

vV

Inthe morning | went to check the window, asif | would see footprints, but there were none. Jackie
skipped her painting that day, and was going to driveinto Los Angdlesto visit with afriend, so | took to
wandering. The empty field that bordered us beckoned with its orange trees, for they held small but juicy
ydlow-green fruit, and | decided it was high timeto pick an orangeright from thetree. The grassin the
field was just turning green again because of arecent rain, and | waded through it, mindful of snakesand
fire ants. When | approached the fat orange trees, | glanced back at my house: It seemed tiny, likea
house on the edge of atoy train track. The trees were powerfully aromatic, for some tiny white blossoms
gtill clung to the branches; most of the oranges were wrinkled and inedible, but there were afew, at the
highest branches, that were plump and only just mature. | got a stick and knocked on the uppermost
branches until | managed to bat one down. It rolled into the rich earth that was dark and grassess
between the severd trees, and | went to retrieveit.

There, on the ground, someone had drawn, with astick, one of the same diagrams | had seen on Katy's
paper.

The eyewith the unicorn.

| looked around the other trees, and by each of them, another drawing or diagram. A sketch of adog?
Or apig? And then severd lines with forked endings--snakes?

But something else, too, there, in the dirt, beneath one of the orange trees: an animd, torn up beyond
recognition, the size of asmdl dog.

Dressed asif for acelebration with dozens of tiny orange blossoms stitched with agay red thread through
its mouth and around its eyes, and sutured dong its guts.

Vv

It wasapig, asbest | could determine, because in spite of its mutilations, its corkscrew tail was intact,
and rather than stink of daughter, it smelled fragrant with orange and just the scent of mint and sweet
pepper--both of which grew wild in any direction acrossthe field.
Children, | thought, and then: Katy Redlander.
The conflicting thought: but she's dead.

Then: aplaymate.

Some friend of hersfrom 1952, who giggled over arcane rituals they'd found in--a book? The Golden
Bough? Or Jaspar's The Birth of Mythology?

Some friend who grew up--would be, what? Forty-nine or so now? And still believed inritud sacrificein
asacred grove?

| had read reports of Satanic cultsin surrounding towns, and of fringe fundamentdist groupsthat held



snakes and drank poison--how far from that wasthis?

| left the animal there and went to spend therest of the day inthelibrary. | looked up pigsin both the
Frazer and Jaspar texts. In Frazer, pigs were associated with the Eleusinian Mysteries, the rites of
Demeter, and the loss of Persephone for haf the year--aresurrection cult. But it was in Jaspar's Birth of
Mythology that | struck gold. In the fifth chapter, on mystery cults, Jaspar writes:

"What 20th century man failsto redlize about these so-cdled "cults' isthat these rites brought the god or
goddess closer to man, so that man, in hisignorance, would be inducted into the mystery of creation. The
virgin would be buried with the other offerings for amoon, during which time the participantswould
dance and sing themsalvesinto afrenzy, and fast, and often commit heinous acts as away of unleashing
the chaos of the human and divine soul, intermingled--dl in the name of keeping the world spinning the
correct way, of keeping it al in balance. Thus, when the virgin was buried dive, it was not an act of
crudty, but of unbound lovefor the child and for the very breath of life, for the virgin represented the
eterna daughter, who died, was buried, and then resurrected into the arms of the Great Mother after a
timein Hell. Thisisnot so different from therites of crucifixion, and burid of Chrigt, after dl? Andinthis
act, the young woman who was sacrificed mated with the God, and returned to impart wisdom to the
other participantsin the Myderies..."

Beneath thiswere the diagrams | had found in the wadded paper.

On the following page, acolor plate showing the urn, of which mine was an obviousreplica, of what |
had thought were the Three Fates, dancing.

The caption beneath it read: "Thefuriesin disguise, dancing to lure youthsinto their circle, so that they
might torment them into eternity.”

| remembered a quote from somewhere: " Those whom the gods would punish, they first make mad.”

And the story of Orestes, who had brought tragedy and dishonor down upon his House, tormented by
the Furiesin their most horrible aspect.

Joe Redlander with an ax in his hand, holding down little Katy's neck while he went chop-chop-chop.

| could picture the house in disarray, the walls splattered with red, the boy trying to crawl away even
while hisfather dammed the ax into his skull; and the mother, dead, cradling her other daughter, asif both
were deeping on the smal rug in the hallway.

| closed my eyes, dmost weeping; when | opened them, | was il in the armchair of the reference room
of thelibrary. Ed Laughlin, the librarian 1'd spoken with before, stood near me. He wore a pale suit that
hid mogt of his paunch; his hair was dick and white, drawn back from the bald spot on top of his head.
He squinted to read the cover of the book | had in my hands.

"You feding okay?"' he asked, then, before | could answer, he said, "Ah, the ancient world. Fascinating.
Coincidentadly, | hope you noticed who donated most of our reference works on mythology, particularly
fertility cults”

He gestured for the book, and | handed it to him. He flipped it closed, then opened it to the inside cover.
He passed it back to me.

| was not surprised.



The bookplate read: "From the Library of Joseph and Virginia Redlander.”
"Hekills hisfamily and then donates books?" | asked.

Ed didn't smile. "Bdieveit or not, Joe was a smart man, well-read, quiet, but srong. Admired, herein
town, too. When aman cracks, you never know where the light's gonna show through. | guesswith Joe it
just showed through a bit strong.”

"Did you know them well?"

He shook hishead. "Barely, | wasinvolved in thelibrary here, but aso the County museum over in
Berdoo. Joe was dways nice, and careful with books. That's about how well | knew him. A
hello--good-bye-nice westher kind of thing. It bothers you too, though, huh?’

| assumed he meant living in the house, knowing about the murders. "Not too much. | find it more
fascinating then frightening.”

"Well, aways got to be some mystery in life, anyway, stirsthe blood up alittle, but it seems strange to me
she never showed."

| asked, "Who?"

"The oldest one. Kim. She was sweet and pretty. Fifteen. Some say she ran about ayear before the
killings--she may have had aboyfriend here, met on the dy because her folkswere red gtrict about that
kind of thing. Maybe sheran off with him. Maybe she did the killings, gossp was. But | don't think
0--she was fifteen and sweet and smadll, like alittle bird. Me, | think she got killed, too, only Joe, hedid
it somewhere else. | hope I'm wrong. | hope that pretty little girl isal grown up and living acrossthe
world and putting it all behind her best she can.”

Vi

My wifewas Sitting at her canvas, painting, and | arrived swearing, as | went through the area packed
with art suppliesthat surrounded her. "Damnit dl," | said, "thisisthe only garage in creation without

garagethings”

"Damn right," she responded, "now take your damn language and get the hell out of here." All of thisina
cam, carefully modulated voice.

| gave afaselaugh and dapped theinsde wall with my hand. "Now, wherein hell would ashove be
when | need one?'

Jackie pointed with her paintbrush to the courtyard. "He'd know, Mister Brainiac." She looked more
beautiful now, with the late-afternoon light on her hair, her face seeming unlined, like she dways had, to
me, and it amazed me, that moment, how love did that between two people: how it takes you out of time,
and makes you virtudly untouchable,

| turned in the direction of her pointing--it wasto Stu, our gardener, knedling beside the bird of paradise,
trimming back the dying slemsthat thrust from between the enormous, tiff leaves. | went out into the
yard. "You have ashovd | can borrow?"



Hedidn't hear me at firg.
He was humming; then he saw my shadow. He turned.

Hewas only afew yearsyounger than |, but he actualy looked older. Not on the surface of hisskin
(exceptinlaugh and smilelines), but in something I'd seen mainly in cities: ahard life. Not difficult, for dl
livesare difficult to varying degrees, and some people suffer with more relish than others, but hard, asif
the lessons |earned were not pleasant ones. | had always thought the gardening life would be afairly
serene one: the planting, growing, flowering, seasond, balanced kind of thing.

"I need ashove," | repeated.

"No problem," he said, and stood. He led me out to histruck and reached in the back of it, withdrawing
ahoeand ashovd. "l assume," hesaid, Y ou're planting.”

"Jugt digging,” | said.
He nodded, handed me the shovel, and set the hoe back down.
"Y ou've done agood job around here," | said.

He amost smiled with pride, but another kind of pride seemed to hold him back. “It'smy life," he said
smply, then returned to work.

| watched him go, his overals muddy, the musclesin his back and shoulders so pronounced that he
seemed to ripple like something dropped into still water. Then | turned. | didn't know if | was going to
bury adead animd, or to dig something up, something that had been in the ground for four decades. |
used the shove to press my way through the blackberry bush fence that had become thin with autumn,
and headed into thefield.

The stink of the dead pig came back to me, aong with the scent of its orange blossom garlands. There
was awind from downfield, and it brought with it these, and other smells: of car exhaut, of piesbaking,
of rotting oranges and other fruit ripening. It dmost made bearable the task | was about. When | got to
the brief clutch of orangetrees, | saw the flies had devoured much of the dead animal, but, oddly, the
local coyotes had left it one.

Behind me, aman'svoice: "Y ou planning on burying it?'

| turned; it was Stu, the gardener. He shrugged. "Decided to follow you out here. Figured you could use
somehdlp.”

He reached up to abranch of one of the trees and plucked off asmall blossom. He brought it to his nose,
inhaed, and then to hislips. It seemed to me that he kissed the blossom before letting it fall.

"Do you know anything about this?' | asked, indicating the pig. "Locd kids?'

Stu shook his head. He had kind but weary eyes, asif he'd been on the longest journey and had seen
much, but now wanted only deep. "Y ou won't be burying the pig, will you, Mr. Richter?"

"No," | said.



"What the hell,” he said. "'l know you know about it."
"What'sthat?'

"I hear her sometimes" he said, "When | touch the leaves.”
"Who?'

Helooked dead a me, almost angrily. "1 don't have nothing to hide. | didn't put her there." He pointed to
the ground benegth the dead pig.

"Thedead girl."

He whispered, "Not dead." His eyes seemed to grow smdler, lids pressing down hard, like pressing
grapesfor wine, tears. "l don't believeit."

"Y ou were her friend," | said.

"l love her. | dwayswill love her." Stuwiped at hiseyes. "Look around. Thisfield used to be nothing.
Dirt. Nothing would grow. No orange trees. And your house, dead all around, adesert. But she's done
this"" He spread hisarms out wide, asif measuring the distance of the earth.

"Didyoudoit?" | asked, even though | didn't want to.

"I killed the pig, if that'swhat you're asking. It'san offering.”

"Towhom? To Kim Redlander?" | glanced at the ground, wondering how deep she had been buried;
buried dive for amystery more ancient than what was written down in abook.

"To the goddess," he said.
We went out into thefield, astwo farmers might after along day of work, and spoke of the past.

Hesad, "l havefathinthis. | havefaith. It wasn't strong at first. He told me he and her mother went dl
crazy and it wastheir festival time or something, and what he did ... to the other kids ... and to Kim ...
was 'cause she didn't come up that spring. He went wild, Joe did. | read al the books, later, and | came
to akind of understanding. | spoke to Joe before he killed himself. Helogt hisfaith, you know? He didn't
believe anymore. But | had nothing but faith. | know she'sthere. Look." He showed methe palm of his
dirt-smeared hand. "She'sin the earth, | can see her, there.”

Joe Redlander and hisfamily buried their daughter dive, | thought.

For the Mother of Creation, buried her in the earth, Persephone going to the underworld to be with her
sworn consort, and they must have expected her to return in the spring. A family of religious nuts, and
one teenage boy, hopdesdy inlovewith agirl.

Inloveforever.

"It never happened,” Stu said, "that's what her dad told me. They waited in the spring, and she didn't
return. But | knew shewas till here. | know shelll come back, one fine spring day. Till then, gardening
seemsto bring me closer to her.”



"She'sdead, Stu. | know you weren't responsible. But she's dead. It's been over forty years." | was
shivering alittle, because | sensed the truth in his story.

He looked across the land, back to the orange trees. " She'sin everything here, everything. Y ou may not
believe, but | do. I've known things. I've seen things. She's down there, fifteen, beautiful, her hands
touching the roots of the trees. She's going to come up one day. | absolutely know it."

Aswe both stood there, | knew that | was going to haveto fire Stu, because there was something
unbaanced in hisgtory, in hisfervor. | didn't think | could bear to look out the windows and see him
gardening, thinking of love and loss as he tended flowers.

| knew | would lose deep for many nightsto come, looking out at that field, wondering.
VIi

Then, one night thefollowing April, someone set fire to the field, and in pite of the best efforts of the
locd firemen, my wife and | awvoke the next morning and found we were living next door to a blackened
wasteland. | got my morning coffee and went to the edge of thefield, near the road. The orange trees
were standing, but had been turned to crouching embers. | walked across dirt, stepping around the bits
of twig that continued to give off breaths of fugitive smoke.

Wherethe girl had been buried: a degp gougein the earth.

| watched thefield after that but saw nothing special. In amonth new grass was growing, and by summer,
only through the dark bald patches could anyone tell that thered been afireat dl.

And today, while my wife painted a picture of the courtyard, | went into the garage and found an old

tool, ascythe. | took it up and went out into the field to mow. This action was not taken becauise of some
fear or knowledge, for the Mystery remained--I didn't know if some animal had been digging at the hole
where Kim Redlander was offered to the world, or if Stu himsalf had dug her up days before, moving
rotting bones to another resting place. | didn't go to the field with any knowledge. | went singing into the
fidd, cutting the hair of the earth, propelled by an urge that seemed older than any other.

Some have called thisingtinct the Mystery, but the smpler termisStu's.

Fath.

| swiped the scythe across the fruit of her womb, then gave thanks and praise to the Mother al that day,
for | could fed Her now, walking among her children; | spilled my own blood in the moistened dirt for
Her.

My wife called to me, waving from the yard, and | turned, holding fast to the bloodied scythe, whilel
heard ayoung girl whisper in my ear that faith demands sacrifice.

Lifewas precious, for that moment, full of meaning, and wonder.

| walked wesarily but gladly acrossthefield, and when | reached my wife, her face brightened. "Y ou've
foundit,” shesaid.

"What'sthat?"



"Your joy," and she seemed truly happy for me.
"I have." | thought of Joe Redlander, and Stu, and Kim, the believers who brought meto this place.
The scythe seemed to shinelike a crescent moon in my hand as| brought it across my wifée's neck.

Alice opened her eyes, for the lightsflared up, briefly, fantastically- The nightmare was like adrug now,
and her addiction, extreme.

She opened her mouth, and the flies hummed aong, into her, filling her ...
The Rendering Man
I

"We're gonnadie someday,” Thdiasad, "al of us. Mamaand Daddy, and then you and then me. |
wonder if anyone's gonna care enough to think about Thaialnez Canty, or if I'll just be dust under their
feet." She stood in the doorway, still holding the ladle that dripped with potato chowder.

Her brother was raking dried grass over the manurein the yard. "What the heck kind of thing's that
supposed to mean?'

"Something died last night.” Thaliasniffed theair. "I can smdl it. Outin the sty. Smdltit al night long,
whatever it is. Always methat'sfirst to smell the dead. ‘Member the cat, the one by the thresher? | know
when thingssdead. | can smdl something new that's deed, just like that. Made me think of how
everything ends”

"WEell check your stink out later. All you need to think about right now is getting your little bottom back
insdethat houseto stir the soup so'swelll have something decent come suppertime.” Her brother
returned to hiswork, and she to hers. She hoped that one day she would have areal job and be able to
get away from this corner of low sky and deadland.

The year was 1934, and there weren't too many jobsin Moncure County, when Thaia Canty was
eleven, so her father went off to Dowery, eighty milesto the northeast, to work in an accountant's office,
and her mother kept the books at the Bowand Motd on Fourth Street, night shift. Daddy was home on
weekends, and Mama dept through the day, got up at noon, was out the door by four, and back in bed
comethree A.m. It was up to Thalias brother, Lucius, to run the house, and make sure the two of them
fed the pigs and chickens, and kept the doors bolted so the winds--they'd come up suddenly in
March-didn't pull them off their hinges. There was schoal, too, but it sesemed atiny part of the day, at
least to Thalia, for the work of the house seemed to dow the hours down until the gray Oklahoma sky
was like an hourglass that never emptied of sand. Lucius was ahard worker, and since he wasfifteen, he
did most of the heavy moving, but she was alwayswith him, cleaning, tossing feed to the chickens,
picking persmmons from the neighbor's yard (out back by the stable where no one could see) to bakein
apie. And it was on the occasion of going to check on the old sow that Thaiaand her brother eventualy
came face-to-face with the Rendering Man.

The pig was dead, and dready drawing flies. Evening was coming on strong and windy, asouthern wind
which meant the smdll of the anima would come right in through the cracksin thewalls. Lucius said, " She
been dead agood long time. Look at her snout.”



"Toldjal smdled her last night.” Thalia peeked around him, scrunched back, wanting to hidein his
lengthening shadow. The snout had been torn at--blood caked around the mouth. "Musta been them
ydler dogs," shesad, imitating her father's strong southern accent, "cain't even leave her alone when she's
dead.”

The pig was enormous, and athough Lucius thrust planks beneath her to try and move her aways, she
wouldn't budge. "Won't be taking her to the butcher, | reckon,” he said.

Thdiasmirked. "Worthlessyadler dogs.”

"Didn't like bacon, anyways."

"Meg, too. Or ham."

"Or sausage with biscuits and grease.”

"Chitlins. Hated chitlins. Hated knuckles. Couldn't chaw aknuckleto save my life.”

"Ribs. Made me sick, thought aribsall drownin' in molasses and chili, drippin’ over the barbecue pit,"
Lucius said, and then drew his hat down, practically making the sign of the cross on his chest. "Oh, Lord,
what | wouldn't givefor some of her."

Thaiawhispered, "Just apiece of skinfried up inthe skillet."

"All hairy and crigp, greasy and smelly.”

"Yes" Thaiasighed. "Praisethe Lord, yes. Like to meltin my mouth right now. I'd even est her al rotten
likethat. Maybe not.”

Theold sow lay there, flies making halos around her face.

Thdiafdt the familiar hunger come on; it wasn't that they didn't have food regularly, it wasthet they rardy
ate the mest they raised--they'd sold the cows off, and the pigs were always for the butcher and the local
price so that they could afford other things. Usualy they had beans and rice or eggs and griddie cakes.
The only mest they ever seemed to eat was chicken, and Thaia could smell chicken in her dreams
sometimes, and didn't think she'd ever get the sour taste out of her throat.

She wanted to eat that pig. Cut it up, hocks, head, ribs, all of it. She would've liked to take a chaw on
the knuckle.

"Sheain't worth anickel now," Thaiasaid, then, brightening, ™Y ou sure we can't est her?"

Lucius shook his head. "For al we know, she's been out here six, seven hours. Look at thoseflies.
Already laid eggsin her ears. Even the dogs didn't go much into her-look, see? They |eft off. Somethin’
waswrong." He shuffled over to his sister and dropped his arm around her shoulder. She pressed her
head into the warmth of his sde. Sometimes he was like amamaand daddy, both, to her.

"Shewasold. | guess. Even pigs die when they get old.” Thaliadidn't want to believe that Degth, which
had come for Granny three years before, could possibly want a pig unlessit had been properly
daughtered and divvied up.



"Maybe it died natural. Or maybe," and her brother looked down the road to the L eavon place. There
was awind that came down from the doping hillside sometimes, and coughed dust across the road
between their place and the old widow's. "Could be she was poisoned.”

Thaiaglanced down to the old gray house with itsflag in front, still out from Armistice Day, year before
last. A witch lived in that house, they called her the Grass Widow because she entertained men like she
was running aroadhouse; she lived done, though, with her eighteen cats as company. Thaliaknew that
the Grass Widow had wanted to buy the old sow for the past two years, but her parents had refused
because she wasn't offering enough money and the Cantys were raising her to be the biggest, most
expendgve hog in the county. And now, what was the purpose? The sow was fly-ridden and rotting.
Worthless. Didn't matter if the Grass Widow killed it or not. It recaled for her asaying her daddy often
sadin momentslikethis

"How the mighty arefdlen." Even among the kingdom of pigs.

Lucius pulled her closer to him and leaned down a bit to whisper in her ear. "'l ain't sayin' anything, Thay,
but the Widow wanted that sow and she knew Daddy wasn't never gonna sdll it to her. | heard she
hexed the Horleichs cows so they dried up.”

"Ain't no witches," Thaliasaid, disturbed by her brother's suspicions. "Judt fairy tales, that'swhat Mama
says”

"And the Bible saysthereis. And since the Bible's the only book ever written with truth in it, you better
believe theréswitches, and they're just like her, mean and vengeful and working hexes on anything they
covet.” Lucius put his hand across his Sster's shoulder and hugged her in close to him again. He kissed
her gently on her forehead, right above her smal red birthmark. "Don't you be scared of her, though,
Thay, we're God-fearin’ people, and she can't hurt us 'lesswe shut out our lights under bushels.”

Thaliaknew her brother well enough to know he never lied. So the old Grass Widow was awitch. She
looked at her brother, then back to the pig. "We gonna bury her?"

"The sow? Naw, too much work. Let's get it in the wheelbarrow and take it around near the coops.
Stinks so bad, nobody's gonna notice a dead pig, and then when Mama gets home in the mornin', I'll take
the truck. We can drive the sow out to the Renderin’ Man." This seemed agood plan, because Thalia
knew that the Rendering Man could give them something in exchange for the carcass--if not money, then
some other service or work. The Rendering Man had come by some time back for the old horse, Dinah,
sick on her feet and worthless. He took Dinah into hisfactory, and gave Thalias father three dollars and
two smoked hams. She was aware that the Rendering Man had agreat love for animas, both dead and
dive, for he paid money for them regardless. He was atall, thin man with apotbelly, and agrin like
walruss, two teeth thrusting down on ether side of hislip. He dways had red cheeks, like Santa Claus,
and told her he knew magic. She had asked him (when she was younger), "What kind of magic?'

He had said, "The kind where you give me something, and | turn it into something else.” Then he showed
her hiswallet. Shefeltit. Hed said, "It used to be asnake." She drew her hand back; looked at the
wallet; a the Rendering Man; at the wallet; at her hand. She'd been only six or seven then, but she knew
that the Rendering Man was someone powerful.

If anyone could help with the dead sow, he could.

The next morning was cool and the sky was fretted with strips of clouds. Thaiahad to tear off her gpron
as she raced from the house to climb up beside Luciusin the truck. "I didn't know you's gonna take off,



so quick," she panted, damming the truck door shut beside her, "1 barely got the dishes done.”

"Got to get the old sow to the Rendering Man, or we may aswell just open a bottleneck fly circus out
back."

Thaiaglanced in the back; the sow lay there peacefully, so different from its brutal, nasty dumb animal
lifewhen it would attack anything that camein its pen. It was much nicer dead. "What'sit, anyways?' she
asked.

"Thay, honey?
"Renderin’.”

"Oh," Luciuslaughed, turning down the Post Road, "it's taking animals and things and turning them into
something dse”

"Witchcraft'slike that."

"Naw, not likethat. Thisisnaturd. Y ou take the pig, say, and you put it in abig pot of boiling water, and
the bones, see, they go over here, and the skin goes over there, and then, over theresthe fat. Why you
think they call afootbadl apigskin?’

Thalids eyeswidened. "Oh my goodness.”

"And hog bristle brushes--they get those from renderin’. And what else? Maybe the fat can be used for
greasing something, maybe...."

"Goodness sakes," Thaiasaid, imitating her mother's voice. "1 had no idea. And he pays good money for
this, does he?'

"Any money on adead sow's been eaten by maggotss good money, Thay."

It struck her, what happened to the old horse. "He kill Dinah, too? Dinah got turned into fat and bones
and skin and guts even whilst she was alive? Somebody use her fat to grease up their wheels?!

Luciussaid nothing; hewhigtled faintly.

She fdt tears threatening to bust out of her eyes. She held them back. She had loved that old horse, had
seen it asafriend. Her father had lied to her about what happened to Dinah; he had said that she just
went to retire in greener pastures out behind the Rendering Man's place.

Shetook aswallow of air. "'l wished somebody'd told me, so | coulda said a proper goodbye.”

"My strong, bravelittle sster,” Lucius said, and brought the truck to an abrupt stop. "Herewe are.” Then
he turned to her, cupping her chinin hishand the way her father did whenever she needed talking to.
"Desath ain't bad for those that die, remember, it's only bad for the rest of us. We got to suffer and carry
on. The Dead, they get to be at peace in the arms of the Lord. Don't ever cry for the Dead, Thay, better
let them cry for us" He brought his hand back down to hisside. " See, the Rendering Man's just sort of a
part of Nature. He takes dl God's creatures and makes sure their suffering is over, but makes them
useful, even 0.



"| don't care about the sow," she said. "Rendering Man can do what he likeswithiit. | just wish we
couldaetit." Shetried to hide her tears, sniffed them back; it wasn't just her horse Dinah, or the sow, but
something about her own flesh that bothered her, asif she and the sow could be in the same spot one
day, rendered, and she didn't like that idea.

The Rendering Man's place was made of stone, and was like afruit crate turned upside down-flat on top,
with ditsfor windows. There were two big smokestacks rising up from behind it like insect feders;
ydlow-black smoke rose up from one of them, discoloring the sky and making astink in the genera
vicinity. Somebody's old mule wastied to askinny treein the front yard. Soon to be rendered, Thdia
thought. Poor thing. She got out of the truck and walked around to pet it. The mule was old; itsface was
amogt white, and made her think of her granny, dl white of hair and skin at the end of her life.

The Rendering Man had awife with yelow hair like summer whest; she stood in the front doorway with
alarge gpron that had once been white, now filthy, covering her enormous German thighstight as skin
acrossadrum. "Guten Tag," the lady said, and she came out and scooped Thaliainto her armslike she
was atin angel, smothered her scalp with kisses. "Ach, mein Liebchen. You aregrown sotal. Last | saw
you, you was barely over with the cradle.”

Just guessing asto what might be smeared on the woman's gpron made Thdia dip through her amsagain
so that no dead animal bitswould touch her. "Hello, maiam,” she said in her most formd voice.

The lady looked at her brother. "Herr Lucius, you are very grown. How isyour Mutter?"

"Just fine, malam," Lucius said, "we got the old sow in the back.” He rapped on the side of the truck.
"Just went last night. No good egting. Thought you might be interested.”

"Ach, da, yes, of naturaly we are" she said, "comein, comein, children, Father is still at the table mit
breakfast. Y ou will have some ham? Fresh milk and buitter, too. Little Thaia, you are so thin, we must
put somefat on those bones," and the Rendering Man's wife led them down the narrow hal to the
kitchen. The kitchen table was small, which made its crowded plates seem al the more enormous: fried
€ggs on one, on another long fat sausages tied with ribbon at the end, then there were dishes of bread
and jam and butter. Thalia's eyeswere about to burst just taking it al in--dices of fat-laced ham, jewes
of sweetsin abrightly painted plate, and two pitchers, onefull of thick milk, and the other, orangejuice.

The Rendering Man sat in achair, anapkin tucked into his collar. He had ascar on theleft Sde of his
face, asif an anima had scratched him deeply there. Grease had dripped down his chin and dong his
neck. He had hisusud grin and sparkleto hiseyes. "Wel, my young friends. Y ou've brought me
something, have you?'

Hiswife put her hand over her |eft breast asif she was about to faint, her eyesrolling to the back of her
head. "Ach, agreat pig, Schatze. They will want more than just the usua payment for that one.”

Thaliaasked, "Can | have apiece of ham, please?’

The Rendering Man patted the place beside him. " Sit with me, both of you, yes, Eva, bring another chair.
Wewill talk business over agood medl, won't we, Lucius? And you, Sweet little bird, you must try my
wifés eegant pastries. She learned how to make them in her home country, they are so light and delicate,
like the sundried skin of adove, but | scare you, my little bird, it isnot adove, it is bread and sugar and
butter!”

After sheld eaten her fill, ignoring the conversation between her brother and the Rendering Man, Thalia



asked, "How come you pay good money for dead animas, Mister?'

Hedrank from alarge mug of coffee, wiped hislips, glanced at her brother, then at her. "Even dead, we
are worth something, little bird.”

"I know that. Luciustold me about the fat and bones and whiskers. But folksd dump those animasfor
free. Why you pay money for them?"

The Rendering Man looked at hiswife, and they both laughed. "Maybe I'm aterrible businessman,” he
sad, shaking hishead. "But," he camed, "you see, my pet, | can sdll these things for more money than |
pay. | am not the only man capable of rendering. Thereis competition in thisworld. If | pay you two
dollarstoday for your dead pig, and send you home with sweets, you will bring me more business later
on,am| right?"

" Spose.”

"S0, by paying you, | keep you coming to me. And | get more skins and fat and bonesto sdll to places
that make sogp and dog food and other things. | would belying if | didn't tell you that | make more
money off your pig than you do. But itisaservice, little bird."

"l see" Thalianodded, finishing off the last of the bacon. "It seemslike aterrible thing to do."
"Thay, now, apologizefor that." Lucius reached over and pinched her shoulder.
She shrugged him off.

TheRendering Man said, "It ismost terrible. But it is part of how we dl mugt live life. Someone must do
the rendering. If not, everything would go to waste and we would have dead pigs rotting with flieson the
gde of theroad, and the smdll."

"But you're like abuzzard or something.”

The man held hisindex finger up and shook it like ateacher about to give alesson. "If | saw mysdf asa
buzzard or jacka | could not look in the mirror. But others have said thisto my face, little bird, and it
never hurtsto heer it. | see myself asaman who takes the weak and weary and usdless empty shells of
our anima brethren and breathes new life into them, makes them go on in some other fashion. | seeitasa
noble profession. Itisonly apity that we do not render oursalves, for what atragedy it isto be buried
and |eft for useless, for worm fodder, when we could be brushing a beautiful woman's hair, or adorning
her purse, or even, perhaps, providing shade from the glare of alamp so that she might read her book
and not harm her eyes. It isaway to soften the blow of death, you see, for it brings forth new life. And
one other thing, swest," he brought hisface closer to hersuntil she could smell his breath of sausage and
ham, "we each have a purposein life, and our destiny isto seek it out, whatever the cost, and make
oursalves onewithiit. It islike brown eyes or blond hair or short and tal, it istherein us, and will come
out no matter how much wetry to hideit. | did not choosethislife; it chose me. I think you understand,
littlebird, yes. You and | know."

Thaliathought about what held said al the way home. Shetried not to imagine the old sow being tossed
inavat and stirred up in the boiling water until it started to separate into its different parts. Lucius scolded
her for trying to take the Rendering Man to task, but she ignored him. She felt like awhole new world
had been opened to her, away of seeing things that she had not thought of before, and when she stepped
out of thetruck, at her home, she heard the crunch of the grass beneath her feet differently, the chirping



of crickets, too, alovely song, and aflock of starlings shot from the side of the barn just as she tramped
across the muddy expanse that led to the chicken coops--the starlings were her sign from the world that
there was no end to life, for they flew in a pattern, which seemed to her to approximeate the scar on the
left-hand side of the Rendering Man'sface.

It was like destiny.

She climbed up on the fence post and looked down theroad. A dust wind was blowing acrossto the
Grass Widow's house, and she heard the cats, dl of them, yowling asif in heat, and she wondered if that
old witch had redlly poisoned the pig.

Thdiawas amog twenty-nine, and on atrain in Europe, when she thought she recognized the man sitting
across from her. She was now calling hersdlf just Lia, and had not lived in Oklahoma since she left for
New Y ork in 1939 to work as a secretary--she'd taught herself shorthand and typing at the motel where
her mother had worked. Then, during thewar, Lucius died fighting in France, and her mother and father,
whom sheld never devel oped much of arelationship with, called her back to the old farm. Instead, she
took up with arich and spoiled playboy who had managed to get out of serving in the military because of
flatfeet, and went to live with him at his house overlooking the Hudson River. She went through a period
of grief for theloss of her brother, after which she married the playboy in question. Then, whether out of
guilt or generd self-destruction, her husband managed to get involved in the war, ended up in alabor
camp, and had died there not two weeks before liberation. She had inherited quite abit of money after
aninitia fight with one of her husband'sillegitimate children. It was 1952, and she wanted to see
Germany now, to see what had happened, and where her husband of just afew months had died; she
had been to Paris dready to see the hotel where her brother supposedly breathed hislast, suffering at the
hands of the Nazis but dying apatriot, unwilling to divulge top secret information. She was fascinated by
the whole thing: the war, Paris, |abor camps, and Nazis.

She had grown lovely over the years, shewastall, as her father and brother had been, but had her
mother's eyes, and had |earned, somewhere between Oklahoma and New Y ork, to project great beauty
without having inherited much.

The man across from her, on the train, had ascar on the left-hand side of hisface.

It sparked a series of memoriesfor her, likelightning flashing behind her eyes. The stone house on the
Post Road, the smokestacks, the mule in the front yard, an enormous breakfast that still made her fed fat
and well-fed whenever she thought of it.

It was the Rendering Man from home.

Onthistrain. Traveling through Germany from France. Now, what are the chances, she wondered, of
that happening? Particularly after what happened when she was eleven.

Not possible, she thought.

He's aphantom. I'm hallucinating. Granny hallucinated that she saw her son Toby back from the First
World War walking toward her even without hislegs.

She closed her eyes; opened them. He was il there. Something so ordinary about him that she knew he
was actudly sitting there and not just an image conjured from her inner psyche.



He spokefirgt. "I know you, don't I'?

She pretended, out of politeness, that he must not be talking to her. There was alarge German woman
gtting beside her, with alittle boy on the other sde. The German woman nodded politely to her but didn't
acknowledge the man across from them. Her little boy had a card trick that he was trying to show his
mother, but she paid no attention.

"Miss? Excuse me?' hesad.
Then it struck her: He spoke English perfectly, and yet he looked very German.

He grinned when she glanced back at him. "See?1 knew | knew you, when | saw you in the ation. |
said to mysdlf, you have met that girl somewhere before. Where are you from, if | may ask?'

"New York," shelied, curious asto whether thisredlly could possibly be the Rendering Man. How could
it? He would have to be, what? Sixty? This man didn't seem that old, although he was not young by any
gretch. "I'm areporter.”

Hewagged hisfinger a her, like afather scolding his child. ™Y ou are not areporter, miss, | think. | am
not saying you arealiar, | am only saying that that is not true. Where is your notebook? Even a pencil?
Y ou are American, and your accent isNew Y ork, but | detect a southern influence. Yes, | think so. |
hope you don't mind my little game. | enjoy guessing about people and their origins.”

She felt uncomfortable, but nodded. "I enjoy games, too, to passthetime.”

She glanced at the German woman who was bringing out a picnic for her son. Bread and soup, but no
meat. Therewas not alot of meat to go around even six years after the war.

Theman said, "Y ou are awoman of fortune, | think. Lovely jewery, and your dressis quite expensve, at
least herein Europe. And | heard you talking with the conductor--your French is not so good, | think,
and your German isworse. Y ou drew out abrand of cigarettes from agold case, both very expensive.
So you are on the Grand Tour of Europe, and like dl Americanswith time on their hands, you want to
seethe Mongter Germany, the Fallen.”

"Very perceptive," she said. She brought her cigarette case out and offered him one of its contents.
He shook his head. "1 think these are bad for the skin and the bresthing, don't you?”'
She shrugged. "It al goes someday.”

Hegrinned. "Y es, it does. The sooner we accept that, the better for the world. And | know your name
now, my dear, my little bird, you are the little Thalia Canty from Moncure County, Oklahoma."

She shivered, took a smoke, coughed, stubbed the cigarette out. She had white gloves on her hands; she
looked at them. She remembered the German wife's gpron, smeared with dark brown stains. She didn't
look up for afew minutes.

"l would say thisis some coincidence, little bird,” the Rendering Man said, "but it isnot, not redly. The
red coincidence happened in the Alsace, when you got off the train for lunch. | was speaking with a
butcher who isafriend of mine, and | saw you go into the cafe. | wouldn't have recognized you at al, for



| have not seen you since you were a child, but you made alasting impression on me that morning we had
breakfast together. | saw it in you, growing, just asit had grown in me. Oncethat happens, itislikea
halo around you. It's il there; perhaps someone might say it isaplay of light, the aurora boredlis of the
flesh, but | can recognizeit. | followed you back to thetrain, got my ticket, and found where you were
segted. But ill | wasn't pogitive it was you, until just amoment ago. It was the way you looked at my
face. The scar. It was a souvenir from alarge cat which gouged me quite deeply. No ordinary cat, of
course, but atiger, sick, from the circus. Thetiger haunts meto thisday, by way of the scar. Do you
believein haunting? Ah, | think not, you are no doubt agood Disciple of Christ and do not believe that a
circuscat could haunt aman. Yet | seeit sometimesin my dreams, its eyes, and teeth, and the paw
reaching up to drag at my flesh. | wake my wife up a night, just so shewill stay up with me and make
surethereisno tiger there. | know it isdead, but | have learned in life that sometimes these angels, as|
cal them (yes, dear, even thetiger isan angd, for it had some message for me), do not stay dead too
long. Perhaps | am your angd, little bird; you must admit it is strange to meet someone from just around
the bend on the other side of the world.”

She looked at him again but tried not to see him in focus, because she felt the pressing need to avoid this
man at al codts. "I'm sorry, Sr. Y ou do have me pegged, but | can't for the life of me place you.”

He smiled, his cheeksred. He wore adark navy coat, and benegath it, agray shirt. When he spoke again,
itwasasif he had paid no attention to her denid. "My wife, Eva, sheisin Cologne, wherewelive, and
where| should be going now. We came to Germany in 1935, because Eva's parents wereill and
because, well, you must remember the unfortunate circumstance. | was only too glad to leave Oklahoma,
sincel didn't seem to get along with too many people there, and Germany seemed to be aplace| could
settleinto. | found odd jobs, as well as established a successful rendering business again. And then, well
... He spread his hands out asif it were enough to excuse what happened to Germany. "But | knew you
and | would meet again, little bird, it was there on your face. Y our fascination and repulsion--is that not
what magnets do to each other, pull and push?Y et they are meant to be together. Destiny. Y ou seg, |
saw your brother before he died, and | told him what wasto come.”

She dropped al pretense now. "What kind of game are you playing?’
"No game, ThdiaCanty."

"LiaFdlon. ThdiaCanty died in Oklahomain thethirties™

"Names change through the years, even faces, but you are the little bird."
"And you are the Rendering Man."

He gasped with pleasure. "Y es, that would be how you know me. Tell me, did you run because of what
you did?'

Shedidn't answer. "What about Lucius?

The Rendering Man looked out the dark window as atown flew by. Rain sprinkled acrossthe glass.
"Hrd, you must tell me."

"All right. | forgave mysdlf for that along time ago. | was only eeven, and you were partly respongble.”

"Did | usetheknife?!



She squinted her eyes. Wished she were not sitting there. "I didn't know what | was doing, not redly.”

" Seventeen cats must've put up quite ahowl.”

"| told you. | didn't know what | wasredly doing."

"Yes, you did. How long after before you ran?”

"I ran away four times before | turned seventeen. Only madeit asfar as St. Louis most of thetime.”
"That'salong way from homefor alittlegirl.”

"I had an aunt there. She let me stay amonth at atime. She understood.”

"But not your mamaand daddy," he said with some contempt in hisvoice. "A woman's murdered, we all
called her the Grass Widow. Remember? Those Okies al thought she was awitch. All shewaswas sad
and lonely. Then dl she was was dead. She and her cats, chopped up and boiled.”

"Rendered," shesad.

"Rendered. So they come for me, and thank God | was able to get my wife out of the house safely
before the whole town burned it down."

"How was | to know they'd come after you?"'
Hewasslent, but glaring.

"I didn't mean for you to get in trouble.”

"Do you know whét they did to me?' he asked.
She nodded.

He continued, "I sill have alimp. That's my way of joking; they broke no bones. Bruises and cuts, my
hearing was not good until 1937, and | lost the good vision in my right eye--it's just shadows and light on
that side. Pain in memory bringsfew spasmsto the flesh. It isthe past. Little bird, but you think | am only
angry a you. All those years, you are terrified you will run into me, so when you can, you get out for
good. | was surethat little town was going to make another Bruno Hauptmann out of me. Killing asad
widow and her pets and boiling them for bones and fat. But even so, | was not upset with you, not too
much. Not redlly. Because | knew you had it in you, | saw it that day, that we were cut from the same
cloth, only you had not had the angel cross your path and tell you of your caling. It isnot evil or dark, my
swest, it isthe one cdling that gives meaning to our short, idictic lives, we are the gardeners of theinfinite,
youandl."

"Tell me about my brother," she pleaded softly. The German woman next to her seemed to sensethe
strangeness of the conversation, and took her son by the hand and led him out of the cabin.

"Hedid not die bravely," the Rendering Man said, "if that'swhat you're after. Hewas hit in theleg, and
when | found him, he had been in ahotd with some French girl, and was a scandd for bleeding on the
sheets. | wascdled in by my commander, and went about my business.”



"Y ou worked with the French?"

He shook hishead. "I told you, | continued my successful rendering businessin Germany, and expanded
to afactory just outside of Parisin '43. Usually the men were dead, but sometimes, as was the case with
your brother, little bird, | had to stop their hearts. Y our brother did not recognize me, and | only
recognized him when | saw hisidentification. Ashe died, do you know what he told me? He told me that
he was paying for the sinsthat his sster had committed in her lifetime. He cried like alittle baby. It was
most embarrassing. To think, | once paid him two dollars and agood sausage for adead pig.”

Liastood up. "Y ou are dreadful,” she said. "Y ou are the most dreadful human being who has ever existed
upon the face of the earth.”

"I am, if you insst. But | am your tiger, your angd," the Rendering Man said. He reached deep into the
pocket of his coat and withdrew something small. He handed it to her.

Shedidn't want to take it, but grabbed it anyway.
"It ishis. He would've wanted you to haveit."

Shethought, at first, it was ajoke, because the small leather coin purse didn't seem to be the kind of thing
Luciuswould have.

When sheredized what it was, she left the cabin and walked down the dender hall, al the way to theend
of thetrain. She wanted to throw hersdlf off, but instead stood and shivered in the cold wet rain of
Germany, and did not return to the cabin again.

She could not get over the feeling that the part of the coin purse that drew shut resembled wrinkled
human lips

"
"He'shere," the old woman said.
She heard the squeaking wheels of the orderly's cart down the corridor.
"He's here. | know he's here. Oh, dear God, he's here.”
"Will you shut up, lady?' the old man in the whedchair said.
An orderly came by and moved the man's chair on down the hall.
The old woman could not sit up well in bed. She looked at the green ceiling. The window was open. She
felt abreeze. It was pring. It dways seemed to be spring. A newspaper lay across her somach. She
lifted it up. Had she just been reading it? Where were her glasses?
Oh, there. She put them on. Looked at the newspaper. It was The New Y ork Times.

March 23, 1994.

Shecadled out for help, and soon an orderly (the handsome one with the bright smile) wasthere, likea
genie summoned from alamp. "'l thought | saw aman inthisroom," shesaid.



"Mrs. Ehrlich, nobody'sin here.
"I want you to check that closet. | think he'sthere.”

The orderly went good-naturedly to the closet. He opened the door, and moved some of the clothes
around. Heturned to smile at her.

"I'm sure | saw him there. Waiting. Crouching,” she said. "But he may have dipped benegth the bed.”
Again, acheck beneath the bed. The orderly sat down in the chair beside the bed. "He's not here.”
"How old am I?1'm not very old, redly, I'm not losng my witsyet, am I? Dear God in heaven, am 17
"No, Mrs. Ehrlich. Y ou're seventy-one going on eleven.”

"Why'd you say that?"

What?"

"Going on eleven. Why eleven?Isthere aconspiracy here?'

"No, maam."

"Y ou know him, don't you?Y ou know him and you're just not saying.”

"Areyou missng Mr. Ehrlich again?'

"Mr. Ehrlich, Mr. Vane, Mr. Fdlon, one husband after another, young man, nobody can missthem
because nobody can remember them. Areyou sure | haven't had an unannounced visitor?”

The orderly shook his head.

She closed her eyes, and when she opened them, the orderly was gone. It had grown dark. Whereis my
mind? She thought. Where hasit gone? Why am | here at seventy-onewhen dl my friendsare ill out in
the world living; why, my granny was eighty-eight before senility befdl her, how darelife play with me so
unfarly.

She reached for her glass of water and took a sip.

Still, she thought she sensed his presence in the room with her, and could not deep the rest of the night.
Before dawn, she became convinced that the Rendering Man was somewhere nearby lurking; shetried
to dress, but theillness had taken over her armsto such a great extent that she could not even get her bra
on.

She sat up, haf naked, on her bed, the light from the hallway like aspatlight for the throbbing in her skull.

"I haveled awicked life," Thaiawhispered to the morning. She found the strength at five-thirty to get her
dressing gown around her shoulders and to walk down the hal, sure that she would see him at every

tep.



The door to Minnie Cheever's door was open, which was odd, and she stepped into it. "Minnie?" Her
friend was nearly ninety-three, and was not in bed. Thalialooked around, and findly found Minnielying
on the floor, on her way to the bathroom. Thalia checked her pulse; shewas dlive, but bardly. Thdias
limbs hurt, but she used Minnieswhedlchair to get Minnie down the hallway, onto the elevator, and
down to the basement, where the endless kitchen began. * * *

They found her there, two cooks and one orderly, like that, caught at last, Thaia Canty, all of
Seventy-one going on eeven, chopping Minnie Cheever up into smal pieces, and dropping each piece
into one of severd large pots, boiling with water, on the stove.

She turned when she heard their footsteps, and smiled. "I know you were here, we're like destiny, you
and me, Mister Rendering Man, but you'll never have me, will you?' She held her arms out for them to
see. "l scraped off dl thefat and skin | could, Mister Rendering Man, you can have dl these others, but
you ain't never gonnaget my hide and fat and bones to keep useful in this damned world. Y ou hear me?
You ain't never gonnarender Thdia, and this| swear!" Shetried to laugh, but it sounded like asaw
scraping metd. The joke was on the Rendering Man, after dl, for she would never, ever render herself
upto him.

It took two men to hold her down, and in ashort time, her heart gave out. She was dead; when her body
was taken to the morgue, it was discovered that she'd been scraping herself raw, amost to within an
eghth of aninch of her internd organs

It was ayoung girl, acandy striper named Nancy, going through Thaias closet to help clean it out, who
found the dried skins benesth apile of filthy clothing. The skinswere presumably from Thaliasown
body, sawn together, crudely representing a man. Thaliahad drawn Magic Marker eyesand lipsand a
nose on the face, and a scar.

Those who found Thalia Canty, aswell asthe candy striper who fainted at the sight of the skin, later
thought they saw her sometimes, in their bedrooms, or intraffic, or just over their shoulders, clutching a
knife.

Shewould livein therr heartsforever.
Anangd.

A tiger.

The Night Before Alec Got Married

Y ou can never be too sure or too stupid, but you can be too horny--Alec DelBanco, he was smart, but
men are never very smart in that one area, and it got him right where you don't want to be got, not if
you're twenty-four and on the run because something's after you, only it doesn't have aname and maybe
it doesn't even have aface but you can seeit sometimesin their faceslooking out at you like it's some
kind of tourist on aworld cruise and you're one of the Wonders of the Worldto X. You cdl it an It
because you don't know if It's been noticed by anyone else, and you can't really talk about It, because if
you did, maybe that's when It would get you.

It got Alec that night, and he didn't even have talk to talk about it. Boy, was he smart, he was practically
Phi-Fucking-Beta Kappa from Stanford, and then the job with Kelleher-Darden with an



eighty-thousand-a-year salary for atwenty-two-year-old asshole you used to get drunk with--well,
everybody figured Alec had just grabbed the golden ring and had not let go. And handsome! Hed been a
stud since the age of twelve, if you remembered far back enough when every girl you'd ever had acrush
on seemed to only want to get near you o they could get within breathing distance of your friend. Still,
Alec DelBanco never forgot afriend, and you got some fringe benefits from knowing him al those years,
beautiful girlswho wouldn't normaly give you the time of day dl around you--you couldn't touch them, of
course, not in the light of day, not with them in the room, that is, but, oh! when the lights were out and
you were aonein bed with your hand and allittle imagination--you had them al every which way but
loose! You loved Alec, though, redly loved him. Like abrother, | mean, because you'd practically grown
up with him since you could remember. He was better than a brother, too, because your own brothers
were kind of missing something in the compassion department. | wouldn't fuck aguy, no way, but if | had
to fuck aguy--1 mean, like the Nazis had mein thistorture rack and told me I'd have to fuck aguy or get
it cut off, well, I couldn't fuck just anyone--it would have to be Alec, and not just ‘cause he was pretty,
but because | have fedlingsfor him--but not like you think. Once, in the showers after gym, hewas
leaning around to get histowe, and | swear to God thisistrue, | thought he was a girl, from the back,
he'sal lean and muscular, but | thought he looked like, you know, one of those Olympic women
swimmers, taut and strong but kind of attractive, too. So, yeah, if pressed into it, | guess you could say
I'd do him.

But thisisn't aout me or what | would do if the Fourth Reich came dong--and it just might if you read
the papers--it's about Alec and the night before he got married. His girl, Luce, was out with awhole
gaggle down at the Marina getting toasted on margaritas and opening cute little presents, while you and
me were over on Sunset trying to find just the right pro to come in and do allittle dance over Alec'sface
when he least suspected it. | didn't like Luce too much--she was aways kind of abitch to me, most like
she thought | wanted Alec more than she did. I've got to be honest here, | would've preferred Alec to
marry ahooker and at least be happy rather than wed Lucille C. St. Gerard, afifth-generation Cdlifornian
from Sacramento who debuted at every second-rate cotillion north of Bakersfield.

So we cruise Sunsetesdl| the way from, say, La Cienega up to Raeigh Heights, and it's getting close to
nine--you'd think every working girl in the world would be out by that time--Saturday night, party night,
but we only see a bunch of tired old dogs pounding the pavement. Y ou and me, we're doing St. Pauli
Girl, but keeping the bottleslow so the cops don't notice, when | seewhat | think isjust about the most
beautiful piece of work this side of the Pacific and | dam on the brakes and cross alane to park.

"Look at her, holy mother of fuck, look at her,” | say, and barely remember to put on the parking brake.

| leap out of the Mustang-it's a convertible--and practicaly dive right over to her. She's got everything,
and packed tight: anicerack of tits, thin waist, and child-bearing hips. But what redly getsme are thelips
on her, big fat suckersthat make me wonder if her |abiaslike that, too.

"Hey, little boy," she says, "you want some sugar in your coffee tonight?"

I've never picked up awhore, so | fed red tongue-tied.

"You want adate?' She's got teeth al the way down her throat, it seems, big white flashy teeth with a
couple of gold capsin theway back. She's practicaly steaming there like an oyster out of the fish market,
and | sart to fed like atwelve-year-old of rage hormones and dripping wick.

"Ligen," | say, "'l got thisfriend. Alec.”

Shelooksat you inthe car. "That him? He's cute.”



"No, no, that's not him. We're throwing a bachelor party tonight. We need a stripper.”
"l cando that. | can do dl of you boys."

"Wdl, more than astripper,” | say.

She shrugs. "'l can do that, too."

"We want you to get him aone and, you know ..." | say.

She amiles. "A dance and afuck?Itll cost you."

"Not just adance and not just afuck, okay? We want the Dance of Seven Vells, like Sdomedid, we
want you to really get him to want you, and then it's got to be more than fireworks, more than an
explosion, it'sgot to bethe Big O."

"The Big 07"

"Y ou know, the Orgasm at the End of the Universe. The Big One. The kind that guys dream about in
their deep, the kind that most of us never get.”

Shelooks at me sdeways, like maybe I'm some kind of creep with diarrheaof the mouth. ™Y ou just
talking, ain't you? Y ou dont redly want the Big O, nothin like that, do you?"

| shake my head. "Every trick you got. Think you can do it?"

Shehasalook in her eyeslike she'sthinking, but cagily--she has afew secrets, | guess, and she guards
them. Her eyes are muddy brown, and when she looks back at me, they look liketiny little pebbles, hard
and round. "Baby," she says, "I think | can do anything. Y ou pay, I'm gonnamake sure it happens." She
glances down the street. Therésabig fat guy wearing aHawaiian shirt-he looks less like a beach boy
and more like a beached something dse. "My manager,” she says. ™Y ou need to talk with him, | think. |
ain't too good at the business sde of things."

Because| don't want to talk to him, | get you to do it, and the whole thing's arranged, even though it's
going to cost us: four hundred bucks, plus whatever she makesin her dance, and if it goes over two
hours, another four hundred. Two hundred in advance, so | pay the pimp, and we give him the address,
to bethere at eleven, all that shit, and then we head on back to the party.

Now, thisisthe part where I'm redlly stupid, | guess, but you can't have astripper come to the party
without giving somebody an address. But | guessthis pimp looks at the money and figures therés more
where that came from--so he must've gotten thisidea--and I'm only assuming. Y ou and me, welook like
nice preppie kind of guys, shit, we practically have ties on from work, and I'm wearing
five-hundred-dollar Itdian shoes. So he decides that when he takes his girl over, he better pack
something, because you never know how much cash you can get out of rich, scared, drunk guysat a
bachedor party. | don't know athing about guns, but this pimp probably had the automatic kind, and |
figure that's how you got two of your fingers shot off before midnight.

But I'm getting ahead of mysdf--it's easy to do when you're pilling your guts and you can't dways
remember the sequence of events; especidly if you're trying to second-guess everyone around you. The



thing with your fingers, it didn't happen until about eeven fifty-five, and the thing with Luce, that
happened just before ten, after we'd gotten back, hoisted afew more St. Paulis and watched Long Jean
Siver and her amazing stump-screwing of another woman in one of the Six videos you rented from that
scuzzy video store down in Long Beach. But something happened before even that, and that was when
we stopped for more beer at 7-eleven and | bought a bunch of multicolored rubbers, all fancy, and then
pricked them full of holesand you and | laughed our heads off thinking about Alec and Luce on their
honeymoon, thinking they were doing some family planning by wearing the rubbers. | don't think I've ever
laughed so hard.

So | suff the rubbersin my jacket pocket. AsI'm pulling out of the 7-Eleven, acar dmost hitsthe
Mustang, then swerves and crashesinto awall; the front haf isal crushed, but the driver seems okay.
"Should we call for help?' you ask, and | say, "Oh, right, like the cops are gonnalove the beer in the car
and dl." So we pass thiswoman in the car, and shelooks at usfor asecond, and | got to tell you, | will
never, aslong as| live, forget that look. Women are like this swamp or something, al dark and
mysterious, but till you got to explore 'em, it'saguy thing. Y ou know, | dways say that if you wereto
put some fur around a garbage disposal, wed dl il taketurnsat it, even if it was turned on. But women,
they have this power, that woman in the car, it was like sheld cursed us, you and me both. But we drive
on, get to the house, ring the doorbel| like twenty times before you remember you've got akey, and we
get up to the party just in time to hear one of Ben Winter's dumb-blonde jokes. Billy Bucknell had been
throwing up since about eight o'clock, and the bastard is till drinking. MoJo keeps stuffing hisfat face
with Cheet-os, every now and then burping or farting; three guys| don't know are there, too, not that
into the flicks, more into the poker game and cigars; Alec'slittle brother Pasco is sneaking peeks a the
TV screen, but pretending to be moreinto abowl of pretzels. And Alec--where the hdll ishe? Back in
the can, raphing his guts out--he's not too good at mixing the finer liquors with the baser variety, but our
motto through college had always been that if you boot then you can keep on drinking. Alec was going to
become a severe dcohalic, by thelook of things, because within ten minutes of coming out of the
bathroom, he's dready mixing Zombieswith Todd Ramey ("from Wisconsin," he kept telling everybody
who gave afuck). So Alec is battered and doshed from the twin bombs of imminent marriage and bad
booze, but he till hasthe classic smile and hisdark hair till parts perfectly to one floppy sde. "Hey,
you," he flags me down with an overflowing plastic cup, "get it over here, man,” he says, putting hisarm
out for abig hug. "Dude, you shouldve seen the mud getting flung at dinner, her sster'samagor twat."

When | get closeto him, hisbreath islike unto atoilet bowl; | pull back alittleto let abreeze from the
ocean beyond the open window protect me. Y ou keep looking at your watch; you're nervous, | guess,
about thewhore. | say. "So, Lec, | saw Pasco. Getting tal these days, that boy is.”

Thisbringsatear to Alec'seye. "My baby brother. Gettin' older. Already he's climbed into more panties
than me. HEY!" shouting acrossthe room, "PASQUALE!"

His brother glances over, shakes his head, maybe even rolls his eyes, and |ooks away.

"He's pissed 'cause hel'staking her sdein this"" Alec makes some obscure but definitely obscene gesture
toward his brother.

"Whose 5de?’

"Luce's. She and that sster--Jesus, isal | can say. Just Jesus. Hey, you wanna get stoned? C'mon,
please? Wanna get soned?”’

| shake my head, but | can tell that you, you want to get stoned 'cause you're dl shivering, and I'm afraid
you're about to blow it and tdll him thiswhore's coming from the city, the kind with a pimp. But you don't



blow it; you go over to get another drink, and | think that's agood idea. "What's up with Luce?"

"Ah, that bitch. Thinks she ownsme. God, thisisagood party, al my friends." Alec beginscrying; he
was dways verging on the sentimentd, ever since I'd first met him. It was some Italian thing, | guess (he
aways sad it was), about not needing to keep atight rein on emotions, dl the stuff. | kind of liked him for
it, because I've never been agood one with the tears and open with anger. So, anyway, hetellsmedl
about thisthing with Luce, how she heard some story from her sister about Alec and this girl at aparty
from about aweek back and suddenly she's claiming that he's doing everything that walks the earth. " She
hasthistrugt thing, it's something | don't understand,” he says. "1 mean, | trust her, hell, I'd trust her even
if shewasjawing some guy right in the backseat while | was driving, why the hell doesn't she trust me?
Itsnot like | was unfaithful to her or anything, | wasjust, well, pursuing alittle.”

"Women." | shake my head, amazed that yet another woman failed to understand aman so completely.
"And it'snot like you were even married.”

We both crack up at this, drunk aswe are. "' She even called me an asshole," he says, and we laugh some
more.

"Of course" | say, coming down from the laughing high just like those kidsin Mary Poppinswhen they
came down from Uncle Albert's celling, "it'strue. | mean, were dl assholes. Basicdly. All men are
assholes”

"Basicdly,” he concurs, and we crack up again.

Asif thiswere the greatest cue in the world, the French doors open--we're at your folks house at
Redondo, with the cliff and the bal cony and the moon-swept Pacific just out there--out there--and it'sthe
door to the bal cony, so whoever it is hasto have climbed up the trellis or something to get to the second
floor, and who do you think's standing there with atight green dress and abig old ribbon tied around her
waist looking like Malibu Barbie on adate, but Luce, more Nautilized and Jazzercised than when I'd last
seen her, and shejust keeps coming like abarracuda right toward Alec and spitsin hisface.

He's gl laughing from the joke, too, so now he'sal shiny and laughing and hiccuping like he might start
throwing up again.

Lucelooks a me. "When he sobers up, tel him therewon't be awedding, tell him | know al about it,
andtdl him hecangoto hdl.”

Then sheturns and sort of flounces out of the room, down the hal stairs, presumably to go out the front
door now.

"What," Alec says, shaking hishead, "shefly up here on her broom?"
"Mustve" | say, "o, wedding's off?'

"Jesus, if | listened to her, the wedding would've been off for the past six months. Trust me, man, she's
gonna be there tomorrow, it's costing her dad too much and her ego way too much-she'd rather wait and
get divorced later on, | know her, | know my Luce." And it was true about L uce--she'd rather worry
about divorcein acouple of yearsthan NOT GETTING MARRIED. She attached alot of statusto
Alec--hisfamily wasrich, hewasrich, and they were going to live in Paos Fucking Verde Estates and
have a house big enough for the two of them and any loversthat snuck in the back door.



But with love, who knows? Could be once that ring was on hisfinger, held be the most faithful little
lapdog the world has ever known. Could be she would be, too, and then they'd sink into the marriage
trap where sex is an outmoded idea, and lust gets swept between the rug and the floor.

But not the night of his Bachelor Party.

Y ou keep drinking those Zombies, and | say to Alec, my arm around him, his arm around me, "We got
thisgirl, Alec, oh, Christisshe agirl. She'sgot anicerack of tits."

He giggles, and then dissolvesinto weeping again. "Y ou're my best friend, you know that? Y ou are my
fucking-A best friend in the whole snatch-egting world."

"Yeah, yeah," | say, and the doorbell rings--I don't quite hear it, but you do, and you go to the door
downgtairs--1 see you bounding down the stairs like akid on Christmas. | decide to check out the poker
game, but | cantell Alec'sall hot for this stripper, and he watches the stairs expectantly.

Y ou come up afew minutes|ater, the pimp and stripper in tow, and there'slike dead silence--even the
music tops, like the Bruce Springsteen CD knew when to end.

The stripper's changed clothes-she'sin akind of party outfit, something that L uce herself would wear, in
fact, a acasua, by-the-seakind of affair: it saysglitz and glamour, but it so saysthrow mein the pool.
Alec cdlsthat kind of dress aFrench maid's outfit, a short skirt to show off legs, and lots of poofy ruffles,
and those kind of fluffy short deeveslike the Good Witch had in The Wizard of Oz --infact, shelooksa
little like the Good Witch, but with avery short dress and anice rack of tits. But she's changed more than
her clothes. | could swear her eyes had been brown when 1'd spoken with her on the street, only now,
they're Liz Taylor blue, and her skin seems sort of peaches and creamy, instead of the tanned and beat
look she had before. But | know a good contact lens can do alot, and maybe with makeup--1 mean,
women are S0 into changing their faces with paints and brushes, likethey're dl afraid we won't want to
seethelr true faces (and I've seen acouple of chickswithout their mascara and gloss and stuff, and let me
tell you, it gets pretty scary when you're prettier than your date at four A.m.). Alec, he looked more
fetching than Luce when she didn't wear alot of makeup--1 don't think I'm more into guys or anything,
but give me Luce without makeup or Alec, and I'd rather see Alec's baby face down on my bone any

day.

So the whore looks almost completely different than she had on the street. Shelooks like she could fit
right in with the house and al of us, and | wasthinking, boy, you did thisright, you got the right girl.

| look over at you, and you wink a me, becauise we know that even if thisgirl costs us athousand bucks
or more, it'sdl worth it for Alec'slast night before his doom.

Her pimp, who's ill dressed like one of the Beach Boyson acid, is casing the placein afairly obvious
way, and | redlize at this point that you and | have made a colossal mistake. We should'vejust got a
stripper out of the phone book, but stupid me, | wanted agirl who would, for alittle extra, take Alec into
one of the empty bedrooms and sit on hisface. The pimp sees me, comes over, grabs my drink out of my
hand, and drinksit. Fairly turns my stomach. "Nice place," he says, hisvoice hadf gravel and haf belch.
"Name's Lucky. Y ou boys gonna have agood time tonight?*

"Yeah, yeah," | say, wishing we'd wiped him off on the doormat out front.

Then he whispered, " ou be careful with her, now, boy, ‘cause she'sone of akind, and | don't want
nothing funny to happen to her. If theré's gonna be sex, it's got to only be head or hand, no tail, you got



me? It ain't safefor my girl to dotail, not with everything going around.”

It dawns on me, drunk as I'm getting, that in some sewer-rat way, he caresfor thisgirl. "Wewill, don't
worry, man. Get yoursdf adrink, St down, enjoy!"

"Naw," he says, "it'stimeto let the games begin.”

| notice he's packing something under hisflappy shirt--just the glimpse of some kind of revolver. | think,
well, he'sin arough business, but | know he's got to protect himself. He sees me see the gun, and we
dtare at each other, but he says nothing. He's got eyes like a snake, dl perverted looking and
squinty-sometimes | think people with squinty eyes have squinty brains, and this pimp, if anyone has one,
hell, he's got the most squinty-ass brain on the planet. I'm thinking of maybe turning the revolver into a
joke, by saying, "So's that agun in your pants or are you just happy to seeme,” but | know people with
squinty brainsaren't going to chuckle at that old standby. | keep my mouth shuit.

And then the girl punches up aCD of Rod Stewart's song "Hot Legs' or whatever it's caled, and she
started aroutine.

But you don't want to hear about how she writhed and spun, how she took everything imaginable off,
lifted one leg above her head, how Alec played the Golden Shower game with her, drinking Molson
Golden Alefrom her pubes; how she squatted on my face and took arolled-up fifty from between my
lipsjust using her snatch--those are dl the basics of agood party stripper.

What you want to hear about is how your fingers got on the floor in the bathroom, with you screaming
bloody murder, and how she screamed even louder, right?

That'swhat you want to hear.
"

| guess|'m going to digressalittle here, but only for clarity's sake--the night before Alec got married
was one of those nights where you have to piece afew things together later on. Like Pasco, Alecslittle
bro, giggling and blushing when the girl sat on hislap naked and begt his pretty face silly with her tits; or
when MoJo got pissed off because she wouldn't Sit on hisface for alousy ten bucks; he said, whining,
"Doesn't she know any cheaper games?'--see, the girl was so hot and we were so loaded, that we were
dropping hundreds and fifties on her like she was a bank. Cigar smoke wasthe only veil she had around
her, inthe end, just that stagnant smoke that stinks and sitsin theair like it doesn't have anywhereto go,
and dl of us, through itsmist, looking like ghosts. That'swhat | thought at the time: we were enshrouded
by the gray smoke, and we looked like ghosts, or maybe old men with wrinkly skin, testicular skin, pale
and blurry of feature. Horny bastards all, MoJo licking hislipslike he was trying to taste her from three
feet away, and Billy Bucknell grabbing his crotch without even knowing he was doing it. Sheredly had us
going, that girl did. Y ou even kept trying to get your hand up her, and she kept pushing you away, until
her pimp had to come over and tell you to knock it off, that nobody, but nobody touches her kitty. That's
what he cdled it, her kitty. Might aswell have cdled it her flesh purse, since she was making so much
money out of opening it up. The pimp and | had a nice convo about how progtitution was avictimless
crime and all that; his name was Lucky Murphy, anice Irish boy asit turned out, from Boston, who had
once been afisherman off Dana Point, and as he spoke | could practicaly hear someone's Irish mother
snging "Danny Boy," until | looked himin the eye and knew he was afucking liar through and through,
that he was Hollywood scum and if he could, he would've been peddling al our preppie assesfor the
twenty bucks per corn hole he could make.



And we keep looking at her kitty, too, al our eyes drawn back to the unholies of unholy, "little pouty
petas,” you caled it. Y ou were pretty adamant about getting your fingers up there, weren't you, you
horny son of abitch? It wasn't the pastrami |abiaof Penthouse magazine, or the mu-shu
pork-dripping-with-plum-sauce of other, nastier skin mags--it was pink and sweet, dmost likea
Portuguese man-of-war turned on its back.

And finaly, when it was over, al her dances, shetook the party boy into the bedroom, and al | can say
is, he didn't come out for over an hour.

Infact, by dleven-fifteen, he hadn't come out at dl, and that's when you and | decided to storm the room.
\Y,

Now, | had seen this room once before--it was your folks master bedroom, and it was agood Size,
with kind of afaggy bed, you wereto ask me, lots of silk and brass, a nightstand that looked like it was
out of the Versailles; green-gold wallpaper, shiny and clean like they'd just had it put up the day before; a
wall that was nothing but mirrors; and two walk-in closets, the sizes of my apartment in Westwood; a
bathroom, all gold-plated fixtures, something | aways thought was tacky about your folks-and | told
you thisafew times, too--with abig round Jacuzzi bath and awindow so you could take a bath and
watch your neighbors at the sametime.

The door islocked, of course, but you know how to take a dime and very smply unlock it. Sowe get in,
and the bed is perfectly made; no sign of hooker or trick. Y ou go into the bathroom to look for them,
giggling as aways both of us are, because we think we're going to find them with her ass bent over asink
and his schlong pumping in like an oil drill; I check out the walk-in closets, but theré's nothing but tons of
Armani and Vaentino and the smdll of Red and L'Air du Temps.

As|'m about to go into the second closet, the pimp comes running in, out of breath becauseit's quitea
hike up those gairsin your folks house. "What you boys doin?"

| cackle--sometimes, when I'm redlly bombed and in a party mood, | do this laugh that'slike
"snort-cackle-pop,” and it soundslike | hurt mysalf or something.

Then | notice he'sgot hisrevolver out.
Oh, shit, I'm thinking. | sober up redl fast. "L ooking for the party boy."

Hejust stares a me with the gun drawn, and that'swhen | hear the girl in the bathroom, kind of moaning,
and you, too, till giggling, and that wet sound like rubber and lubricant.

And another sound, whilethe Irish pimp from hell is staring at me, asound in the walk-in clost.

My hand is on the door.

But someone else's hand is on the other side of the door.

"Alec?' | ask the door.

The sound that comes back isn't entirely human, but it's human enough. It sounds like the noises Alec

used to make when hewas doing like afegb imitation: like histongue got cut out and hislipsare
shredded. So | think maybe it's some kind of setup and joke on me, so | give the door agood pull, and it



opens.

Dresses and coats, hanging, rustling, in adark closet.

The sound of dow dripping.

| can smell the pimp's breath: He'sred closeto me.

| cantell he'salittle scared, too, and he till hasthe gun out.

He's pointing it a the dresses, hanging.

Something clear and dripping from the corner of afull-length mink coat.
| switch on the closet light, but the pimp very quickly switchesit off again.
But in that one second of light, | see something in the corner.
Something that left atrail of dime and human wagteinits path.

Itsribs quivering.

Open, and quivering, like the skeleton of a boat, adaughterhouse boat with the flesh and innards of
animasdripping from its deck.

It's always through the eyes that you know someone. | once took care of afriend's dog when | was eight;
and then, when | was nineteen, and had long before moved away from that friend, | wasin New York, in
Central Park, and | saw in the eyes of adog an old friend, and sure enough, it wasthe dog | had known
when | was eight, and in Orange County. It's always there in the eyes, the person, the animal, the
cregture, not in the skin or voice or the movements: It'sin the eyes.

So | had seen inthe brief light, hiseyes, Alec'seyes, left in their sockets|ong after the skin had been torn
from bone and skull to make the rest of him resemble a skinned possum.

And when it registerson my brain that it's Alec, that thisgirl did something to Alec, something inhuman, |
hear your scream from the bathroom, and | turn and the pimp turns, and the girl screams, too, and there's
the sound of breaking glass.

The pimp gets to the bathroom firgt, before me, and | hear him fire two shots, I'm just behind him, and
when | seeyou clutching your hand with dl that blood coming out, | figure the pimp shot your fingers off.
For just asecond, | see her, too, not as she was, pretty and tall and sexy, but some small tentacled thing,
like a sea urchin, dropped from between her legs, released from the empty and ragged socket that had
been her vagina, with acut umbilical cord, loping on itswormlike feders across the bathtub rim, out the
broken window, into the night.

The pimp yells, "Goddamn it, that fucking bitch," then drops his gun, grabs me by the collar, "Y ou
bastards, you asked for it, you ain't supposed to get her down there, that's what she wants, you sons of
bitches, you're supposed to get head or ahand job, didn't shetell you? She tricked you, and she was the
best, you sons of whores!" He's weeping, and I'm thinking, Christ, he'sin love with ... that thing.

"Isthat afucking dien?' I'm screaming. ™Y ou brought some fucking outer space--"



But he cuts me off, spitting awad of dime on my face. "I fished her out of the seg, asshole, down at
SantaMonica pier, she got caught on my hook and she does things to you, she gets boys like you, but
not like this, it's up to you, your buddies wanting to put it there, but | told you that ain't allowed! She'sthe
best, but you can't touch her there, it's so hard to trap her, and now, look what you done!”

But you, you start screaming again and turning blue, so the pimp lets me go and goes running out of there
in search of his escaped sea cresture. That'swhen | figureit'stimeto call an ambulance.

Veay

So now | know it wasn't the pimp shooting at you, but at that thing, that thing that you stuck your fingers
up into. It was hdll cleaning up the messin the bathroom, getting rid of her skin. Funny thing about her
skin and guts--they looked like they'd been spun with afine silk, but they were dl sticky, just like she
was some kind of tar baby out of Uncle Remus. Y ou were lucky to lose only your fingers. Think of what
Aleclog, the night before he got married--not that he ever did get married. He's sort of a vegetable now,
living off of machines at hisfolks house, and L uce got married to Billy Bucknell last yesar, that scheming
son of agun.

Y ou and me, we're rooming together these days. My new nickname for you is Fingers, and in the
morning, when you bring me coffee, it'skind of nice, just thetwo of us. Weget by. | tried todo it witha
girl again, after that, but what if she'sup indgdethere, what if that girl'sjust spun out of her sk, what if
she'swaiting to take meto the Big O and rip my skin right off my back and end up like Alec with wires
and tubes al over him and his eyes, so weird and sad, like he had it, that orgasm at the end of the
universe, like maybe it was worth it, what she did to him, but | got to tell you, Fingers, | got to tell you,
I'm never getting close to one of those things again aslong aswe both shdl live.

| keep seeing it intheir faces, their eyes, the It that was the whore's core, the creature in the flesh purse,
and | fed like It's coming for both of us, maybeto finish off the job. Alec, too, maybe even Billy
Bucknell, and MoJo and Pasco, and Ben Winter. Sometimes at night, when | can't deep, | hear It's
doppy wiping at thewindows, and | pull the covers up over the two of usjust to fed safe. Y ou and me,
welll take care of each other, we don't have to go out much, at least not till we get evicted, and then we
can hide under the sawersor inthe dleys, and if we see her, if we gtill got legs, we can run, you and |, |
will not abandon you to It, and | promise, for better or worse, good buddy.

Insicknessand in hedlth.
The Ripening Sweetness of Late Afternoon
Sunland City wasthe last place in the world Jesus was ever going to come looking for Roy Shadiak.

He returned to his hometown in hisfortieth year, after hefet he could never again sal Jesusto the rabble.
Something within him had been esting him up for years. Hislovefor life had long before dried up, and
then so had his marriage and his bitter understanding of how God operated in the world. Hed gotten off
the bus out at the flats, and brushed off the boredom of along trip down infinite highways. He stood
awhile beside the cand's and watched the gators as they lay till as death, in the muddy shallows. HEd
been wearing hisice-cream suit for the trip because it was what his mother liked him to wear, and
because it wasthe only suit of histhat ill fit him. And it fit Sunland City, with its canals and pamettos
and merciless sunshine. It wasasmall town, the City was, and they would think him mad to arrive on the
noon busin anything other than creamy white. He would walk down Hispaniola Street and make a
detour into the Flamingo for a double-shot vodka. The boysin there, they'd see him, maybe recognize



him, maybe the whores, too, and call him the King, and he'd tell them al about how he was back for
good. Hed tdl them that he didn't care what the hell happened to Susie and the brats and that doctor she
took up with. Hed tell them he was going to open amovie theater or manage the AandPeople or open a
boat-rentd business. Hed tell them that anything you redly needed, and al you could depend oninthis
life, you could find in your own backyard. Didn't need God. Nobody needed God.

God was like the phone company: Y ou paid your bill, and sometimes you got cut off anyway.
Sometimes, if you changed your way of thinking, you just did without a phone. Sometimes you switched
companies.

Oh, but he still needed God. Within his secret salf, he had to admit it. Roy Shadiak still needed to know
that he could save at least one soul in the world. Hisfeet ached in his shoes. He had only brought one
suitcase. He had just walked out on Susie. It wasin his blood to walk. His father had walked, and his
grandfather had walked. They probably got tired of Jesus and dl the damn charity, too. Even Frankie
had walked, as best he could. All leaving before they got left. Roy had blisters on the bottoms of his feet,
but till he walked. He passed beneath the Lover's Bridge, and the Bridge of Sighs, with its hanging vines
and parrot cages. He walked aong the muddy bank of the north canal, knowing that he could close his
eyesand Hill find hisway to Hispaniola Street. All the street names were like that: Spanish, or amix of
Indian and Save, named like Occalaand Gitchie and Coronadel Mar. Sunland City wasa
many-flavored thing, but in name only, for itsinhabitants would've been pae and trand ucent as maggotsif
not for the sulfurous sun. All the canals were thick with lilies, and snapping turtleslounged across the rock
idets. The water was murky and stank, but beautiful pure white siwans cut across the calm surface asif to
belie the muck of thislife. Roy saw three men, old-timers, with their fresh-rolled cigarillos and Panama
hats, on apunt. He waved to them, but they didn't notice him, for they were old and half blind.

After climbing the steep steps up to the Street level again, he was surprised to observe the stillness of
clay-baked Sunland City. Asaboy, it had dways seemed like an Itdian water town, not precisay a
Venice and something less than aNaples, thrust into the Gulf Coast like a conqueror'sflag.

But now it seemed as ancient as any dying European citadd: It looked asif the conqueror, having
pillaged and raped, had |eft awake of buildings and archways and space. It had been alively seaport
once. It was now avacant conch. The hurricane that had torn through it the previous year had not
touched a building, but it had cleaned the streets of any evidence of life. When he found the Flamingo, he
kissed thefirgt girl he set eyes on, awench in the first degree with abeer in one hand with which to wipe
off that sameKkiss. A teenage boy in aletterman’sjacket sat two stools over. The boy turned and stared
at him for agood long while before saying anything. Then, suddenly, asif possessed, the boy shouted,
"Haly shit, youre King!"

"And you, my friend, are underage.”

The boy stood up--he wastdl and gangly, with amop of curly blond hair, aface of dimming acne, and
cheek of tan. He thrust hishand out. "Billy Wright. | swim, too."

lla,].ll
"But you'relike alegend. A fucking legend. TheKing. King Shediak.”
"Am|?'

"Y ou beat out every team to Daytona Beach. Y ou besat out fucking Houston."



"Did 1?WEéll, it was along time before you were born.”

"Y ou ever seethe display they got on you?' Billy pressed his pamsflat against the air. "The glass cabinet
inthe front hal, near the locker room. Seven gold trophies. Seven! Pictures! Y our goggles, too. Y our
fucking goggles, man.”

"If they do dl that for you at your high school, you should redly be something, shouldn't you?"
Billy made athumbs-up sign. "Fucking-A. Y ou are something, man.”

"I'm nothing," Roy said, downing his drink and damming the glass on the bar for another. "No, make that:
I'm fucking nothing, man."

"What you been doin' dl thistime, man?" Billy asked, apparently obliviousto anything short of hisown
cries of adoration.

"Sdling Jesus.”

"Who'd you sdl himto?'

Roy laughed. "You'redl right, boy. You aredl right."

"Thanks," Billy said, then glanced at hiswatch. "I better get going. Curfew soon. Listen, you come by and
seemeif you got car trouble. | work at night at Jack Thompson's. Y ou know him?1 can fix any problem
with any car. I'm not the King of anything like you, but I may be the Prince of Mechanics."

"Why would anyone careif hiscar got fixed around here?"

The boy laughed. "That'sagood one."

When Roy arrived a his mother's house ahalf hour later, he was three beers short of adozen.

"The great King comes home." His mother's voice wasflat, like theland. ™Y ou had to get drunk before
you saw me. And you couldn't shave for me, could you?' Alice Shadiak asked. His mother wore khaki
dacks and awhite blouse. She had lost some weight over the past few years, and seemed whiter, asif

the sun had bleached her bones right through her skin. A sun-visor cap protected her face. She had seen
him from the kitchen window, and had come to greet him on the porch. "1 suppose you need aplaceto

Say."

"l can stay downtown."

"With your whores?'

"They al missed curfew, gpparently.” He attempted alight note. "Must've heard | was on my way."

His mother sighed asif agreat weight had just been given her. " Some man of God you turned out to be. |
just wish y'dve called ahead. I'd've had Louisefix up your old room. LIoyd'sin Sherry's old room. The

houseisamess. Don't act like such aforeigner, Roy, for God's sakes. Give me ahug, would you?”

Shemoved forward. In dl hislife, he could count the times she'd hugged him. But he knew he needed to
change, somehow. He had not hit on precisaly how. Hewould haveto listen to his own ingtincts, then



disobey them to find out how he might change. He held his mother, smelled her sdtwater hair. When he
let go, shesad, "Sude cdled. She wantsto know when you're going to forgive her."

"Never," Roy said.

"What are you going to do?" Alice asked.

Roy Shadiak said, "Mama, | had adream. It came to me one night. A voice said--"
His mother interrupted. "Wasit Jesus?'

"It wasjust avoice. It said, " Set your place at the table." Something'strying to come through me. | know
it. 1 canfed it. Likearevdation."

"It wasjust adream,” Alice said, sounding troubled. "What could it mean? Oh, Roy, you're vexing
yoursdf over nothing.”

"Thisismy table. Sunland City. | haveto set my place here,” Roy said. Then he began weeping. His
mother held him, but not too close.

"A man as big as you shouldn't be crying.”

"It'sdl | haveleft," he said, drying histears on the cuffs of hisshirt. "Y ou live your life and make afew
mistakes, but you lose everything anyway. Everything | ever had, it dl came from here. Everything | ever
was"

Alice Shadiak took agood hard ook at her son and dapped him with the back of her hand. "Y ou did it
to yoursdlf, what you are. Who you are. Don't blame me or your father or anyone else. All thisbig world
talk and wife-leaving and crying. Don't think just becauseit's been twenty-two years that you can just
walk back in here and pretend none of it ever happened.” Sheraised her fist, not a him but at the sky,
the open sky that was colored the most glorious blue with cloud striations across its curved spine. "No
God who takes my boys away from meiswelcomein my house."

"I told you, | don't work for God anymore,”" Roy said. He went past her, into the house. He found the
guest bedroom cluttered, but pushed aside his mother's sewing and the stacks of magazines on the bed.
He wrapped the quilt around his shoulders and fell adeegp in hissuit.

In the morning, hetook amilk crate down to the town center. He set it down and stood up on it just as
he would in other towns when he had preached the gospel. Folks passed by on their way to work, and
bardly noticed him. He spread hisarms out as if measuring Sunland City and cried out, "1 am King
Shadiak and | have come here to atone for the murders of my brother Frankie and hisfriend, Kip
Renner!"

A woman turned about as she stepped; alaborer in abroad straw hat glanced up from the curb where he
sat with acoffee cup; an old Ford pickup dowed asits owner rolled down the window to hear.

As Roy Shadiak spoke, others gathered around him, the older crowd mostly, the crowd that knew him,
the people who had been there when heéld drowned the two boys at the public swimming pool over on
Hispaniola Street, down near the Esso station, by the railroad tracks.

"No need, Roy," one of the men caled out. "We don't need your kind of atonement. We been finedl



these yearswithout it.”
"That'sright," severa people added, and others nodded without uttering aword.

"No," Roy said, pressing theflat of hishand againg the air in front of him asif it werean invisblewall.
"All these years|'ve squandered my lifein service to others. | owe Sunland City an atonement.”

"Y ou want usto crucify you, King?' Someone laughed.

Others chuckled more quietly.

"That isexactly what | want,” Roy Shadiak said. "Two atonements, two murders.”

A woman in the crowd shouted, "Two atonementsfor two murders!”

"Two atonements! Two murders!” others began chanting.

"Frankie Shadiak!" Roy shouted. "Kip Renner!"

"Two atonements! Two murdersl” The crowd became familiar now. Roy saw Ellen Mawbry from tenth
grade, Willy Potter from the corner store, the entire Forster clan, the Rogerses, the Sayreses, the
Blankenships, the Fowlers. As he chanted and as they chanted as the day |oped forward, they dl
gathered--labor stopped, activity ceased, schools et out for a spontaneous holiday, until the town center
of Sunland City was aseaof the familiar and the new. All turned out for the returning hero, their King,
who passed among them to offer hislife for their suffering.

"Two atonements!" they cried asif their voiceswould reach beyond that Florida sky.

It was what Roy expected from atown that God had turned his back on twenty-three years before.

And then Helen Renner, her hair gone white, stepped out of the crowd toward him. She wiped her hands
on her gpron, asif sheld just finished baking, and went and stood at the foot of the milk crate.

Roy crouched down and took her face in his hands.

"Dontdoit," shesaid. "Roy Shadiak, don't you do it. Neither one of them wasworth it. Wedl let it
happen. We're dl respongble. It may not even fix anything, Roy. There's no guarantee.”

He kissed her on her forehead. "1've got to. It's something inside of me that needs room to grow, and I've
beenkilling it al these years. I've been killing everyone of you, too. Two atonements,” he repeated, "for
two murders.”

Joe Fowler was a crackerjack carpenter. He and his assistant, Jaspar, were at the Shadiak house within
an hour of Roy'sleave-taking of the makeshift podium. He stood on the porch in paint-spatter overals,
his khaki hat in his hands, looking through the screen door at Roy's mother. "We got somerailroad ties
from out the Yard," he said. "They got pitch on'em, but | think they gonnabe just finefor thejob." His
voice quavered. "Wed liketo offer our services, Alice.”

Alice Shadiak stood like stone. ™Y ou and your kind can get off my porch. | don't mean to lose two sons
inthislifetime”



Roy came up behind her, touching her gently on the shoulder. "Mama, it's got to be done.”
"Whereisit written? Where?'
"Onmy soul," hesad.

"Our kind has no soul," she said, pulling away from him. "1 don't need God's forgiveness on my house. |
don't want sweet Jesus tears.”

"It's Jesusthat keeps you here.”

"He doesn't even look on us, Roy," his mother said. "He doesn't even cometo our churches. What does
it matter? Does anyonein Sunland redly believe theré's a Jesus waiting to shine hislight on us?'

"That's because of me."

"It's because your brother and his sick little friend were unnatural and perverted, and God cared more for
them than for decency or nature or for any of us. I don't mind burning for that, Roy. | don't mind that
scrifice”

"l do," Roy said. "'l saw Jesusout in thefields up north, and in the dleys of the falen. Nobody ese did.
And you know why? Because Jesus was laughing at me, he was showing me that he was not going to be
mine. He was going to belong to every fool who walked this earth.”

Joe Fowler nudged the screen door open and stepped inside. "He'sright, Alice. We ain't had Jesus or
God for dl thistime, only those ... things." He shivered alittle, asif remembering anightmare. In a softer
voice, hesad, "I'm getting tired of thislife.”

"I would advise you to get out of thelight, Joe," Alice Shadiak said, sounding liketheretired
schoolteacher that shewas. "I heard about your little Nadine.”

All of them were slent for amoment, and Roy thought for a second he heard the cry of some hawk asit
located its prey.

"Y our boy knowswhat he'sdoing,” Joe said, spreading his hands asif he could convince her with
gestures. Still, he glanced briefly up at the empty sky. "We can't keep on like this™ Then Joe grinned, but
Roy could tell hewastense. "I'm prouder of you now, King, than | was when you won al those ribbons
at the championship. Why don't we get on with this business?’

"Yes" Roy said, feding an achein his heart for Suse and the kids, but not wanting to retrace his steps.
He glanced out on the porch, and beyond, to Joe's truck. " That's a sturdy-looking piece of wood, Joe."

"From the old Tuskegee route, before tracks got tore up. We're going to have to balance them good.
That'swhy | brought Jaspar here." He nodded toward his assistant, who stood, mutely, on the porch.
"We can get thisgoing now, you like."

"Why wait?" Roy shrugged.

His mother retreated into the shadowy parlor. She called to him, but Roy did not respond.

Jaspar suddenly pointed to the sky and made arasping sound in histhroat.



Camly, Joe Fowler said, "Come onin, Jasp, come on, it's okay, you'll makeiit."

Asif too frightened to move, Jaspar stood there, swesat shining on hisface. He stared up at the sky,
pointing and shaking.

"Jaspar." Joe opened the screen porch dightly, beckoning with his hand.
Roy shoved Joe out of the way and ran out to the porch. He grabbed the young man by hiswai<.
The cry grew louder asthe great bird in the sky dropped, blackening out the sun for amoment.

The smell wasthe worgt thing, because they got it on their talons sometimes, from an earlier victim, that
sweet awful stink that overrode all other senses.

Roy hadn't dept anight without remembering that smell. He couldn't get it out of his head for the rest of
the afternoon.

"Where do they take them?' Roy asked.

Joe, who was il jittery, helped himsdlf to the vodka. "Down to the shore. There's at least a hundred out
there. And the rotting seaweed, too, and theflies, dl the crawling things.... it turned my stomach when |
had to go down thereto try and find Nadine."

"That'swhereit hasto be."

"No, King. No. | won't go down there, no matter if it's midnight or midday."

"But how can you abandon her?!

Joeturned hisface toward hisglass. "She'san't her. | saw her. | risked my sanity, and | saw her. It ain't
her. It'salt, not alittlegirl. | told her not to go out between two and four. All of us know about the
curfew. All of usknow to stay insde. And you ..." Joe shook his head. Heraised hisglass asif to toast
Roy. "Y ou're the luckiest son of abitch dive, you can get out, and instead, you decide to come back.

Y ou fucked up once, King, you don't need to keep on doing it."

"How many areleft?"

"Firgt, have adrink." Joe pushed the glass across the kitchen table.

Roy picked it up. Downed the remainder. Set the glass down. "How many?*

"Twenty-Sx in one piece. Therest in asmany asthey leave usin. Some morning, you take awalk down
there. Only, if any of them calls your name, you just run, you hear? Y ou don't want to know whoit is,

believeyou me."

Roy reached across the table and pressed his hand against Joe's shoulder. " That's where we need to do
it

"l an't never going down there again.”



"You'd rather al this continued?"
"Than go down there? Y ou're damned right.”
"I'll find someoned<se, then."

Joe stood up, pushing his chair back. He said nothing. He stomped out of the kitchen and went to Sit with
Jaspar and Alice.

Roy drank some more vodka. He glanced out the bay window. On the roof, two houses over, three of
them had awoman pressed againgt the curved Spanish tile. Their wings had folded against their bodies,
and they were digging with their talonsinto the soft flesh of her somach.

Hewas sure that one of them saw him spying, and grinned.

That night, he found the teenager working at Jack Thompson's garage on the south corner of
Hattatonquee Plaza.

"Billy?' Roy asked as he stood beneath a street-lamp.

The boy dropped the wrench he was using and bounded out to the sidewak. "Hey, it'sthe King. How
you doin'?" He snapped hisfingers severa times, asif he was nervous.

"I'm doing just fine. And yoursdlf?'

"Hey, any day you get through the afternoon heresagood day. So | heard you're going to try
something.”

Roy nodded. "Let'sgo for awalk, Billy. Can you get off work?"'

"Sure, let mejust tell Mr. Thompson, okay?"

Severa minutes |ater, they were walking down aong Hispaniola Street toward Upper Street. Roy had
been doing dl the talking, ending with " And that's where you comein. Joell give metheties, but | need
someoneto help.”

"I don't know," Billy said. "Y ou ever see how big those suckers are?"

"Y ep. But wewon't be out that late. We can do this at nine or ten in the morning. Hell, if you want, we
can probably doit tonight.”

"I heard the beach isredlly abad scene. My dad got taken down there. | heard this guy at school say that
they'relike cracked eggs or they're dl ripped up, only not quite dead yet. If | think about it too much, |
getsck.”

"It must be drange.”

"What'sthat?"

"Wadl, you grew up init. You never knew what the world was like before. Y ou don't know what the rest
of theworldislike"



Billy stopped waking. "I thought it happened everywhere."

Roy shook his head. "Only here. Because of what | did.”

"l don't believeyou.”

"Other places, you can walk around anytime of the day or night and those things don't attack. Honest.
When | wasthe King here, | used to skip classes at two and take off with my friends to Edgewater to the
McDonald's. Didn't anyonetdl you? Not even your dad?'

Billy shook hishead. "Well, if God did this, why didn't he do it just to you?'

Roy shrugged. "Who knows? It may not even have been God. I've never seen Jesus. Maybe theré'sjust
those things. Theway | figured it, it's not just because of mekilling those boys. It's because everybody
here thought it was okay, no big dedl. Nobody made afuss.”

"Y ou loved your brother?

"l did, but I didn't know it then. I wanted him and his friend to go to hell back then. | was the King back
then. | thought | was God, | guess.”

They cameto the end of the Upper Street, which stopped at the dight dune overlooking the stretch of flat
beach.

The full moon shone across the glassy sea. The sand itsdf glowed an unearthly green from the diatoms
that had burst from the waves.

On the sand, the shadow of dow, pained movement as a hundred or more mangled, half-eaten
Sunlanders struggled to die in acorner of the earth where there was no death.

Billy said, "I saw one of them up close. When they got my dad. She had long hair, and her eyeswere
slver. She had thefur, and the claws and dl, and her wings, like a pterodactyl. But there was something
in her face that was almost human. Even when she tore my dad's throat open, shelooked kind of likea
girl. Boy," he shivered, "I'm sure glad I'm up here and not down there. Down there looks like hell."

Roy said, "From down there, up herelookslike hell, too. And it won't just end by itself.”

Billy seemed to understand. "Y ou swear you're not lying about what everywhere e seislike?"

lll S/\/w.lll

"Okay. Let's go down there. But in the morning. After the sun'sup. | sill can't believeit,” Billy cocked his
head to the side, looking from the moon to the sand to the seato Roy. "I'm standing here with the King."

"|sthat enough for you?'

"l guess. | got laid once, and that was enough. Standing here with you, that's enough.” Billy pointed out
someone, perhaps awoman, trying to stand up by pushing herself against amass of writhing bodies, but
shefell each time she made the attempt. "When | waslittle, we used to come down here and throw
stones at some of them. But it'skind of sad, ain't it? Some of the guys | used to throw stoneswith, they're



down there now. Someday, I'm going to be down there too, and if there are any girlsleft, they'll have
babies, and they'll gart throwing stones at me too. Where doesit end?”

"Now," Roy sad. "Inthe morning. Y ou and me and a couple of railroad ties."
"Therésgoing to belots of pain, though, huh?'

"Therésaways pain. You ether get it over with quick, or it takesalifetime.”

Billy rubbed hishands over hiseyes. "I'm not crying or nothing."

"I know."

"l just want to get my head Straight for this. | mean, we're both going to hurt, huh?'
"You don't haveto. | do. | can find someone elseto help.”

"No. WEell doit. Then I'll be alegend too, huh? Maybe that's enough. We just drag those ties down there
and st it up. Oneway or another, we al end up on that beach anyway, huh?*

It was eesier said than done, for they had to borrow Joe's truck to get therailroad ties to the beach,
which was the easy part. Lugging those enormous sticks across the burning sand, diding them acrossthe
bodies, thefaces ... it made amile on a Thursday morning at nine A.m. seem like forty or more. By the
timethey'd arrived at aclearing, Billy was too exhausted to speak. When hefinally did, he pointed back
a Sunland. "Look."

Roy, whose body was soaked, hisice-cream suit sticking to his skin, glanced up.

There, on the edge of Upper Street and Beach Boulevard was the entire town, lined up asif to watch
some elegant ocean liner pass by. The chanting began later. At first the words were indistinct. Gradudly,
the boy and the man could hear them clearly: two murders, two atonements.

"Roy?" Billy asked.

llY@l

"I'm scared. I'm redlly scared.”

"It'sokay. I'm here. I'll gofirg."

"No. | want to go firdt. | want you to do mefirgt. I might runif 1 golast. | can't doit right if I go last--
mean, I'll fuck it up somehow.”

"All right." Roy went over and put hisarm across Billy's shoulder. "Don't be afraid, son. When thisis
over, it'll dl change again. Atonement works like that."

"I wasn't even born when you did it. Why shouldn't one of them do it with you? Why me?"

"Now, Billy, don't be afraid. If they could've done it before, they would've. | think Jesus brought you and
metogether for this™



"l don't even know Jesus."

"Youwill. Comeon," Roy lifted up one of the smdler spikes and placed its end againg Billy'swrist. "This
onell fit. See?It'snot so bad. It'sjust anail. And al anail can dois set something in place. It's so you
won' fdl. Y ou don't want to fdl, do you?'

"Tdl meagain how youll doit?'

"Oh, well, | set thisrope up around my hand so | can keep it up likethis... and then | pressthe pointed
part of the nail againgt my hand and pull on the rope. My hand goes back in place, see? Likethis, only |
haveto push alittle, too."

"Y ouwon't leave me, will you?'

"No, | won'. I'm the King and you're the Prince, remember? | won't abandon you. Now, why don't you
just liedown onit, like that, and your hand, see? It'sgoing to pinch alittle, but just pretend it's one of
those things with the claws. Just pretend you won't scream, because you know they like it when someone
screams. Okay? Billy, don't be afraid, don't be afraid ..." Roy spoke soothingly as he drove the spikes
through Billy'swrids.

By two, they'd both gotten used to the pain of the crosses. Roy tried to turn his head toward Billy to see
how he was holding up, but his neck was too stiff and he could not.

"When'sit going to happen?"' Billy's voice seemed wesk.

"Soon, | guaranteeit. | had adream from God, Billy. Something insde of me knew what to do."

Billy began weeping. "Just because of a couple of queers. What kind of God isthat?"

"It'sthe only God."

"l don't believeit,” Billy whimpered. "I don't believe that God would punish everyone just because of
what you did. | don't believe that God would punish the unborn just because of what you did. It'sdl alie,

antit?Wejus did something stupid, building crosses and crucifying oursalves. Look at that, look up.”

Roy tried to look up, but he couldn't. What he could see was the endless sea, and the shimmering sky as
the sun crigped the edges of the afternoon. The smell was growing stronger from the bodies.

"I don't believein God!" Billy cried. "Somebody! Get me down! Get me down! He's crazy! Somebody
help me! Somebody get me down! Jesus!™

Roy tried to cam him with words, but Billy didn't Sop screaming until an ange dropped from the sky and
toreinto him.

Roy remained, untouched, on the cross, amid the writhing bodies on the shore of the damned. He waited
for some sign of hisatonement, but only night came, and then day, and then the long afternoon set in.

Chosen



When it was over, he remembered the picture.

Because of living in the big city dl hislife, hisfirsthand knowledge of nature had come from PBS
documentaries, or Time-Life Books, or Mutua of Omahas Wild Kingdom.

But he had forgotten about the picture al those years.

The caterpillar, its skin green and trand ucent and wet.

Thewasp.

The bumps beneath the caterpillar's kin.

The caption: "As pardysis setsin, the wasp has proven her superior power."

He remembered what he thought, too, of the picture: that in some awful way it radiated a beauty beyond
conscience.

Thiswaswhat he kept coming back to, later, when it was over, in hismind. Not hisemotiona lifeor his
education or even hiswork, but that picture from abook he'd seen at the public library when he was only
nine or ten. How, evenin hisforties, it could come back to him with so strong a memory.

Rob Arlington awoke one morning and thought he felt something on his hand. He brushed at it but saw
nothing there. A sensation left over from adream, perhaps. He took a quick shower, crawled into his suit
(hewas so tired from being up late the night before), and grabbed his briefcase on hisway out the door.
It wasn't that he was late for work, it was just that for the fifteen years of hislife that he had lived aone,
he hated it. Not life, not work, not hisloves and losses, but just the fact of knowing hewasaoneinthe
morning, that, at his age (forty), there was no one human being who shared his home with him.

The halway, when he stepped into it, was hospital green, and smelled of paint. He locked hisdoor, then
thought he heard anoise from indgdeit. Asif something were moving around in the kitchen. He looked at
his door: to open or not? Could be just an echo from another gpartment. Glancing down the hall, he saw,
just thisside of thefire doors, the super, papersin one hand, adripping paintbrush in the other.

"Exterminator comes on Thursday," the super said. He was taping notes to doors; he came up to Rob
and dapped anoteto hisdoor. The super, with hisfat glasses and balding pate with its twin sprays of
hair, looked like alarge worker ant going about its business. Rob shot him afriendly grin--never hurtsto
be on good terms with management--and lifted the note off hisdoor. It read: "Exterminator comeson
Thursday. 10 A.m." He wadded the note up.

"| don't want the exterminator,” Rob said, gtill vagudly listening for the thing that might be moving around
inhiskitchen. Wasit arat?

"Y ou don't got roaches?’ The super, his glasses magnifying his small button eyes to enormous disks of
glare, thrust out hislower lip in amiddle-aged pout that meant disagreement. "Everybody in New Y ork's
got roaches."

"Nonethat I've noticed," Rob lied. Of course he had roaches, but he dso didn't like the idea of the super
and hiswife going into his gpartment, looking through histhings. He dready had evidence of their last visit



when held been on abusinesstrip to Cdifornia, how they'd gotten in and used his tegkettle. Hed known
it was the super, or perhaps Fanny, hiswife, because they'd |eft behind a set of skeleton keys, which Rob
returned to them hoping that embarrassment would be enough incentive to keep them from going through
their tenants homesagain. "Look," Rob told him, "I've been fogging.”

"Y ou been what?'

"Fogging the apartment. | buy these foggers—-you know--and it killsthem. | don't have roaches. Or
spiders, for that matter.”

Then 6C opened her door. She was clunky and large, like an old piano, with hair in her eyesfrom just
washing, and an enormous towel wrapped around her middle, barely keeping her breasts bound up. "
don't want one ether," shesad. "A bug killer. Don't let him into my place. Let me chance being beloved
of theflies, but | don't want no bug killer coming through my place. | like my privacy."

The super looked at her, then back at Rob. "Pretty soon, everybody's gonnatell me they got no roaches.
Why inhdl'd | cal up the exterminator if suddenly nobody's got no roaches?’

The woman in the doorway glanced at Rob. Her eyes were wide and glassy, like sheld just had great sex
and was now azombie. She was not pretty, but gill looked freshly plucked, which, to aman of Rob's
years (just about forty) wasjust thisside of aluring. She wasless overweight than stocky, and her skin
was pa e from staying inside too much. When the super had gone on down the hdl, through the fire
doors, shesad, "Do you redly fog?"

Sheld been eavesdropping at her door, he figured. "No," he said, "I just don't like the nosy couple going
into my gpartment without me around.”

Shelet dip asmile and blushed, asif shedd just dropped an edge of her towd. "They do anyway. I'm here
al day, and | seethem. They go through al our gpartments. All except mine. 'Cause I'm here dl the
time"

Then shedrew hersalf back through the doorway, hands clutching the door and frame, asif her legs
weren't quite strong enough. She seemed to drag them with her, one after the other.

On the weekend, Maggie came up. When she and Rob lay after the Great Event, him fedling sticky, and
her feding exhausted, he mentioned meeting the neighbor for the first time. Maggie said, "I've talked to
her on the elevator. She seems nice. It'stoo bad about the accident, but | guess we al get smashed about
once or twice beforelifeisup.”

He moved hisarm around, because the back of her head seemed to cut into it a an uncomfortable angle.
"She get hit by acar or something?' Remembering his neighbor'slegs, how she barely moved them.

"Shetold me she's agorgphobic. Staysin dl thetime. Liveson disability. Sad littlething.”
"Sad hefty thing. How the hell does she afford that gpartment on disability?"

"That's not nice, the hefty part. It's her grandfather's old gpartment--he had it since the building was built
in 1906. He knew the Lonsdade family, in fact, when they were designing the place. And she's swest,
evenif sheisstrange. She's only thirty-four--can you believeit? It'slife that's aged her--in that apartment,
al her grandparents things around, antiques, and dark windows, and old shiny floors, she just sitsthere
and collects her checksand ... well, ages.”



"Like acheeseléft too long under glass" he joked. " She clams she's beloved of flies"

Maggie was beginning to look stern; she didn't appreciate disparaging comments about women. "Oh,
stop, you. She's had aterrible life. She worked at agrocer's, but her back bent or something. And then
shefinally works up the courage to get out, into the marketplace, asit were. She went out one day, she
told me, to see her mother, who'sin Brooklyn, and when she was coming up from the subway, two men
took her purse and pushed her down the steps. Twenty steps, she said. She woke up in the hospital, and
couldn't move for three months. She's only been back in her place maybe two weeks. She said she had
terrible nightmaresin the hospital. She's scared of people, | think."

"No wonder | never see her. You heard all thisin the devator?'

"Y ou'd be amazed how much information she can fit in between the fifth and second floors.” Maggie
paused and looked at the wall beside the bed. ™Y ou don't think she can hear us, do you?"

"Not unless she hasaglassto thewall. Hey," Rob said, rapping his knuckles along the wdll, "no spying.”
Somewhere beyond the wall, the sound of shattering glass.

Then, after Maggie left a eleven, hetook the eevator to the basement, the weekend's laundry in the
machine, and counted quarters out. He thought he heard anoise. Figuring it was amouse, heignored it.
There were cracksin the lower parts of thewalls, right where wal met floor, al aong the basement. He
had seen fat roaches run into these hidey-holes when held flicked the laundry room lights on. Always
gave him the cregps; but they're only bugs, he told himsdif.

He put his quartersin the machine and switched it on. He leaned againgt it, listening to the gentle humming
as water sprayed down on his clothes. Rob aways took abook with him when he did his laundry--and
he never |eft the room while his wash was going, because the one time he did, his clothes had been taken
out in midcycle and left on the dusty cement floor. At some point in his reading, above the sound of the
machine, he heard a series of ticks, like aloud clock ticking. Assuming the laundry had set the machine
off balance, he opened it; rearranged the soaked clothing; closed thelid. But theticking continued. He
lifted the machine lid again, and while it turned off, the ticking kept going. He identified the area of ticking
asone of the cracks dong the wal. Then he thought it might be coming from over by thetrash
Dumpsters, down the hallway--sometimes the noises in the shafts echoed through the basement. He
walked down the narrow, dimly lit hall, its greenish light humming asif about to extinguish from unpaid
utilities, and looked around the trash.

Something was tapping from insde one of the digposd shafts. Rob hesitated et first, wondering if avery
large and angry rat might beinsideit, but the tapping continued, and seemed too steady to be arat. He
went, and lifted the hatch up- Something living, wriggling, wrapped in gauze and surgicd tape, dropped,
and heingtinctively caught it, because he saw abit of pink, like ahuman hand, from an undone section of
the gauze and he knew as he caught it that it was a baby.

He had the senseto call the police before he unwrapped the gauze, and was spared the sight of the dead
infart.

"I think it wasdivewhen | foundit," hesaid. "I felt movement. Not for very long, though.”



The officer, named Gage, shook his head. "Nope, she wasn't dive when you found her, Mr. Arlington.
She'd been dead at least ahdf hour.”

"I heard tapping. | think the baby was moving."
"It wasn't the baby," the officer told him.
The next morning, heread about it in the Daily News.

"Must be adow week," hetold one of his coworkers. In the paper they detailed the story: newborn
baby, wrapped in gauze, skin chewed up by roaches, gpartments under investigation, related to smilar
cases of babies|eft in Dumpsters and thrown down sewer drains, left in parkswrappedin old
newspapers, covered with ants or flies or roaches or whatever scavenger insect had lucked into finding
the fresh meat. Therewas hisname: Rob Arlington. Advertisng man. Therewasthe building: The
Lonsdae, Centra Park West, where they refused to let the most famous rock starslive, even the ones
who could pay the rent. It had another picture, older, of aman in hisfifties, in the style of the turn of the
century, a stern-looking man with a Rasputin beard and glaring eyes. The caption read: "The Origina
Lonsdale Scandal of 1917. Horace Grubb and his Theory of Nature." But nothing in the brief article
elaborated on this photograph.

Maggie came by that night with wine and fresh sdlmon. "I thought you could use some cheering up,” she
said, whisking past him in the doorway with her packages. She smdled like gardenia, which heloved,
and wore a bugtier under ashort jacket, atranducent skirt, and boots. He knew she would seduce him
50 that he would fedl better, and heloved her for the thought.

"You heard," hesaid.
"Y ep. Did you actudly talk to the News?'
"What do you think?'

She didn't answer; heredlized that he was sounding grouchy. She opened the kitchen drawersin search
of the corkscrew.

"It'sin the basket on thefridge," he said. "My guessis some poor bastard junior reporter is stuck down
at the precinct waiting for the dirt on arape or riot, and helooks at the schedule of eventsand seesa
baby-in-a-Dumpster story. My name'sright there. He cantt file the story he's after ‘cause nothing'sin on
it. So hetiesthisin with al those other dead babies|eft out to die stories and voil @a--an urban legend
begins. With my name attached to the most recent one. The Man Who Found A Dead Infant In The
Laundry Room Of The Famous Lonsda e Apartments Right Off Central Park West."

"Youreadar," she sad, pouring the Merlot into two glasses.

"I didn't know about the bugs, about how they'd been ... doing that to the baby's skin," he said, shivering
alittle, going over to her, taking the wine, reaching around her back with hisfree hand, between the
jacket and her skin. ™Y ou smell good. Like agarden of earthly ddights.”

"Y eah, I've been gargling with cologne. It's not too strong?”!

"Not a al," hesad, smiling, loving her little insecurities because they made her seem less perfect, more
human. He drew back, sSipped wine, rotated his head around to relieve tension in his neck. "God,



Maggie, ababy. They said it was lessthan aday old.”
"It'sarough place, thisworld,” she said, and drew him to her. "Y ou ever wanted a baby, Robby?’

He dmost was going to cry, thinking of the dead thing in hisarms, whatever brief and terrible lifeit had to
endure; but he held back. Kissed her with gentleness. "I don't know," he said.

"Someday | want a baby, but--don't get that fearful bachelor 10ok--not yet, and probably not from you,
unlessyou play your cardsright.”

After dinner they watched television, and as helay on the couch with her, he saw aroach onthewall.
He picked up his shoe and threw it across the room, but missed it. The shoe made two loud thuds as it
hit the wall and then the floor.

A few seconds later, the phone rang. He leaned over her head ("massive hair," he murmured, "likea
scap jungle') and lifted the receiver. "Hello?"

"SxD?'

He didn't recognize the woman's voice.

"Whao'sthis?"

"Six C. Your neighbor. | got your number from the super. You dl right? | heard anoise.”
"Oh, hello. Yes. | lobbed aBassWegun at thewal."

She seemed to accept this.

Maggielooked up a him, her eyebrows knitting.

He shrugged and mouthed: next-door neighbor.

Thewoman on thelinesaid, "It scared me. After al the news."
"Oh," hesad.

"It was you who found it,” she said.

Hefdt drained. "Yeah."

"Werethey hurt?'

Rob pulled his ear from the phone and looked &t it. What the hell ?
"Werewhat hurt?'Y ou mean, the baby?'

But she'd hung up the phone.

"My neighbor lady is spooky indeed," he said as he rested the phone back inits cradle.



After midnight, he had a craving for frozen yogurt. There was this place down on the corner that made
the best cappuccino nonfat yogurt, afavorite spot of his. So, while Maggie dept, naked except for her
panties, her breasts creamy and lovely above her smal, indented belly, her dark hair obscuring one side
of her face, he dipped on hisjeans and tucked his cotton shirt in, stepped into his shoes, and tiptoed out
of the gpartment. He forgot to lock the apartment from the inside, so he stuck the key (three strikes and
you're out, bubba, he thought as he finaly got the sucker in the keyhole on the fourth try) into the door on
the outside, and turned it so it was locked twice over. Never be too sure, evenin abuilding like the
Lonsda e, seventeen hundred amonth for ajunior one bedroom, even if you've been here for ten years,
he thought. Babiesin the garbage chute, roaches on the wall, anything can happen. Hewas alittle drunk
from the wine, and the thought of frozen yogurt, even with the October coolness outside, sobered him a
bit; by the time he got to the devator, he was standing up straight, and wiped the grin of requited lust
from hisface.

He had to stand in line behind six others, al frozen-yogurt fiends like himsdlf, and by the time held gotten
up to make his order, he decided on the largest size possible. He got two plastic spoons, and tasted the
treat on the walk back to the apartment. He fiddled with his pockets, because he couldn't locate the
keys. Had he left them upstairs? Damn it. HEd have to wake Maggie up after al. He buzzed the
gpartment. Threetimes. Thelast one, along sustained buzz. Findly, she picked up the intercom.

Her voice was deepy. "Rob?!

He giggled, high on Merlot and frozen yogurt. "Hey, sweetie-pie, | locked myself out getting some
dessert for the one | love and me."

Asif she couldn't hear him, she asked again, "Rob?" She was till waking up, he could tell. He looked at
the smal black plastic of the intercom asif he could maybe see her through it if he concentrated. "Isit
you?' she asked.

He pressed the button on hisside. "Y eah, yeah, | got meting yogurt, Maggie, and I'm starting to fedl a
dreft.”

"Rob?" she asked again, weakly, and it sounded, for just a second, like she wasn't deepy at al but about
to pass out. About to cry, or something, something almost whimpery and bresthless. Not like degpiness
aal.

And then he remembered: Hed |eft the keysin the door to the apartment.

Don' panic, he thought.

Pressed the button. "Maggie? Y ou okay? Buzz mein, okay?"

Helet go of the button.

Waiting for her buzzer. The intercom finaly got pushed, but there was just the child-child-child sound of
dead air.

He pressed the button for the super. "It's Rob Arlington, Six D. | left my keysinside."
The super, ever vigilant, buzzed him in with no further identification required.

Rob ran to the devator, and, luckily, it was on the first floor. He got on and pressed Six. The eevator



gaveits characterigtic lurch. He redized that he was clutching the frozen yogurt cup so tightly that it was
al twisted, with dripping cappuccino yogurt spreading down his hand. He dropped it in the eevator.
When he reached the sixth floor, he sprinted down the hall, tried the door. No keys. Locked. He rapped
onit severd times. "Maggie? Maggie! Maggie!™

He heard anoise, and glanced to hisright.

The woman in 6C stood there, in anavy blue bathrobe. " She left.”

"What do you mean sheleft?’

" She knocked on my door about ten minutes ago. She told me she had to go home, and she didn't know
where you went. Here," the woman held her hand out, "she just left a second ago.”

In her hand, hiskeys.

Helooked at her, at the keys. "1 just talked with her on the intercom. | came up on the elevator. |
wouldve seen her."

The woman looked, annoyed. * She comes banging on my door at God knows what hour and tellsme
you |eft the keysin the door and then we hear the buzzer go off and she goes back to the gpartment, and
mister, | can't tell you what else she did, because | came back inside kind of pissed off that | now haveto
wait up for you because your girlfriend wantsto split. If shetakesthe stairs or something, | can't help it.
She'sanicelady, seemslike, but | can't read her mind. Y ou want these or what?' she asked, finaly
tossing the keysto him. As she stepped back insde her apartment, he noticed the light blue bruiseslike
polkadots on her pink legs.

Maggi€e's answering machine picked up for three days, and then he stopped calling. He dropped by her
place one night with flowers, but she didn't answer the door. Even though the lights were out in her
gpartment, he sensed that she was standing behind the door, looking through the peephole.

Then, on Monday morning, she caled.

"It'sme."

"Jesus, Maggie, I've been worried sick. What happened to you?'

"What do you mean, what happened to me? What happened to you?'

"I went out for some yogurt. Y ou were adeep. | didn't want to wake you."

Slenceontheline.

"Something frightened me."

"What?'

"Oh, Rob," she sounded closeto tears, "I can't talk about it. Not like this."

"Will you meet me somewhere? Caf ‘e Veronese?'



He heard her dow bresths, asif she needed to calm down.
She whigpered, "Okay. After work. Six."

When they met, she moved away as hetried to give her afriendly hug. Her eyes were circled with
darkness, and bloodshot. Her lips were chapped. Something about her skin was shiny, asif shehad a
fever. They sat at abooth in the back, and she, uncharacterigticaly, withdrew a cigarette from her purse
and litit. "I didn't know where you went. The door was wide open. The lights were off. Someone was
ingdewith me. I knew it wasn't you."

He noticed that she kept glancing down at her fingers; and then he knew why. She was afraid to look him
intheface.

He said nothing.

"l was just about naked, and scared. | reached for my jacket, but ... it ... it grabbed my arm.”
"A man," hesad.

She shook her head.

"A woman?'

Maggie laughed once, bitterly. "None of the above. It crawled up my arm.”

Helooked a her, and couldn't help grinning. "It was abug?”

She glanced up, saw hislook, and her lips becametight. "Fuck you," she said.

"Sorry. But you got scared by abug?’

"It wasn't just abug, Robert. | knew | couldn't talk to you."

He spped his coffee, she smoked her Camel. Her fingertips were ydlow-brown from smoking.

Asif suddenly inspired, sherolled the right-hand deeve of her sweater up and thrust her arm under his
face.

Dark bruises, in adiamond pattern.

He touched dong them and felt thin blisters a so.

"It attacked me," she said.

"Jesus," he gasped, "Maggie, you've got to see adoctor. Thisisn't just some bug.”

"Exactly," she said, triumphant. Tears shonelike jewelsin her eyes. "It'slike adisease. It fedslikea
disease. It'staking mewith it. Whatever it is. Insde me. It did something. But this," she nodded toward

the diamond bruise, "thiswas only whereit held me. The others...."

"Others?'



Maggi€'s expression turned again to stone. Y ou don't believe me."

He sad nothing.

She sad, "They opened me up.”

v

"Shedoing okay?'

Rob was checking his mailbox. He glanced around the corner, and there was the woman from 6C. It was
eight o'clock, and he had walked Maggie home, put her to bed with agiff drink, made her promiseto

see adoctor in the morning, and then walked home. He was hoping to just go to bed early, himsdf.

Thewoman said, "Y our girl. | heard from the super she got attacked. He said it was a spider from South
Americaor something. He started talking exterminating again--sounded like Adolf Hitler, you ask me."

"Better," he said, "she'sdoing better. | haven't talked with her snce Monday, though. | think maybe she
just needsto be aonefor awhile."

"You think sheimagined it, don't you?'
"l don't know."

"She seemed nice. | don't think sheld lie. | seen spiders asbig asbirds at the natura history museum. She
doesn't s;em like the lying type, your girlfriend.”

"| didn't say that. Something definitely happened.”

"Y ou wasthinking it, though. Hard for guysto dedl with thingslikethat, | don't know why, happens every
day in this city--bugs and thugs. Y ou probably don't believe about the gatorsin the sewer, but | know
two cleaning women who swear by them. Guys, they never believeit till it hitsthem buitt first in the face.
But you ain't like that, right? Y ou half believe her, don't you?' The woman gave ahopeful smile. "l got
attacked in the subway three months ago. My hip still ain't too good. Y ou give me a choice between
getting bit by aspider or jumped by ahoodlum, | choose spiders every time.”

Hemanaged asmile.

"My name's Celeste. Celeste Pratt. Wetalk alot in halls and junk, but we never been introduced.” She
extended her beefy arm. It wasthefirst time held actualy seen her dressed, and it was dl in black like
some East Villager, but it made her pae face sparkle abit. "1 didn't know she got bit that night. I'm sorry
| ragged on you so much. | wastired. Friends?’

He nodded. "Sure."

"Glad to hear she's doing better. Y ou think it was ablack widow or something?'

"] don't know. She won't see adoctor."

"I don't like doctors neither,” Celeste said, shaking her head. "'l believe in homeopathy and stuff like that.



The mind, Rob. The power of the mind. And nature. It'sweird to believe in nature when you livein acity
likethis, an'tit? But | dwayslived here, dl my life, and you look for nature where you canfindit. The
law of nature, way | seeit, iswe got to sometimes give ourselves up to it, like were part of thisbig
system, and your legs--like, say, mine --get bashed, but you just let the pain of heding take over, you let
nature run its course. It'slike Grubb's Nature Theory, about surviva and adaptation. Know what |
mean? Y ou tell your girlfriend | hope she gets better, okay? Do that for me? She's dways been so nice
and friendly to me, | hate to see nice people get hurt, but in this city, you know, it happens every day, but
better some spider or something instead of aguy with abutterfly knife, right?"

Rob stared at her asif he could not quite believe she existed. He blinked twice.
"What'swrong?"' she asked.

"Nothing," he said, then departed for the eevator. Celeste got on it with him and smiled, but didn't
volunteer another river of conversation. On their floor, helet her off firgt, then got off, stood just on the
other side of the elevator door, and watched Celeste go to her apartment.

When she had put her key in thelock and turned it, he said, "Excuse me, Celeste.”
Sheturned to him, beaming.

"Downdtairs, did you mention something about someone named Grubb?"
"Grubb's Nature Theory. Yes."

"|sthat Horace Grubb?'

She nodded, blushing.

"My grandfather,” shesad.

* * %

Sheinvited him into her apartment, to show him her grandfather's books. Rob accepted out of curiosty,
as much to see the large apartment as the texts. The gpartment was athree-bedroom, "dthough it was
oncethisentirefloor, afourteen-room affair, but it was divided up in late 29, when everyone with
anything lost it. My grandmother was from New Orleans, and redecorated accordingly,” Celeste pointed
out the French touches, "and the apartment, what's | &ft of it, haslargely remained as sheleft it in 1964,
when she died. ‘Course, she ruined the floor, the beautiful dark wood floor, what with her wheelchair
scraping aong, it'swhy | have the orienta carpets and runnersall over the place. My mother never
wanted to live here ever since she married back in '48, to my dad, Rice Pratt, but Grammy |eft it to me,
because she knew I'd take the right kind of care of it. But | ain't much of a housekeeper. The bedrooms
are disaster areas-| do al my crap in them--but, here, we can have anice martini at the window.” She
guided him over to the kitchen, which was dark and wooden like the rest of the place; the floors were
dark with alayer of dust and crumbs, asif she never cleaned up after hersdlf; the windows were dark,
too, painted black, supposedly because her grandmother, at the end of her life, could not abide light
because of an ocular problem. But Celeste pressed the small latch to the left, then pushed the larger of
two windows open.

The view was of the park, shrouded in night, and was not blocked by the Cavanaugh Building, asit was
from Rob's smdl apartment.



When both martinis were made, she sat down opposite him and raised her glass. He clinked histo hers
and sipped. Strong.

Hesaid, "l saw in the papers apicture of your grandfather.”

Sherolled her eyes, and flapped her hand in agesture of dismissa. "Oh, God, that business. Grampy's
book was called De Naturis and it basically expounded histheory. Oh, right, right, you want to know
about it, don't you? It wasthat man'srole in Nature was as afarmer and facilitator. We ain't hereto
endave nature, he said, but ‘cause we got to ease the birth, so nature can keep on keeping on, or
something like that."

"How'd he get in trouble over that?"

Shetsk-ed. "It was about the time of World War One, and it had something to do with soldiers going to
France, and some literature Grampy gave out. It was amob thing. Terrible. Would've killed him, too, but
things worked out eventually. But it made the news here for about ten minutes before the war took over.
Put the L onsda e on the map, too."

"Was he antiwar?"

"Oh, no," she said, her breath strong and gin-soaked, "just the opposite. He supported war, he said,
‘cause it meant more human flesh got put in the ground, which was good for crops throughout the world.
He bedlieved that the best use of human beings was as compost or incubators. That's redly where the
trouble was, in hisbig fat mouth. He cheered the deaths of soldiers, because he felt the death of ayouth
was the best food nature knows. He had people, you know, who agreed with him, listened to him and
stuff. Wrote alot of pamphlets. They caled themsalves Grubbites. He was definitely weird. Hewasn't a
canniba or anything like that, even though they said he was. Hewasa ... what do you cal it?"

"Misanthrope?'

"Yeah, inabigway." Shedrank down the rest of her martini and went to get another. Her back to him,
she sad, "Maybe something different, too. He had thiswhole spiritua sideto him, like he believed there
wasagod in everything dive, trees, birds, eventhe air.”

"Sort of apagan transcendentdis, then,” Rob amended.

Shewasdrinking her martini at the sink, haf turned to him, looking out the window. "Everything. Even
unto the smallest,” she whispered.

Rob noticed that there was atrail of ants running from acrack near the top of the kitchen wall, al the
way down beneath the snk. No wonder, he thought, she leaves crumbs and scraps everywhere.

She was watching the ants, too, but she made no moveto kill them. As he followed thetrail fromits
highest point, he noticed that the ants went down to the corner of the shelf where the snk was, and were
trooping across the shiny tile to within an inch of her hand.

Helay in bed that night with hisreading light on. He thought about Maggie, which was plessant after the
martini, about her gardeniasmell, garden of earthly delights--and somehow this reminded him of the ants
in Celeste's gpartment, for he wondered what kind of urban garden they madetheir nest in. Findly, he
turned out thelight and fell adeep.



He awoke, sometime in the night, hearing the sound of awoman moaning from nearby.
Through thewall.

Celeste. Having anightmare. But the moaning continued, escalating to muffled cries, and he knew it was
not a nightmare but a private pleasure. He heard the humming buzz of what could only have been a
vibrator, and he thought: good for her.

Strangely, it aroused him, and the more he listened, the less aware he was of his own left hand dipping
down benesath the elastic of his Jockey shorts.

Just as he was closing his eyes, dreaming about aface ess but beautiful woman, the moaning from the
other sde of thewall turned into a scream.

The screaming went on for nearly aminute, and then died.

He threw on his bathrobe and dashed to the hdll, but by the time he was knocking on Celeste's door, it
was slent. The hdlway light flickered and buzzed; the bulbs would need replacing. He siood there,
looking around at the other apartments, wondering if anyone else had heard the woman's screams. He
gtarted knocking again, and thistime he heard her moving around, asif drunk, knocking things over as
she made her way to the door. Maybe she'd had another martini or two after held left; sheld certainly
gul ped them down fast enough. He saw her shadow beneath the space between the floor and the door.
Shewas standing on the other side of the door, looking through the peephole a him.

"Cdege? Areyou dl right?!

She must've been scraping her nails on the door.

"Ceege?’

The shadow beneath the door vanished; he heard noises as she moved back down the corridor.

From within the gpartment, the chime of a clock.

Two A.m.

He turned to go back to his place, shaking his head.

As he climbed back into bed, he thought he heard the buzzing of her machine again, just at thewall. A
little louder than before. He closed his eyes, wondering if he should investigate further. Maybe sheld just
tripped on something and screamed, maybe she was drunk, maybe she didn't even scream with pain,
maybe it was the way she climaxed, who the hdll knew?

He was adeegp, probably dreaming, he knew, but he imagined that abig cockroach wasriding Celeste's
ass, itsfeders stroking the back of her neck, and itsface turning dowly to look at Rob asit diddled with
his neighbor, itsface dl brawn and callused, with flecks of dirt across the broad platform between its
eyes, and its eyeslooking just like the Rasputin eyes of Horace Grubb.

The phone rang, both in the dream and out of it; in the dream, Rob went running down along corridor in
search of the phone; in redity, he snarfled himsalf awake and reached to the table by the bed.



"Ydlo?'

He heard satic on theline,

Then: "Hdpme"

A woman'svoice.

Its very weakness shocked him awake.
"Celese?'

"Help me" she said, and then asound like high-pitched humming, like the Vienna Boys Choir humming
one note without taking asingle breeth, filled the phone, and it felt like aneedle thrust in hisear.

He dropped the receiver.

\

The door to 6C was open.

The sun was till not up, athough he could hear the honkings and screechings of morning traffic.

Her apartment was it with red lights, like abordello, and he thought of Celeste's grandmother decorating
the place with her New Orleans touches. The furniture seemed bloodied by thelight, and it made him
queasy as he waked through the front hallway. He had a sense that there was movement dl around him,
just on the periphery of hisvision, but every time he glanced at the red-shrouded furnishings, there was
nothing out of the ordinary.

The phone, off itshook, lay in the kitchen.

A smdll, too, there, like clothes that had been swesated in and discarded in a hegp to rot for months. The
window that had formerly held the view of the park had been blackened over with dark cellophane.

Again, he sensed adithery movement, and glanced around the floor, but saw nothing.
He glanced down the dim hallway that led to the three bedrooms.
"Celeste?' he asked.

A sudden noise, as of someone rushing to adoor, and throwing hersdf againg it, diding down to the
floor. Sobbing. Muffled, asif amouth were taped over.

Hisfirg ingtinct wasto walk back to the door, go to his gpartment, and call the police.

Hetook one step back, and stood till when he heard another sound: a repetitive vibrating sound, like
monks chanting aum over and over.

But it was awoman; it sounded like asynthesis of awoman and amachine, for the vibration of her voice
seemed to increase beyond what a human might be able to, and he fdt the vibrationsin the floor and



wdls

Someone threw hersdlf at the door again.

Door Number Three.

He could not turn around and run for cover.

It was Maggi€'s voice that was humming, louder, until he wanted to cover hisears.

Then it was asif he were being swept aong with atide, for he found himself moving toward that door,
that dark red-stained door, moving smoothly straight forward, moving his feet, not one after another, but
together, asif hewerein adream and was not touching ground at al. His heart was beating loud; it was
not his heart, but her humming; his mouth had dried up; he swallowed dryness.

When he reached the door, he twisted the knob, opened it.

The room was dark.

The stench came at him in waves of heet; it smelled like acompost pile.

He stepped into the darkness and reached for alight switch.

The switch waslow, asif made for someonein awhedlchair (her grandmother had been in awhed chair,
sheld said, and had |eft tracks dl along the floor).

Thelight came up, aso red, from the solitary bulb that dangled from athin chain in the center of the
room.

Theroom was small, and covered with dark earth and wet leaves.
Maggielay in mud just afew feet in front of him.

She was naked.

She stared at him, and he could see the vibrations of her lips as she hummed.
Bruises, too, dl dong her arms, ssomach, breasts, legs.

Her humming incressed to a shattering pitch.

There was atwitching, dmost, no, awriggling of skin dong her arms and belly, too, and as he leaned
forward to touch her ...

Asthe humming seemed to vibrate the entire building ...
Hefdt the edge of an antenna stroke featherlike down the back of his neck.
Cdestewhispered in hisear, "lan't she beautiful ?*

He turned around, and Celeste was dressed in agown made entirely of wasps, al with wings twitching,



diamond heads, their thousand legs clinging to her. "I am their chosen, Rob. For what my grandfather did
for them, hismany kindnesses, | got chosen astheir midwife. They won't hurt you, Rob, | wouldn't et
that happen, aslong as you don't try to hurt me, you're gonna befine.”

The wasps moved aong her shoulders, over her breadts, her living clothes shimmering in thelight.
He gasped, "What did you do? What in God's name?"

"Natureis God," Celeste said, "we are here to serve. People build cities like this, and what, do you think
itsdl for us? It'sfor them. We're just part of the colony, Rob. God's amaggot, Rob, turnsthe flesh to
earth. Wereless than maggots, don't you get it?"

"What about Maggie? What did you do to her?'

Celeste shook her head, clearly disappointed that thiswas hisinterest. "It ain't like she'sin any pain, you
know, one of the mothers parayzes her while they lay their eggs under her skin. | ain't gonnamake
anybody go through pain. Not what's not natura, anyways."

The scream on the other sde of thewall.
Maggi€'s scream.
Maybe. Maybe.

Maybe it was Celeste, maybe she was mating with awasp, maybe the scream was pleasure, maybeit's
her eggsinsde Maggie's body.

It was then that Rob felt hismind leaving his head, asif it were leaking out of hisears and drifting
smoke-like to dissipate in the hal. Something short-circuited for him; he could not easily remember
words or how to make hisarms or legs move right; for amoment, he wondered if he knew how to
breethe.

Celeste reached out and took hishand in hers. He watched her do thisand felt like an infant, unable to
make sense out of the world in which held found himsdf. She stroked hishand. "If | want, they'll choose
you, too, to help. | want you to help. | fed likeyou're afriend,” she said, drawing his hand to her bosom.
"It'sso lonely sometimes, being chosen. It's so lonely sometimes being the one that the gods pick.”

He watched the wasps travel from her hand to his, then up hisarm, sometimes biting, but it didn't bother
him, he didn't mind, he didn't mind. He felt them everywhere, al over his skin, and when helistened
carefully he began to understand what they were saying, al of them at once, through their vibrations and
federsand bites.

VI

The season was a hard one, for the earth needed turning, and there needed to be others, for once these
young came up, the mothers would need to lay more eggs after the mating time.

When it was over, he remembered the picture.

He remembered the picture when he looked at Maggie as they were coming out.



The caterpillar, its skin green and trand ucent and wet.
The bumps beneath the caterpillar's skin.

Beauty beyond conscience.

The crud face of nature.

But as he was watching it happen, Maggi€'s eyes on him, her humming at apitch, he knew it wasthe
most glorious and sdlfless act that any human being could ever perform, and he wept with the intense and
dlent beauty as her shiny skin ruptured with conquering life,

"TheLittleMermad"

The beach house was large, and an entire glasswall looked out upon the flat brown sand below the hill,
to the brief line of pavement for the boat 1anding, down where the pelicans and gulls cracked their clams
and oysters and crabs.

Alicedidn't seethe birds or the beach much. That first year she kept the curtains drawn shut. Sometimes
she opened them, standing at the window, smoking a cigarette. The ocean was a haze most of the winter,
but that was fine by her. She wasn't an ocean person. She could not even swim, and she never waded.
She considered hersaf more of anisolationist, and that is precisely what the beach house offered. She
drank alot of her father's stored wine (awood bin had been converted into awine cdlar), and left the
house only twice aweek to go see atherapist in Nag's Head.

Moally came down for avigit that lasted gpproximately six hours before the mother-daughter anger got out
of hand; Mally ill didn't understand the divorce, and being amother now herself, and perhaps (dice
surmised) in abad marriage, Molly was young enough to gill believe in staying together for the sake of
family.

Aliceread alot of books, particularly long fat onesthat took her mind off life and her miserableness et it.
When she thought of it, she practiced her own brand of yoga based on having watched amorning
television show once. When the hangovers from the red wine became unbearable, she dacked off
drinking and became a coffee addict. This prompted her to frenetic activity in the winter; she began
jogging on the beach, findly unable to avoid the outdoors and health (which she kept in check by
smoking and drinking coffee sometimesinto the wee hours), and thus she met the old man who collected
Sdls

Hewas, at firdt, bardly afaceto her, for while her jogging was dow enough to distinguish festures on the
few beachcombers who came down her way, she had stopped 1ooking anyonein the face. She noticed
his hands, actudly, and the cracked, wormholed shells he held in them. His hands were tanned and
rough. Then, another day, she noticed his knees: rather knobby, with fat blue veins down the sides of
them. Finally, she met him the day she sprained her ankle at a place where the sand sank. She sat ona
large piece of driftwood--moving the red kelp to the side--and rubbed her ankle.

Hewalked right up to her. ™Y ou okay?'

She nodded. She still could not bring herself to look at hisface. She looked at hisfeet: he was barefoot,
aswas she, with aparticularly nasty looking ingrown toenail on hisbig toe.

"If you run, you should wear shoes," he said. "The sand tugs a your hedl. It'svery bad for your arches.



It's made for crabs and seaweed, not people, thisbeachis.”

"I'll take that into consideration next time," she said testily. She rubbed her foot.

"Here," he said, dropping to hisknees. She could no longer avoid hisface. He was probably in hislate
sxties; old enough to be her father by ahair. He had brown eyes and thin lips. He must've been
handsome, but it had turned to sand, his skin had, and his nose, the shiny red of alifelong drinker.
Hetook her foot in his hands and rubbed.

"Please," shesaid, pulling her foot back. It hurt when she did it.

"I'm adoctor,” he said. "Retired now, but | know something about feet. Well just massageit alittle.”
"Wdll," she said noncommittally. No one was around to watch, and it did fed good. He pressed his
thumbs into the soft flesh a her ankle; the sensation burned at first, but then, as he continued, it felt warm
and pleasant. She had had aheadache; it melted.

He watched her. ™Y ou need to keep off thisfor afew days. | canwrap it for you, if you like."

Because she was financidly broke from countless therapy sessions and the divorceitself and would not
be able to afford any medica expenseif her foot's condition worsened, she agreed to this. She leaned
againg his shoulder, and he guided her back to her house.

In the master bathroom, he heated torn rags of old towelsin the sink with hot water. Then he squeezed
them, and tied them around her ankle and foot. "The heat," he said, "it helps. They say it'sicethat helps,
but not for this. It'l swell up from the hegt, but it needsto.”

Alice, who knew nothing of medicine, nodded asif shedid.

"Sometimes we need fluids to collect. They carry away the bad stuff."

She dmost laughed. "Sorry, sorry,” she said, "it'sjust that it sounded so undoctorly.”

He grinned. He was awarm man, she decided. Not like her ex. This old man, he was agood country
doctor who cared. He was a house call kind of doctor. He said, "I try my best. | find that al that medical
jargon getsin the way of patient care. Sometimes nature knows best."”

"I couldn't agree more."

He continued to massage her foot through the warm wet rags.

"Y ou collect shells?" she asked, not wanting him to stop.

"I'm rather aimlessthese days. Snce my wifedied.”

"I'msorry."

"Oh, we had quite alife together. Life, whileit lasts, hasits own secrets.”

Alicedidn't quite understand him, but she redlly didn't want to get into the dead wife as atopic of



conversation any more than she wanted to start prattling on about her husband.

"So | walk the beaches like I'm waiting for aship to comein or something. Like an old sdt. Do you
believein mermaids?' His eyes glistened a bit, asif he practiced this question and its anticipated
response.

"No."

"| used to, when | wasaboy.” He grinned dopily. " Do you know that when aman becomesold, he
beginsto remember what he believed in asachild and it dl comes back to him?"

Something sweet in hisvoice; that boy that was him thousands of years before, that little boy, was il
therein hiseyes. She smiled. He rubbed.

"I believed that out in that ocean was alovely mermaid. She and | knew each other, and when | was
four, | would go down to the beach early in the morning, before anyone else was up, and stand on the
edge of theland and sing mermaid songsto her. | imagined her finsand her tail, how if shewereonland |
would carry her to a safe place, and how shewould tedl me al the secrets of thesea. And 1, inturn,
would tell her how much | loved her, how much | wanted to be with her," he said.

Alice began weeping upon hearing this. She could not control it, and it was not just about the pathetic
little four-year-old who sang to the nonexistent mermaids; it was about everything shed wished for asa
child, al within her grasp, gone now, like sand, like seaweter, the way memory dwayseft her bereft and
longing for innocence. He did his hands from her feet and placed them on ether Sde of her face. They
were comfortingly cold.

"A beautiful woman should never cry,” hesaid.

"I'msorry."

"No, don't say that either. Y our tears are like the mermaids.”

She opened her eyesto him and felt that lustful heet of first love again, just asif he were not old and she
were not middle-aged.

He caressed her, and they fell acrossthe bed, her ankle's throbbing becoming a distant and occasional
pinching. They kissed, weeping, both of them, and then he kissed her every arch and turn and curve.

Afterward, shefdll adeep.

When she awoke, the pain was excruciating. The room, shrouded in darkness. The curtains were sill
drawn shut. She gasped; alight came on.

Her doctor-lover stood over her.
The pain wasin her foot. She wasn't thinking clearly because of the pain.
Shereached down to touch her foot, anticipating athrobbing ankle.

But her hand, diding down her leg, ended at a stump.



She touched the air where her foot should've been.
Hesaid, "I had to operate, Alice." He knew her name now, even though she didn't know his.

Hiswords seemed meaningless, until on thethird try to find her foot where it should've been, she
suddenly understood.

Her screaming might've been heard had the night surf not boomed, had the winter not brought with it a
tree-bending wind.

The operation was not completed for Six days; it wasablur to Alice, for he kept her drunk and on
pankillers.

When she awoke, clearheaded, shefdt nothing but a constant stinging al up and down her spine, asif
her skin had been scraped and sheld been rolled in salt.

There was dried blood on the sheets. Severa hypodermic needles lay cardlesdy beside her. Fish scaes,
too, spread out in avermillion and blue desert, piled high, asif every fish in the ocean had been skinned
and thrown about. The smell wasintolerable: oily and fishy. And theflies! Everywhere, the blueand
greenflies

Shetried to Sit up, but her back hurt too much. She fought this, but then parts of her body, including her
arms, fdlt paralyzed. She wondered what drugs held been administering to her --strangely, she felt
euphoric, and fought thisfeding.

Shelay back down, closed her eyes, willing this dream to depart.
She awoke again when he came back into the room.
"Onelast thing," he said, holding the serrated knife up to her neck, "onelast thing."

The blade had been warmed with the fire on the gas stove. She felt no pain as he took the knife and
scored severa ditsjust below her chin. Afterward, she could not even spesk or scream, but could only
open her mouth and emit ableating noise.

Helifted her up into hisarms, kissing her nipples asif they were sacred, and carried her out to the beach.
"I will take you out to your city, my love, and set you free," he said as he laid her down in the bottom of a
small boat. She could only stare at him. Shefdlt resigned to death, which would be better than the results
of the torture he had put her through.

Out to sea, herolled her over the edge of the boat.

At firgt she wanted to drown, but something within her fought againgt it. She managed to grasp hold of
some rocks out beyond the breakwater. She held on to them for over an hour as the freezing st water
smashed againgt the back of her head.

She grasped at the edge of arock; it cut at her hands, but she held on. If | just hang on for another
minute, she thought, just another ten seconds, I'll be fine. God will rescue me. Or someonewill see me.
Will seewhat he's done to me, this madman. | haven't lived dl my lifeto cometo this. | know something
will happen. Something will pull me out of this.



The waves crashed around her, like glass shattering againgt her face. Please, God, someone, help me. Al
she could taste was the stinging salt. Something anima within her was dinging to dl that she knew of life
now, not her marriage or her family or her career, but this serrated rock and thisicy sea.

From the shore she heard him, even at the distance. His boat aready docked. The old man stood there,
anging.

Alice held onto therock for aslong as she could.

Then shelet go.

The old man stayed on the shore for hours, his voice fatering only when dark arrived. He had a great and
lovely baritone, and he sang of dl the secrets of the sea. A couple, walking aong the beach that evening,
held each other moretightly, for his song sparked within them amemory of love and regret, and such
beautiful and heartrending longing.

They watched from a distance as the old man raised his hands up, his songs batting against the wind,
againg the crash of the surf, againg al that life had to offer.

Damned If You Do

Cahoun was swesting up astorm, and it was only ten, but thiswas LaMesain summer, and he actualy
found the talk radio soothing while he worked. He could hear, beyond the chattering radio, the childrenin
the schoolyard across the street, dl yelling and pounding the blacktop while they played dodgebal. He
could smdll the jaw-aching sweet stink of the fat lemonsin the treesthat Patsy had planted when they'd
first moved into the bungaow ten years before. The old shepherd, Vix, was chawing on alemon, which
made the dog whine with sour hurt asthe juice got into his gums--and till, he wouldn't let go of alemon
once he got hold of it.

Cd's beard itched, too, another annoyance on a particularly annoying day, and his shove struck the flat
rock again, or maybe it was a pipe this time--for sure the sewage system ran thisway and that acrossthe
back of the property, and who the hell knew why since the toilets were ways backing up, and the
garbage disposa ran rusty brown ninetimes out of ten.

"Mother--" he began, then held histongue, laughed because Patsy didn't like strong language or strong
drink in her house.

Her house,
It'smy house aswell asyours.

He had been digging for twenty minutes--the ground was dry and hard, and there weren't many places
|eft.

Not that held left any markers, but he had amemory like atrap, and once he saw something, he dways
remembered it.

| remember you, you, and you, he thought, blinking his eyesin the sun, looking from one patch of garden
to another, or there, inthe mulch pile.

He went back in for aPepsi and one last piece of apple pie--she had baked it the night before, and he



had had one too many pieces, but he loved her pies. Theradio was louder in the kitchen, echoing, and a
man was on it talking about his problems with hiswife, and how he wanted to leave but couldn't because
he loved her.

The cal-indj, who clamed to be atherapist, dthough she doled out advice about as bad as any Cd had
ever heard, the Radio Lady, as Patsy cdled her, said, "Loveisnot just astate of being, but an active,
everyday thing, you know --know what | mean? Like you maintain your house and your car, you dso
have to every day maintain your relationship, likeatune-up ..."

Patsy dways had that thing blaring, dwaystak radio, from morning till night till morning.
The Radio Lady jabbering, nattering, bantering.

He wanted to turn it off, but if he did then they'd know.

The neighbors.

They'd know.

Old Fat Broad over the high wall with her arms of beef and face of jug, aways leaning over and saying,
"Whatchadoin'?' Or that brat of herstrying to get over to pick lemons, looking in the windows, trying to
dide through the casement windowsinto hiswoodshop.

Mr. Erickson, whom Patsy called Ear-Ache, complaining about the volume of the radio, wouldn't he
think it strange when the radio went off? Ear-Ache once came over to be neighborly, and asked Cdl,
"So, you'reretired now, what was your business, anyway?'

And Ca had told the truth, although he sometimes lied because he hated when people pried. "1 used to
be aprincipal of aschool down in Dauber's Mill, back before they consolidated. | liked teaching better,
more, hands-on work, but they needed a principa more than they needed awoodshop teacher, so | had
at it for agood fifteen years."

Ear-Ache and Fat Broad, eyes ears and mind on him al the time, wondering if they were looking, if they
were watching.

He never did hiswork a midnight or in the wee morning hours, because he had learned in his sixty-three
yearsthat you could do anything you wanted in life aslong as you did it in broad daylight, when nobody
believed what they saw anyway.

Hetook ahbite of pie and aswig of soda, and looked out across the lawn at the shallow trench he had
begun.

Maybe I'll just put her with thet pigtailly girl, in the mulch.

The problem with the mulch pile, or with any mulch pile, isyou couldn't put anything sdty iniit or youd
ruin it for sure. No bacon drippings, no skin, nothing that had a high st content. The pigtailly girl was
easy enough to scrape, and even though she il had plenty of salt in her, he just had to bury her deep
and hope for the best. Dead mice you could put on the mulch, and even dead birds, but nothing too much
larger or you had apile of shit that wasjust apile of shit.

Ca st the can of soda down, stroked his walrus mustache, scratched his chest through his sweat-stained



T-shirt.
Can't scrape Patsy, though. Can't doit.

Take much too long, and then I'd have to flush too much scrapings. More backup in the toilets, maybe
too much, and maybe they'd have to come out and dig up the lawn to check on the sawage pipes, and
then what?

"No more woodshop, for sure," he said doud.

Hewhistled for Vix to comeinsde, then he turned and went down the narrow halway with its family
pictures tattooed on thewall, al the kidsthey'd had in dl those years. The radio noise got louder, this
time just acommercial. He hated the way on TV and radio, how they made the commercias|ouder than
the shows. They were advertising for Squeaky Kleen, adeodorant. Cal didn't use deodorants, athough
he made an excellent natura soap in hiswoodshop, using an old recipe hed found in abook from the
turn of the century. It was alittle bit of lye and alittle bit of anima fat, and it got skin so clean it practicaly
took the hair right off, with afresh smell, like children on their birthdays.

He went into Patsy's room--they had separate rooms, ever since he'd retired, because she wouldn't put
up with his night fears anymore. So he had the little guestroom, what used to be the nursery off the
second bathroom, and she kept the master bedroom, which looked out over the backyard. She was
amplein her tastes, which iswhat he dways liked about her anyway, and difficult in her emotions. She
had a bed, atable with areading light, her mother's rocking chair, and the radio. It was an old one, abig
jobbiethat sheld had since thefifties, hdll, it took four big fat batteriesto run it, and like hisold Roya
typewriter, she had it repaired constantly rather than replace it with something newer and easier to use.

On theradio, awoman began crying, and the dj lady said, "It'sal right, it'sgood to cry, hey, I'd cry, too,
if that happened to me. But you do have a choice, swestie, you can walk right out that door and get a
life! It'sthething to dointhenineties, get ... a... life. It'seasy. When you do it, you'll see. You'l call a
friend, or afamily member, and seeif you can't stay with them for awhile, until you've got your feet on
the ground, and then you'l get alife. Sound good?'

Thewoman onthelinesaid, "l guess. | thought thiswasmy life."

"What you described isnot alife. | know it hurtsto heer this, but it'swhy you caled in, isntit? It'snot a
life, | repest. A lifeis something you participate in and draw some satisfaction from. Capisce?!

Ca wanted to shut that damn radio off more than anything, but he knew if he did, someone somewhere
nearby would think something, would wonder about something, might even look in awindow
somewhere.

Patsy's eyes were wide, but the tape had held on her mouth. The wire around her ankles had cut into the
flesh, but not too far, and they held well, strung around the frame of the rocker. She'd exhausted hersdlf
all night rocking back and forth, trying to get over to the window; held had to pick her up twice between
eleven and two when sheld spilled forward and dammed her head into the parquet. He'd wiped the
blood from her nose, and kissed at her tears, and used his heart to try and unscramble amessage to her,
to help explain what he was doing and why he had to, but she wastoo busy listening to talk radio. She
never got the messages he sent from his heart, but he dways followed his heart and tried to get her to
understand the direction it took him. It was no use talking to her, because she only understood normal
everyday problems and emotions, not the kind that made a man do what he had to do, a place beyond
words, aterritory of pure obligation.



Maybeif she still went to her job downtown, maybe she never would've noticed.

But she, too, had retired, just had the retirement party at the Sportsman's Lodge down on Edison and
Fourth last Friday night. He was going to wait until she went to run some errands or whatever--and
maybe if she hadn't given up liquor so suddenly, and gotten religion in onelightning bolt of revelation,
maybe she would've been so self-involved she would've missed what he did.

What he'd been doing for twenty-five years.

He remembered his mother'swords, so many years back, on her deathbed. Her advice, her comfort. He
repeeted them, whispering, athough Patsy would not hear them, she would hear the radio, radio, nothing
but radio. "I know it'sterrible to watch your mother dielikethis, Cal. But far worseisit for meto goto
my glory without knowing that you are taken care of. | want you to be happy, but | know the pain life
brings. Wevedl had it visited upon us. Happy isthe man who buries his own children, for in hispain, in
his burden, isthe care and comfort that he laid them to rest before their spirits could be crushed.”

The sunlight burned the windows1I, benesth the trand ucent shade, and he heard old Vix whining from the
kitchen--gtill chewing that lemon.

Patsy smelled, and her face glowed with swest.

Nine children in twenty-five years.

Someone was bound to find out, one day, but he never imagined it would be hiswife. She had used the
soap, she had used the candles, she had blown on the whistle he made out of bone, the whistle with the
little sparrow carved into the side, the whistle like ivory. She had stood by him when he spoke with the
police about each one running away, about the troubles boys and girlslike that faced, not feding that their
biologica parents had claimed them, not fedling a home, not feding safe.

Not feding cared for.

Ontheradio, ateenaged girl giggled and talked about not having her first period until she was sixteen.
He had promised Petsy, too, that he would care for her until death. Perhaps this was Providence
stepping in and making sure he was as good as hisword, athough he didn't believein fate or God or
karma.

Soon, hed have to stop old Vix's breath, too, for what would adog do if his master wereto die?

I've been dying for years, Patsy, his heart said, and I've cared for my own.

It wasn't fun, never, he wasn't one of those who enjoyed doing hisduty. It waslike being asoldier,
shooting hisbrother, but the weight of his obligation was grest.

His mother, too, he had taken care of her in her last moments.

He had no choice back then, when he was sixteen, because she had been the one with the gunin her
hand, and it had taken agood half hour to wrestleiit from her.

Mother wastrying to take care of him, but Cal had known, even then, that it was aman'sjob. He knew



he was damned, but it was a damned if you do, damned if you don't sort of proposition when you came
into thisworld.

Patsy's eyes were bulging, and he never liked to see her worried or in pain, but he had wanted to give her
timeto think it over and make her peace. Life is meant to work out the way it worksitself out, and
maybe Patsy, maybe she would die within the next decade anyway, and if something happened to him,
who would carefor her?

Theweight of duty was heavy, for sure.

The Radio Lady sad, "We are given free choice when it comes to our own behavior, and we can only
change someone elseinsofar as we can change ourselves, you know?"

He looked around for her needles, the long thick ones.

Hedidn't like to prolong pain, and he remembered how peaceful his mother had been, how the gasp
from her bosom, and the stench, and the relief in the act itsdlf, were like opening a sewer pipe of flesh to
release gas and what was trapped insde the gutter of the body.

It was noon before her heart stopped, and nearly one when held taken her down to hiswoodshop. He
laid her across the bench, her neck in avise because it hel ped keep the rest of the body stableif the spine
hed.

Then he went to work, and he cried, as he dways did, and he drowned out the sound of talk radio with
hisingruments.

The sky clouded over by two-thirty. The children were let out of school, and he had to wait until the last
ydlow bustook off, and the last child had finished walking home, peeking over the wdl to taunt Vix into
barking, before he could go out and dig some more. He went to the mulch pile, which was till moist and
humid with dead grass and sour milk and the fish heads from Tuesday's supper. Vix lay down beside him
and let alemon rall from his mouth. The old dog looked at the lemon and pawed it. Ca noticed there
were ants crawling acrossit. He bent over, his back hurt, picked it up, was about to toss the rotting,
chewed, ant-cursed lemon into Fat Broad's yard, when he figured, what the hell, and dumped it down
beside him. Then he pitched the shovel in deep, trying to keep in mind where held buried the pigtailly girl
from two years back. When hefelt he had dug down far enough, he went and got severd of Patsy's
parcels, and plopped them in, and then checked the wall for a py, saw no one, and went and got the
rest.

Vix sniffed the hole hed dug, but the dog was more attached to lemons than anything else out in the yard.
"Find another one, Vix, thisone," Ca nudged the rotting lemon by hisfoot, "thisonesal wormy. Good
boy.”

Hetook theradio, too, shut it off, finaly, and dropped it in, kicked in the wormy lemon and somefish
heads, and covered the whole mess up.

Then he went into the kitchen, sat at the small glasstable, and actually missed the sound of talk radio for
oncein hislife. He went and turned on the little Japanese radio he'd bought for Patsy, the one shed never
used. Heturned it to the talk radio station and kept the volume up.

"I just loved that last cdll--didn't you?' the Radio Lady said. "It'saday brightener to hear something like
that in these times. Imagine, rescuing a cat and someone's grandmother in the same hour. Gosh,



sometimeslifeisdifficult, but itsawaysfascinding, isnt it?"

Cd looked at the telephone hanging from thewall.

At theradio.

Wonder if Patsy ever cdledin.

Shewasn't onefor discussing her life.

Miss her, even so.

The Radio Lady announced the number to cdl in, and Ca went and dided it.
After saven rings, aman picked up, and Cal hung up quickly.

Then he dided again, got the man who mentioned he was screening calls, and asked Cal what his
problem was.

"It'sabout my wife and kids. | have trouble, sometimes, taking care of them.”
The man on the phonetold him held be on in about two minutes.

Two minutes turned to four, when the Radio Lady came on. Cal had to turn the radio down to hear her.
"Wheat can | help you with?"

"Well," he said, then thought he might hang up.

"Don't beshy," shesad.

"I've been ligening to you for along time. Y ears.”

"Well, I've been herefour years so far, so thanks for the compliment.”
"Hmm. | thought it was longer. W, it's about my wife and my kids."
"Isit good or bad?'

"Neither. Just about life. What I've learned. I'm sixty-three, you know."
"Congratulaions. Hey, in't it greet that you people dtill cal in?”

"My wife, | miss her, and thekids. Mot of thekids."

"How many do you have?'

"Nine"

"Holy cow, ninekids. And you raised them al?"

"| cared for each and every last one of them to the best of my ability."



"W, you deserve a pat on the back for that. These days, too many people are abandoning their
children.

"That'sright,” Cd said, "mogt of my kidswere like that. Foster kids. But my wifeand | took them in.
Loved them. Gave them ahome. And | fulfilled my obligation to them, too."

"l wish I could meet aman likeyou," the Radio Lady said. "I'll bet alot of women in my audience would.
So what are you calling about, you catch?!

Cd pausad. "I'm tired of burying them. | missthem.”
The Radio Lady said nothing.

Cd sad, "Oh, they live on, in things, in day-to-day objects, when | wash sometimes, | can smell their
skin. Fresh. So fresh, theway only achild can smell.”

The Radio Lady said nothing.

And then Cal redlized why.

She was crying. "Oh, you poor wonderful man. God blessyou, God blessyou.”
"Thank you," Ca said, and hung up.

He went and turned off the little Japanese radio. He couldn't cry anymore. Except for taking care of Vix,
he had fulfilled his obligations. He just couldn't take care of Vix, not yet.

In the morning, the roses needed hosing down because he had been hoping it would rain and had left
them dry for days. He washed with the sunken-eyed boy soap, and remembered the tight little curl to the
child'sfingers (although he couldnt for the life of him remember names much anymore). Then he went
outside, turned the hose on, and sprayed down Vix while he flooded the roses. Ants crawled out from
the soaked earth, and crawled up the garden wall. Fat Broad was out in amuumuu and barbed-wire
curlerswith her Y orkshire terrier, getting the bl of stringy fur to yap, yap. Before he could take cover,
sheld spotted him and called out, ™Y our wife-—-isshedl right?”

Cal kept the hose spraying and pretended not to hear.

She thinks I'm ancient, o being deaf isn't much of a stretch.

Fat Broad, and her Y orkie, toddled over to thewall, and he smiled, then dropped the smilelike aturd.
Shesad, "I don't hear theradio. Thetalk shows."

"Radio broke. Wifewon't listen to any other radio. She's a peculiar woman. Thirty-five years of
mariage.”

"I'm not surprised it broke. Good heavens, she played it night and day. Y ou must be happy it broke."

He scrunched up hisface angrily. "Not at all, woman. | wasused toit.”



"Well, it'sniceto have the quiet so | can hear my wind chimes.”

"Doesn't get too windy," Ca said, stepping asfar from thewall as he could without getting too muddy in
the puddles he'd created with the garden hose. Vix put his forepaws up on the wall and began barking at
Fat Broad and her Y orkie, so she went back to her own business.

He went and checked the bougainvillea, which hadn't been growing well this year, athough the Mexican
trumpet vinewasin full bloom, with hummingbirds darting in and out of its blossoms.

| take care of my own. My family, my garden.

My obligations.

Oh, but he missed them, their kisses, their hands, their love.

Even hismother, with that friendship of blood that transcended dl others.
It'sover, hethought. It's done.

Someone, in another yard, somewhere, he thought, just beyond Fat Broad's, turned up their radio loud
asif tofill thevoid |eft by Peatsy's blaster.

He could faintly hear the Radio Lady say, "Youreontheair, caler? You'reontheair."

A child'svoicesad, "Hi ... um ... | don't know if I'm Sposed to call you ... but | listen to you dl thetime.”
The Radio Lady said something, dthough Ca couldn't quite heer it.

Theboy said, "l ain't--1 mean, | guess, | haven't ever caled in. Not like this."

Another voice, agirl'ssaid, "Hdlo? Wow. Thisiscool. Hello? |s someone there?"

"Y ou'retaking with the Radio Lady," the other voice said, and although faint, Cal recognized it. It was
Patsy.

Hewent and called Fat Broad back over to the wall. She came over, shuffling like shewas al bound up
ingde that oversized dress, and curled up her nose a him like he stank.

"Y ou hear that?' he asked her.
"Whet?'
"Ligen." Heheld afinger to hislips.

Fat Broad was silent for amoment, cocking her head to the side like she wastrying to roll that last
marble right out from her eardrum.

Another boy, about six, said, "l scared.”

Thegirl, the pigtally girl, Cal was sure, said, "Don't be scared. We're dl taken care of. Aren't we?'



The Radio Lady said, "That we are.”

Fat Broad interrupted Cdl'slistening. "I don't hear nothing. Isit asiren or something?If you tell me what
I'm listening for, maybe| can hear it."

Cd was angry that she was talking so much whilethe talk radio was going on. "No," hesaid. "1 won' tell
you. If you don't hear it, | won'."

"I hear things sometimes," Fat Broad said, nodding. "Maybe you're hearing aghost.”

Cal looked at her sharply. "I don't believein ghosts.”

"I don't mean that kind, I mean like on TV when you have a ghost image. Or now that your wifesradio
broke, you're so used to hearing it that you still think it's playing.” But the woman saw that Ca was
paying no attention to her, so she tramped across her own pansy bed to reprimand her son for leaving his
trike out overnight.

Cdl ligtened, and noticed that Vix, covered with mud in the garden, seemed to be listening, too.

He couldn't fal adeep. He went to Patsy's room and rocked back and forth in the chair, smelling her
smdll. He had the curtains pulled to the window, and he looked out at the backyard. The radio had
gotten louder, just ahbit, but still not to the volume it had been up to when Patsy had been around. He
listened to each of hisnine children talk with their mother, and he listened to her words of comfort, but he
was il very sad.

At least | have one comfort, he thought, at least | can hear them.

And then, around three A.m., just as he was nodding off, he heard avoice on the radio that did not
belong to any of hischildren, nor to hiswife.

It was awoman with such an impediment to her speech, it sounded like atoad was sitting beneath her
tongue. "Ca-hoo, Ca-hoo, heh-up mee, Ca-hoo."

He got out of the rocker and went to the window. He rolled the sde windows open wider, smelled the
Sweet rosewater and the scent of moist earth.

"Mother?' he asked, peering out into the dark.

"Cay-uh, cay-uh," she said, and then waslost in the gatic of the radio.
Shehad said "care," hewas sure.

Care.

Even though shewasn't buried in the yard, but in acemetery twenty-five miles away, she had traveled
through the ground waves, through the sewage pipes of the dead, to speak to him.

He knew why her voice was strange, because of what he'd had to do to her mouth.

He wished now he hadn't. He would like to understand her better, for she was a person of enormous
wisdom.



He watched the darkness, listening for her voice again on theradio, but al was sllence.

Hedrank severa shots of whiskey, not hisstyle at all, and dept late. He dreamed of the sound of
machines roaring and dogs barking, and awoke at nine-thirty when someone tapped him on the shoulder.

He smelled mud and flowers, and looked into the empty eyes of hismother, her face dripping with mud
and sawage. She opened her scarred mouth, the one that had burned so well when he stretched the
electric cord across her lips, between her teeth, and switched on the juice. The scarstook the form of a
star pattern, and when she parted her lips, dry leaves and dead grass dropped out.

Shetook his hand and led him to the woodshop, where the sound of talk radio drowned out the other
sounds, the sounds of the care one human being shows for another.

The Radio Lady said, "Happy isthe man who fulfillshisobligationsin thislife."
The Hurting Season

Thewind had atasteto it, for Leona hung out the wash on the rope strung between the willow and the
sapling, down by theriver, with the smell of shad, dead on the water's surface from running, and the clean
of soap powder and bleach; the Sack was strung up and bounced with each windblow; and Mamawas
boiling meat in back before the flies would be up to bother her; and it was arough wind, aMarch wind
evenin late April, coming ahead of astorm. The river was high, threatening flooding if the sorms kept up,
which they were wont to do, but Theron had done all the clearing, and the chairs and table from the levee
were dready in the springhouse, the old springhouse that no longer flooded, and he was dmost to the
shed now, because the horses were kicking at the stall. The sky wasits own secret blue, unnatura, with
blue clouds and blue winds and blue sun, dl sgnaing asqual coming down from off-idand. He could see
the oyster boats rocking across the bay, two milesfrom the house, just like mosquito larvae wriggling,
and he wondered how it was on Tangier, of that girl he met at Winter Festival--he was fourteen, and she
was nearly seventeen, but he had seeniit in her eyes, thoseflatland idand dull eyes, aflicker of what could
only have been fire when she had let him touch her the way Daddy touched Mama.

The horses, prophesying storm, kicked the wood, and the shed trembled. Mama cried out at the noise,
surprised, but Leona, in her earthly wisdom, just kept hanging sheets and shirts asif the impending storm
mattered not one whit, for it would come and go quickly, afina rinsefor the laundry. Theron kept
buttoning his shirt; the screen door banged with the wind; the blue sky turned indigo and then gray, with
flashes of lightning between. First drops of rain, sweet and cold.

Heran like a horse himself, back to the shed, for he loved the horses and could not bear their distress.
The ground was damp but not muddy, and he galloped acrossit barefoot in spite of the biting chill. He
could fed the rain spitting a his back as he got there, to the door, which he drew back. The smells of the
horses, the manure, the cats, too, for they roamed among the piles and hay for mice and snakes, strong
but not unbearable.

Hisfather wasthere, at the mast that centered the shed, around which the horses were knocking and
frenzied. The mast had agresat length of chain hanging fromit, and the leather strops of discipline, too,
wrapped about its middle. Carved notches marked the days of the season, from Winter Festival to May
Day, the days when Daddy did his penance, the hours of his atonement for asin long ago forgotten. His
father wore no shirt; his chest was covered with kudzu hair that sprawled across his shoulders and
connected to his bdly like inflamed moss; trousers were dirty, shit-stained; boots, too, with blood near
the toesfor they were tight and he would wear them &l during the hurting season.



"Y ou got Naomi upset," Theron said, not meaning to scold, but it was hard to avoid. Naomi was not yet
ayear, and needed gentleness, the old horse, her sire, Moses, was used to the season, the frantic pain
that Daddy put himself through, but Naomi was barely more than afoal.

Hisfather's eyeswere not even upon him, but gazing through him, beyond him, to some richer meaning,
listening to the words, but decoding them. The man's face was yellow jaundice, and the hunger was
showing in the sunken cheeks; the thin blond hair, cut short like amonk's, Theron thought, was dick and
shiny, the swest, pearls of mania. "That's not good,” hisfather said, "you take her out, then, take her o,

boy.

Theron nodded, glad, and ran around the mast to grab Naomi's bit. He tugged at her, but her eyeswere
still wild. Theron looked around the shed. "It'sthe chain. Daddy,” he said, for he knew that ahorse,
unlesstempered to arope, would take fright at anything that resembled one; the sllver chain swung lightly
about the thick wood. On its end was arusty hook, from one of the oyster trawlers that had dry-docked
over in Tangier, and there was blood on it. He registered thisfor amoment, wondering what hisfather
did with the hook that drew blood from him. It was frightening, sometimes, the hurting season, at least to
him; he was sure it frightened Mama, too, for she was moody during those months; Leona, older than
Daddy or Mama, didn't seem to notice or care; and Milla, being so young, accepted it the way Theron
had up until he'd become aware that it was only his daddy who did it, that when he went to Tangier,
nobody else had amast or the chain and strops, nobody else had a daddy that dept with the horses from
February to May.

The boy brought the horse out of the shed, into the dapping rain; the smell of bleach and soap stronger,
and helooked up to see the wash swimming in the wind, but their stays holding tight to the rope; Naomi
tugged away from him, but he kept his grip, watching for the horse's teeth. He spoke to her, camly, and
led her over to the springhouse. 1t would be small for the horse, but sheld be safe and fairly dry, and the
darkness of it would calm her. Hetied her to the upturned patio chair and wiped at her forelock and nose
with the red bandannathe girl over at the Festival had given him, smoothing down the horse's mane, and
withers, to settle her. The horse had the thick hair of the idand horses—-it was said that they could be
traced back to the Spanish ships wrecking off theidands, and hisfather had told him that the harsh
wintersin the wild had developed the breed to the point of hardiness and hairiness. Something Theron
had learned in school, too, a phrase, "survivd of thefittest.” That had been the idand horses, for they
swam every spring around the time of May Day from Tangier over to Chite Idand, which was here.

Here, beneath my feet. Centuries of horses coming to mate on Chitein the spring, and to swim back in
October when winter came too harsh herefirst. Here. Chite was asmall idand, athough the river that ran
through it connected it through the wetlands to the Carolinalsthmus, so it had not been ared idand since
sometime long before Theron was born. Old Moses, he had been a Chiter, and his dam, awild horse
that had never been tamed on Tangier, had died and |eft the one foa, Naomi. Mine. Naomi had a bad
fetlock, the back left, and sheraised it alittle, so he squatted down beside her and massaged it. The wind
through the cracksin the old gray wood bit around his ears, but the whistling sound it made seemed to
steady hishorse. "Good girl," he said, and wrapped the bandanna around his neck the way the girl had. It
smelled of horse now, and perfume, and fish, asdl thingson Tangier smdled of fish.

Theron waited out the storm in the springhouse, and when it was over, in just afew minutes, heled the
horse out to the rock-pile road that spanned the wetlands to the west of the house, and took her at a
canter.

The horse dowed toward the middle of the rock pile, for it became less smooth here, and there were
small gapsin therocks. The sky cleared, but the sun was till not up in the middle of it, but back inthe
west, over Tangier. A red-winged blackbird flew up and out from the mesh of yellow reeds and



dive-bombed a Theron'shair. "Hey!" he shouted. "Didn't do nothin' to you!" He flapped his hands at the
descending bird, and dug his hedsinto Naomi's sde until she galoped some more. His butt was sore
from the pounding, for he didn't have his segt yet, at least not with Naomi, for shewas an errétic
bounder, but he rosefdl rosefdl with her, hisleg muscles feding stronger, and he tried to pretend that he
and the horse were one animd, just like his daddy had taught him. The bird |eft him aone once he was
out of itsterritory, and he guided Naomi down to some fresh water for adrink. He saw their reflection,
the horse'slong, neck, its thick shaggy mane hanging down, and then his own face in the cold brown
water--the red bandannatied smartly just under his chin, and some whiskers on his upper lip. He smiled
at himsdf; she had liked him, that older girl in Tangier, the pretty one. She was brown eyed just like
everybody e se on theidands, and brown hair, and freckles. Her handswere like little brushes on his, for
they scratched and tingled and smooth when she had did them across his palms. "L ookit," she'd said after
sheld doneit, and he had looked at his hands. At the palms of his hands. All red, the pams, like they
were blushing and warm. "Y ou got skin like water," she said, "see-through hands. | can see you through
your skin, boy. Boy." She said "boy" likeit was adare, so he had kissed her behind the booth, where
nobody could see them. He had known what the other boys did, the onesin school, even over inthe
Isthmus, for they bragged about tit touching and pussy stroking and diving and plunging and gushing. He
had felt the dectricity in hisbody, and in hers, and her lips were--gold warm hot sting bite taste smell wet
mud--sensations had gone through him that words did not even come near, for it was hisfirst kissever,
and she had seen his excitement when she drew back from it. She had looked down at histrousers and
sad, "l guessthat meansyou likeme.”

Embarrassed, he had dropped ahand in front of him and clasped it with the other, "Huh?"

"Rising likethat. In your pants. It meansaboy likesagirl. It'snature," she had said, the teacher of his
flesh. She drew aline with her finger down hisbelly to his pants, and circled the knob that thrust forward
from the denim. It grew wet, aspot. She grinned. He leaned forward and kissed her again, but she
pushed him away thistime and said, "Nuh-uh.” But it led him, thisfeding, just like the boys had told him it
would, it led him without athought in the world to anything else.

The horse leaned down, disturbing the water, and Theron's reflection whirled and broke in the water. She
had liked him, that girl, that day. He had changed since then, he knew it.

He was aman now, even if the others caled him boy.

The rock-pile road ended at the Isthmus Highway, rising out of reeds and swamps and curly-down trees
like an dtar of the true rligion. Theron wasn't supposed to take Naomi up on it, for even though few
carstraveled it until summer, when the summer people from the cities came down, and when Daddy
blocked the rock-pile road to keep them off his property, the highway could be dangerous, for an
occasiond truck roared through in nothing flat, and agirl's mother got hit along time ago trying to push
her daughter out of the way and to safety. But Theron, aman now, and cocky, rode Naomi up the brief,
steep hill, batting back the sticks and dead vinesthat had not yet greened since the winter, and clopped
up onto the potholed blacktop. Naomi was faster on the highway, riding down the centerline, for it was
completely flat, and where it dipped could be seen, and avoided, for severa yards.

Ashe dowed her down at abend in the road, there was a car stuck in mud on the shoulder. Theron was
not big on cars, not like the other boys, but this one was pretty and sporty, atwo-seater. A man stood
besideit, kicking the bumper and cursing to high heaven. He was alot younger than Daddy, but maybe
only Mama's age. He wore atan suit, and had rolled his dacks up amost to his knees, which were black
with mud. He was soaked head to toe, caught, no doubt, in the storm. His eyeglasses were fogged in
exertion and frugtration. Cars were like that, which iswhy Theron'sfamily didn't own one.



Theron dismounted, and led Naomi up to the man.
"Midter, 'scuse me, but what kind of car isthat?"

The man looked at Theron asif he could not hear. Almost like hisfather in the shed. Then hesaid, "It'sa
Miata, Mazda, kid. Right now it'sashitkicker.”

"Pretty nice. Never seen one before,” Theron nodded. "Y ou're stuck.”

"Y ou must betheloca genius," the man said, and then grinned. " Sorry, but you ever get so pissed off at
something you can't see Sraight, kid?!

"l guess.”

"So, kid, you live nearby?'Y ou got a phone or something?”"

"Y eah, only we don' let srangersuseit.”

"Okay. Anybody else around here? A drugstore?’

Theron laughed, and covered his mouth to keep from making the man fed too bad. " Sorry-sorry--don't
mean to laugh. Don't mean to. But you're twenty-five miles from town center.” He pointed toward the

direction that the man must've dready come.

"That piss hole? Chrigt, kid, that'satown? | thought it was amosquito breeding ground. Nothing the
other way? Y ou sure?"

Naomi whinnied, and Theron patted her nose. " She's shy. Just shy of hiting, sometimes, | think." Then he
tugged at the bandanna around his neck, self-conscioudy. There was something about this man he didn't
fed comfortable about. "Y ou're not from around here.”

The man shook hishead. "No, kid, I'm adamn Y ankee. Make that agoddamned Y ankee. But don't
hold it against me." The man said his name was Evan, and he was from Connecticut, and that he wrote
magazine articles and was supposed to meet hiswife up in Myrtle Beach, but he was doing some kind of
article on Lost Byways of the South.

"Youwrite," Theron said, smiling, "that'swild. Wild. Me, | barely read. | watch TV. Anything you write
evergetonTV?

Evan shook hishead. "Y eah, | once did writefor the TV news. CBS."

"| watch that. Dan Rather. My daddy thinks he's from another parish, if you know what | mean, but
Daddy thinksanybody on TV is."

"Wl kid, | don't know about that, but | know | hated it. | hate this. What away to make aliving, huh?'
Theron shrugged. "Surviva of thefittest, | guess.”
The wind, which had died, picked up again, rattling the dead reeds, shagging at the budding trees,

dispersing the petas of those that had blossomed early. He could smell honeysuckle dready, up here on
the Isthmus, and it wasn't even May. The man had akind look to him, awrinkled-brow honesty, and



Daddy had always told him that when someone needed help, there was only one thing to do. "L ook,
migter," Theron said after watching the man pace hiscar, "if you don't mind waking down there," he
pointed down the gully, over the wetlands, to the stand of trees that separated Chite from the mainland,
"it's about two miles. I'd let you ride her, but she's shy. My daddy's got a phone, only | got to warn you
about onething.”

Evan sad, "What's that, kid?"

"We keep to ourselves most of thetime. | go to school up in Isthmus, but we don't really mix. My baby
gger, Milla, she never even seen amainlander.”

The man named Evan seemed to grasp thisimmediatdly. "Let'sgo.”

Evan got a cameraand atape recorder out of the back of his car and strung both of them around his
neck liketies. His shoes were brown and would be uncomfortable for the trip--Theron smiled inside
himsalf when he thought of crossing the land on the other sde of the rock-pile road, where the mud
would surely suck him to hisanklesif hewasn't careful. Evan asked, asthey descended from the
highway, down to the road between the wetlands, " Are there snakes down here?"

"Too cold till. Ther€ll be plenty by June. | once saw aman from Tangier bite the head off a
cotton-mouth. Y ou ever seethat? He just chomped, and spitted it out like it was tobacco." Theron rode
Naomi, but walked her dow so the man could keep up with them. He wasn't sure how Daddy or Mama,
or even Leonafor that matter, would take having astranger over; Daddy was normaly friendly with
outlanders, but this was the hurting season, and it might be embarrassing for someone to walk right into
the middle of that. Theron assumed that other fathers had their own hurting seasons, athough held been
too awkward to ask any of the boys over in the high school, both because they dways seemed smarter
than he, and because he was dready teased enough asit wasfor being so different.

The sunwas just past noon when they reached sight of the house, and the wind had pretty much died.
The sky was white with cloud stresks, and the earth was damp, the moss that hung from the trees
sparkled with heaven's spit, as Mama cdled rain when she was feding poetic. Naomi tried to pick up
speed, for the shed was close by, but he kept her dow out of courtesy to the stranger. "How you doin'?"
he asked Evan.

Evan wagged his head around and said, "Hey, kid, can | get a picture? Y ou and the horse and the house
and that thing--what isthat? Some kind of bag?"

Theron looked in the direction where Evan indicated, as the man unscrewed his cameraslens cap.
Dangling from the willow, with the wash, was the Luck Sack. "It'sfor good luck," Theron said. "It keeps
away hurricanes and floodsin spring.”

"How'sit work?"

"So far, so good." He posed for apicture, sitting up proudly on his horse, keeping his chin back so the
man could get aclear shot of the red bandannathat girl in Tangier had given him. Theron wished he had a
hat--his father had a hat, and now that Theron had crossed the border between boyhood and mandom,
he would've liked something brown with a broad brim to keep the sun out of his eyes, to make him fedl
like ahorseman.

"So," Evan said, snapping severd pictures, "you have other good-luck charms?’



Theron struck pose after pose, attempting amasculine look for this one, ashy look, arugged, tough
pose. "We're not much into good luck. It'swhat we cdl tradition. Say, how much film you got in there?"

"Lots." snap--snap--snap. "What'sin that sack, anyway?"

"One of the cats. We got seven. Kittens on theway,” Theron said. "'l love kittens, but cats | ain't so fond
of. Y ou gonna put my picturesin amagazine or something?”'

"Maybe," Evan said, lowering the camera. He let the camera swing around his neck. He reached beneath
his glasses and rubbed his eyes. Hisface glowed with sweset--the two miles had been hard on him,
because hewas a 'Y ankee. The man seemed to be taking in the house and theriver, maybe even the bay
if hiseyedght was any good with those thick glasses. "Are you people witches or something?”

Theron straightened up and grunted, "Nahgr," his pride alittle hurt by such an assumption, "were
Baptists”

"Ronny, honey," Leonasaid, her eyes |owering, not even looking at the stranger; she kept the screen
door shut, and her massive form blocked the way. "I don't think you should be bringing people home
right now."

"Thiss Evan. Hesa Y ankee," Theron said. "He needs to use the phone.”

Leonalooked at Evan's shoes. Theron saw the squiggle vein come out on her foreheed, like when she
was tense over cleaning. "Migter, our phone'sout of order.” Shesadit lightly, delicately, sweetly. Then
shelooked himintheeye.

Evan blinked. "That's okay," he said, patting Theron on the shoulder.

Leona arched her eyebrows and stared at the small tape recorder and cameraaround hisneck. "You a
traveling pawnshop, mister?"

"Nah'm," Theron butted in, "he writes for magazines. He's afamous writer, Leo, he used to write for Dan
Rather."

"Not really," Evan sid.

"I'm sorry, Sir, but you can't come in the house. Thelittle girl'ssick, and like | said, the phone's not
working. We had abig storm this morning. Always knocks out the power lines and such.” She kept her
hands pressed againgt the screen door asif the man would suddenly bolt for it. And then, to Theron,
"Now," Ronny, why'd you bring this nice man al the way out here when you knew the line was down?"

Theron said, "'Cause | thought it'd be up by now," turning to look up at Evan, who kept staring at Leona.
"It'susudly up inahour or two," and, asif thiswere abrilliant idea, he clapped hishands. "I know, Evan,
you can stay and have some sandwich and pie, and then maybe the phonell be up.”

A groan from the shed out back, and Evan and Theron both glanced that way. It was Daddy with his
hurting. L.eona groaned, as much to cover up the other noise as anything, and she clutched her ssomach.
"l tell you, migter, whét little Milla's got, we &l seem to be coming down with. Y ou'd be wiseto get on
back up to Isthmus.”

"Somekind of flu," Evan sad.



"That'sright. That one that's been going around.” She nodded, looking pained.

Evan grinned, asif thiswere agame. "Had my flu shots, maiam. And anyway, evenif | hadnt, I'll survive
it"

Leonalogt al semblance of pretend kindness. "Just get off this property right now, and Ronny, you take
him back up to the highway." She stepped back into the gray halway and shut the big door on both of
them.

"She dwaysthis sweet?'

Theron shook hishead. "'l don't know what's wrong with her today. She'samost ahundred, but dl age
donefor her ismake her ornery." He went and tied Naomi around the sapling.

"| thought you had your marching orders," Evan said, following him.

"I don't listen to Leona. She's just the hired help. Y ou take orders from servants, my daddy says, and
you end up a shit frog. We got them in the springhouse. Y ou ever see ashit frog? They go from the stable
to theriver, but they still can't get it off them." Theron grabbed the laundry rope with both hands and
clungtoit, letting his knees go dack. "Y ou gonnatake more pictures?’

"I don't know," Evan said, but helifted his cameraagain, snapped some more of the boy, and then of the
river, and the house, and the tire swing, and the Lucky Sack hanging on the willow. He looked all
around, through his camera, asif trying to see something el se worth photographing, when he seemed to
freeze. He lowered the camera and turned to face Theron.

Theron shivered alittle bit because of the man'slook, al cold and even angry, maybe.

"Where are thelines?’ he asked.

"Huh?'

"Kid, if you got a phone, where'sthe pole? Wherere the lines? If the line's down, you got to have aline
inthefirs place, kid. What kind of gameisthis?'

Theron didn't have an answer, not yet anyway. He said, "Dang."”

From the shed, a series of shouts, cusswords as strong as Theron had ever heard from the boys at
Ishmus.

The stranger named Evan turned around at the sound, took in the whole landscape, the house, theriver,
the shed, the springhouse, the laundry rope, the bay, the boats, the way the grass was new and green and
damp. He walked over to the Lucky Sack, and Theron shouted, "Mister! Evan! Hey!"

But the man had aready opened the sack, hisface turning white, and he looked a Theron, hiseyesdl
squinching up, and Daddy began screaming at the top of his lungs from the shed, and Old Moses, the
horse, started thumping at the wood.

"You sck fucks" Evan said, weeping, "you sick fucks, you said it wasacat, you sick ..." But the sobbing
took him over, racking his body, the convulsions of sadness shaking him.



Theron blurted, "It's bad luck to look in the Sack, mister."

"Whoisit, you sick fuck, whoisthis?

Theron tugged at the red bandannaaround his neck. "It's private.”

"Listen, you." Evan raised both fists and brought them down on the boy, knocking him to the ground.

Theron was angry, and knew he shouldn't, but told him anyway because he hated keeping the secret. "It's
thefirst girl | ever kissed. It'sthe part of her that's sacred. It'sthe part that made me a man!™

But then Mamawas there, behind the man, and hit him with the back of the hoe, just on his skull, and the
glassesflew off firgt, and then his hands wriggled like nightcrawlers, and he crumpled to the ground.

Millaheld on tight to Mamas skirt, her brown eyeswide, her hair atangly weedy mess. She looked like
an unmade bed of ababy sister; when Theron got up from the ground, he went and lifted her up. "It's
okay, it'sjust fine, Milla-Billa-Filla," he said as he bounced her around. Shewas only three, and she
looked scared. Theron loved her so much, hissister. He had prayed for a brother when the birthing
woman wasin their house, but when he had seen Millaiin the shed, lying therein hismother'sarms, while
the birthing mother screamed as Daddy tied her to the mast, he knew that he would love thet little girl
until the day he died, and protect her from al harm.

Mamasad, in her tired way, "Ronny, why'd you bring him down here?’

Theron kissed his sister on the cheek and looked up to his mother. He was dways frightened of his
mother's rages, for they, like the hurting season, came in the spring and lasted until midsummer. "'1--
don't know."

"That ain't good enough. And don't lieto me, or you shall eat the dust of the earth al your days and travel
onyour bely."

"I--1 guess. | guess because | wanted Daddy to stop hurting for awhile. | want usall to stop hurting for a
while, Mama," and then he found himself crying, just like the man named Evan had been, because he
didn' like the hurting season, and he didn't completely understand the reason for it.

For amoment, he saw the temper begin to flare in his mother's eyes, and then she softened. She bent
down, dropping the hoe a her sde, and gathered him up in her arms, him and Milla both, hugged tight to
her bosom. "Oh, my little boy, you may be aman now, but you will dways, dwaysbe my little boy." She
threatened to weep, too, and Theron figured they'd be the soggiest mess of humansin the county, but
Mama held back. Daddy was silent in the shed, no doubt exhausted.

Theron thought it might be the right time to ask the question held had on hismind since hefirst discovered
about the hurting season. "Why, Mama?'

llRmry?l
"Why doesit have to be us?'

"Y ou mean about the season?’



"Not just the season,” he said, drying histears, "but us here, and them,” he looked acrossthe bay to
Tangier, "over there. We don't mix."

His mother reached over to hisforehead and traced her finger along the brand that had been put there, a
ample X. Hefdt her nail gently tracethelines of theletter. "It's our mark,” she said, "from the beginning
of creation. Passed through the fathers to the sons.”

Theron looked a Milla. "What about the daughters?’

"Uh-huh, that, too, but no birthing, no creation. Our womb must not bear fruit. Y ou remember the
scripture.”

Hedid: "And your seed shdl not pollute your womankind, but shal be passed through the women of the
land to bring your sons and daughtersinto lesser sn. And of your daughter, the fruit of her womb shall be
sewn shut, and neither man nor beast may enter therein. Behold, you and your seed shdl sin that the
world may be saved.”

But when hetold the linesto one of the boysin Isthmus, the boy laughed and said he knew the Bible by
heart and that wasn't in it. But in the hide-covered Bible that Leona kept above the bread box, it was
right there, in Genesis.

The man on the ground began to gtir, his hands twitching.
"I'm gonnatake him to the shed,” Theron said, pulling away from the warmth of hismother'sarms. * * *
The man was heavy.

Dragging him through the mud was made more difficult because of the way he was moving, for thelegs
now kicked abit, and the man was groaning, but the blood had stopped from the wound on the top of
his skull. Theron felt musclesin hisarms and legs begin to plump with this effort; he was sore fromriding,
too, which didn't help, and when he was hafway to the shed, he wished held been smart enough to have
just thrown the man over Naomi and get him to the shed that way. He smelled the stewpot, for Mamallet
it cook al day long, and then when the men, meaning him and Daddy, were hungry, they could just ladle
out a hefty portion into the bowl themselves, for men were too busy with work to it down at table until
suppertime. When he got to the shed, Evan looked up at him, although the glasses had fallen somewhere
aong theway. Theron could tell by the way he was squinting that he wasn't seeing much right in front of
hisface.

"It'sokay, migter," the boy said, "don't worry."

Evan, scrunching up hisface, not quite sure where he was, coughed up some spit, which dribbled down
the sde of hischin. "Uh-awh" was the noise he made.

Theron rapped on the shed door, not wanting to let go of the man's shoulder with his other hand.
"Daddy!" he called, "open up, Daddy!"

The door opened inward, and his father seemed to know what to do. He bent down on one knee,
cradling Evan's face between his hands. His father's face was dick with greasy swest, and there was
blood around his eyes where held driven the fish hooks beneath the lids. He brought hisface closeto
Evan's and kissed the sputtering man on thelips.



Theron knew then that he had done the right thing, for it would mean that spring would come fast now,
and that Daddy didn't have to suffer through the hurting season done. While he kissed the man, Daddy
brought the oyster boat hook with itslength of chain down beside their lips, and began pressing itsrusty
point into the man's forehead to carve the X of their mark upon him so that the transfer of hurting could

begin.

Laundry dried by three, with Leonataking it down, and laying it out across the basket. Millawas playing
on thetire swing, head first through it, her smal fingers clutching desperately at the black Ssdesasshe
twirled around on it. Mamawas napping, as she did in the spring afternoon, and the horseswere cam
again, after the first wave of screeching. Theron sat out on the dock, twiddling histoesin theicy water,
and soon, Daddy came and sat down beside him.

"Give him somerest," Daddy said, but the pain was gone from his eyes, for the first time since Winter
Fedtiva.

"No more storms, | reckon,” Theron said, fedling the weight of hisfather'sarms around his shoulders. A
bird was singing from one of the trees, and there were ducks bickering out on theriver. Acrossthe bay,
the solitary Tangier, so close, so distant.

"Y oumay beright."

lley?l

IIBMI

"Why doesit haveto hurt?'

"What do you mean?"

"Thislife. Why doesthere have to be a hurting season”?’

Hisfather had no reply.

That waswhat disturbed him about life, the very mystery of it, the deepness of itsriver, where on the
surface al was visible, but beneath, something tugged and grabbed and drowned, and yet the current
flowed, regardless.

"L ook there." Hisfather pointed off toward Tangier.

Theron squinted but could see only theidand and the emptiness beyond it.

"The curvature of the earth," hisfather said. "Why doesit goin acircle? Who knows? It'sfor God to
decide. But we have our task here. Wefollow therituas so the circle remains unbroken.”

Theron was fourteen, aman now, he had been kissed, he had helped hisfather with the serious work of
life, he had the mark, but he thought, looking at the eastern horizon, that one day he would go beyond
Chite and Tangier and even Isthmus, and see the places that the Y ankee had seen, in some yonder
gpringtime. He would take what he knew of histask, of his mark, and show the world what it mearnt.

The stories came like dreams, like flights of ravens, like aravening wind.



| am Infinite | Contain Multitudes

First off, I'll tell you, | saw both their files: Jog's and the old man's. | had to bribe a psych tech with dl
kinds of unpleasant favors, but | got to seetheir files. | want you to st through my story, so I'll only tell
you half of what | found. It was about Joe. He had murdered, sure, but more than that, he had told his
psychiatrist that he wanted only to help people. He wanted only to keep them from hurting themselves.
He wanted to love. Remember this.

It makes sense of everything I've been going through at Aurora.

Let metdl you something about Aurora, something that nobody seemsto know but me: it isforsaken.
Not just because of what you did to get there, or how haywire your brainis, but becauseit's built over
the old Aurora. Right undernesth it, where we do the farming. | heard this from Steve Parkinson, right
underneath it isthe old Aurora. | saw picturesin an album they keep in Intake. It used to be adusty
wastdland. The old Aurorawas underground. Back then they believed it was better, if you werelike us,
to never seethelight of day, to be chained like animals and have your food shoved to you in adot at the
bottom of your door. Back then, they believed that nobody in the town outside the fence wanted to
know that you were there. But that's not why it'sforsaken. Y ou will know soon enough.

There was atown of Auroraonce, too, but then it was bought out by Fort Salton, and "round about
1949 they did thefirst tests.

| heard, from local legend, that there were fourteen men down there, just likein abunker at the end of
the war.

They did the tests out at the mountain, but some people said that those men in Aurora, underground, got
worse afterward.

| heard a story from my bunkmate that one guy got zapped and fried right in front of an old-timer's eyes.
Like hewas locked in on the wrong side of the microwave door.

The old-timer, he'still a Aurora; been there since he was nineteen, in ‘forty-six. Had a problem, they
said, with people after the war. He was in the Pacific, and had come back more than shell-shocked.
That'sdl | ever knew about him, before | arrived. Y ou can safely assume that he killed somebody or
tried to kill himself or can't live without wanting to kill somebody. It'swhy we'red| here. He's about as
old asmy father, but he doesn't look it. Maybe Auroras kept him young.

Hewas dways over there, acrossthe Y ard. He knew everything about everyone. | knew something
about him, too. Actudly, wedl pretty much knew it.

He thought he was Father to usdl. | don't mean like my father, or the guy who knocked your mother up.
| mean the Father, asin God The.

In hismind, he created the very earth upon which we stood, his men, his sons. He could name each
worm, each sowbug, each and every centipede that burrowed benegth the flagstone walk; the building
was built of steel and concrete and had been erected upon the backs of |aborers who had died within the
walls of Aurora; the sky was anemic, theair dry and cam; he could glancein any direction at any given
moment and know the inner workings of his men as we wandered the Y ard, or know, in a heartbegt, no,
the whisper of a heartbeat, where our next step would take us. There was no magic or deception to his
knowledge. He was smply aware; cdl it, as he did, hyperawareness, from which had come his
nickname, Hype. Hewas dso criminally insane by aruling of the courts of the state of California, aswere



most menin Aurora

| watched him sometimes, standing there while we had our recregtion time, or Sitting upon the stoop to
theinfirmary, gazing across the sea of hismen. Hisarmy, he cdled them, hisinfantry: they would one day
gpread acrosstheland like the fires of Armageddon.

The week after Danny Boy got out was the first time he ever spoketo me.
"Hey," he said, waving his hand. "Come on over here"

| glanced around. | had been a Aurorafor only four months, and I'd heard the legends of Hype. How he
caled on you only after watching you for years. How he could be silent for ayear and then, in the span of
aweek, talk your head off. | couldn't believe he was speaking to me. He nodded when he saw my
confusion. | went over to him.

"Youretheone" he said, patting me on the back. Y ou couldn't not look him in the eye, hewas so
magnetic, but dl the guys had told me not to look him in the eye, not to stare straight at him at any point.
They dl warned me because they had failed at it. They had dl been drawn to his presence a onetime or
another. He was pale white. He kept in the shade at al times. His hair was splotchy gray and white and
longer than regulation. His eyes were nothing specid: round and brown and maybe alittle flecked with
gold. ("He milksyou with those eyes,”" Joe had told me.) There werewrinkles on hisface, just like with
any old man, but hiswere thin and straight, asif he had not ever changed his expression since heldd been

young.

"I'mthe one? Theone" | said, nodding asif | understood. | had acigarette, left over from the previous
week. | offered it to him.

Hetook the cigarette, thrust it between hislips, and sucked onit. | glanced around for an orderly or
psych tech, but we were done together. | didn't know how | was going to light the cigarette for him.
They dl called me Doer, which was short for Good-Doer, because | tended to light cigaretteswhen |
could, shine shoes for one of the supervisorsI'd ass-kiss, or sweep floorsfor the lady janitors. | did the
good deeds because I'd dways done them, al my life. Even when | murdered, | was respectful. But since
there was no staff member around, | couldn't get alight for the old man.

Hype seemed content just to suck that cigarette, speaking through the side of hismouth. ™Y eah, you
know what it means, but you'reit. Danny Boy, he would've been it, but he had to pretend.”

"Youthink?'

He drew the cigarette from his mouth and held it in hisfingertips. "He was a sociopath, you mustve
recognized that. He had to perform for his doctor and the board. He studied Mitch over in B--the one
who criesand moans dl the time. Mitch with the tattoos?'

| nodded.

"He studied him for three years before perfecting his technique. Let metell you about Danny Boy. He
was born in Barstow, which may just doom aman from the start. He began his career by murdering a
classmatein second grade. It was asmple thing to do, for they played out in the desert often, and it was
not unusud for children to go missing out there. He managed to get that murder blamed on alocal
pedophile. Later, dropping out of high school, he murdered a teacher, and then, when he killed three
women in Laguna, he got caught. The boy could not cry. It was not in him to understand why anyone



made afussat dl over murder. It was as natural to him asis breathing to you.” He paused, and drew
something from his breast pocket. He put the cigarette between hislips. He flicked hislighter up and lit
the cigarette. Although we weren't supposed to have lighters, it didn't surprise me too much that Hype
had one. As an old-timer he had specia privileges, and as something of a seer, he was respected by the
daff aswel asby hismen. It's strange to think that | was suitably impressed by this, hishaving alighter,
but | was. It might aswell have been agold brick, or agun.

He continued, "Danny Boy isgoing to move in with one of the women who work in the cafeteria. She's
never had alover, and certainly never dreamed of having one as handsome as Danny Boy. Within Six
weeks," he will kill her and keep her skin for asouvenir. Danny Boy would've been it, but he wasn't a
genuine person. You are. Y ou know that, don't you?'

"What, | cry, so that makes mered?"

He shook his head, puffing away, trying to suppress alaugh. "No. But | know about you, kid. Y ou
shouldn't even be here, only you come from arich family who bought the best lawyer inL.a | assume
that in Court Ninety, he argued for your insanity and you played aong 'cause you thought it would go
easer for you in Auroraor Atascadero than in Chino or Chuckawala Tdl meI'm wrong. No? How long
you been here?’

"If you're S0 smart, you aready know."

" Sixteen weeks dready. Sixteen weeks of waking up in acold sweat with Joe leaning over your bed.
Sixteen weeks of playing baseball with men who would be happy to bash in your head just for the
pleasure of it. Sixteen weeks hearing the screams, knowing about Cap and Eddie, knowing about how al
they want isthe taste of human flesh one more time before they die. And you, in their midst.” He seemed
to be enjoying his own speech. "Y ou're not a sociopath, son, you're just someone who happened to kill
some people and now you wish you hadn't, and maybe you wished you were in Chino getting
bludgeoned and raped at night, but at least not deding with this zoo."

The bell rang. | saw Trish, the rec counsdor, waving to us from over at the basebd| diamond. She was
pretty, and we all wanted her and we were al protective of her, too, even down to the last sociopath.

"Lookslikeit'stimefor phys. ed.," Hype said. "She's afine piece of work, that one. WWomen are good
for men. Don't you think? Men can be good, too, sometimes, | guess. Y ou'd know about that, |

Suppose.”
"What am | "it" for?" | asked, ignoring theimplication of his comment.

He dropped the cigarette in the dust. "Y ou're the one who's getting out.”

| thought about what the old-timer'd said dll day.

In the late afternoon, | was sitting with Joe on the leather chairsin the TV room after we got shrunk by
our shrinks, and said, "'l don't get it. If Danny Boy wasn't it, and "it" meansyou get out, why the hel am |
it?"

Joe shrugged. "Maybe he means "you're next." Like you're the next oneto get out. That old guy knowsa
shitload. He's God."

Joe had spent hislifein the system. Firg, at Juvy, then at Boys Camp in Chino, then Chino, and finaly



some judge figured out that you don't systematically kill everyone from your old neighborhood unless
you're not quite right in the head. But Joe was a good egg behind the Aurorafence. He needed the
system and the walls and the three hots and a cot just to stay on track. Maybe if he'd been a Jehovah's
Witness or in the army, with al those rules, he never would've murdered anybody. He needed rules
badly, and Aurora had plenty for him. He had aways been gentle and decent with me, and was possibly
my only friend & Aurora.

| nudged him with my elbow. "Why would | beit?"

"Maybe he's gonna break you," Joe whispered, checking the old lady at the desk to make sure she
couldn't hear him. "1 heard he broke another guy out ten years ago, through the underground. That old
man'sgot away to doit, if you go down in that rat nest far enough.

| heard,” Joe grabbed my hand in his, hisface inches from mine, "he knows where the way out is, and he
only tellsit if hethinksyour destiny's digned with the universe.”

| amost laughed at Joe's seriousness. | drew back from him. ™Y ou got to be kidding.”

Joe blinked. He didn't like being made fun of. "Bdlieve what you want. All's| know isthe old man thinks
youreit. Can't argue with that."

And then Joe kissed me gently, as he aways did, or tried to do, when no one waslooking, and |
responded in kind. It was the closest thing to human warmth we had in that place. | pulled away from
him, for apsych tech wastrolling in with one of the shrinks. Joe pretended to be watching the TV. When
| looked up at the set, it was an ad for tampons. | laughed, nudging Joe, who found nothing funny about
it.

| wanted to believe that Hype could break me out of Aurora. | spent the rest of the day and most of the
evening fantasizing about getting out, about walking out on the grass and dirt beyond the fence. Of getting
on abus and going up north where my brother lived. From there | would go up to Canada, maybe
Alaska, and get lost somewhere in the wilderness where they wouldn't come hunting for me. It wasa
dream I'd had since entering Aurora. It was afutile and useless dream, but | nurtured it day by day, hour
by hour. | could close my eyes and suddenly be transported to aglassy river, surrounded by mountains
of purewhite, and air so fresh and cold it could stop your lungs; an eagle would scream asit dropped
from the sky to grabitsprey.

But my eyes opened; the dream was gone. Inits place, the dull green of the walls, the smell of acohol
and urine, the sounds of Cap and Eddie screeching from their restraints two doors down, the small dit of
window with the bright lights of the Y ard on dl night. Only Joe kept mewarm at night, and the smell of
his hair as he scrunched in bed, snoring lightly, beside me, kept dive any spirit that threstened to die
insde me. | had never been interested in men on the Outside, but in Aurora, it had never seemed
homosexua between us. It had seemed like surviva. When you arein that kind of environment, you seek
warmth and human affection, if you are a dl sane. Evenif sanity isjust afrayed thread. Even the
sociopaths sought human warmth; even they, it is supposed, want to be loved. | knew that Joe would one
day kill meif | said thewrong thing to him, or if | wasn't generousin nature toward him. He had spent his
lifekilling for those reasons. Still, took the risk because he was so warm and comfortable, and
sometimes, at night, that'sal you need.

The next morning | sought Hype out, and plunked mysdlf right down next to him. "Why me?"

Hedidn't look up from his plate. "Why not you?' His mood never seemed to alter. He had that stoned



look of onewho could seetheinvisible world. His smile was cocked, like agun'strigger. "Why not Doer,
the compassionate? Doer, the one who serves? Why not you?"

"No," | said. "It could be any one of these guys. Why me?1've only been here four months. We don't
know each other."

"I know everybody. I'minfinite. | contain multitudes. Nothing is beyond me. Besides, | told you, you
don't pretend.”

"Hun?'

"Y ou don't pretend. Y ou face things. That'simportant. It won't work if you live in your own little world,
like most of these boys. Y ou've got the talent.”

"Yeah, thetdent," | said, findly deciding the old fart was asloony asthe rest.

"l saw what you did," he said. Ashe spoke, | could fed my heart freeze. In the tone of hisvoice, the
smoothness of old whiskey. "I saw how you took the gun and killed your son first. One bullet to the back
of the skull, and then another to hisear, just to make sure. Then your daughter, running through the
house, trying to get away from you. She was actually the hardest, because she was screaming so much
and moving so fast. Y ou're not agood shot. It took you three bullets to bring her down.”

"Jugt shut up,” | said.

"Y our wife was easy. She parked out front, and came in the side door, at the kitchen. She didn't know
the kids were dead. All she knew was her husband was under alot of pressure and she had to somehow
make things right. She had groceries. She was going to cook dinner. While she was putting thewinein
the fridge, you shot her and she died quickly. And then,” Hype shook his head, "you took the dog out,
too. Who would take care of it, right? With everybody dead, who would take care of the dog?”

| said nothing.

"Who would take care of the dog?" he repeated. Y ou had no choice but to take it out, too. Y ou loved
that dog. It probably was as hard for you to pull the trigger on that dog asit wasto pull it on your son.
Maybe harder."

| said nothing. | thought nothing. My mind was red paint across black night. Hiswords meant nothing to
me

He patted me on the back as my father had beforethetrid. "It'sdl right. It'sover. It wasn't anything
anyone blamesyou for."

| began weeping; he rubbed his hand along my back and whispered words of comfort to me.

"It wasn't likethat," | managed to say, drying my tears. Although we had been left one, | looked across
the cafeteriaand felt that all the others watched us. Watched me. But they did not; they were
preoccupied with their meds. "It was ..."

"Oh. How wasit?'

| wiped my face with my filthy hands. | was so dirty; | just wished to be clean. | fought the urgeto rise up



and go find ashower. "l wanted it to be me. | wanted it to be me."
"But you wanted to live, too. Y ou killed your family, and then suddenly--"
"Suddenly,” | said.

"Suddenly, your life came back into focus. Y ou couldn't kill yourself. Y ou had to go through al of them
before you found that out. Lifeslikethat,” he said. "The bad thing is, they'redl dead. You didit. You are
amurderer. But you're not like these others. It wasn't some genetic defect or some lack of conscience.
Conscienceisimportant. Y ou couldn't kill yourself. That'simportant. | don't want to get some fellow out
who's going to end up killing himsdlf. Y ou need to be part of something larger than yoursdlf. Y ou need
God. Tdl me, boy: How do you live with yourself?*

| couldn't look himinthe eye. | wastrying to think up alieto tell him. He reached out and took my chin
in hishand. He forced meto look at him.

| remembered the warning: he milks you with those eyes.

"l don't know how," | said, truthfully. "I wake up every morning and | think | am the worst human being
inexigence."

"Yes'" hesaid. "You are. But herésthe grace of Aurora You'reit. You will get out. Y ou will livewith
what you did. You will not kill yourself or commit any further atrocities.” Helet go of my chin and rose
from thetable. "Do you love your friend?'

llml
"That'sright." He nodded. "Joe."
"No guys can't love each other,” | said. "It'sjust for now. It's surviving. It's barely even sexud.”

"Ah." He nodded dowly. "That's good. It would be hell if you got out and you loved him and he was
here. Y ou must be careful around him, though. Heis pretty, and he iswarm. But he has the face of Judas.
Hewill never truly love anyone. Now, you, you will love again. A man, perhaps. Or awoman. But not
our friend Joe. Do you know what he did to the last man with whom he shared his bed? Has he ever told
you?"

| shook my head slightly.

"Ask him," Hype said. He walked away. From the back, he didn't seem old. He had ayoung way of
walking. | believed inhim. * * *

"Tonight," Hype said to me during Recreationa Time. "Two-thirty. Y ou must first shower. Y ou must be
clean. | will not tolerate filth. Then wait. | will bethere. If your friend makestrouble, sop him any way
you can.”

Joe could be possessive, but not in the expected way. He was not jeal ous of other men or women. He
smply wanted to own me dl the time. He wanted me to shower with him, to St with him, to go to the
cafeteriawith him. Our relationship seemed smple to me: we had met about the third week in, when he
caught me masturbating in the bathroom. Hejoined in, and thisled to some necking, which led to achill
for another week. Then | got aletter from my mother in which she severed al connectionswith me,



followed by one from my father and sister. | spent two daysin bed staring at thewall. Joe cameto me,
and took care of me until | could eat and stand and laugh again. By that time, we weretight. | had been
a Aurorafor only two monthswhen | redlized that | could not disentangle myself from Joe without being
murdered or tortured--it was a Joe thing. | didn't fedl threatened, however, because | had grown quite
fond of hisoccasiond gropings and nightly deep-overs. Inaway, it wasalittle like being achild again,
with abest friend, with amother and lover and friend all rolled up into one man.

That night, when | rose from my bed at two A.m., Joe immediately woke up.

"Doer?' he asked.

"The can,” | said, nodding toward the halway.

Because Joe and | weren't in the truly dangerous category, we and afew others were given freerein of
our hallway at night. Knowing, of course, that the Night Shift Bitch was on duty at the end of the hall.

"I'll go, too," Joe whispered, rising. He drew his briefs up--he had the endearing habit of leaving them
down around hisanklesin postcoita negligence.

| tapped him on the chest, shaking my head.
"Doer," hesaid, "'l got to go, too."
| Sghed, and the two of us quietly went into the hall.

In the bathroom, he said, "I know what's going on." He leaned againgt the shiny tilewdll. "It's Hype.
Word went around. Thisisthe night. Areyou redly going?'

| nodded, not wanting to lie. He had been sweet to me. | cared agreat dedl for him. | would be sad
without him for atime. "I'll missyou,” | said.

"I could kill you for this"
"l know."

"If you leave I'll belondly. Maybeit'slove, who knows?' He laughed, asif making fun of himself. "Maybe
| love you. That'sagood one."

"No you don't." | knew that Joe was fairly incapable of something so morally developed aslove, not
because of his sexud leanings, but because of his pathology.

"Don'tgo," hesad.

"For dl | know, Hypeisfull of shit."

"He's not. |'ve seen him do this before. But don't go, Doer. Getting out's not so terrific.”
"l want freedom,” | said. "Plain and smple.”

" want you." Joe seemed to be getting alittle testy.



"Now, come on, were friends, you and me," | said, leaning forward to give him afriendly hug.

| didn't seethe knife. All | saw was something shiny, which caught the nearly-burnt-out light of the
bathroom. It didn't hurt going in--that was more like a shock, like hearing an darm clock at five A.m.

Coming out, it hurt like amotherfucker.
He pressed his hand againgt the wound in my chest. "Y ou can't leave me."

"Don't kill me, Joe. | won't leaveyou, | promise. Y ou can cometoo." This| gasped, because | was
finding it difficult to breethe. | fet light-headed. The burning pain quickly turned to afrozen numbness. |
coughed, and gasped, "Get help, Joe. | think you really did me."

Joe pressed his sweaty body against mine. | began to see brief tiny explosions of light and dark, asif the
picture tube of life were going out. Joe kissed the wound where held stabbed me, as blood pulsed from
it. "I love you thismuch,” he said.

Then he drew hisbriefs down, afull erection in his hand. He took his penis and inserted it in the wound,
just under my armpit. As| worked to inhale, he pressed the head of his member into the widening hole of
the wound.

He pushed farther into my body.
| passed out, feeling wave after wave of hisflesh as he ground himself against my side.

| awokein the infirmary three days later, barely able to see through acloud of painkillers. My stomach
ached with the antibiotics that had been pumped through me. | stared up &t the cealling until its small
square acoudtic tile came into focus.

When | was better, inthe Yard, | sought Hype out. "I tried to makeit,” | said.
He said nothing. He seemed to look through me.
"Y ou know what hedidto me," | said. "Please, | want to get out. | have to get out.”

After severd minutes, Hype said, "Lovetransformed into fear. It's the human story. The last man Joe
befriended was named Frank. He grew up in Compton. A good kid. He tore off another man's genitals
with his bare hands and wore them around his neck. His only murder. Sweet kid. Twenty-two. Probably
he was headed for release within ayear or two. He had an A-plus evauation. A little morbid. Used to
draw pictures of beheadings. Joe latched on to him, too. Took care of him. Bathed him. Serviced him.
Loved him, if you will. Then rumor went around that Frank was getting some from one of the psych
techs. Totally fabricated, of course. Frank was taking a shower. Joe knocked him on the head. Strapped
him to the bed, spread-eagled. Don't ask me how, but he'd gotten ahold of a drill--the old kind, you
know, you turn manualy and it spins. He made openingsin Frank. Firgt in histhroat to keegp him from
screaming. Then therest of him. Each opening ..."

"I know," | said, remembering the pain under my arm. Then something occurred to me. "Where did he
get theknife?

Hype made aface, like held chewed something sour.



"The knife," | repeated. "And the drill, too. Everything'slocked up tight. Y ou're supposed to be God or
something, so you tell me"

Without changing his expression, Hype said, " Joe gets out.”

Theenormity of thisrevelaion didn't completely hit me. "From here?

Hype nodded. "It's not something I'm proud of. | can open the door for about three hours, if | useup al
my energy. Joe knowsit. He wasthefirst one | took out. But he didn't want to stay out. He only wanted
out to get histoys. Then he wanted back. He's the only one who manages to get back. Why he wantsto,
| couldn't say." For the first time ever, | watched worry furrow the old man's brow. He placed his hand
againg hisforehead. A smdl blue vein pulsed there, beneath his pale skin's surface. "I created the world,
but it's not perfect.”

" Joe knows how to get out?"

"l didn't say that. | can get it open. | just can't keegp him from going back and forth. And then it closes
agan.

| wasn't sure how to pose my next question, because there was amystery to this place where men got
out. | had figured it to be down in the old underground, where Hype would know the route of the
[abyrinthine tunnds. "Where doesit go?'

"That," Hype sghed, "I can't tell you, having never been throughiit. | just know it takes you out."

Back in my own bed that night, trying to deep, | fet hishand. Joe's hand. On my shoulder. He dipped
swiftly between the coversto cradle my body againgt his. "Doer," he said. "'l missed you."

"Get off me." | tried to shrug him away. He was burning with some fever. A few drops of his swesat
touched the back of my neck.

"No." Hetugged himsdlf in closer. | could fed hiswarm bresth on my neck. "l want you."
"Not after what you did."

He said nothing more with words. His mouth opened against my neck, and | felt histongue heet my sore
muscles. All hislanguage came through histhroat and mouth, and | let him. | hated him, but | let him.

Afterward, | whispered, "l want out.”

"No you don't."

"Yes. | don't careif you stab me again. | want out. Y ou going to get me out?"
| waited along timefor hisanswer, then fell adeep.

| was gill waiting for hisanswer three days later.

| cornered him in the shower, placing my hands on either sde of him. | could encompass his body within
my arms. | stared straight into hiseyes. "'l want out.”



He curled hisupper lip; | thought he would answer, but first, he spat in my face. "'l saved you. Y ou don't
even care. Out is not where you want to be. In heré's the only safe place. Y ou get fed, you got abed.”
He leaned closer to me. "'Y ou have someone who loves you."

| was prepared thistime. | brought my fist against his face and smashed him ashard as| could. His head
lolled to the side, and | heard a sharp crack as his skull hit the mildewed tile wall. When he turned to face
me again, there was blood at the corner of hislips. A smile grew from the blood.

"Okay," Joe said. ™Y ou want out. It can be arranged.”
"Good. Next time, | kill you."
"Yeah." He nodded.

Asl| |eft the shower room, | glanced back at him for asecond. He stood under the showerhead, water
streaming down--it almost looked like tears as the water streamed in rivulets across hisface, taking with
it theblood at hislips.

An hour later, Hype found me out by the crude baseball diamond we'd drawn in the Y ard, under the
shade of severa oak treesthat grew just beyond the high fence.

"Y our lover told me we're moving up the schedule. Shouldn't do this but once every few years. You
should've gotten out that night. Joe shouldn't have stopped you. Any ideawhy he did?'

| kicked a home plate, which was adrawing in the dirt. Aurorawas afunny place that way--because of
things being considered dangerous around the inmates, even home plate had to be just adrawing and not
thered thing. Thered thing here were the fences and the factorylike buildings. "No," | said. "Maybe he's
inlove with me and doesn't want to lose me. | don't care. He can go to hell asfar as1'm concerned.”

"l oncetried to get out,” Hype said, ignoring me. "It was back in the early fifties. | wasjust akid. Me and
my buddies. | tried to get out, but back then there was only one way--a coffin. Not a happy system. |
didn't know then that I'd rather bein here than out there.”

"Make sense, old man,” | said, frustrated. | wanted to kick him. The thought of spending another night in
this place with Joe on top of me wasn't my ideaof living.

"A little patiencell go along way, Doer," he said. It felt like acommandment. He continued, "Then they
dtarted doing those tests--bombs and al kinds of things, twenty, thirty miles away. Some closer, they
said. Somethis side of the mountain. We lived below back then. Me and Skimp and Ralph. Others, too,
but these were my tribe. We were shell-shocked and crazy, and we were put in with the paranoid
schizophrenics and sociopaths and a coholics—-all of ustogether. Some restrained to awall, some bound
up in straitjackets. Some of us roaming freein the subterranean hdlways. Skimp, he thought he was il
on asubmarine. Heredly did. But | knew where we were--in the farthest ring of hell. And then, one
morning, around three A.m., | heard Skimp whimpering from his bunk. | go over there, because he had
nightmaresalot. | usualy woke him up and told him a story so he could fal back to deep. Only, Skimp
was bardly there. Hisflesh had melted like cheese on ahot plate, until it was hard to tell where the sheets
left off and Skimp began. He was making a noise through his nodgtrils. It was like someone snoring, only
he was trying to scream. Others, too, crying out, and then | felt it--like my blood was spinning around. |
heard since that it was like we got stuck in amicrowave. The entire place seemed to shimmer, and |
knew to cover my eyes. | had learned allittle about these tests, and | knew that moist parts of the body
were the most vulnerable. That'swhy insects aren't very affected by it--they've got exoskeletons. All their



soft partsare on their insides. | felt drunk and happy, too, even while my mouth opened to scream, and |
went to my hiding place, covering mysdlf with blankets. | crawled asfar back into my hiding place as|
could go, and then | saw some broken concrete and started scraping at it. | managed to push my way
through it, farther, into darkness. But | got away from the noise and the heat. Later, | heard that it was
some test that had leaked out. Some underground nuclear testing. We were al exposed, those who
survived. Never saw Skimp or Ralph again, and | wastold they were transferred--back in those days, no
oneinvestigated anyone or anything. | knew they'd died, and | knew how they'd died. Thereweretimes|
wished I'd died, too. Every day. That'swhen | learned about my divinity. It waslike Chrigt climbing the
cross--he may or may not have been God before he climbed onto that cross, but you know for sure he
was God once he was up there. | wasn't God before that day, but afterward, | was."

Hype was aterrific goryteller, and while | wasin awe of that ability, | sared at him asif hewerethe
most insane man on the face of the earth.

"So | found away out," he concluded.
"If that's true, how come you don't get out?’

"It'smy fate. Others can go through, but | must stay. It's my duty. Trust me, you think God likesto be on
earth? It'sas much an asylum out there asitisin here.”

| was beginning to think that al of thistalk about going through and getting out was an elaborate joke for
which the only punch line would be my disgppointment. | decided to hell withit al: The old man could not
get me out no matter how terrific his storieswere. | was going to spend therest of my life with Joe
pawing me. | went to bed early, hoping to find some escape in dreams.

| awokethat night, aflashlight in my face.

Joe sad, "Get up. Thisiswhat you want, right?" His voice was calm, not the usua nocturna passionate
whisper of the Joe who caressed me. He hadn't touched me at all. | was somewhat relieved.

"Huh?" | asked. "What's going on?'

"Y ou want to get out. Let'sgo. Y ou've got to take ashower first." | felt hishand tug at my wrist. "Get the
hdll up," he said.

The shower was cold. | spread [vory soap across my skin, rubbing it briskly under my arms, around my
healing wound, down my stomach, thighs, backs of legs, between my toes, around my crotch. Joe
watched me the whole time. His expression was congtant: a stone statue without emotion.

"It doesn't haveto end likethis" | said. "I'm going to missyou.”
"Shut up,” hesaid. "l don't likeliars.”

When | had toweled mysdlf off, heled me, naked, down the dimly lit hal. Thedarm wasusudly on &t the
double doors at the end of the hal, but itslight was shut off. Joe pushed the door open, drawing me
along. The place seemed dead. Hearing the sound of footstepsin the next ward, he covered my mouth
with hishand and drew me quickly into an inmate's room. Then, afew minutes later, we continued on to
the cafeteria. He had a key to the kitchen; he unlocked its door. | followed him through the dark kitchen,
careful to avoid bumping into the great metd counters and shelves. Findly, he unlocked another door at
the rear of the kitchen. Thisled to anarrow halway. At the end of the hallway, another door, which was



open.
Hype stood there, frozen in the flashlight beam.

"Hey," | sad.

Hype put afinger to hislips. He wore a bathrobe that was a shiny purplein thelight.

He turned, going ahead of us, with Joe behind me. | followed the old man down the stone steps.

We were entering the old Aurora, the one that stretched for miles benesth the aboveground Aurora. We
walked single file down more narrow corridors, the sound of dripping water al around. At one point, |
felt something brush my feet--alarge insect, perhaps, or amouse. The place smelled of wet moss, and
carried its own humidity, stronger than what existed in the upper world. For awhileit did seem that Hype
had been right: Thiswasthe farthest ring of hell.

But I'm getting out, | thought. I'll go through any sewer that man has invented to get out. To go through.
To bedonewithdl this

Joe rested his hand on my shoulder for a brief moment. He whispered in my ear, "Y ou don't haveto do
this. | waswrong. | love you. Don't get out.”

| stopped, feding his sweet bresth on my neck. Even though | had beenin Auroraonly alittle over four
months, | had begun getting used to it. If | stayed longer, | would become part of it, and the outside
world would be dien and terrifying to me. | saw it in other men, including Joe. Thiswasthe only world of
importance to them.

"Why the change?' | asked.

"Y ou don't want to go through. | want you here with me."

"No, thanks." | put al the venom | could into those two words. | added, "And by theway, Joe, if | had a
gun I'd shoot your balls off for what you did to me."

"Y ou don't understand.” He shook his head like ahurt little boy.

Hypewas dready severa stepsahead. | caught up with him while Joe lagged behind.

"I'm going out through that hiding place you talked about,” | guessed.

"No," he said. When he got to a cell, he led me through the open doorway.

A feeblelight emanated within the room--aydlowish-green light, asif glowworms had been swiped dong
the walls until their phosphorescence remained. It was your basic large tank, looking asif it had been
compromised by the severa earthquakes of the past few years.

Joe entered behind me. "Thisiswhere Hype and hisfriendslived. Thisiswhereit happened.” He shined
the flashlight across the green light. | shivered, because for amoment | felt asif the ghosts of those men
were dill here, dill trgpped inthe old Aurora. "Tel him, Hype. Tell him."

Hype wandered the room, asif measuring the paces. "Raph had this area. He had his papers and



books--he was aways a big reader. Skimp was over there," he pointed to the opposite side of the cell,
"his submarine deck."

"Tdl himthewholething,” Joe said.

In the green light of theroom, as| glanced back at Joe, | saw that he had arevolver in hisright hand.
"Tdl him," he repesated.

"Wherethe hell did you get that?" | pointed to the gun.

"You can't ever go back," Hype said. "Once you're out, you can never go back. | won't let you back.
Understood?'

| nodded. Asif | was ever going to want to return to Aurora.

"Tdl him," Joe said to Hype. Thistime he pointed the gun at Hype. Then, to me, he said, "The gun was
down here. | get dl my weapons here. We get al kinds of things down here. Hype is God, remember?
Hecreatesdl things."

"To hdl with this™ | said, figuring this bad make-believe had gonetoo far. "Y ou can't get me out, can
you?'

Hype nodded. "Yes, | can. | am God, Joe. Those underground tests, they made me God. They were my
cross. I'm the only survivor. The orderlies, the doctors, the patients, I'm the only one. That'swhen |
became God."

"Y ou want to get out, right?' Joe snarled at me. "Right?' He waved the gun for me to move over to the
far wall.

Hype turned, dropping hisrobe. Beneath it he was naked, the skin of hisback like along festering sore.
Theimprint of hundreds of gtitchesall dong his spine, across the back of hisrib cage. To theright of this,
afig-sze cavity just above hisleft thigh, on hisside.

"Tel him," Joesaid.

The old man began spesking, asif he couldn't confessthisto my face. "Insde meisthe door. Thetunnd,
Joe. To get through, you've got to enter me.”

The must vulgar agpect of thishit me, and | groaned in revulsion.

Joe laughed. "Not what you think, Doer. Not like what you like to do to me. Or vice versa. Hisskin
changed after the tests. Down here, it changes again. Look--it'slike ariver, look!"

At firg | didn't know what he was pointing at--his finger tapped against Hype's wrinkled back.

Then, before | noticed any change, | felt something degp in my gut. A tightening. A terrible physica
coiling within me, asif my body knew what was happening before my brain did.

| watched in horror asthe old man's skin rippled aong the spine. A dit broke open from one of the
ancient wounds. It widened, gaping. Joe came closer, shining hisflashlight into its crimson-spattered
entry. It waslike ared velvet curtain, moist, undulating. A smell like adead anima from within. The



scent, too, of fresh mest.
Joe pressed the gun against my head. "Go through.”
My firgt ingtinct wasto resst.

Seconds later, Joe shot a bullet into the old man'swound, and it expanded further like the mouth of a
baby bird asit waitsfor itsfeedings.

Joe kissed my shoulder. "Goodbye, Doer."
He pressed the gun to my head again.

The old man's back no longer seemed to be there; now it was adoorway, atunnel toward some green
light. Green light at the end of along red road. His body had stretched its flesh out like askinned animal,
an animal-hide doorway, the skin of theworld. ...

With the gun againgt my head, Joe shoved meforward, intoiit. | pushed my way through the dick red
mass and followed the green light of atomic waste.

Onceingde, thewadlsof crimson pushed me with a perigtatic motion farther, against my will. Tiny hooks
of hisbones caught the edge of my flesh, tugging backward while | was pressed into the opening.

Weareadl in here, dl the otherswho got out through him. Only, "out" didn't mean out of Aurora, not
officidly. Were out of our skins, drawn into that infested old man. When | had rein of him for an
afternoon, | got him to go down and bribe the psych tech on duty. | pulled up both of ther files, Joe's and

Hype's.

Joe was amurderer who had a penchant for cutting wounds in people and screwing the wounds. This
was no surpriseto me. Joeisasick fuck. | know it. Everyone who's ever been with him knowsit.

Hype was a guy who had been exposed to large amounts of radiation in thefifties. He had a couple of
problems, one physica and one menta. The physical onel am well aware of, for thelittle bag rests a the
base of my stomach, to the side and back. Because of health problems as aresult of the radiation, hed
had a colostomy about twenty years back.

The menta problemswere also gpparent to me once | got out, once | got through. He suffered from a
growing case of multiple persondity disorder.

| pulled my file up, too, and it listed: ESCAPE.

| had agood laugh with Joe over these files. Then God took over, and | had to go back down into the
moist tissues of heaven and wait until it was my turn again.

There are prisons within prisons, and skinswithin skins. Y ou can't dways see who someoneisjust by
looking in their eyes. Sometimes, others are there.

Sometimes, God isthere.

"l aminfinite" theold man said. "'l contain multitudes."



Alicelay on her back gasping for air--it was dawn, she knew. Shefdt it. Thelittle boy lay next to her,
curled up in some dream of hisown. The blue and white flickering of the work lamps above ...

She looked about the room--the stains on the walls, the breaks in the old plaster that covered the older
brickwork. Theflies, still humming dong the far wal, where the troughlike Snk sat half on and hdf off its
fixture, where the water dowly drip-dropped into the porcelain basin.

A quick glance at the boy: still sound adlegp, snoring softly. The handcuffs had cut into hissmall wrists
dightly. There was something more familiar about the boy than she cared to admit. Shetried to focuson
him, but her head throbbed with the visions from the previous night. Pushing hersdf to her elbows, and
then up to agitting position, she looked about--the wheelchair, still overturned, just feet away. One hand,
then the other, she dragged herself across the damp mattress, toward the wheelchair. Looking back--the
boy remained adeep, dreaming, his hands twitching lightly like a puppy.

Aliceraised hersdf up again to afull Stting position when she reached the fdlen chair. Asquietly asshe
could, shetried to bring it up so that it was on itswheels again, but could not. She was too weak, and the
chair wastoo heavy for her.

Perspiring as much from the nightmares as from effort, she lay back down on the cold concrete floor.

Where was Charlie? Where was Stephen? She looked at the door, and wondered if she could drag
hersdf toit, openit, and be out of there before the little devil woke.

A glance at the boy: now she knew why he looked familiar to her. His hair was cut the way she used to
cut Stephen’'swhen hewas alittle boy not much older than this one. A bowl cut, he used to call it, and
the boy had the same black hair of her Stephen. Adeep, he seemed swest, but from the hallucinations of
the previous night, Alice knew thiswas no sweet innocent boy, not like her Stephen.

She reached her hand forward, pressing it againgt the concrete floor. Pull. Then the other. Pull. Then the
other. Pull. Then the other. Pull.

A glance at the boy. Adeep. Hands and feet cuffed.

Hand forward, pressing. Pull. Then the other. Pull. Then the other. Pull.

If only my legsworked. If only thered never been an accident, she thought. But there was no use wishing
for things that could not be. Sheld learned that lesson hard, years before the Rolls Royce had hit her at
the crosswalk. Y ears before she lay there in agony, hearing the driver of the car say to someone, "She's
crazy. Y ou saw her jump out in front of my car. You saw it."

She reached down to touch her knee. Once she could walk.

A glance at the boy. Fingers twitching in adream--a dream she was happy to not be part of.

Where were Charlie and Lana? They were supposed to do mornings with the boy. Where were they?
Pull. Then the other. Pull. Then the other. Pull.

Alice was nearly at the door. When she did up to it, she reached up for the knob, turning it. It had an old,

large keyhole, and she glanced through it, into the darkness of the corridor. Nearly out. Nearly away. If
she could crawl thisfar, hell, she could crawl al the way down the corridor to the elevator. It was



morning.
The nightmares were over.

But through the keyhole she saw ablue and white flickering, and another room with alittle boy lyingon a
mattress, his hands and feet cuffed, hisfingerstwitching in dream.

Alice blinked, and looked again.
A glance back to the boy on the mattress, whose eyes opened wide.
"Alice" theboy said. "Y ou don't want to go out there. It's aworse place than my dreams.”

"What?' she asked, fever growing in her as she frantically turned the knob. Y ou nasty monster from hell,
let mego!”

The door flew open, and she pulled herself out into the hallway. There was nothing there. Nothing.
"Stephen!” shecdled. "Charlie"
Her voice echoed down the dark hall.

From the casement windows from other, empty rooms of the building, the pae morning poured like fire
across the open doorways.

Alice glanced back at the boy, who sat on the mattress, aforlorn look on his deepy face.
"l won!" she shouted, laughing. "I won! | spent the night with you and your demons, and I'm il herel”

A dy smile crept across the boy's face as the blue and white lights dowed in their flickering. "Yes," he
said, "you did. And you are changed because of it."

Alice continued laughing, feding foolish for ever believing the nightmares, for ever thinking that this boy
had some specid and terrifying magic. When her laughing ceased, the boy said, "Y ou canwalk."

"Just shut up, you," she said. "I've had it up to here with your dreams and stories and nastiness.
Something must be wrong with aboy who can make up those awful thingsin hishead.”

The boy turned hisface into the mattress, ignoring her.

When Alice wasfully out the door, she shut it again. Reaching for the knob, she pulled herself up.
She stood beside the door, leaning on it for support, for several minutes.

The boy shouted something at her, but with the door closed she couldn't understand him.

Alicerode the devator up, and tried not to let her emotions overtake her. The miracle of her walking
seemed to be smal payment for what the boy had made her see dl night long.

It did not surprise her when the elevator doors opened on the eighth floor and the bodieslay in front of
her.



She could not weep for her sons, nor for Lana, and she chose not to investigate the multiple stab wounds
on their bodies.

The blood was too much.

The knife she needed was on the parquet floor, not far from her son Stephen's hand. Shewiped it off ina
towe hanging in the bathroom. She washed her face in the rusty weter.

Alicefdt calm as sherode the devator back down to the basement.

Her calm did not vanish until shed opened the door to the small room again and the blue and white
flickering lights came up- And the boy, handcuffed to the mattress watched her, his small eyeswide.

The duct tape held on his mouth.

"l saw what you did," Alice said, stepping into the room. She shut the door behind her. Holding the knife
up to show him. The blue and whitelightsflickered acrossit like heat lightning. "1 don't know how you
didit. I don't know why. But it's over now. The nightmares. The games. The childish games.”

As she approached the mattress, she swiped at the air with the knife.

She watched the boy's eyes.

The duct tape held on his mouth.

Hiseyesheld someterror, but she knew he was an abnorma mongter.

Alice knew he was not alittle boy.

Hewasan X.

She knelt down beside him. "It's morning. Y ou don't have so much power at dawn, do you?'

Alicelifted hishead dightly and brought the edge of the blade just under hischin. "It'sadull blade, this
one. Thismight take awhile. | might have to hack abit. But, whatever getsthe job done, right?"

Pressed the cold metal dightly into hisflesh, not enough to cut, but dmost.

"Y ou gave memy legsback,” she said without emotion. "I don't believeit'sreal yet, so I'm not going to
thank you. It may just be another trick of yours."

The boy's eyes seemed impossibly wide. Tears poured from them.
"Y ou murdered my sons and their friend. Somehow. And you gave me amiracle. Why?'
The boy moaned, choking.

Alice reached up and ripped off the duct tape. "Oh, lose the charade, you devil. Why did you do this?
Why did you choose me?"



The boy coughed, sputtering, spit drooling from his mouth.

"Because," he said, coughing through thewords, "because ... | knew ... | knew youd ... loveme....if |
did."

She kept the knife beneath his chin, letting hiswords echo in the blue and white flickering.

She brought her other arm behind his head, cradling him. "I will cut your throat with the same mercy you
showed my two sons."

The boy closed hiseyes. "Last request,” he gasped. "Onelast request.”
"Sorry, no last requests,” Alice said. Now! shetold hersdlf. Do it now!

But holding him like that, it was so much like holding Stephen when held been little, and sick with some
fever. Cradling hishead in her arms.

Something insde her relaxed.
"All right, then," shesaid. "Onelast request. What isit?"

He looked up at her, no longer afraid, and no longer the monster of the previous night. A small boy
handcuffed to afilthy mattress. "Could you tdl me astory?'

"A story? Haven't we had enough?'

He shook his head.

Something about him--now, in the morning--seemed lessterrifying. All the previous night, looking back,
Alice could clearly see wasjust anight of sories, nothing more. Even the bodies upstairs--might they be
part of some story too?

"All right, then. I'll tell you anice story about amother raising two sons.”

Do it now, shethought. Sit histhroat and be done with this cregture!

"No," hesaid. "Not that one. | know that one. | want to hear something from your dreams.”

"Oh," Alice said. "But when the nightmares are told, people die, don't they?"

The child nodded. "They're only stories, Alice. Just tell me one. Show me.”

She closed her eyes and began. She was no longer in the blue and white flickering room, or evenin her
flesh, but in aworld far grester and more terrifying and vivid than any she had ever experienced as shelet
the child wander through her nightmares.

Alicelay there dreaming, knifein her hand, child curled like a kitten beneath her arm.

Theworld in her mind opened, like aflower, its petal's spreading wide beneath the light of white and blue
flickering.



Outside, in the world of metal and concrete and flesh and blood, terrible things happened.
Awful things, beyond imagining.
But within the room, wonder and nightmares.

Afterword

Here are some notes on these stories, for those interested. First, none of these stories was written with
publication in mind, snce |l didn't redly think (at thetime| wrote them) that | waswriting for anyone
other than mysalf--with two exceptions.

"White Chape" was written for Poppy Z. Brite, agood friend and afine writer who also has edited a
couple of anthologies. | had begun a story about Jane Boone, and when Poppy mentioned to me that she
was editing an anthology to be cadled Lovein Vein, | wondered if Jane'slife would be something Poppy
would want to read about. Asit turns out, Poppy liked the story and it went into the anthol ogy.

"O Rareand Most Exquigte’ waswritten for my friend Claudia OKeefe. Prior to writing it, | had
mentioned to my friend Edward Lee that 1'd had a dream about prolapsing genitdiathat became a
flower. Then | remembered my summer working in anursing home, and running into two different elderly
people who still haunt me. Onewasin her nineties, and was really sweet until we were aone and then
sheld say, "You're an evil boy, aren't you." She was quite serious. And aguy wasthere, who, likethe old
man of the story, despaired of al love he'd ever been given. It dl bubbled up--one of those sudden
Proustian rushes, | guess.

"Underworld" came about from afew things. | have an old friend, Mary Connaly, who used to live a
Thirty-third and Third. | waysliked that address. | have afriend, Stefan, who used to work at Matthew
Bender. | heard stories about people who rented apartmentsin the city and then walked in on adrug dedl
intheir new apartment and were killed. And then | wasin this Chinese restaurant once and looked
through one of those portal windows in the door that |ed to the kitchen and | thought | saw someone who
| knew to be dead looking at me from the other side. But, of course, it wasn't her.

| consider short-story writing to be my little love affairs while I'm writing my novels--1 can cheat on my
novels by taking afew days or aweek or so to write a short story. When | look back at some of them, |
can see solidly where | was. "Damned If Y ou Do came about when my friend Robbie Koch and | were
walking through her neighborhood and aguy was digging holes out back in hisyard, ligening to talk radio
while aschool nearby let out and al the kids were screaming asthey ran to the bus. The guy was drinking
lemonade for a second, and | wondered if he was burying kids back there.

"I Am Infinite; | Contain Multitudes' came from my proximity to Patton State Hospital in San
Bernardino, Cadlifornia. | was doing alittle research about the place, and discovered that therewas an
underground areathat had once been used as asort of prison for the occupants.

"The Night Before Alec Got Married” came about after | wasin afriend's wedding party (tim Long,
where are you?) and attended a bachelor party that actualy shocked me. Not that anything nefarious
went on. I'm just fairly easily shocked. It wasin southern Cdifornia, aplace| sorely misswhile | write
thisin Manhattan (which | also love), and the same weekend, | heard a story about a nightmare bachelor
party in which ahooker had been hired to strip, only some thugs showed up &t the nice suburban
gathering and shot this guy's fingers off as he answered the door.

| likethat kind of tale.



"Chosen" isredly agtory about my love affair with insects. | was asummer worker at the Insect Zoo at
the Smithsonian Ingtitute when | was sixteen when that section of the museum was still fairly new. | used
to have a pet tarantulain college named Abraxas. That was aweird pet, but it wasjust aspider, after all.
Sometimes | think we're just fodder for the bug kingdom, and so Celeste and her apartment were born.
Oh yeah, and another thing that has haunted me since childhood: an image from one of those Time-Life
bookson insects| saw asakid. | think my brothersand | passed it around, getting happily horrified.
Therewasthis huge picture of awasp injecting asweet little green caterpillar with itseggs.

"The Ripening Sweetness of Late Afternoon” arrived one morning when | saw Roy Shadiak, in my mind,
walking aong a sun-flattened southern town in awhite suit while swans glided down amurky candl. The
angelic harpiesjust sort of arrived on the scene. Thisis probably my most overtly religious story, and I'm
sure some redly good psychologist could figure out everything about me from it. The story was origind
cdled "The Swimming Pool,” but thefind title suggested itself to me asthe town of Sunland City grew
ingdeme.

"The Rendering Man" came from a couple of things. | wanted to write ashort story that began in the
1930's and followed awoman into her old age. | also wanted to pick three significant, deciding moments
for her--thetimesin her life when she "woke up.” | think most of lifeisastruggle to continualy wake up
and be dive. So Thalia Canty cameto be, and the Rendering Man arrived in short order. It became more
of acharacter sketch than story, but | just went withit.

"The Fruit of Her Womb" came out of one of the many placesI'velived in my life. | wasbornin Virginia,
but by thetime | was six | had aso occupied space in Hawaii and Connecticut. Then, at eight, | was
back in Virginia, where | grew up and lived until | wasin my early twenties. At that point, | moved to
Washington, D.c., traveled overseas abit, then to Los Angeles, and then, in my late twenties, to atown
out near the desart of Cdiforniacalled Redlands. (now I'm closer to Manhattan. Go figure.)) Redlandsis
aterrific place, and the house there was precisaly the house | describe in this tory. It was an adobe
ranch house, but there were no nasty or haunting surprisesthere. But right next to it was an enormous
field with scattered treesaround it. I'm aso a big fan of ancient Greek myth, so this Persephone story
suggested itsdf to me.

"The Little Mermaid" was my way of going back in my mind to afriend's family's place on Sealdand,
Georgia, aswell asmy recaling how | would sing to mermaids at the edge of VirginiaBeach a dawn
when | wasalittle boy--and al of thiswith adebt to that most wonderful of storytellers, Hans Anderson.

"The Hurting Season” came out of my lovefor Tangier Idand, off the coast of Virginia. | flew to that
idand in acouple of small planesback in my mid-twenties and loved the idea of such an isolated
exigence--not far from civilization but far enough to be cut off. | aso saw the story as ametaphor for the
secret rituds all families have that would seem insane to outsders but are perfectly normal within a
household. And then | was writing in many ways about the childhood of a boy who would one day
become one of those monstrous killerswe dl read about but al of whom were once--after dl--little
boys, someoneskid, trying to understand the world.

"Only Connect" isreally about Nora, whom | saw most clearly, and about New London, Connecticut,
wherel lived for two years--and itstrain station, which is beautiful and | hope will not be destroyed
anytime soon. Place has alot to do with these stories and with most of my novels. My parents were
nomads, and I'm anomad, but I'm always trying to find the place that fedlsmost like home. | havea
fedling that the Southwest isit, even though | am, right at this moment, looking out over theidand of
Manhattan. Home for meistruly where the heart is, and my heart is apparently where the wind takes me.



Y ou may notice more than one Alice in this book, including the woman who leads her sonsto kidnap the
little boy who produces al the nightmares. The name Aliceisone | love primarily because of thetaes
from Lewis Carroll of Alice and her underground adventures. | think names are magic, and Aliceisone,
aong with Wendy, thet retains an echo of my favorite books from childhood.

| gppreciate you coming along on this journey through these short stories, as many of you have for my
novels.

My novel Y ou ComeWhen | Cdl Y ou, which has taken me about ten yearsto write, will be coming out
in paperback in the spring of 2000, and | hope you enjoy that ride, aswell. Hereisabrief glimpse of it:

It cameto the High Desert of Cadliforniaat the onset of summer with the dying of the dried-blossom
joshuatrees, with the deflowering of the desert, in the form of aman. He had once been caled Michad
Southey, athough he hadn't used that name for over ten years. Not since held caught it at hisfather's tent
reviva in some desert shit-dust town. It had been passed to Michadl by alittle girl whose mother claimed
she was possessed by demons, alittle girl who swore with such passion, screamed the vilest obscenities,
barked like adog, even tried to bite. In those days, Michael had himsalf believed that the girl was
inhabited by anest of demons. It was the mid-sixties, and devil worshipers were everywhere: inthe
growing hippie communes and the LSD psycheddlic culture. He had laid his hands on the girl to cast out
her demons, and cast them out he did.

When Jesus cast out demons, he sent them into swine, and sent the swineto their deaths.

But the demons Michadl Southey cast from thisgirl cameinto himsdlf: she bit him onthearm ashelad
theflat of hispam againgt her forehead.

He becamethevess.

Michael Southey learned that what had gotten insde him was aglimpse of the Eternal. He thirsted for the
knowledge God had bestowed upon him. Asit took hold and became part of him, he acquired anew
name through its baptism.

He called himsdf the Juicer.

The man stood five feet eight inches and wore asmile across hisface like Alfred E. Neuman, with the
gap right in the middle. His eyes were yellow with disease; a brownish, scaly crust had dready begun to
sed them haf shut around the lids. His face was the color of summer squash, and seemed to have dried
out as much from lack of spirit asfrom the desert air that he had been living in for the past sx months.
When he smiled that What, me worry? grin, he didn't seem to have any lipsat all, just deep reed gums
engulfing gray teeth. He wore the clothes held torn from hisfourth victim--torn those clothes off with his
bare hands while the terrified man stood paralyzed with fear. Stood there, waiting for what was to come.
What he knew would be his destiny.

‘Cause | am afucking celebrity, the man on the highway giggled to himself. And that dumb-ass bastard
wasjust waiting for meto give him The Squeeze.

The clothes werefilthy. They'd been that way since the day held taken them, amost ayear and a half
ago. But the man with the gap-toothed grin loved the smell of them: those folks he'd squeezed like an
orange, their pungent odor when they brushed againgt his shirt, againgt the crotch of his pants.

Dried blood caked the polo shirt until it had gone from a pale lavender to abrown blotchy shade.



His dacks, once ableached khaki color, now were tie-dyed with blood and yellow urine stains.
Sometimesthe materia chafed him down around his crotch; arash had spread out dong hislegsfrom his
testicles down.

It made him fed more divethan hed fet in years.

He scratched his balsjust thinking about that warm, itchy fegling. He remembered the woman'sface
from last winter, after he had pulled her out of the hot tub, when she redlized who he was.

| am the Juicer, bitch, and God has sent me to squeeze his harves, the grapes of wrath, bitch, make wine
out of human blood and turn flesh into bread, for thisis your body and your blood which is given for me,
edt, drink, and be merry, bitch, we gonna make juice of you, we gonna make the freshest fucking blood
juice and then I'm gonna sit down and have a pitcher of fresh-squeezed bitch, yowzah!

The woman looked like she was about to scream, so he grabbed her by the lips and stretched them
across her face. She il screamed but it sounded funny. He even laughed when he tore her lower lip right
off.

And then hejuiced her.
He liked that part best.

He was damn strong. The strength of God pulsed through hisveins. God wasin him, and the Holy Ghogt,
too, and no man alive could stop him. Her eyes were the best part, the way they kept watching even after
all the blood had been hosed out of her, her baby bluesturning to pink when the end came. Juicy bitch,
shewas.

But then, after her, thelast one, God had done what He dways did: He left the Juicer to his own devices,
to let the demonsin him est away & him from theinside.

That'sjust the way ingpiration works, the Breath of God getsin you for atime and then blows out your
asslike a Santa Anawind. My daddy told me thered be times when God would leave, but not to feel
beet, oh, no, ‘cause God abideth in the Soul of Man even when he deegps, yowzah. When Daddy healed
the sinners, he gave 'em God in ahanddap, a squeeze on the shoulder, and they came from their
wastelands to Daddy's tent for that squeeze. But even then, God could be cruel, leaving Daddy to diein
adrunk tank. But Daddy's soul flew on, he got juiced by the Holy Ghost and got drunk by his Heavenly
Maker. So the Piece of God that passeth understanding, that one Piece that getsin me and gives methe
power to Juice, it comes and goes. When it goes, oh, Lordy, when it goesit don't leave nothing behind.

So held spent the rest of the winter and spring hibernating here in the desert canyons, eating jackrabbit
and rattler. He didn't juice them, because it wasn't time. God had not come back into him. Even Jesus
had histime without God in the wilderness, tempted by the devil, and the Juicer was beyond that,
because he knew that God and the Devil were two sides of the same coin, the greater your torment and
suffering, the finer the redemption, and The Juicer's demons hel ped send souls onto God, and now God
lay deeping. The Juicer accepted this, but prayed nightly for God to shoot back into hisveins.

Hewaswaking along the highway at four in the morning; the desert was even chilly in early June. The
OneWho Cdled Him Home, the Chosen Vessd of God, led himin this hour of darkness, called him
back in these empty days. He hadn't seen the child Since thefirgt time it was sent into him, sincethe first
day hed truly accepted God in hislife, the Dark God who willed him to juice.



And thewoman. Her face would be different now.
Shewould be older.

But there was dill a squeeze or two left in him, God willing, before he would return the gift sheld given
him through that child.

TheHaly Gift.

The Juicer could fed the Piece of God throbbing in hisgroin, and the need to Juice boiling ingde him. Oh,
road, take meto asinner's homethat | might juice the cunt, and send her soul to the Lord Almighty who
isabove and below, that she might be saved from eternd fucking damnation, and that | might take on her
ans, the Sins of the World, that through her juice | might do the Lord's work and turn her blood to wine
and break this her body and edt it, for thisisthe bread of the covenant, yowzah!

He glanced a the green sign at the highway's edge.

NARANJA CANY ON had been crossed out with spray paint.

Writteninitsplace: NITRO

Beneath this, PALMETTO 3/4 MILE.

And there was God, like cocaine up his nogtrils until he could fed the blood trickling down through his
nose; he poked histongue out his mouth and dathered it on his upper lip to catch God's blood as it
dripped down.

God said to him, Juicer, my man, you will find ashitload of snnersin there, just waiting for redemption.
Send 'em to heaven, baby, and take on their sins. Y our God isajeaous God, Juicer, and athirsty one,
too, so let's get the vineyard pouring, ‘cause thisis the vineyard for fresh-squeezed souls.

A londly wind blew across the desert landscape.

A musky sexud scent mixed with dust cameto him.

He glanced over in the direction of the scent --shadows of trailers out aong ayellow mesa, backed by
rocks formed from ancient volcanoes. The canyon was sketched in purple and red. Sharp dawn sunlight

dashed an arrow between thetrailers, and God illuminated hiswork for him.

The Juicer, feding theword of God blocking his sinuses, turned off onto the gravel road toward the
canyon.

Heknew that thiswould be the last day of hislifein the flesh.

Ah, hethought, the freedom of having no skin, nojail of bones, only thewind acrossthefilth of life, and
the sweet fire of darkness exploding across the desol ation!

THEEND



