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For Rachel Crosby

Part One—TEMPORARY AGENCY

'l know an antidote more mighty than the woodcutters and | know a fine
preventative against malignant attacks.'

—Homer, 'Hymn to Demeter’

When | was fourteen, acousin of mine angered aMaignant One. It was abig case, agenuine
scanda. Maybe you remember it. At thetime, whenit al ended, | just wanted to forget about the whole
thing. But a couple of years have passed and | guess maybeit'stime to think about it again.

The Bright Being lived in the office building where my cousin Paul worked andlyzing retall sales
reports. | don't know how she got there, redly. We never did find that out. | don't even know how long
shewasthere. | mean, before Paul met her. Maybe she lived on that same spot long before the building
went up. Maybe she even lived there for thousands of years, way before the Indians came. No oneredly
knows how old the Beings are. Some people say—I read thisin abook, actualy—that the Bright
Beings, the Maignant Ones and the Benign Ones, go back to the beginning of the universe. According to
this Sacred Physics book, the Big Bang Story that broke open the cosmic ylem egg showered out the
Beings dong with dl the quarks and tachyons and al the rest of them. The Beings came from akind of
impurity in the ylem, asort of aesthetic flaw in the origind story. So maybe the Ferocious Onelived at
that spot for millions of years, embedded in the granite of Manhattan 1dand, waiting for humans, for
victims—like my poor cousin Paul.

Or maybe she never lived there a dl until the building went up. Maybe the contractor summoned her,
maybe he offered her spacein her building in exchange for help in getting his contract bid accepted. |
thought of this because of what happened later. And because of what happened with the Defense
Department.

Evenif you don't remember Paul's case, you'll certainly remember the Pentagon scandd. How half the
Defense Department turned out to be Maignant Ones and the other haf paying them off. How alot of
people sad the chairman of the joint chiefs himsdf was aMadignant One. That one never madeit into the
papers, but everyone heard abot it.

And you probably remember Alison Birkett. It was the Pentagon scandal that made her famous, after
al. Before that she was an unknown lawyer specidizing in demonic possession. But then that peace
group cameto her with their suspicions of 'preternatura harassment', and she began to investigate, and to
push. And she kept on investigating, and pushing, for something like five years, until suddenly the story
was al over the papers and the TV, and everyone wanted to interview and photograph Alison Birkett.
Remember the Time magazine cover? They shot her standing on the steps of the Supreme Court,
wearing a sharp suit, with the wind blowing afew strands of hair across her face, and the word
'Demonbreaker’ dashed across the bottom of the page.



| wasjust akid then, but somehow Alison Birkett seemed redly special to me. | watched the news
every night on TV, hoping to see afeature about her. When one of the networks promised a specia
hour-long interview with her | begged my parentsto let me stay up late that night. And | cut out the
picture from Time and got aglass frameto preserve it and hang it over my desk.

| followed the scandal more closdly than most adults, every detail. | ill remember dl the excitement,
the new charges coming out every day in the paper. | remember the demonstrations, the peace groupsin
their rainbow robes and animal masks, chanting and waving those orange streamersin huge figure 8sas
they marched on the Pentagon. And | remember the incredible excitement when the president ordered
the Spiritua Development Agency to drive out the Ferocious Ones. They camein procession, with thelr
twelve-foot banners and fluorescent masks, their drums and bells and e ectronic trumpets.

| wasjust akid. I'd never seen anything like it. Wedl got off school, just likeit was anationa
sacred-day, and | remember Sitting in front of the TV al day long, watching ‘the big circus, as my father
cdledit. My mother went nuts trying to get meto eat, especialy when they drew those huge lines out
from the corners of the building, changing the Pentagon to a giant Pentagram. Wow, | thought, thisisit,
now it'sgoing to happen. And | wasright, too. The TV blanked out the sound so we couldn't hear the
actual formulasthe SDA chanted, but we could seethe eectric firein the air asthe Beings left thewalls,
only to get trapped in the triangles drawn on the outside of the building. And then when they did the
banishment, and erased the lines, and declared the Pentagon 'free and liberated', | cheered and screamed
and bounced up and down on therug in front of the TV.

And I'll never forget my father then, how much he shocked me when he said, 'Oh, sure, right. And
justintimefor the commercias!

'‘What do you mean? | asked.

‘Listen, Honey,' Daddy said, ‘our beloved Spiritual Devel opment Agency puts on agood show, but
don't you believe everything they say.'

'Mike!" my mother shouted at him. 'She'sonly achild.

| guess heredized held given me alittle more cynicism than | could handle because he said to me, 'I'm
sorry, Sweetheart. Y our daddy'sjust shooting off his mouth.’

But the damage was done. 'Y ourelying,’ | screamed at him, and ran upstairsto my bedroom. There |
took down the picture of Alison Birkett and looked at it while | cried. For afew seconds | hugged it, but
then that seemed kind of dumb so | put it back on the wall.

| thought about al that stuff after everything that happened with Paul. | thought about the Pentagon,
the things my father had said—and something ese. Maybeif 1'd done things differently, | could have
helped Paul, really helped him. Maybeif | hadn't been so trugting, if I'd acted early enough, | could have
really done something. Maybe if I'd remembered what my father had said, | wouldn't have expected the
SDA totake care of us. | was only fourteen, remember. Y ou can make yourself fedl pretty guilty when
you're fourteen.

Of course, none of us knew anything at al about thiswhen Paul went to work at that building. And
when he met that—woman—and got involved with her, he never suspected she was anything different
than what she seemed. | mean, you hear about such things happening but you never think it's going to
happen to you. Romance with a Bright Being? Come on. It sounds like something out of supermarket
magazines, right?'l lost my husband to aMalignant Oné, or ‘'Movie star's new boyfriend a Ferocious
One! Detalsingde!’

Maybe Paul should have guessed something, or at least been alittle more careful. Because he did get
awarning. When hefirst got the job he went to a Speaker for adivination. He went to a Bead Woman
actually, one of those women who use coloured beads to make their predictions. He took me along. Paull
and | wereredlly close, despite his being ten years older than me. We were each an only child and we
kind of thought of each other as brother and sister, especidly after Paul'sfolks died in acar crash during



hislast year of college.

So we went to this Bead Woman who said her blessings and threw out her beads on asilk scarf.
Right in the centre lay ared bead with yellow bands, and dl around it lay acircle of little black ones. And
all the others had scattered to the edges of the cloth. Danger, the Speaker said. Danger and isolation.
Paul asked what kind of danger, but she said she couldn't tell because dl the other beads had 'retreated'.
They talked about it and then Paul decided that since held asked about work it had to mean danger at his
new job.

So Paul decided to do an environmental enactment for hisworkplace. | helped him. It wasfun. We
went down to the big spiritual supply centre on 34th Street and got some sacred paper (made from old
clothesworn by the mgjor New Y ork storytellers), and some sanctified chalk and some great miniature
officefurniture (I loved thelittle fax machine; it was o cute), and somelittle plastic dollsto sgnify Paul
and his co-workers, and findly apackage of official SDA flash powder. Then we went downtown to
Paul's studio in the Village where he had what has got to be the smallest sanctuary you've ever seen
(growing up in the suburbs can be pretty boring, but at least the houses al have decent-sized
sanctuaries). We drew acircle on the floor for sacred ground and set up the office insdeit. Then we
labelled one of the dolls with Paul's bosss name and just wrote ‘co-worker' on the others, and set them
out. Next we took the biggest doll and wrote Paul's name on it, including his officia enactment name.
While Paul marched the doll into the circle | moved the other dolls back and forth, asif they were dl
happy and excited about Paul'sjoining the company. After that, we sang songs of harmony and success
while Paul wrote out afew 'positive redlities on the sacred paper. Paul burned the paper on asilver
enactment tray and then scattered the ashes on the dolls a their miniature computer desks. Finally, we
sang acouple more songs, generd dl-purpose praise stuff, while we set off the flash powder in the silver
bowl that went with the tray. And then Paul took me down to Chinatown for dim sum.

Widll, we certainly had fun. And maybe it would have worked—if the danger had been coming from
hisoffice. But in fact it came from another office entirely, one down the hal near the restrooms.

Later on, the SDA questioned Paul pretty heavily about his early encounters with the Being. I'm sure
they were trying to get themsalves off the hook, in case we decided to go public after al about what she
was doing there. And who her clientswere. But Paul didn't know or suspect anything when he first saw
her. Why should he? Asfar as he knew, sheran atemp agency. He only went past her office at al
because it was on the way to the men's room. In fact, most of the time when he went past it the office
was closed. And the few times the door stood open he just saw her on the phone, or entering stuff into a
computer. He did notice her. But al he saw was a beautiful woman—Iong wavy red hair, smooth curves,
violet eyes. She wore suits most of thetime, he said, kind of severe no-nonsense, with skirtsjust above
the knee.

Paul noticed her and so did dl the other guysin his office. But asfar as he could tell shetook no
notice at al of him or any of the others. Some of them caled her ‘the Ice Queen'. (Why couldn't she have
decided to melt for one of them instead of my cousin Paul?) A couple of times, he said, he tried speaking
to her at the elevator but never got anywhere. Once, he said, he was standing outside her open office (he
didn't say what he was doing there) when her phone rang, and after she'd answered it she got up and
went over to close the door. Paul said when he saw her the next day in the lobby hefelt himsalf blush but
shejust walked right past him.

So what changed her? What made her suddenly go after him, of al the men who worked there? Paull
was dways vague about this with me, sometimes saying he had no ideg, other times hinting he knew
something, but didn't think it wasimportant. I'll have to guess, but | do have anidea.

What | guessisthat Paul did something which made him more attractive. | think he did one of the
forbidden enactments. Now, | don't mean anything redlly nasty. Paul would never do anything violent.
But just before the Being got interested in him, Paul went on a holiday—a hunting trip, he said. A
packaged tour. And he got nervous whenever | tried asking for details. That wasn't like Paul. From



around when | was twelve he would dwaystell me pretty much everything. So | think he went off to one
of those 'lodges men go to, and | think he did something alittle more serious than dolls and tiny office
furniture. Something with avow of secrecy, and maybe a couple of 'service women wearing nothing but
body paint and soft furry animal skins.

Men do these thingsto increase their potency. That's what the magazines say, anyway. Whatever
Paul did, it sure got the atention of the lady’ down the hall. He walked past her office one day just after
histrip. She was writing on a chart or something, Paul said, when suddenly she stopped, put down her
pencil and looked up a him. Directly a him. Shelooked curious, hetold me, asif she was seeing some
interesting anima she'd never encountered before. | remember he laughed when hetold methis, just a
few days after it happened. Of course, that was before he knew what she was. But | didn't laugh with
him. It gave me the creeps, even then.

Paul said he was so startled he amost ran away. Instead, he did his best to smile at her, but she was
aready back at her work. So he forgot about her until that afternoon when he was waiting for the
elevator to go home. Hewas just stlanding there, feding tired, when he heard avoice behind him. The
funny thing is, he never remembered what the voice said, just the way it made him fedl. He found himself
cosing hiseyes and smiling, and swaying back and forth dightly asif he was baancing himsdf againgt a
strong wind. He opened his eyes and turned around, and there she was. She had her blazer draped over
her arm and she was wearing a satiny blouse, pink, Paul said it was, and | bet it was open pretty far
down, but Paul didn't say that.

In fact, when hefirst told me about this fantastic woman held met he sounded so gushy | should have
suspected something just from that. He told me how she touched hisarm and dl the tiredness [ eft him,
how it was like sitting on the grass and watching the river go by. Paul never talked about girls like that.
Paul never taked about anything like that.

They went out for adrink, then dinner, to some place Lisaknew. That wasthe name sheused, Lisa
LisaBlackwell. Goddamn her.

When they said goodnight they kissed, and even though it went on for awhile that's al they did. And
then she smiled at him, 'likeakid' Paul said, 'like shewas younger than you', (Thanksalot' | told him,
but he paid no attention) and it was okay, he said, it was okay they didn't go any further, because he
knew they would do so, maybe the next time or the time after.

| said, "Y ou better make sure she getsalittle older first’, but Paul was unstoppable. He just wanted to
go on about how okay it al was.

They dept together afew nights later. The SDA investigators made a big fuss about this. Paul told me
they asked him over and over what it felt like, didn't he suspect anything? He just kept repeating to them
that it was like deeping with an ordinary woman. That wasn't what hetold me. At the time he went on
and on with one soupy description after another. He even told me how he prayed that when | started
deeping with boys | would find something so perfect. | said, 'Maybe you and Lisa can coach us.' But he
was beyond sarcasm.

If Paul's ga-galanguage didn't make me suspicious something € se should have. He didn't want meto
meet her. Now, | didn't meet dl of Paul'sgirlfriends. | mean, it wasn't like he submitted them to mefor
approval. But usudly, whenever he got serious about someone held invite me for lunch or something, so
we could al get to know each other. With Lisahe got al evasive whenever | asked to meet her. | don't
think he knew he was doing it. He kept saying how he'd told Lisaal about me and how she couldn't wait
to meet me. But it never worked out. He would promise, but aways 'next week', or after asales
conference, or an out of town trip.

Findly, we did make adate. Paul and Lisainvited meto go with them to the Summer Drum ceremony
in Central Park. | don't know how many people reading this have ever been to the Centra Park Drum.
Most towns have a Summer Drum, but not like this one. Over one hundred thousand people come, many



after days of deep mud retreats, so that al they're wearing is globs of dried dirt. People dance,
sometimes on one leg, people fly the most amazing kites (some nine levels high, each with itsown
guardian spirit), people throw sanctified Frisbees painted over with patterns of perfection, groups of three
hundred people or more go deep travelling in meditation together, people lie on the grass and hum for
hours, .. And then there are the drums, as many as seven thousand of them. Thefirst time Paul took mel
thought wed dl bounce up into the sky when the drums Started.

Paul and | considered the Central Park Drum something specid between the two of us (maybe
because we had to fight so hard thefirst time to get my parentsto let me go). When the second Thursday
in June approached and Paul just talked about Lisa, Lisa, Lisa, | redly felt like he just wanted to get rid
of me. Soit relieved me when he called to make a date to meet him and Lisaat Founder's Circle on 59th
Street before the start of the ceremony.

Thethingis, | never madeit. My mom drove meto thetrain station and | waited there, holding my
little travelling enactment bag so | could join in with the collective part of the ceremony. And | waited. |
waited ten minutes, twenty minutes, half an hour, with al the commuters muttering about last straws, and
robber baron prices, and the other drum followers checking their watches and saying blessings, until
findly agarbled loudspesker voicetold usthe train was cancelled. Fire on the tracks. Next train in two
hours. Maybe. | called my mom and she offered to drive meinto the city. | thanked her about twenty
times, calling her "atrue hero of the revolution’. She laughed and said sheld beright there.

Forty minutes |ater, she pulled into the train station. Roadblocks dl up and down the highway, she
said. Industrid action by the State Police who didn't like the state budget crunch taking away their paid
personal enactment days. So finaly we set out, and in five minutes we had aflat tyre. No problem, |
assured my mother, I'd done tyre changing in preparation-for-driving class. With Mom worrying about
me getting my good enactment dressdirty | did thetyre alittle more dowly than | would have liked, but
then it was finished. Off again. Mom said she'd get the tyre fixed after she dropped me off.

We got onto the highway. Clunk, clunk—another flat tyre. So that wasit for my trip to meet Lisa
Blackwell. By the timethe AAA towed usto agas station and did a purification ceremony on the car, |
knew Paul and Lisawould be lost among the hundred thousand.

That night, when | cdlled Paul, he sounded relieved. He denied it when | told him, but | wassurel
wasright.

He began to look different. Hisweight went up and down. Sometimes held look as skinny asthe star
of ahunger enactment. Other times he looked al puffed up, like held eaten nothing but doughnuts for a
month. | even asked him if he was bulimic. He claimed hisweight hadn't changed in two years. Onetime
he cameto my house for dinner and | got the sirangest feding, like he was fading away, like | could
amog seethewadl right through him.

His behaviour changed too. Nothing really wild. But he talked alot. Paul aways used to keep silent,
especidly at family parties. Now he made himself the centre of attention, telling jokes, spouting political
theories, giving advice on the economy. And he bragged. Paul never bragged about himself, but now he
wastdling usal about histwo promotionsin two months, his specid commendation from the CEO, even
how much he spent for anew suit. | wanted to scream at him. Or kick him.

My folksdidn't notice anything. They just said wasn't it grest Paul was coming out of his shell? Wasn't
it wonderful hewas doing so well? And in such ashort time. And didn't Lisa sound sweet?

How could we have been so damn stupid? He even told us how Lisa—wonderful sweet Lisa—had
received avison of Paul going dl the way to thetop. Asif sheld done a'selfless offering’ and the Powers
had granted her apsychic vison. Damn. If only wed gotten the fog out of our heads maybe we could
have intervened.

But it was up to Paul to recognize that something was wrong. He started getting strange dreams.
Therewere lots of lights, he told me later, glowing on the sides of buildings, siwooping down out of the



skies, flaring up in front of hisface. And when held put his hands up or made anoise held hear laughter.
Except he wouldn't see anybody. Other dreams, instead of lights hed see holes. Holesin walls, inthe
dreet, in stores and lobbies of buildings. And nobody would see them but him. In the dream Paul would
point out the holesto people. 'Watch out," hed say to an old woman, 'you're going to step in that hole.”
But instead of looking, they'd just shove him out of the way. Sometimes holeswould appear in peopl€'s
bodies. In the dream held go over to examine them, sometimes even reach inside their bodies and find
nothing but garbage. Hed call people over to help, but they'd dl just laugh. A few times, Paul told me
later, he woke up from these dreams feverish or even vomiting.

| asked Paul if he ever took the dreamsto NORA, the computer for the National Oneiric Registration
Agency. No, he said, once he woke up, held just wanted to forget about them. | asked him if he'd done
enactments to cleanse his dream spirit. No, he told me, and looked surprised. Hed never thought about
it.

Even awake, he sarted acting funny. If he didn't see Lisahe just stayed home and did nothing, not
even watch TV. He stopped seeing hisfriends, he stopped seeing me. He Sarted getting scared at redly
odd moments. HEd see abus pulling up to akerb and suddenly panic as the door opened. Asif awild
dog or something would come leaping out at him.

But what redlly worried him finally was Lisaherself. She never tired. At firgt, he liked that. 'She can
goonand on," he said to me once, before it started to scare him. When he was with her he never got
tired, either. They could make love four or five times, he told me, something he said he could never do
with anyone d<e. 'lIt'samost likeinflight refudling,” he said. Of course, he was bragging again. And
yet—I don't think he redlized this—he became dl sad after he said it. We were drinking teaand |
remember he gared into the cup like an old-fashioned Speaker looking for amessage in the leaves.

Findly, hewould fall adeep and dream his strange dreams. He dways figured Lisawas adeep too,
until one night he woke up in the middle of the night and shewasjust lying there, wide avake, staring a
the calling, and smiling. When she turned and reached for him he jumped back. He had to go pee, hetold
her. She laughed. In the bathroom, he said, he thought his heart would punch right through his chest. He
didn't know why, he said, hejust felt so scared. But then she called him and suddenly he found himsalf
excited. Y ou know, aroused. Hetold meit waslike his ‘thing' had gotten alife of its own and was running
away with him.

After that, Paul tried to pull back from her, see her less, stay home, go out with friends. Nothing
worked. | don't mean he logt contral, like some sort of drug fiend, or found himsdlf calling her and hating
himsdlf for doing it. No, | mean he couldn't stay away. He literdly couldn't. He would St down, alone, in
front of the TV with arental movie onthe VCR. Hed even put on pygjamas and get into bed. And then
suddenly hed find himsdlf ringing her bell, with only the dightest memory of getting dressed, leaving the
house with the TV il running, and getting a cab to 79th Street where Lisalived. Or eseheld goto abar
with some friends, tell jokesand drink for haf an hour, then excuse himsdlf asif hewas going to the
men'sroom, and instead just leave and go uptown to Lisas.

For awhile he thought—he tried to think—it was an ordinary obsession. He even went to one of
those groups for 'love addicts where they do enactments to purify their bodies and ask their higher
powersto shield them from the lower powers. But when the otherstalked of their need for reassurance
because their parents had never loved them, or described the thousands of dollarsthey'd spent at singles
retreats, Paul knew his problem came from another level.

He kept thinking he should do something, maybe afreedom enactment. But he could never seemto
doit. Hewould plan one, set up his sanctuary with strings of flowers and twenty-four-hour candles,
gpray the air with purifier, and go off to work, determined to go home right away and fulfil theinner path,
as people say. Ingtead, he'd let Lisatake him off to adisco and then her apartment, and by thetime hed
get home, the candles would have burned out and flower petalswould lie dl over thefloor.

Onetime hetied his childhood spirit string around hiswrist when he went to work. Since Paul's



parents death the string had meant alot to him. He used to keep it in aspecia glasscaseon his
permanent dtar. When he put it on that day, hiswrist stung for amoment and he found he wanted to
yank it off and throw it away. Instead, he left it on, and suddenly the pain vanished and he closed hiseyes
and smiled. He went to work, hetold me later, more cheerful than held felt in weeks. At lunch time when
he saw Lisashe 'twitched' (hisword) when he kissed her. That night, when they made love, she said she
wanted to play and gave him some kind of costume to wear (he wouldn't say what). Only, he had to take
everything off, including the string. The next morning when he got dressed he couldn't find it. They
searched the whole bedroom, until Lisa persuaded him he better get to work. She'd giveit to him when
shefound it, she said. Sure.

And then, one night, Lisahad some kind of gppointment. So Paul stayed home for once and was
watching Sade!, that cop show on TV where the hero investigates possesson for the SDA. Inthe
episode, Slade goes to a Southern town to investigate some mysterious deaths and gets stonewalled by
theloca sheriffs office. At one point, awoman is running through a swamp, trying to escape agroup of
Malignant Oneswho've taken the form of dogs and cats. She takes refuge in a cabin and bars the door.
Inside, she recites the Standard Formula of Recognition. Y ou know, 'Ferocious One, | beg you to
release me. | know that nothing | have done deserves your Mdignant Intervention.' Well, in the story, she
gets hafway through the formulawhen one of the dogs smashes through the door and knocks her to the
ground. Then, after they al attack her, they change into the local cops. Shock. Horror. Commercial.

But for Paul therea shock came with his reaction to the Formula. Without redizing it, he sarted to
say it out loud in his gpartment. He got asfar as 'Ferocious One, | beg you to release me. | know—' And
then he stopped, gasping in pain. He felt, he said, like someone had kicked him in the somach. When he
stopped speaking the pain eased, but he was shaking and sweeting. A couple of minutes |ater, he thought
of trying it again, but just the thought filled him with terror. The panic stopped as soon as he gave up the
ideaof trying to say the Formula.

Paul didn't degp much that night. He just lay in bed, wondering if he should cal the SDA emergency
number, telling himsdif it could wait until morning, jumping every time he heard astrange noise outside his
gpartment or even thewind againgt hiswindow. Over and over again he thought how if he wasn't saying
the Formula he should do something else, maybe set up aring of protection, or € sejust write down his
fears on sanctified paper and burn them. Instead, hejust lay in bed, terrified. But when morning came, it
al seemed okay again. Paul found himsdlf laughing at his'paranoia. His suggestiveness. He shouldn't
watch so much TV, hetold himsdlf.

Two days|ater, however, he managed to tell Lisahewas sick and was going to leave work early.
Cometo her office, shetold him. She could make him fed better. Heal him. Her friendstold her shewas
anatura heder. She had healing hands, they said. Her friends said she should quit her temp agency and
run a hand sanctuary.

Paul realized he had never met Lisasfriends. Not asingle one. Nor her family. He started to fedl
clammy and cold, and thought how he didn't need to lie to go home sick.

Heleft his office but he didn't go home. Instead, he changed his suit for jeans, T-shirt, dark glasses
and cap, and sat in adiner across the street from the building. When Lisaleft he followed her. At firs, he
tried to Say closeto the buildings, even duck into doorways. But after acouple of minutes, when she
didn't look back, he got bolder, even moved up close. Thisisridiculous, hetold himsdlf. If shedid spot
him, she probably would just laugh at him. Never let him forget it. Maybe he could convince her it was
some sort of sex game. He hdf felt that way himsdf. He would get aroused and instead of him following
her, it fdt like Lisahad hold of his penis, like atow rope, and was pulling him aong (hisimage, not mine).

He followed her to a hospitd, the huge Mirando Glowwood Sanctuary for the Healing Artson 7th
Avenue. Paul expected they would need passesto go up to the rooms, but no one seemed to take any
notice of either of them as he followed her past the front desk to the giftshop, where she bought amixed
bouquet of flowers, and then up acouple of flights of sairs. Paul found himsdlf rlaxing. After dl his



sugpicions, shewasjugt viditing asick friend.

Paul never found out what was wrong with the man in room 603. He was so concerned that no one
give him away he didn't even bother to noticeif the floor focused on any specid areaof medicine. When
Lisaentered the room Paul strolled past the doorway, dow enough to notice aman adeegp or
unconscious in a private room, with aman and woman in chairs beside the bed. Friends of Lisa, he
thought, with aguilty thrill that hefinaly could meet some of her friendsif only he could think up an
explanation for how he got there. But then the man and woman just got up and left, seemingly without
even noticing Lisawasin the room. Paul pretended to be reading the names posted outside aroom down
the hal until the two had |eft, and then he moved back to just outside 603, where he could look inside
without being noticed.

Lisahad pulled back the sheets and now was unbuttoning the man's pyjameas, dl without him moving
or opening his eyes. Paul said helooked like held been lying there, unconscious, for along time. There
were sores up and down his body. When the man's body lay al exposed, Lisabegan to undress. Paul
told me how he wanted to run, to get asfar away as he could, but he couldn't make himsalf move.

The moment Lisasiraddled the man, he came dive. Or rather hisbody came dlive, thrusting into her
and thrashing on the bed. The man himself stayed unconscious, hisface asblank, Paul said, asthe sky.
Nor did anyone e se seem to notice anything. The bed thumped, strange noises came out of the man's
throat, yet people just walked by—patientsin bathrobes, visitors, nurses. Once, awoman in one of those
candy-striped volunteer outfits bumped into Paul, smiled cheerfully and walked on, taking no notice either
of the pounding noisesinsde the room or Paul staring back at her terrified.

Asthe body rolled about with Lisathe sores opened up, spitting out athick mixture of blood and pus,
like afountain with ten or twenty spouts. Paul watched it soak the bed, ooze down onto the floor. He
watched Lisascoop it up in her hands and smeer it dl about the man's face. She'skilling him, he thought,
and knew he should run for help, or at least cry out. But hejust stayed and watched.

When Lisafindly lifted off the man, he went limp again, draped across the drenched bed. Only now
Lisatook the flowers she'd bought and placed them on the man's genita's, where they—clung. That was
the word Paul used. The flowers seized the man's crotch like some anima feeding on his discharges.

Despite everything, Paul said, he was sure he didn't make any noise. He didn't gag, or shout, or
anything. Lisajust stood there, naked, with her back to him and said, in afriendly voice, 'How was that,

Paul? Was it what you expected? Was it scary enough? Or should | have laid rats on him instead of
flowers?| could il do that if you like. | just thought this might be more fun.’

Paul wanted to run, but he couldn't. He could hardly stand upright as Lisaturned and came towards
him. 'Ferocious One," he managed to say, 'l beg you—'

Lisalaughed. 'Paul, Paul,’ she said, ‘it's much too late for that. And why would you want to send me
away? Haven't | told you | love you? Didn't | promise to make you rich?

'Promise? Paul said.

'Go to work next morning. My intuition tells me your boss wants to send you on a management
training course.’ She stepped towards him.

'No!" Paul shouted, and then he did jump back, out of the doorway. Finally, people were looking at
him. A man on crutches stopped to stare. Paul said, 'l never ... | thought they just—'

'Oh, Paul. You don't redly think you got dl those promotions by your own talents, do you? Trust me,
darling. Let metake care of you. Let me help you.'

Now Paul ran. Pushing people out of the way, he hurtled down the stairs and out of the lobby into the
street. Heran as hard as he could, pumping hisarmslikeyou seeon TV (I can see him, with his cap and
dark glasses, and his mouth gulping for air. Poor Paul. Poor dumb Paul).

A few blocks down he dared to turn around. Lisawasn't following. At least he didn't see her. Maybe



sheld taken some other form. Maybe she'd disguised hersalf as an old woman walking on the other side
of the street. Or acat Stting on astoop. Or acar parked illegaly in front of apump. What did he know,
after dl, about Malignant Ones and their powers? It'sthe kind of thing you learn in school, fourth grade

sacred studies class, and then forget right after the test.

When he saw a cab, he started to hail it, then stopped. What was an empty cab doing in midtown at
that time of day? Maybe that Russian-looking cab driver was Lisa. Or another Maignant One coming to
her aid. But maybe it was a Benign One. A Devoted Being who had noticed Paul's danger and jumped
initstaxi to cometo his rescue. How could he know? How could he know? How could hetell the
difference? He took the bus.

Crammed in with shoppers and office workers, Paul wished he could just close hiseyes, let the
crowd hold him up, and deep. Finaly he made it to his apartment building and the fear hit him all over
again. Lisahad akey. Lisadidn't need akey. She probably could fade right through a closed window.
Butif hedidn't go in, where could he go? How could he live? He told me later heimagined himself lying
in some corner outside the men'sroom in Grand Central Station.

When hetold me dl this, he stopped at that point in the story. "What happened? | said. 'Did you go
insgde? What did you do? He wouldn't look at me and | knew he'd done something he thought was
terrible. Finally he confessed. He said he went to the super and told him he'd smelled gas before and was
nervousto go back in, and would the super check for him and wave out the window if everything was dl
right?'l gave him ten bucks,' Paul said. ‘Can you believeit? Ten bucks and maybe that thing would be
therewaiting for him?

‘Butit'sokay,' | told him. 'She wasn't there. So he ended up with ten dollars for doing nothing.'
'l guess so," Paul said. I'd never seen him look so low.

'And you got here safely,’ | reminded him.

‘Right. So now you'rein danger too.'

‘Comeon,’ | said. 'All weve got to do isfigure out how to get rid of her.' | aimost blushed, knowing
how dumb that sounded.

When Paul got insde, he said, heran al around, checking the bathroom, the closets, even the small
cabinets under the bathroom sink. He didn't know what he was looking for, he just had to look. What
could he do, he thought, what could he do? | imagined him standing there, outside that tiny sanctuary of
his, maybe hitting his hand againgt hisforehead.

While hewastrying to figure out what to do next, the phone rang. Paul reached out, then stopped.
When the answering machine came on, he waited through his announcement. And then she wasthere,
telling him cheerfully, 'Silly Paul, why don't you pick up the phone?'Y ou know | won't harm you. I've got
some wonderful ideasfor later in the evening.' Then her voice sharpened. ‘Paul! Pick up the phone.’

Paul told me later that he had no idea how he managed to resist. His hand moved out to the phone, he
stood there dmost touching it, his hand shaking. He probably would have picked it up if the doorbell
hadn't rung. He jerked his hand back and ran to the door. The super stood there, looking confused.
‘Sorry to bother you," he told Paul, trying to look over Paul's shoulder. 'What's that?

The answering machine, Paul told me later, had screeched, asif someone had run afingernail aong
the tape.
Paul thanked the super, told him everything was okay, said goodbye—and then asked him pleaseto

stay there. While the poor confused man stood in the doorway, Paul got out his carryon bag and threw in
some clothes, his shaving stuff, and the cat's claw held gotten during hisfirst winternight initiation.

I've wondered since if the super was really a Devoted One. 1sn't that what they do, help you at some
crucia moment? No way to know. People aways say the Benign Oneslift you gently, the Mdignant
Ones knock you down with aclub. But Paul wasn't thinking about anything like that. He just pulled his



stuff together asfast as he could. And cdled me.

| till feel good about that. He called me, his fourteen-year-old kid cousin. | know | didn't protect
him, not in the long run. And | guess he didn't expect me to save him or anything. But he needed help and
he caled me. I'll dwayslove himfor that.

"Ellen!" he said when he got me on the phone. 'Ellen. Oh, my God.'
| said something dumb, like, 'What'swrong?

'Lisa,' he said, and stopped.

'What isit? | asked him. 'Is she hurt? Dumb.

'She's ... she'snot—'

‘She's not hurt?

'She's not human!'

'‘No!" | said. 'Oh Paul. Oh God.' He didn't have to say thelabel. | knew. Stupidly, | said, 'Isshe
there?

'No. No, of course not. Of course she'snot here. Shejust called ... | couldn't—What can | do? |
tried the Formula. She laughed a me. | got sick thefirst time. And then she just laughed. Ellen, what am |
goingto do?

'Get over here,' | said. 'Where are you?
'Home. My place.’

'Get out of there. Right now. Come here.’
'I don't want you getting hurt,’ Paul said.

‘Don't worry about that,' | said. 'I'll protect us.’ Bravetak. 'Just get thetrain. Take ataxi from the
gation. Ask for Johnny or Bill. Tell them you're my cousin. Y ou got that? Johnny or Bill.'

Yes'
‘Hurry.

‘Shouldn't | do an enactment? Paul asked.

‘Do aquick one.'

'‘What should | do?1 can't think.'

'‘Um—do you have flash powder?

'Yes, of course!

'Okay," | said. 'How about thet traveller'samulet | gave you that time you went to Europe?
It'sin my sanctuary.’

'Great. Go put it on.'

Sow seconds passed while | heard Paul moving things around and cursing. Finally he came back on
the phone. 'l can't find it," he said. Panic pushed hisvoice up. 'She must have takenit.'

Itsdl right,' | said. 'Jugt ... just sprinkle the powder around the edges of the floor and especialy on
the threshold. And—' | wasthinking fast. "Write down—take off your shoes and socks and write
out—Do you have an SDA body marker?

'Yes. | think so.'

'Great. If you can't find it, don't worry. A regular pen will do. But use the marker if you can. Write
down the Formulafor asafejourney and a safe arrival on the bottoms of your feet. Then light the

powder—'



'Should | put my shoes back on?

'Yes, of course. Light the powder on the threshold and at the same time ask the Devoted Ones for
help, and then jump over the powder. Have you got that?

'Yeah,' Paul said.
'Okay. Leave the phone off the hook so | can hear. And when you leave give meashout so | can
hang up my phone.’

It took Paul at least five minutes, during which | could hardly breathe | was so scared I'd hear him
scream or something. Finally | heard the hiss of flash powder and then, from adistance, 'Okay, Ellen.’

Softly, | prayed, '‘Blessyour feet, and bless your hands, and bless your eyes and mouth. Earth move
you in safety and joy across Her shiny face. Go, Paul.'

| went downdtairs, acting calm so my folkswouldn't find out anything and panic. | figured the last thing
we needed was my folks getting hysterica. They'd cal the police or something, or just start screaming
and no one would do anything.

| got apiece of sanctified chalk and some of my own flash powder and matches from my dtar and
stuck them in my skirt pocket. Then | went to the kitchen for aglass of milk and cookies. Wholesome. A
kid getting asnack. | strolled outside and as soon as | was out of sight of my folks| got to work. |
walked three times around the house, flicking drops of milk from the glass onto the ground as | prayed to
the Hidden Mother for blessings and protection on the house and al our family. Next | crushed the
cookies and scattered the crumbs a ong the flagstones and the driveway and out to the road, calling for
Devoted Onesto flock to Paul'said and lead him safely out of danger to my house. Inthe street | drew a
box for the house and then two stick figures for Paul. One showed him inside the house, holding hands
with asmaller gtick figure (me). The other showed him outside with acircle around him, protection
againg apair of bat-like wings above hishead. Lisa. Then | drew dots from the Paul out in the danger
placeto the one safein the house. While | made two little piles of flash powder, one on each Paull, |
called once more on the Benign Onesto help him, thanking them in advance. 'Devoted Ones, we thank
you for your devotion. We know that nothing we have done deserves your preciousintervention.' | fired
up the flash piles, waited ten seconds, then dashed back inside.

Upstairsin my room | took al my stuffed totem animals and lined them up on the windowsll. Take
care of him," | begged them. 'Please guard him now. Please.’ | didn't move from that window until | saw
Paul step out of thetaxi. Then | threw mysdlf downstairs and out the door.

Maybe | should have stayed at the window until he actualy got to the house. | don't know. Maybe if
hed madeit al theway under his own power he would have stayed safe, with the strength later to fight
back. Because maybe something was taking care of him, feeding him, and when | ran out to get him, |
droveit away. Or maybe | weakened my own safety enactment by leaving the house. | don't know.
When | saw him—hewas limping, with hisface screwed up, asif hed twisted his ankle—I filled up with
joy and fear at the sametime, and just couldn't wait. If | did something wrong, if | madeit worse, | hope
Paul forgivesme.

Wetold my folks Paul had hurt himself running and needed to sit down in my room while | brought
him some tea. When | got Paul alone, and brought up the tea, | opened afresh can of blessing powder,
sprinkled some on hisface and then hisbad ankle (he fdl running for thetrain), and findly around the
edge of theroom. And then | had him tell me everything. It was pretty scary. A couple of times, like
when he got to the flowersin the hospita, | had to stop him, holding up my hand like atraffic cop until |
could catch my breath. When hefinished, | hugged him, with my head on his shoulder so he wouldn't see
mecry.

| knew | couldn't do that for long. We had to take care of him. We had to get him somereal
protection. Aswdl as sprinkling some more blessing powder, we touched our amulets together, stuffed
our pockets with prayerswritten on sanctified paper and put Nora and Toby, my two most powerful



suffed totem animals, in their SDA sanctified travelling casesto take with us. Then | called the taxi
company and asked them to send Billy right away.

Aswe headed downgtairs, the phone rang. We were amost out the door when my mother called
from theliving room, 'Paul? It'sfor you. It'sawoman.' Y ou'd think she'd find it confusing that someone
would call Paul at her house. But no, her voice sounded like wasn't it wonderful that she could help two
such marvellous people get together. Paul started to walk towards her. | stared at him for amoment
before | redized what was happening. When | grabbed hisarm he dmost shook meloose. | held on,
though, and hollered to my mother, 'Weve got to leave, Mom. Tdll her she missed him.'

'Won't that be rude? my mother said. 'She sounds so sweet.' But | aready had Paul out the door,
where, thank the powers, Billy was aready pulling into the driveway.

That has got to be the scariest trip | have ever taken, worse even than my high school wilderness
initiation. Everyone looked like aMalignant one—the driver cutting us off on the Expressway, the traffic
cop halting our lane, the boy roaring past on his motorcycle, even the bag lady deeping on the Sdewalk
outside the Nassau headquarters of the SDA.

We told the secretary we needed to speak to an investigator. 'Urgently,’ | said. Shesent usto a
woman about twenty-five, with large amazed eyes. She wore ared blouse and a cotton jumper and had
her hair pulled back with avelvet band. While Paul was talking—he got pretty worked up, waving his
arms and trying not to cry, he was so scared—the woman, Julie her name tag said, wrote everything
down, congtantly telling Paul it was dl right, he was safe now. "Y our SDA" would protect him.

After shefinished taking down his story she went for her superior, aman about forty or fifty, very
busnesdike, but till basicaly friendly. Until he asked Paul where hed met the Ferocious One. 'l told
you," Paul said, at work.'

'Fine,’ the man said, 'but where exactly isthat? He smiled at Julie who looked embarrassed that she
hadn't gotten such abasic detail. Paul told him the address. He froze. His pen stopped in mid-air, his
head in mid-nod. Finally helooked up at Paul and said, '‘And you say she worked in an office?

'She ran atemp agency,’ Paul said.

The man's mouth twitched. 'Just amoment,” he told Paul, and walked off. Looking alittle confused,
and embarrassed, Julie told Paul again that everything would be fine. About a minute passed and then
Julie's boss called her from adoorway. He said, 'Ms Stoner,' instead of Julie. When she left the room he
closed the door behind her.

About five minutes later the man came back alone. He said, 'Now then, Mr—' Helooked at his
clipboard. 'Mr Cabot. Why do you think thiswoman, thisLisa, isaMalignant One?

‘Think? Paul said.

| stepped forward. 'Excuse me,’ | said. "What's your name?

'Please, young lady," he told me. 'I'm trying to check your—' His voice went up in aquestion.
‘Cousin,’ | said.

‘Cousin, fine. Your cousin'sstory.'

"You can check it alot easier if you tell usyour name,' | said.

He sighed. 'John Sebbick.'

| smiled sweetly. Thank you.'

'I don't understand,’ Paul said to him. "What do you need to check?

Sebbick said, 'Y ou must reglize, Mr Cabot, we get agreat many claims made here. People accuse
their co-workers, neighbours—' he smiled, ‘—loversdl thetime.

‘I'm not accusing her,' Paul half shouted. 'She's a Ferocious One!'



'So you say.'

'l told you what she did with that sick man. In the hospital.'
'What you say shedid.’

'l don't believethis,' Paul said. 'Why won't you believe me?

'Excuseme,' | said, and smiled as big asmile asthat goddamn bureaucrat. ‘Mr. Sebbick, this man has
cometo you for help. Isn't that your job? To help him?

"Young lady," he said. Helooked like hed pat me on the head if he wasn't afraid I'd bite him. "The
SDA does not need childrento tdll it itsjob.’

| wasn't going to let that one stop me. | said, "What are you going to do for him?
'Wewill investigate hisstory," he said.

"That's not good enough,’ | told him. He looked a melike | was a Ferocious One. 'He needs
protection,’ | said. 'How are you going to protect him?

Sebbick said, "We will determine who needs protection in this case.’

| took Paul'sarm. '‘Comeon,' | said, 'let's get you somered help.' He looked at me, grateful, asif he
thought | could beat down the whole SDA. | felt mysdlf blush and turned Paul around before that bastard
Sebbick could see.

Outsde, Lisawaswaiting. | didn't need Paul to introduce us, | knew her immediately. Shewore a
strange triangul ar-shaped dress, with wide sharp shoulders and hard narrow hips. Her face shone and her
golden hair lifted softly in the breeze. She stood back againgt ablack convertible with its top down. She
smiled, and for amoment | walked towardsthat smile, until | redized what | was doing and stopped
mysalf. Next to me, Paul was shaking.

'Poor sweet Paul,’ she said. 'l told you, you don't need to be frightened. | have no plansto harm you.'
‘Leavehim done,' | blurted. Great. Redlly effective.

Shelooked down a me. She seemed suddenly much taller. The points on her padded shoulders
gleamed, like knife bladesin the sunshine. She said, sweetly, Thismust be your little cousin. What a
lovely child." Her mouth opened very wide. "Would you like me to swallow you?

| felt dizzy, nauseated. My feet did around, asif | was standing onice, asif the street would crack
open and drop me into freezing water. Somehow, my hand went out and found a parking meter.
'Ferocious One,' | said, and gasped as apain shot into my side. "We beg you—' The pain became
unbearable, and | knew it would stop if | just stopped talking. | said, "We beg you to rlease us." My side
ripped open and | screamed. When | looked down | saw blood and meat pouring out onto the sidewalk.
| jerked my eyesaway as| forced the final words out. "We know that nothing we have done deserves
your Mdignant intervention.' And the pain ended. | gasped in relief, and when | looked down my clothes
weren't even torn.

Sometimes the old stuff works better than we know. The Formula comesto us from the Tellers after
all, and not the SDA. Lisa pretended not to notice, but she backed away. Laughing, shedid into her
open-top car. 'l told you,' she said to Paul, 'you don't need to be afraid of me. I'm on your side. Even the
SDA will hdpyouif | tell them to." She laughed again, and then she looked a me. | held on to the
parking meter. She said, 'Goodbye, Ellen Pierson. I'm sure we will meet again.' And then she drove off.

On theway home, Paul decided to tell my folks. Well, they reacted just theway | knew they
would—Mom crying and fluttering her arms, Daddy ranting about the SDA and its 'ineffectua posturing'.
Only, they added anew twigt. They attacked Paul for involving me. ‘A mere child,’ my mother called me.
Cute.

| tried to push them onto what really mattered. The SDA's not just ineffectud,’ | tried to say. They're
blocking him. That Sebbick'—I stopped mysdlf saying 'bastard—'guy is very effectud. Y ou should have



seen theway he smirked a us.' No good. They weren't listening. The whole thing had scared them too
much. They talked about the danger to me, but they really meant the danger to themsalves aswell.
'We've got to do something,’ | kept saying, and, ‘How can we get protection? It was only when they
suggested Paul 'go home and get somerest’ thet | realized what was going on. They wanted to get rid of
him. They figured if he stayed therein our living room Ferocious Ones would come smashing through the
picture window a any moment.

'He's not going anywhere," | said. | made my voice so cam, so firm, that my father just stared at me.

My mother said, ‘But shelll get dl of usif he stays here." When nobody answered her for a second
and she realized how that sounded, she added, "We've got to think of you, Ellen.’

'If wesend him away,’ | said, ‘'well redlly expose oursalves to danger.'
'What do you mean? my mother asked.

| wasimprovising, trying to pull stuff out from what | remembered from schoal. | said, ‘'The Devoted
Onesdon' like it when humans turn against each other. If we lose the support of the Devoted Ones
what'll we do if Lisadecidesto attack usjust for being Paul's family?

| could see them wavering. | pushed on. ‘At hisown placeit's dready too late. HE's dready invited
her in. Here we can put up awall of protection. We can get help.' | fdt like | was explaining thingsto two
year olds. | just prayed that the Guardian of Inappropriate Speech would stop Paul from saying
something dumb, like how he didn't want to make any trouble and maybe he should go home. But he just
sat there, bent over, hiseyesfixed on the middle of the rug. And findly my folks gave in. Paul could stay,
they said, 'at least for afew days.

| added, "While we get some help.’
‘Right,” my father said, asif held thought of it.

Assoon as| knew they weren't going to change their minds | told them of the enactment I'd already
done and suggested maybe we could do it over, dl of ustogether. Daddy said Paul should stay insde.
'We don't want to tempt anything," he said, but he just likes to take charge. So we went through the
routine, mostly Daddy and I, while Mom followed dong behind us.

When we got back insde, my father called hislawyer. | was afraid he might not push it hard enough,
but he was great. He shouted at the man, told him he had to get the best person and he had to get him
right now.

After my father put down the phone, we al said nothing for awhile. No one looked at anybodly. |
don't know how long we would have stood there like that if we didn't hear aknock at the door. My
mother half shrieked, my father said, 'Oh God,' Paul whimpered, and | don't remember what | did.
Because we dl knew who it was. None of us moved, and then the knock came again, and then Paul
started to get up. Now, Malignant Ones can't force their way into ahouse, at least for the first time,
unlessthey'reinvited. That much | knew. But Paul was contaminated, and none of uswas sure just what
that meant.

| ran over to him and grabbed his shoulders and held on. He was sweeting or crying or both, because
hisfacewasal wet, and | think | was crying too, but | held on to him. Daddy ran up and held him too,
and then Mom came and put her arms around al of us and together we said the Formula and then the
prayers of protection we'd made up for our enactment. And the knocking stopped.

We stood there along time, hanging on to each other and shaking like one big anima. And then the
phonerang. Weadl just looked at it, letting it ring on and on, until findly my father picked up the recaiver.
Before he said anything, he switched on the loudspeakers. 'Hello,' he said, and his voice broke.

A woman's voice sounded in the room. 'Thisisthe office of Alison Birkett,' shesaid. Thisisa
protected line, federal registration no. 7237785. Y ou may speak without fear or danger.’

Oh my God, | thought, he did it. Daddy did it! He got us Alison Birkett. The SDA itsdlf had turned



againg us and none of us had any ideawhy. But now the woman who'd broken the Pentagon
Possession, who had forced the Defense Department to admit its involvement with Maignant Ones, had
cometo save us. | ran and hugged Paul. ‘It's her,' | whispered. 'It's Alison Birkett.'

Not exactly, for the woman said, ‘Please hold for Ms Birkett.'

A moment later afirm alto voice came on. ‘Good afternoon,’ she said. ‘May | speak with Mr Michael
Pierson?

'Speaking,’ my father said.

"Your lawyer, Mr Athenauer, asked meto call you.'
'Yes,' Daddy said. 'Y es, thank you very much for caling.
'Perhaps you could tell me the problem,’ she said.

Wetook turns, first Daddy, then Paul, then me. | couldn't believe | was speaking to her. | ill had her
photo over my desk. She didn't talk down to me, or treat melike a child or anything. She just listened
and asked alot of questions, and afterwards she said, 'Y ou did very well, Ms Fierson. Having the name
of the officid will help us move much more quickly. Thank you.'

"Thank you too," | said back.

When Daddy asked what would happen, Ms Birkett said, 'The first thing we need to do is secure
your house and your presence on an emergency basis. I'll send my team over. Then we need to discover
why the SDA refused to help your nephew. I'm going to file arequest under the Freedom of Information
Act. Usually these things take months, but | believe | can expediteit. There are ways. With luck, we will
know something within two weeks.'

"Two weeks? my mother said. She sounded like she wanted to run away from home.

MsBirkett said, 'lIf nothing else, the request should shake some people up.' | could hear the smilein
her voice. After telling us how the team would identify themselves, she said goodbye and hung up.
'‘Goodbye,’

| said softly, even though | knew she couldn't hear me.

The depossession team arrived half an hour later, two men and awoman, al carrying old-fashioned
black doctor bags. They wore one-piece protective suits, heavy-tread boots, insulated gloves and animal
head masks. The woman was small, about my height. She wore a crocodile mask and on the groin of her
protective suit sheld handpainted aslver circle over two wavy blue lines—the moon of power over the
river of continuous birth. I couldn't take my eyes off her.

While they unpacked their equipment, my mother asked, 'Will our house be okay?

'Oh, we don't anticipate any trouble, thetdler of the two men said. He wore an elephant mask. ‘Ms
Birkett said thiswas a prophylactic operation.’

They stayed four hours, measuring, taking readings on the house and on us (‘Do we have to undress?
| asked the crocodile lady, but al she did was move a stick up and down my body, like when they check
for gunsat airports), chanting, sprinkling powders, drawing signs on the doors and windows, filling
rainbow-coloured balloons with some kind of gas and then popping them in theair, and finaly, spraying
the four of uswith some sort of mist from an unmarked plastic pump bottle (I asked if they used to use
aerosols before the ozone crids, but the crocodile only grunted). They gave each of usasmaller pump
and told usto spray ourselves every time we |eft the house.

Before they |€ft, the eephant warned us not to alow any strangersinto our house. 'No salesmen,’ he
said, 'no polltakers, no free samples, no meter readers or ddliveries of bottled gas or anything like that,
no building ingpectors, no one. If you need any repairs done make sure you know the person ahead of
time. And if you have any friends over, even family, make sure they don't bring over any third parties
you've never met before. If they do, smply apologize and don't et them in, no matter how much your



friends vouch for them. Do you understand that? We al nodded. ‘Good. Now—thisisvery
important—when people come over that you do know, make them say their names out loud before they
step over the threshold. Make them say, "My nameis blank™ before they enter the house. The same goes
for anyone who might lean over the windowsl.'

| said, 'Well keep dl the windows closed.'
'Good,' the e ephant said.

Mom said, 'Won't it seem kind of strange if we ask people to say that? | mean, if we know them
anyway?

I knew what she meant. They'll know we're possessed. People will talk about us. | said, 'We can tell
them we're doing a blessing enactment. They get to take part by saying their names!’

'Good girl," the ephant said, and the crocodile added, "Y ou would al do well to listen to thisyoung
lady. From what Ms Birkett tells us, she knowswhat she'sdoing.' | really had to fight to keep my face
draight.

My father asked, "What about going out?
'No problem,’ the elephant said, 'at least for the three of you. The measures we've taken will
effectively sed you againgt persond intervention. At least if you make sure not to invite her into your

house. That's the important thing. For Mr Cabot the Stuation isalittle more touchy. He should stay inside
asmuch aspossible.' Paul nodded.

Mom said, 'How long will thisgo on? We cant livelikethisforever.’

| can't be sure, but | think the eephant glanced at me before he answered her. 'I'm sure Ms Birkett
will take care of it, and then you can resume your normd life!

'Shouldn't we go see her or something? | asked.

The crocodile said, 'Shélll call you." And then they wished us good luck, made some sweeping hand
sgnsover our heads—and left.

Paul spokefirg, thefirst real sentence held said in hours. ‘God, I'm so tired.
'‘Cmon,' | said, 'I'll take you upgtairs.'

He haf turned towards my folks. 'I'm sorry,' he said. 'I'm redly sorry.

'It'sokay," Mom said, and Daddy added, 'We're getting help, that's what matters.'

| was happy to arrange the guest room, to make Paul's bed and get him towels. | was happy to get
away from my parents. After 1'd set up Paul, | went to my room and took down the photo of Alison
Birkett. For quiteawhile| sat there, holding it in my hands, looking at the way shejust stood there, as
firm as atree on the stone steps of the court.

We saw Ms Birkett thirteen dayslater. Those two weeks were redlly hard for me. They were hard
for everyone, of course, and | guess | was as scared as the others, but | also had to speak to my friends
and everyone, and not tell them what had happened. | stayed in the house as much as possible, telling my
friends| was sick, but of coursethey till called. Like my best friend, Barb, who wanted to tell me about
trips to the beach and the club. | couldn't tell her how I'd faced aMalignant One, or that I'd spoken with
Alison Birkett. My parents asked me to keep it secret, but | would have anyway. | didn't want to push
my luck.

| could talk to Paul, of course. And | did, except sometimes that just made it worse. Maybe |
shouldn't say this, but he got so depressed, he kept saying how he was putting everybody in danger, how
Lisahad 'corrupted’ him and now it was too late, how we could back out if we wanted, how he wouldn't
blame us and we should save ourselves—

One evening, Paul said to me, 'Maybe I'm making amistake.’



At firg | didn't want to answer. We were sitting in the living room—my folks had gone down to the
dentowatch TV—and | redly just wanted to read. Finally | sighed and said, 'What kind of mistake?

Paul sat with hiselbows on hisknees and afull cup of coffee between histwo hands. Grest, | thought,
just what | needed, Paul spilling coffee on my mother'srug. 'l don't know," he said, ‘Lisakept saying
sheld never hurt me!'

'‘Sheé'saMalignant One,' | reminded him. ‘It doesn't matter what she says!'

'Y eah, | know. But sometimes you read about Maignant Ones helping people. Picking up some
individua and, you know, just doing thingsfor him.'

'Y ou mean like promotions?

'Well, yeah. Lisasaid sheloved me, you know.' Before | could say anything he rushed on,
‘Sometimes you see something on TV, about some great statesman, or billionaire, who dies and they
discover aMdignant One helped him hiswhole life and that's how he became so rich or important. And
obvioudy the Maignant One didn't harm him. It helped him. Y ou know, Benign Oneswon't do that.

They'll hdp you in somecrigs, if they fed likeit, but they won't redly take hold like that. Mdignant
Ones—

'Frg of dl,' | said, 'you don't know what happens to these great figures after they die!’

'‘Come on,' Paul said, 'you don't believe that old superstition about the dead suffering endlesstorture,
doyou?

"That's not the point. Y ou just don't know. And what about al the stories of people who make deals
with helpers and suffer horrible agoniesin this life? Like last month, on 20/20. Did you see that?

He shook his head.

| said, 'Some woman in Arkansas summoned a Ferocious One to save her from bankruptcy. She
ended up in the hospital, vomiting crude oil for two weeks without stopping. Do you want something like
that to happen to you?

'No, of course not.'

'Paul. Listen to me. Malignant Ones are not good for people. Okay? Y ou got that?

He smiled. 'Sure. Okay. It'sjust that she ways said—'

"Paul?

‘All right. Okay." He put down the coffee cup and came over to hug me. 'Thanks, he said. 'Y ourethe
greatest kid cousin anyone ever had.'

"We're going to take care of you,' | said. 'Everything's going to befine!'

For mogt of the thirteen days everything went pretty well. We had some smdl incidents. A couple of
timeswhen my folks or | answered the phone we heard anoise and then whoever (or whatever) it was
hung up. Once, Paul picked up the phone and though he said nothing he sarted to sweat. My mother
saw it first and shouted for my father who ran up and grabbed the receiver out of Paul's hand. After that,
we forbade Paul to answer the phone. And several times people came to the door, with prizesthey said,
or government business (my father got ajury summons; hetold the man to put it in the mailbox), even a
box supposedly to make us part of the TV rating system. But nothing actually happened. And then, ona

Sunday morning, my grandmother—or at least someone who looked and sounded just like her—showed
up at the door.

'Mom!" my mother said. 'Um—hi." Grandma never just shows up. And she never goes anywhere
before three o'clock.

'Wdl? Grandmasaid. 'lsn't anybody going to invite mein?
| ran up before Mom could say anything. '"Make her say her name," | said. Behind ‘Grandma | could



see acar that looked just like hers. 1t even had the dent on the back fender and the Sacred Wildlife Fund
gticker on the sde window.

While Mom stood there looking confused and unhappy, Grandmasaid, 'Will somebody tell mewhat's
going on? Why can't | just comein? By now Daddy had joined us, and when | looked back | could see
Paul standing in the kitchen doorway. 'Paul,’ Grandma said, ‘what are you doing here? Michagl ? Why is
everyone acting o funny?

'Say your name,' | told her. 'Say "My nameis' and then your name.’

She laughed nervoudy. 'Ellen, what are you talking about? To Mom, she said, ‘Redly, June, thisis
not very funny.'

Daddy ordered, 'Say it. Say "My nameis' and then your name.’

Mom stared at the floor as her 'mother’ said, "June, | don't know what's going on with Ellen, but Mike
too? And you? Are you going to take part in this silliness?

Half crying, Mom said, very softly, ‘It'spart ... part of ablessing enactment? Y ou haveto ... For the
house. Everyone hasto say their name. Please.’ She repesated, 'Please?

'Well, I'mjust sorry,' Grandmasaid. 'l thought | was welcomein my own daughter's house.
Obvioudy, | waswrong.' She turned and headed for her car.

While my father closed the door, my mother stood crying, with her arms crossed over her chestin an
X.'l can'tlivelikethis' shesaid.'l just can't stand it.’

Daddy said, 'Honey, I'm sorry.' He reached out for her, but she twisted away. He added, 'Y ou did
that redly well. I'm proud of you.'

‘Don't patronize me!' she shouted at him. ‘| don't want to do really well. | want anorma life." Sheran
into the bathroom and dammed the door.'

Shewasin there less than a minute when she started to shriek. Daddy and | came running, but the
door was locked.' Honey,' Daddy shouted, ‘open the door." A sickening smell was washing over usand |
suddenly redlized my sneakers were getting wet. | looked down to see brown water coming under the
door. Mom's screams died down as she fumbled open the lock. Inside, sewage was pouring out of the
toilet—over the bowl, out the top of the tank, through cracksin the sdes—'Make it stop!"

Mom cried. Holding his hand over hisface, Daddy doshed through to the main valve. Looking back
at me, hesad, 'Ellen, get out of here. Run.' The handle came off in his hands. 'Shit," he said.

I ran, but only to the basement where | shut off the main valve, and then back to the kitchen for the
pump bottle. On the way, | could hear Paul, crying or something, but | couldn't pay any attention. When |
got back to the bathroom my folks were stuffing things down the toilet bowl. Fighting not to vomit, |
sprayed the toilet, the floor and the air, my parents, myself, al the while repesting the Standard Formula,
aswdl as our own enactment spells and the ones the team had taught us. The flooding stopped. We dl
leaned againgt the walls, gasping.

'How am | going to clean thisup? Mom said. 'How can | clean thisup? | went into the living room
and called Alison Birkett's office. When the answering service came on | told the woman 'My nameis
Ellen Pierson. | need to speak with Alison Birkett right away. It'san emergency.’

When the return call came | grabbed it before thefirst ring had even ended. Thisis Alison Birkett,
shesad.

| took a breath and told her the story, trying to make it complete and concise. 1'd been practising
whilel waited for her call.

Ms Birkett asked afew questions and then she said, 'My very deep apologies, Ms Pierson. | will
send a clean-up team immediately. If it serves as any consolation, | suspect that this attack came asalast
ditch effort by the enemy. Frustrated rage.’



‘Last ditch? | said.

‘Do you think you and your family can come to my office tomorrow morning?
'Yes,'| said, 'of course!’

'Good. It may not seem like it in the context, but | do have good news. 9 o'clock?
T'll tell my parents!’

'Fine. An escort will arrive a your house tomorrow at eight. Please be sure to convey my apologies
to your parents and tell them that the clean-up team will be there within the hour.’

'I won't forget,’ | said.

'I'm sure you won't,” Ms Birkett said. 'Y ou've done very well, Ms Pierson. Very well indeed. | look
forward to meeting you.'

Thank you,' | managed to say. When we'd said goodbye and I'd hung up the phone | repeated to
mysdlf, ' "I look forward to meeting you". Wow.' Then | ran to tel my folks the news.

The office was alittle smaller than I'd expected. There was a desk—some kind of dark red
wood—and some |eather-chairs, and walls of books, most of them in sets of twenty or so volumes. |
wondered how many years you had to go to school to learn al that stuff.

Alison Birkett was alittle fatter than she'd looked on the cover of Time. A little shorter, too, but
otherwise shelooked just like I'd imagined her as | lay awvake hdf the night. Wavy red hair which she
pushed back from her face. Narrow nose and wide mouth, which gave her face alot of movement, alot
of expression. When shefrowned, you redly could seeit. When she smiled, shelet it take over her face.
Shewore agrey slk blouse open at the neck and with the deevesrolled up dightly, and astraight dark
purple skirt. Round her neck, on asilver chain, she wore the three peaked medallion of the Winged Lady
of the Mountains. Just above her left wrist | could see asmdll crescent-shaped scar, amark of initiation.
She noticed my looking at it. Her eyes dropped to her arm and then back at me, and she smiled.

She shook al our hands and said our names without our telling her. When she cameto me she
nodded once and said, 'I'm very pleased to meet you, Ms Pierson.' Right there in front of my parents. If
the chair hadn't been there | might have falen over.

She sat down in achair at the side of her desk, with her legs out before her, crossed at the ankles.
'Firg of dl,' shesaid, 'that disaster yesterday.’

‘It was horrible," my mother blurted. ‘Absolutely horrible.’

Ms Birkett nodded. 'l know. Just hearing about it sickened me. | am very sorry you had to suffer

such an outrage. As| told your daughter, however, it will not happen again. And the SDA will pay for the
damage.’

"The SDA? my father repeated.

‘Let me explain what I've found out. To begin with, the F.I. request turned out to be quite a battle.
Our government agencies do not like giving up their secrets. Especialy the embarrassng ones.” She
looked at Paul. He was breathing heavily. 'When we talked on the phone,’ she said, 'you told me that
your Lisaran atemp agency.'

He said, That was her cover.'

'Oh no," Ms Birkett said. That part of her story isactually true. Except that she does not find little
typing jobsfor secretaries. LisaBlack Dust—that's her proper designation, by the way—LisaBlack Dust
7 runs atemp agency for Maignant Ones!'



None of us spoke for amoment, then Mom said, 'l don't understand. Y ou mean she hires out
demons!?

Ms Birkett nodded. 'Precisdly.’
Mom said, 'But who arether clients?

Ms Birkett smiled again before she spoke. ‘Corporations, lobbyigts, large charitable
organizations—but mogtly the United States government.’

My father whispered, 'Oh my God.' Paul moaned.
"The government? | repested.

That'sright. Various agencies, investigatory arms and, | suspect, the White House, though sections of
the report came blacked out. "Nationa Security Sanctification.” One part that was not censored,
however, described the involvement of one particular client of Black Dust 7. The Spiritua Development
Agency hires her services on avery steady basis. When Mr Cabot and Ms Pierson came for help they
spoke first to an underling. Someone "not in the loop™ as the expression goes. When Mr Sebbick came
on the case, however, the Situation changed dramatically. For Mr Sebbick knew LisaBlack Dust 7's
cover name and the location of her operation.’

| said, 'So the noble SDA tried to shut us up in order to protect themselves!

'Exactly, MsPierson. And protect their convenient relationship. And they might have succeeded
except for one factor their over-confidence failed to take into consideration. Y ou and your family refused
to let the matter drop. Y ou contacted me.’

| grinned, "Too bad for them they didn't get aMalignant Speaker to tell their fortunes:”
Ms Birkett laughed. Y es, and lucky for us!'
My father said, 'I'm glad you two find this so funny.'

'Not at dl," MsBirkett said, but something of asmile remained. 'l assure you | recognize the urgency.
In the past two weeks | have donelittle else but work on this case.’

Mom asked, 'But what do they do for the government?

Ms Birkett shrugged. 'Spying, sabotage, manoeuvering decisions by other agencies, or even other
governments. Possibly nations.’

"The French prime minister,' | blurted. 'His so-called heart attack.’

Her eyes narrowed, and then she nodded very dightly. 'l spoke out of turn,’ she said. ‘A bad habit. |
think we had best keep such speculation amongst ourselves.’

| looked at the floor. 'Of course,' | said.

My mother said, 'Thisishorrible. It's ... it'sjust horrible. How does the government pay the
Malignant Ones?

Ms Birkett said nothing for amoment, then, 'l don't think you want to know that."
'Oh, Mom said. 'Oh.’

Paul said, 'What am | going to do? What can | do?

Ms Birkett said, 'Y ou aready have doneit, Mr Cabot. We have doneit.’

I don't understand,’ he said. But his voice sounded alittle stronger.

Ms Birkett leaned back in her chair. "We have something on them. We know something the
government would not like to see published in the New York Times.'

Mom said, '‘But what can we do with it? 1 mean, we can't just give interviewsto the Times.'
'Please,’ MsBirkett said, 'l do not envision you appearing in the newspapers. Quite the contrary. The



possibility issmply athreat, aweagpon.’

'l fill don't understand—' Mom said, but Ms Birkett stopped her. She held up a sheet of paper dense
with writing and some sort of sacred seal stamped on the bottom. 'This,' she said, ‘isacease and desst
order, issued this morning by Judge Ma com Bennett. Judge Bennett isavery useful man. A number of
times, when the government and | have come to an agreement, Judge Bennett has given it the appearance
of judicia compulson.'

Daddy asked, 'What exactly do they cease and desist doing?

The order, in fact, does not restrain them so much as compel them. It requires the SDA to cease
protecting Black Dust 7 and to begin protecting you and your family. In short, to do itsduty.’

Mom said, 'But that horrible ... that disgusting ... yesterday—'

Ms Birkett nodded. 'The agreement cameinto effect at 12:01 thismorning. Y esterday was Black
Dust 7'slast chance to express her rage. | had demanded immediate application, but the SDA argued
that they needed time for their technicians to establish controls. Now they will pay for that mistake. | have
aready made some phone calls and begun the paperwork for damage claims!'

Daddy asked, ‘Do you need information from usfor the clams?

"Therés no hurry. Marjorie—my secretary—will get the detail s from you after the depossession
process.'

Thiscourt order,’ Daddy said. 'It doesn't order them to stop hiring Mdignant Onesto do itsdirty
work?

She shook her head. 'No. It does require the government to cease al dedlings specifically with Black
Dust 7 and her agency. It does not, however, require anything further from them. The languageisvery
careful.

'‘And we don't go to the Times?

‘No. What purpose would it serve? This agreement secures your safety. If we exposethe
government, that will remove the incentive to protect you. We certainly don't want any repeets of what
happened yesterday. Or worse. And | assure you, the government will continue to dedl with Malignant
Ones, no matter how much we expose this particular arrangement.’

| said, 'So wejust let them continue." Assoon asl'd said it, | wished | could take it back. | felt so
ungrateful.

MsBirkett said, 'I'm afraid so, Ms Pierson. We take the victory we can get.'

I'msorry,' | said. 'l mean, thank you.'

Paul asked, 'How can wetrust the SDA? They could say they're protecting me—us—and do
nothing.'

MsBirkett said, 'Of course. That iswhy | have demanded that my own team monitor the entire
depossession process. And remember, the threat of exposure will remain.’

My father asked, 'What's to stop them just—agetting rid of al of us? If we're gone, we can't expose
them.’

"They would haveto get rid of measwell. And I have created various information-dumping routines
"in the event of my untimely disgppearance’ asthey say inthe movies.'

'‘Wow,' | said.
Paul said, 'What about afterwards? How do | know shell leave me aone?

'Because of the protection the SDA will give you. And because it will suit the government for you to
remain unharmed. And the government will make sureit suits the Malignant Ones'!’



Daddy asked, 'But can the Mdignant Ones themselves control her?

'Oh yes. The Bright Beings, the Benign Ones and the Malignant Onestogether, actually form
something of asingle entity. Theindividua Beings appear to us as separate, like people, but we might
describe them better as branches of that one entity. Configurations, to use the proper term.’ She paused.
Thepaint is, they can control her, and they will.'

Paul said, 'What about my job? Am | going to have to walk past the damn temp agency every timel
go to work?

‘Certainly not,’ Ms Birkett said. ‘Al traces of LisaBlack Dust 7 and her agency will vanish from the
building.' She smiled. "When you return to work, your colleagueswill no doubt tell you of the week the
government shut down the building. "Resanctification of an architecturd landmark™ | believe they will cal
it

We gstayed in her office alittle bit longer, talking about what would happen, what the SDA would do,
how they would reseal our house and purify Paul's gpartment, how they would take us to a depossession
centre, how wed have to sit around in quarantine for aweek but nothing would hurt.

Finaly we had to leave. My folks shook her hand and hurried out of the office. Paul shook her hand,
too, but he didn't look at her. | think he was crying.

The escort team, two women without any masks but carrying government sanctified electronic spirit
dispersers, waited in the doorway. They looked bored. | got up last and shook her hand, trying to do it
as drong as she did. | was hafway to the door when she called to me, 'Ellen,’ she said, and | turned. She
was smiling. 'lI've enjoyed meseting you,' she said. 'If you find yoursaf downtown, pleasefed freeto drop
inonme

'Ohyes' | said. 'Yes, | will. Thank you. Thank you very much.' And then | |€ft.

The depossession took five days. To be honest, it was mostly kind of dull. We had to go to an SDA
safe house upstate, along the Hudson. It was very pretty, with views of the cliffs and lots of woods.
Except we didn't get to look around much. We chanted and sweated and wrote things on paper and
made 'subgtitutes (dolls, that is; you should have seen my father's!). At least we got to do some stuff
down by theriver, a night. Mogt of the time, however, | had to Sitin my room, or elseliedown on a
surgica table while peoplein lab coats and sanctified masks (I kept looking for the crocodile woman but
she never showed) smeared creams and smelly oils on me and wiped them off, or painted pictures and
wrote words on my belly, or else ran tests with eectrodes attached to my head, lights shining in my face,
and so on.

| don't know what | was expecting, maybe the building shaking, dime pouring out of thewalls, shrieks
and wild laughter—you know, the kind of thing you seeon TV shows.

Only once did something redlly weird happen, and it wasn't the kind of thing you expect. It was night
time and they'd taken me down to the river again, asmall cove with aring of meta poles near the edge of
the water. My caseworker tied ablack silk blindfold around my eyes and then directed meto sit downin
the centre of thering. The poles gave off alow rhythmic hum.

For awhilel just thought about school or something. Slowly, the hum got louder and my head Started
to hurt. Suddenly, | heard giggles behind me. | turned my head, frightened. Why were the techs giggling?
But the sound came from somewhere further back, somewhere in the woods.

| reached up to pull off the blindfold. ‘'No," my caseworker said. ‘Leaveit on." My hand didn't move,
just held on to the cloth. 'Leave it alone,’ the caseworker said. | let go.

Thegiggling got louder, then changed to moansand sighs. | could hear voices, though | couldn't hear
what they said. Until avoicel knew said, Two islovely, but threesafeast. Ellen? | pulled off the
blindfold. Outsde the circle of poles, beyond the stupid techs who didn't seem to notice anything at dll,
LisaBlack Dust 7 and Alison Birkett lay naked together at the edge of the trees.



'No!" | shouted, or something dumb like that, and covered my eyes with my hands.

'Don't leave the circle,” my caseworker told me. | could hardly hear her, the roaring in the poles had
gotten so loud. It ran from pole to pole, round and round the ring. 'What do you see? the caseworker
asked. | shook my head. Alison Birkett's voice caled my name again.

When | looked again, she and Black Dust 7 were kissing each other and doing things with their hands
| don't want to describe. And suddenly | could fed them touching me, diding invisble handsal over my
body. | thrashed around like someone dapping avay aswarm of bugs.

‘Don't leave," my caseworker said again, but | just shouted at her, "Shut up!* Okay, | told mysdlf,
don't panic. Trying to ignore the laughter and those horrible hands al over me, | closed my eyes, took a
breath—and said dl the formulas and prayers the techs had been teaching me over the past few days.
The laughter died away, the hands became feathers.

And | wanted them back. | wanted to stop the chants and the formulas, | wanted to bring back the
voices, the hands. | felt so lonely, so ashamed. Alison Birkett would hate me, no one would ever love
me. No one ever had loved me. But now these two wonderful beings had come to rescue me. Why was
| driving them away? Didn't | know they only played agame, pretending to be enemies so they could
trick theidiots, like my parents and the SDA? They couldn't fool me, they knew that. | was much too
smart for any of that. Why was| driving them away?If | joined them the three of us could do anything.
They needed me, Alison Birkett needed me. If | turned her down now, sheld never speak to me again.

Thank mine and everyone e se's guardians that the caseworker didn't say or do anything. I'm sureif
I'd heard that whining voice | would have given up the protectionsjust to spite her. Instead, | clenched
my fistsand said asloud as| could, 'Ferocious One, | beg you to release me. | know that nothing | have
done deserves your Malignant Intervention.' | repeated it twice more, louder each time. Inner conviction,
they say, is haf the working. When | opened my eyes again, they were gone.

| wondered alot what Paul was going through. If the monster could do that to me, what would
happen to my poor cousin, the only one of uswho'd actudly giveninto her?1 only saw him once during
our time in the safe house. | saw him at the other end of acorridor. | called to him but he turned away,
and then my own caseworker pushed meinto another lab room.

After five daysthey pronounced us 'free and liberated'. Just like the Pentagon, | thought. We
shouldn't have any more trouble they assured us. But just in case, they gave us each asilver medalion to
wear around our necks, charged and sanctified in the SDA laboratories and triggered with our own
specia enactment prayer. We had to say the prayer when we woke up or went to deep or ate anything
(‘'even apiece of chewing gum' my caseworker told me) or washed our hands or went to the
bathroom—>but especidly if wefdt afraid. 'Remember,’ my casaworker said, ‘fear isthe danger Sgn.
Dontignoreit. Don't convince yoursdlf it's nothing or it'sjust nervousness. In al likelihood it will be
nothing, but don't ignoreit. Any time you fed afraid, say your protection.’

We were standing on the lawn and she was giving me alast-minute lecture, but | wasredly just
looking for Paul. | knew my folks had finished, but where was Paul ? Suddenly | saw him, in the doorway
shaking hands with his own caseworker. He was laughing.

'Paul!" | shouted, and ran over and hugged him. | felt like adumb kid, but | couldn't help mysdlf. He
looked so wonderful, so healthy. He separated from me, grinned, then hugged me again. He was wearing
ashirt I'd never seen before. It looked new and | wondered if his caseworker had given it to him.

Ms Birkett's people drove us home. | wanted to ask how they liked working for her and stuff like
that, but it didn't fed like thetime. My folks said amost nothing, just stared out the window. Paul did
most of the talking. He talked about getting back to work, about whether he should give back the
promotions (he laughed when he said it, and then added ‘But why shouldn't | get something out of this?
I've sure as hell suffered enough.”), how grest it was not to fedl scared dl the time, how he dmost wished
he could have seen Lisas face when they banished her from the building. And yet, when he stopped



talking and turned to the window, | could see him trembling.

| didn't see Paul too much during the next few weeks. We taked a couple of times, and hetold mea
little about al the questions they'd asked him about Lisaand what he'd done with her. But nothing about
what had happened to him over the five daysin the safe house. And then he stopped calling me, and to
be honest | didn't call him.

| didn't see Alison Birkett, either. | don't know why, | kept wanting to cal her, to make up some
excusewhy | had to go downtown so | could visit her. But somehow | never did it. It wasn't because of
what had happened by theriver. At least | don't think it was. | mean, | knew very wdl that the thing with
Black Dust 7 was not Alison Birkett. But maybe | thought if | saw her | would haveto tdll her. | don't
know. So instead, | went to the library and read about her, everything | could find.

| dso didn't see much of my friends. Thething was, | fill couldn't tell them. The agreement with the
government demanded that we keep the whole thing secret. | guess| could have made up some story
how I'd met Alison Birkett, but what was the point if | couldn't givethereal reason? And | didn't fed
much like talking with them if | couldn't talk about everything that had happened. So | mostly went to the
library, or stayed home and watched TV, or el se rode my bike down to the shore.

And every day | said my words. And did my enactments and made my offerings.

Three weeks passed before the 'incident’ happened. That's what the newspapers caled it later. There
were two, redly, mine and Paul's, but Paul's was more spectacular. My incident took place in ateashop
on Northern Boulevard, near my home. I'd been down in the library, feding deepy, so | thought, | know,
I'll go have sometea. Ye Village Tea Parlore (no kidding, that'sreally what they called it) had just
opened, saling lots of herb teas and gooey cakes and yoghurt and blueberry scones.

So | was sitting there at a glass-topped iron table in apink chair that hurt my back, when thiskid
camein. He looked about my age, but he sure didn't look like anyone from this neighbourhood. He wore
atorn T-shirt and dumpy jeans and shoes with big holesin them. And he started to spray paint greffiti all
over thewadlls. | couldn't believeit. Just coming in off the street like that. | turned around, figuring
someone would come charging from the kitchen to throw him out. Instead, the waitress and the owner
just stood there, watching. And then they turned to me. And smiled. With my face. They looked just like
me, except they were versons of me dl pitted with disease.

| looked again at the graffiti. My namewas al over it. And the rest of it—it went on and on about
blood and filth and lot of things | don't want to repesat. Behind me one of the women laughed, an
hyserica giggle

Don't panic, | ordered mysdlf. You're protected. | grabbed hold of my medalion. It felt hot in my
hand—likeit was angry. | whispered my private formula. The boy's grin faded. Behind me the laughter
stopped. | said the protection again, louder thistime. The boy's face spasmed and he dropped his spray
can. Wow. | grinned. Y ou bastards, | thought, I've got something that can make you hurt.

| was tempted to go after them, but instead | just got mysdlf out of there. | backed out of the door,
and when | got to my bike | held on tight to my medalion and kept saying the words while | fumbled
open thelock. Finally | got it free and rode off asfast as| could.

When | got home | dropped the bike on the lawn and ran up to my room where | called Alison
Birkett. 'Damn,’ she said (in the middle of everything | redly liked an adult cursing and not gpologizing).
"This should not have happened. Thisisnot going to happen again.’

'‘Can | come seeyou? | asked.

'Yes,' shesad. 'Yes, please do. And I'll start making some phone calls. | apologizeto you, Ms
Pierson. This should not have happened.’

| called my mother and told her I'd be back alittle later than I'd thought, then rode my bike to the
train station. When | got to the office, Ms Birkett had just heard from Paul. Hed been in ataxi which had



garted going faster and faster, until he redlized the driver planned to drive it straight into the side of Paul's
office building. At thelast moment, Paul said his protection and the taxi suddenly blew out al four tyres
so that it grated to a stop halfway up the sdewalk. In the middle of al the screaming people Paul

escaped the car and ran up to his office, where he locked the door and called Ms Birkett.

While she told me the news, she kept her fist clenched. | kept expecting her to bang it on the
desktop. She aso told me how Paul had encountered signs al week long and ignored them. The phone
would ring and he'd hear nothing but liquid sounds, like running water. Once, he was taking ashower and
the water became incredibly swest, like perfume. And one night he was watching TV when instead of a
commercia he just heard asoft voice calling his name over and over.

"That's one way they work,' Ms Birkett said. "'They lure you off your guard with subtle seduction, and
then they attack. Y our cousin should have cdled meimmediatdly. | suspect hislaxness emboldened them
to attack you aswell. But—and she pointed afinger at the air—'that does not excuse this happening.
The government assured us that the Beings would control Black Dust 7. If anything, it soundslikethey're
helping her.' She picked up the phone. ‘Marjorie,’ she said, 'get me Jack Moraly on the phone. Right
now.'

Wow, | thought. The head of the SDA. ‘Do you want meto wait outside? | said.

'No,' she said, and switched on the speaker. 'l want you to hear this.' For eight minutes (I timed it)
she shouted at Jonathan Moralty. She was sarcastic, she threatened him, she sounded like a school
principal putting down agym teacher. At the end, he sworeto her that it would not happen again, that the
defence would hold, that he could and would compe! ‘the other Side' to keep their commitments and
constrain Black Dugt 7. He promised to investigate, to let her know ('in days, not weeks shetold him)
who had let down their guard, what had happened, what he was going to do about it, and on and on. It
wasincredible. 'Wow,' | said as she hung up the phone. | grinned at her. 'Wow.'

She amiled back at me, not redlly like an adult to achild, more like another kid. 'Sometimes,’ she said,
'you have to talk tough to these people.’ There was a pause and then we both started to laugh. ‘'Oh God,’
shesad, il laughing. 'l sound like agangster movie.' That set us off dl over again.

After that, | felt kind of embarrassed. 'l guess| better go,' | said.

Sheignored me. 'Tell me about yourself,' shesaid. So | told her about wherel live, and school, and
how alot of timesthe other kids al seemed like jerks to me. She nodded and said she used to fed that
way too. 'Still do, sometimes,’ she said, and we both laughed again. Then she asked meif | knew what |
wanted to study in college. | didn't darelook at her as| said, 'l kind of thought | would study demonic
law.

She didn't say anything persona or cute. She just said, ‘It'sagood profession. A lot of work, along
timeto study. But it can be worth it. When you apply to colleges, let me know. I'll writea
recommendation.’

My mouth fell open. It redly did, just likethey say in stories. Thank you,' | said finally. Thank you
very much.' | could just imagine those college admission officers opening up yet another gpplication
envelope and finding arec | etter from Alison Birkett.

| went home alittle after that. | didn't ook forward to facing my parents. | thought they would ground
me or something for running off to Ms Birkett by mysdlf, but al they cared about was the attack. How
could it happen, they wanted to know. Didn't Alison Birkett say LisaBlack Dust 7 was just abranch of a
sngle entity? What did it mean? Though it kind of excited me that they were questioning me, | findly got
themto call MsBirkett. After haf an hour shouting on the phone they calmed down. A few dayslater,
the official SDA report came. It didn't say that much redlly, just promised extra vigilance, greater
surveillance, that sort of thing. After afew weekswithout any trouble, things sort of got back to norma.

Over the next couple of months| came into town to visit Ms Birkett about once aweek. They
weren't very long vigits. I'd go in with my father, or Mom if she needed to go shopping, and I'd stop by



the office for maybe haf an hour, then meet Mom or take the train home. A couple of times shetook me
to lunch. When school started it was alittle harder, but Ms Birkett often worked Saturdays and my folks
sometimes went into town for cultura stuff on Saturday so that worked out.

Maybe | should have spent some of that time with Paul. Maybe if 1'd been there for him things
wouldn't have happened the way they did. | did go see him pretty soon after the incidents. | was excited,
actually, and | guess | went on too much about the stuff Ms Birkett had said on the phone and how shed
treated the SDA head like abad boy. Paul didn't seem to care. He tried to smile afew times, but mostly
he just sat bent over, not saying anything.

I think I got annoyed with him, because | started to attack him for not reporting the strange phone
cdls and the other stuff that had happened.

‘But they weren't anything bad,’ he said.
‘Not bad? | ydled. That cab driver dmost drove you into a building.'

'I mean the things before that,' he said. 'Some of them were kind of nice. Likethe smdl inthe
shower.'

'Ms Birkett saysthat's how they pull you in. Get you to lower your guard.'
Paul shrugged. 'l guess!’

'Paul,' | said, 'l want you to promise me you'll protect yourself. Please.’
He smiled a me. 'Sure.’

'Promise you'll report any strange events. Even pleasant ones'’

Still smiling, he nodded. 'Okay. | promise." We hugged each other, but when | let him go, he just sat
there again.

It'sjust ... | don't know. Sometimes| just fedl solonely.’

"You can dwayscdl me,' | said.

'Y ou know," Paul said, 'she dways said she would never harm me.’
'Paul! | yelled a him.

He held up ahand. 'l know, | know," he said. 'l promise.’

'And promiseyoull call meif you fed londly.'

'‘Okay, he said. 'It'saded.’

I know | should never have taken hisword. | know | should have kept after him. Maybe made him
see athergpist or something, someone to wave rattles over his head and ‘travel the circles of hisinner
being (I read that oncein abrochure). But instead, | just went off on my own. With Alison.

But | waswith him when it happened. | saw it even though | couldn't stop it. In ahorrible kind of way
I'm glad about that. | would have hated it if Alison Birkett had told me on the telephone.

What happened was that | went to see Paul one day. I'd liketo say | was worried about him, but
what really happened was that my folks had been complaining about my seeing Ms Birkett too much. My
mother even said it was'sick’, until | screamed at her to take it back. So when | had a day off from
school | called Paul and got him to invite mefor lunch. It wasthe only way | could get into the city. |
figured that after lunch he would go back to work and | could stop in at the office.

He seemed really happy to see me. We went to a Chinese restaurant where everybody stared at us
for laughing so hard. | loved seeing him like that. But then, when he paid the bill and we started back, his
mood collapsed. He stopped joking, he mumbled or said nothing when | spoketo him.

By thetimewe reached hisbuilding | was starting to get angry. Why was | wagting time with this
mopey douch cousin of mine? | dmost walked away from him at the bronze and glass door leading into



the lobby. But | followed him in, dong with a couple of men and women in suits.

Paul's building was one of those early mode office towers, with overlapping plates of stedl outside
and lots of polished wood and brassinsde. A mosaic of the Army of the Saints driving the Maignant
Ones out of New Chicago filled the floor of the circular lobby. Usualy the building super kept the floor
al clean and shiny. It'sabig tourist attraction and helps keep the rent high. That day, thetileslooked al
dull, asif someone had tracked mud and gas station grease al over them. When | looked at it | felt
queasy, but Paul didn't seem to notice, even though he walked with his head down.

We went to the row of eevators, with their glossy walnut doors. In amoment, | thought, | can get rid
of him. Go see Alison.

| started to hear voices. Crowds of whigpers, hisses, laughter, people shouting something too far
away for me to make out what they were saying. | looked around, surprised. There were only about
twenty peoplein thewholelobby. It'sin my head, | redized. Get out of my head. | stamped on the
floor, hit my hands against the side of my head. And then the elevator door opened.

A bright light burst out of the steel box. | shouted and jumped back. When | could see again the
elevator floor heaved and rolled. | shook my head and stared. The floor was covered with snakes.

| started to scream. People were screaming al around me, climbing all over each other to get away. |
dtarted to run. But Paul just stood there. He looked at the snakes with his mouth hanging open, like a
baby watching TV. 'Paul!" | shouted. 'Run. Get away from there.' He turned towards me and squinted, as
if the light in the elevator had blinded him. A second later he was back looking at the snakes.

I've seen snakes a the zoo and usually they don't make any noise. But these were deafening, more of
abuzz than ahiss, and it got louder and louder every second, making mefed like my head would crack
open. When | said my formulaof protection | ssumbled over the words twice before | could get it right.

Holding on to my medallion with one hand | grabbed Paul's arm. 'Get away from there!’ | screamed
at him. 'Say your formula. Say it!" He shoved me and | fell back on thefloor. Asloud as| could | said my
own formulaand then the Standard Recognition. In my head the buzzing softened. But in the elevator the
snakes didn't go away. Paul covered hisears. 'Paul!’ | called again. He turned to me and shrugged. When
he stepped into the elevator the door closed behind him.

| ran up and kicked the doors, hit them as hard as | could. 'Give him back!" | yelled. 'Y ou promised!
Give him back." Someone grabbed me. A cop, | think. A moment later aneedledid intomy arm. |
remember | looked at it amazed and then tried to pull my arm away. Too late. 'Ferocious One,' | said.
'Pleaserdease me ... ' And then the drug hit me and | was gone.

| woke up in ahospital bed with my mother dumped over in achair next to me.'Mom? | said, and
her head jerked up.

'Ellen," she said. Thank God.'

For some reason my arms were folded across my body. | tried to reach out ahand but couldn't. Shit,
| thought, I'm paralyzed. But when | flexed my muscles there was nothing wrong with them. The hospita,
or the cops, had tied me into arestraining shest. | tilted up my head to look at it. Sky blue, with an eye of
power in the centre radiating circles of protection, it held melike ahuge bandage, with my arms pulled
over each other like someone about to bow in asacred pose of purification. 'Get thisoff me,' | said.

'Honey, please,’ Mom said.
'Get this goddamn thing off me'’

My mother stuck her head out the door. 'Help,’ she called, and just like in the movies a couple of
NUIrses came running into my room.

Looking up at their masked faces (aduck and apig) | tried to sound as calm as possible. 'Do you
mind telling mewhat thisisabout? | said, nodding my head at the sheet.



'For your own protection,’ the duck grunted. She should be wearing the pig mask, | thought.
'Well, can you take it off me? | said.

The duck said to her pal, 'Go get the portscan, okay? So | had to wait while they whedled in awhite
machine with lots of dials and screens, and long wires with tiny rubber tips at the end to place against my
face, head, heart and groin.

'How do | configure? | asked the pig.
Instead of answering she said to the other nurse, 'Readings dl fal within the 210-225 range.’

| asked, 'Isthat norma? She hesitated, then nodded. 'Great,' | said, 'now will you unstrap me? They
didn't move. | looked & my mother. 'Mom," | said, ‘can you get them to take this off me?

'Honey,' she said, and stopped. Her face scrunched up.

| redlized suddenly why they didn't want to unstrap me. 'Oh God,' | said. 'Paul.’ | could still see his
shrug before he stepped into the elevator. 'Whereishe? | asked. Nobody answered. 'He's dead, isn't
he? They got him. Tell methey got him.'

My mother just nodded. When | started to cry she came and reached toward my face with a
crumpled tissue, but | did my best to turn my head. | guess crying was the right response, because afew
moments later the nurses undid the sheet and | could blow my own nose.

The hospita kept me overnight. Observation. | didn't mind. | didn't want to think. I don't think |
wanted to go home. Sometime in the afternoon | suddenly noticed gtitches on my right arm just below
the elbow. It didn't look like awound. It was too nest. It looked more like surgery. '‘What's this? | asked
my mother.

Once again, shelooked al embarrassed, even ashamed. Findly, she said, ‘It'sachip.’
‘A chip? What do you mean?

‘A microchip, she said. She held out her arm and pushed up the deeve of her blouse. 'Look,’ she
said, 'lI've got one too. The hospital put them in. Daddy too.’

'Why arethey sticking microchipsin us?

It's... it'sto monitor what happens.’ Shelooked so scared she could hardly talk. They said thisway
they could interveneif ... if anyone ... anything should threaten us. They'll know before it happens, they
sad.!

'Great,' wasdl | could say. Terrific. Goddamn them, | thought. Why couldn't they have given oneto
Paul? Stupid bastards.

With the chip in, the hospital let mewalk around. After visiting hoursthat night, when my folks had
gone, | just went up and down thefloor. | thought of watching TV or caling people on the pay phone at
the nurses gtation. But | just kept walking until they gave me apill and sent meto bed. | remember some
Ragged Hedler by the side of my bed, hopping from one bare foot to the other, and shaking maracas
over meas| wasfdling adeep.

There was one phone cal especidly | thought of making. My folks had told me that Alison Birkett
had wanted to come see me, but thought she should ask first. Good thing, | told them. Because | didn't
want to see her. | had her home phone number, though, and after my folks|left | kept thinking of caling
her. Except | didn'.

At homethe next few days, | didn't do much more than I'd done in the hospita. My folks didn't push
me to go back to school. Most of thetime | sat in my room. | tried to read or watch TV, but couldn't
concentrate. When the phonerang, | just let it go on and on and didn't answer.

And then, on the fourth day | was home, | put on the al-news cable ation. And there lay my cousin
Paul, dl donein an empty devator, his hands and face so puffed up you could hardly tell he was a human



being and not some lump of clay stuffed into a suit.

| didn't cry or scream. | just sat there, watching the TV and shaking. When the report ended—I didn't
hear aword—I grabbed the framed picture of Alison Birkett—it still hung above my desk—and threw it
atthe TV ashard as| could. Then | grabbed al the money | could find and jumped on my bike to head
for thetrain Sation.

When | got to the officeit was almost like Marjorie, her secretary, had been waiting for me. She
jumped up from her desk to tell me, "Y ou can't go in there.’

'Get out of my way,' | ordered.
'She'sin conference,’ Marjorie insisted.

"With whom? Jack Morally? The president? God? When | tried to run around her she grabbed my
am.

| heard avoice I'd once thought was the most beautiful sound | knew. 'For heaven's sake," Alison
Birkett said, 'let her in." Marjorie dropped my arm and | stood there, out of breath, just looking at her.

Shelooked al worn out, like somebody in pain, or someone who's been crying for days. It shocked
me, but it didn't make me fedl better. Over her shoulder she said, 'Robert, will you please excuse me?I'm
sorry to break off our talk. I'll have to get back to you later.” Someone mumbled something and then a
man in asuit |eft the office. '‘Comein,’ Ms Birkett said. 'Please!

Inside her office, she knew better than to offer me a seet. We just stood there, looking at each other.
Finaly, MsBirkett said, 'I'm sorry, Ellen. I'm so, so sorry.

'‘Why? | said. 'Because your little scheme failed? Because you've tarnished your perfect reputation?

Shejust said again, 'I'm sorry, Ellen. Please believe me!'

'I blieved you when you said you'd protect him. | fell for al your big buddy buddy talk with the
goddamn SDA. | believed you!'

'‘And | believed it would work.'

'Why?Why didn't you reglize? Y ou're the expert. Y ou're supposed to know everything, do
everything.'

Her face looked like it would break apart and | thought, don't you dare, don't you dare cry. She
said, 'l thought ... | thought the SDA could control them. And | thought | controlled the SDA. Oh God, |
was so stupid.’

'l trusted you,' | said.

"I know. And Paul trusted me. That poor boy. Ellen ... I ... I'm—' She stopped. | guess sheredlized
sheld aready said how sorry shewas.

| said, 'Hejust wanted love. That'sal he wanted.'

‘Love and power,’ Alison Birkett said. 'Just like al of us!'

And that did it. | don't know why, but | just started to cry. | wanted to leave, but | couldn't, all |
could do was run on like a doubl e faucet, with my shouldersjerking up and down. She held open her
arms, timidly, hafway. | might have ressted if sheld been more confident. Instead, | haf stepped, half fell
into her hug.

| don't know how long she hdld me. It fdt like along time. | think she was crying with me, but I'm not
aure, | was crying enough for both of us. When | stopped and pulled loose from her, | didn't know what
to do, if | should say something, or run out of the office.

Alison said, 'l understand the SDA put achip in you.'
| shrugged. 'Y eah. | guessthey told you.'



I might aswdll let you know,' she said. 'l got them to tell me the frequencies and I've had my own
teams monitoring the readings day and night. We can no longer trust the SDA for anything.' When | didn't
answer, we both just stood there.

That's when she brought up the other thing, the part of this I'd known would come up sooner or later.
'Ellen,’ she said, 'there's something we need to talk about. | don't know if thisisthe right time, but I'm not
suretherell ever bearight time.' Shewaited. When | didn't answer, she sighed, 'l suppose you know
what I'm going to ask. I'm sure you've thought about it. I'll have to speak to your parents aswell, but |
wanted to ask you first. The question isthis: do we fight? Do we go public?

Wil | had thought about it. I'd imagined her asking me that question, or something likeit, and |
believed | wouldn't know what to say. | thought | didn't care. But | didn't even hesitate, | answered right
away. 'Yes'| said, and my hands amazed me by clenching into figts. 'l want to get them. | want to make
them hurt.'

She sighed. 'Y ou're too smart not to know what will happen. Especidly after that damn TV spectacle
of Paul inthe devator. The reporterswill be al over you. Y ou, your parents, anyone they can find. The
magazines, the newspapers and especially the TV people, they'll come at you like an army of Maignant
Onesthemsdlves!

'‘Andyou,' | said.

She shrugged. 'It'smy job. With me, they'll cometo my office. With you, they'll come to your house.’
| said, 'Maybe Nightline will hireLisaBlack Dust 7.

She amiled. 'Maybe they dready have.’

'l want to fight."

'Yes, | know. | do too. Y ou have no idea how much | want that. | want to go after them more than
I've wanted anything in avery long time. But please, Ellen, think about it. At least until | speak with your
parents. | ... | cantry to protect you. I'm certainly not going to promise. Not after what's happened. But
if wedofight I will do everything | canto help dl of you. With the mediaaswell astheenemy. And | do
promise never to take you or your safety for granted.’

Wi, it turned out that just getting my folksto talk with Ms Birkett took a couple of weeks. Shed
tried to call them, gpparently, and my father had threatened her, while my mother had smply refused to
speak at al. When | tried to push them into a discussion of what we should do they pulled the 'you're just
akid routine on me.

| figured Daddy was the wesk link and went to work on him. | played up al hisanger at government
cover-ups, a corruption, a the SDA having too much power. But he was scared. It was one thing to
shout and shake hisfigt, but another to actually do anything. When | tried to talk about Paul, and not just
the government, he always changed the subject.

It really amazed me when my mother turned out to bethe oneto givein. | hadn't even redly talked
with her about it, though a couple of times sheld intervened between me and my father. But | knew how
scared shewas. | saw her once doing the laundry. She opened the washing machine lid and jumped
back, asif snakeswould come dithering out a any moment. And a couple of times|'d caught her
gripping her amulet redly hard, with her eyes closed and her lips moving. And then one night we weredl
gtting at dinner, none of us saying anything, and Mom looked like she wanted to cry, and | wasthinking,
grest, just what | need, when suddenly she banged her fist on the table, and said, 'Damn! Damn, damn,
damn.'

Daddy stared down at his plate amoment, then he got up to walk over to her. 'Honey," he said, and
tried to put hisarms around her.

She pushed him away. She growled and pushed him away. I'd never heard her growl before. She
looked up a him, and even though her head was shaking no, she said, 'l want to go see Alison Birkett.'



Sowedidit. It took several more days of discusson—especialy about the precautions we needed to
take, the extrateams Ms Birkett had brought in to watch over us (she had them implant asecond chip in
each of us, with frequencies known only to her staff), the methods to make sure the story got out if
anything happened to us—but wefindly did it. Weal sat therein the office, Daddy and Mommy and | al
holding hands, while Alison called the New York Times and offered them the biggest story sincethe
Pentagon scandal.

Maybe you saw the headlines. 'Man Found Dead In Elevator Was Under SDA Protection.' That's
how we started. Alison said we should break the story 'in increments to let it build. But it didn't take long
for the blockbuster to get out. If I'd wanted, | could have saved another Time cover. And Newsweek
too. | till remember the Newsweek one. That repulsive picture of Paul's body and aboveit, in flaming
letters, 'Demonic Corruption', with smaller |etters undernesth: "Alison Birkett Accuses US Government
Of Hiring And Protecting Malignant Ones!'

That was hdf the attack, the media pressure. The other half was alawsuit against the SDA. We
charged them with malfeasance, mal practice and various other mas, and demanded $10,000,000 in
damages. At firgt the idea.overwhelmed me. Alison Birkett and | were suing the SDA! But somehow, |
don't know, after awhileit kind of sickened me. That we might get rich because Paul fdll for some stupid
Ferocious One. Paul had hoped to get rich. All that talk about promotions. And now the snakes had
gotten him, and we were asking for $10,000,000.

Inaway, we did need money, if not that much. Alison had her teeams watching over me and my folks
day and night. Aswell as checking our personal readings, they monitored the house, Daddy's office, even
my school. At the moment, she was paying them hersalf, but she couldn't keep that up for long. And of
course, when you ask for alot of money you get more publicity than if you ask for alittle. Even o, |
didntlikeit.

| felt kind of rotten about the media uproar too. At first, it knocked me out, theidea of being on
televison. But then it just exhausted and findlly disgusted me. Actualy, Alison did a pretty good job of
shielding me. She managed to break the newsin ways that emphasized the government's part in what
happened and not me and my folks (she even gpologized to mefor ‘trividizing' my 'heroism’). Maybe you
saw that cregp John Sebbick squirming on 60 Minutes. | enjoyed that one.

Still, just being Paul's closest relatives guaranteed us dl aplace on, you guessed it, Nightline, and
anyone elsewho could get ahold of us. At least after a couple of weekstheinterest in usfaded, revived
only alittle by the lawsuit. (I gill remember aletter that described Mom and Dad as ‘tawdry
money-grubbers trying to cash in on agenuine tragedy.' How can people write such things about
someone they don't even know?)

| did haveto stay home from school for awhile. | even had to stay off the street. People would
recognize me from TV and think that that entitled them to come up and talk to me. Usudly, they gave me
the 'poor dear child' routine, but a couple of people ran avay or made hand signs of protection against
me. One woman started screaming at me. Apparently she thought | had summoned the Malignant Ones
to attack Paul and now would do the same thing to her. That same day, awoman in the supermarket
recognized my mother and actualy pronounced the Standard Formulaagaingt her.

But even that kind of craziness died down and we went back more or lessto our normd lives. | was
abig ded in school for awhile. | noticed that alot of the kids, and the teachers too, couldn't seem to
decide whether they wanted to hang around with me or get asfar away from me as possible. Some
parents tried to ban me from the school as a danger to their own kids. Nothing persond, they assured
everyone, but what would happen if LisaBlack Dust 7 sent her snakes at mein the school cafeteria? But
when everything stayed safe over a couple of months, and | stopped showing up on their evening news,
everyonelost interest. | could go back to being akid again.

The lawsuit just seemed to get suck in technicalities. Ms Birkett assured me it was moving adong, but
it looked to me more like alegal video game between her and the government. Outside the suit, the



scanda bogged down in debates about special prosecutors versus congressiona hearings. A lot of
lawyers and congtitutional experts worked themsdlvesinto afrenzy arguing about whether the Bill of
Rights covered 'non-human entities and whether Ms Birkett, or Congress, could legaly compel Bright
Beingsto tetify. That'swhereit looked like thingswould stay for along time.

And then | gtarted seeing Paull.

Thefirgt time was on a billboard near my schoal. 1t was lunchtime and I'd gone for awalk after eating
by mysdlf. I'd been doing alot of stuff by mysdif. It wasn't that people were shunning me. They'd mostly
gotten over that. | just felt, | don't know, kind of strange around my friends. Anyway, after lunch | went
for awalk to acandy store. | had to passthis cutesy billboard which shows aguy in asports car waving
his hand. They've got it rigged so the metal hand actually moves back and forth. Now, I've seen thisthing
hundreds of times. | never ook at it any more. But that day | looked up as| came towards it—and the
man in the car was Paul.

Hedidn't look like Paul, he was Paul. The waving hand even wore Paul'sinitiation ring from college.
'Paul!" | shouted.

A car jerked to astop. A man about sixty leaned his head out. 'I'm sorry, he said, 'l don't think |
know you.'

| stared at him. 'Huh? | said, or something equally clear.
He sighed. 'Y ou caled me. I'm Paul, right?

'No,' | said. 'l mean, | didn't mean you. | meant him." | pointed up at the billboard. The man next to
me shook his head, muttered something and drove off. | just stood there, squinting up at the billboard.
Because when I'd looked again, the face had returned to itsnorma bland nothing, with the hand empty of
rings or marks of any kind.

| went back to school and somehow got through the afternoon. On the way home, | wondered if |
should tell my folks, or Ms Birkett. | don't think | made an actual decison not to tell them. | just didn't.

Just as | didn't think abouit it. Or tried not to. For aweek, whenever it cameinto my mind, | did my
best to push it away. Somewherein my head, | was wondering why the monitor teams hadn't picked up
anything and if their precautions would turn out as useless with me asthey did with Paul. Then onenight |
was lying in bed, watching the little television my folks had given meto replace the one | smashed
throwing Alison'spicture at it. | should have been deegping, with school the next day, but | felt so avake.
So | watched some soap about abunch of pilgrims on their way to the Beach of Marvelsin Northern
Cdlifornia, and then the news. And then came one of those talk shows where everybody's lively and no
one's ever depressed or suffering. And you know how they aways start with the announcer blaring the
name of the host and the audience goes wild? Well, thistime the announcer shouted out the usua stuff
about live from Hollywood and al the wonderful guests, and then suddenly he said, ‘And here
comes ... Paul!" And sure enough, there came my cousin, dancing out from behind the curtains, waving
his hands, bowing and grinning in mock embarrassment a the adulation of hisfans.

Wéll, | screamed. | screamed so loud | don't know how the windows stayed in the walls. Seconds
later, my folks came tumbling into the room like circus clowns, shouting ‘What'swrong' and 'What isit?
and other clever remarks. Nothing, | told them. Bad dream. Because by then the host had turned back
into hisusua obsequious sdif.

Areyou sure? they asked. My Mom gave me asearching look, and my Dad suggested maybe |
should 'see someone'. Oh no, | told them. Nothing to worry about. Just fine, thanks. | hated the thought |
might have to go back to that damn hospital. More important, | was scared. Too scared to talk about it
or get help. Because seeing Paul on network TV did not strike me asdl that different from strange
sounds on the telephone or ashower that smelled of perfume. | could have called the emergency number
the protection team had given me, but what would | do if they said they hadn't detected anything? | went
to bed that night holding on tight to my protection and saying my formulaover and over.



Paul didn't go away. Two days later | was walking on the old shopping street of our town when | saw
ameter maid giving aticket to ablue Mercedes. As| waked past her she glanced up from her
pad—and Paul was |ooking right at me. | ran. | didn't wait for the meter maid to change back from my
dead cousinin drag, | took off down the block, nearly knocking down an old lady who shouted after me.
| didn't stop to help her or gpologize. | was scared sheld turn into Paul.

That time | got asfar as standing by the telephone, taking deep breaths and reciting Alison Birkett's
home phone number over and over in my mind, like some deep meditation release chant. When | findly
walked away without caling | dmost had to laugh. At onetime | would have loved an excuseto call her
at home. But not that excuse.

The next day | had adate with my friend Barb to go to the park. Thelast thing | needed, | thought,
was Barb going on about her latest catal ogue of cute boys who'd asked her to some school ritua or
something. | thought of cancelling, but | didn't want Barb attacking me. We'd been friends since second
grade, and she'd been getting upset that since | became ‘famous ' 1'd stopped seeing her.

We were walking down by the pond, with Barb doing al the talking and me nervoudy looking at
everyone who passed, even dogs and squirrels, when a skateboarder spun by us. | didn't even notice
him. | waslooking the other way a ababy carriage. Suddenly Barb grabbed my arm. 'Ellen,’ she said.
"That kid on that skateboard? He looked just like your cousin Paul.'

Barb will probably never know why I hugged her and kissed her and then ran off asfast as| could.
'Alison," | shouted into the phone by the park restaurant. 'He's dive!’

Ms Birkett met my parents and me at the SDA headquartersin Manhattan. The protection team came
too; it wasthefirst time I'd seen them in weeks. | don't know what | expected, really. Maybe some great
enactment to bring Paul back from the dead. What | got was tests. Though my folks made aweak
protest, and | didn't liketheideaat all, we let Ms Birkett convince us we had to get some scientific basis
for what was going on. At least it wasn't like the hospital. They didn't strap me down or anything, and
they did dl the testing in alarge open room with a carpet and couches.

Asagovernment agency, the SDA displays portraits of the presdent in dl their offices. Y ou know the
kind—an officid government photo of our nation's leader smiling blankly in hisofficid bird cosume and
sacred headdress, with painted-in guardian spirits hovering in the background, like Secret Service agents.
Inthe middle of dl their testing, when | redlized none of it was going to do anything worse than bore me,
| started looking around the room and my eyes clicked on the president's portrait. Paul was there. His
face looked down at me from underneath the president's jewel led and feathered cap of office. There he
is' | told them. 'Right there. In that picture.’

They dl stared and then a bunch of them ran over with their meters and gauges. By thetimethey'd
reblessed their equipment the photo had changed back again, but that didn't stop them. After about ten
minutes they announced 'Significant computationa levels of post-manifestationa resduaism.” SDA
peoplelovetaking like tht.

They went back to me after that and tested me dl the rest of the afternoon. Later, | found out they
had sent teams to the various places and objects where I'd told them I'd seen Paul. At the end of the day
they reported that early indications showed that the 'manifestations were genuine (I figured that that
meant | wasn't crazy) and did not come from ‘the enemy'. That was why the protection teams hadn't
picked up anything. They'd set their monitorsfor Bright Beings only. The investigators said they needed
to do further tests and run computer analyses, but | could go home,

Wait aminute, | told them. Go home? What did they plan to do? Andyze. Examine. Ponder. Report
infivedays. | jumped up and strode from the office. 'Ellen? Alison Birkett caled, but | didn't turn. A
moment later, my folks came scurrying after me.

The week went more quickly than | thought it would. Paul appeared twice—once as my school
principal in the middle of an assembly, the second time as akid running out of astore, with the store



owner chasing him and caling him athief. | amost joined the chase, but | knew it wouldn't do any good.
Evenif I'd caught him, he would have changed back again.

Six days ater (it took them an extraday) we were al back there; me, my folks, Ms Birkett, her own
team, the SDA techs, and their boss, areal 'holycrat' as Alison called such people. Only now two other
people had come dong; government lawyersin their dark suits and short haircuts. Alison had invited
them. Summoned them was morelikeit. Told them they would 'hear something vita to our mutua
concerns. So they came and sat upright, frowning at both the SDA and Alison Birkett, who appeared
very rlaxed in an antique chair with curved arms and aflared back. She wore adark gold suit and had
her hair combed back from her face. Leaning back in her chair she set her right elbow on the chair arms
and rested her chin in the bridge between her first and second fingers. She looked the absolute model of
fascination as she listened to the techs explain what was happening.

It must have taken some doing even to look fascinated. The whole thing was about me and Paul, but |
gtill felt like going to deep. Transcendental biology' the SDA people caled it, asubject even more
confusing to me than sacred physics. What it came down to was this. When people die they take severd
weeksto redly let go of their attachment to their bodies, or rather their memories of their bodies—the
post-consciousness morphological field' as one of the techs put it. Once the dead person does that they
suddenly discover their guide and off they go to the 'Whistling Land' as a degp meditation traveller once
called the Place of the Dead.

Thisistheway it's supposed to work. Sometimes, however, if the death comes astoo great a shock,
the person getsjolted right out of his morphologica field. And then he can get stranded, because by the
time the guide shows up the person's spirit essence has wandered off and the guide can't smell whereto
find him. Not knowing what to do, the dead person tries to get back to the world of the living.

'‘But why me? | asked. 'l mean, why does he appear just to me?

'Well, we don't know that he does," the holycrat said. 'Perhaps he manifests to others who smply fail
toidentify him.'

'Oh," | said cleverly. '| hadn't thought of that."

‘But in fact, one of the techs said (his boss frowned a him, but he didn't seem to notice), 'detached
spiritsusudly try to fix themsdavesto asignificant figure from their past existence. The technicd term for
thisis emoto-tropism.’

Another joined in, 'Don't forget, in severa of the manifestations, such asthe television programme,
only Ellen perceived the anomal ous presence.’

"Though not dl,' said yet another. 'Let's not forget the presdential portrait. Or theincident with the
skateboard.'

| wanted to ask how we could help Paul, but before | could speak Alison signalled to meto keep
dlent. She sad, 'It lookslike we might have aspecia opportunity here. A chanceto act in the best
interests of both my clients and the government.’

L ater, after the meeting, Ms Birkett took my folks and me to arestaurant in Greenwich Village. While
we ate lunch she explained what she had in mind. 'We could keep after them,’ she said, 'but frankly, the
lawsuit would take years. And believe me, the strain would not help you, and it certainly would not help
Paul. He needs anchoring.’

My mother said, 'Can't they just release him? Maybe they can summon some sort of guide for him.'

'Perhaps," Ms Birkett said. '‘But maybe we can think of something else.’ Sometimes, she said, the
Bright Beings can raise up a human spirit.

Mom said, 'Y ou mean Paul can become aBenign One?
'Not exactly. But he can become a helper or aguardian.’



Dad said, 'And does that mean we just let the government off the hook?

MsBirkett said, '‘Believe me, the scandd will not vanish just because we come to a settlement
concerning our private suit. After all, we brought the suit to draw attention to the case. In that sensg, it
has served its purpose. Maybe the time has come for you to get back your lives!

‘| don't know,' Dad said.

‘Let meput it thisway," MsBirkett said. 'If it servesthe paliticians and the mediato pursuethis, they
will do so with or without our suit. And if they decide it does not servetheir purposes, they will let it
quietly die away, no matter what we do to keep it dive.’

'‘What about Paul? | asked. 'Doesn't anybody care what Paul wants?

Alison nodded. Y es. Exactly. Ellen, Paul has attached himsdlf to you. What do you think he would
want? To go to the Place of the Dead—provided we could somehow arrange that, and | don't know that
we can—or to find afixed place here in the world?

I don't know," | said, and could fed mysdlf wanting to cry. 'l just don't know.'

She leaned forward dightly, and | think she might have taken my hand, or patted it, if my folks hadn't
been there. 'I'm sorry,’ she said, 'Maybe we al need sometimeto think." | nodded, not looking at her.

Mom said, 'Perhaps you could investigate what we could get? For a settlement, | mean.’
‘Certainly,’ MsBirkett said.

We left pretty soon after that. | don't think any of us cared very much about dessert. In the car, my
folks argued most of the way home. Not about the case, or Paul, just dumb-things. Petty things. |
thought, this has got to stop.

Over the next few days one thought came to me over and over—if only hewould spesk to me, if only
| could ask him. The next time he appeared wasona TV commercia. Remember that beer company that
used adog as amascot? Well, one evening they ran that commercia between a couple of sStcoms and
the dog came out with Paul'sface. "Why don't you talk to me? | saidto the TV. 'How am | supposed to
know what you want? But then the commercia ended and he was gone.

The next time was in afitting room in adepartment store. The ladies fitting room. Paul replaced the
€lderly woman who counted how many items you were holding and gave you a plagtic card with the
number on it. Some poor woman noticed his young male face and gave alittle shriek, but | paid no
attention. 'l loveyou, Paul,’ | said. 'Please tell me what we should do. Please.’ He said nothing, just
looked at me, with such sadness| realized that 'broken heart’ was more than acorny cliche. | hurt, asif
my heart had shattered in my chest.

'Did you want to try these on, Miss? the woman asked, suddenly back in her body. | threw the
clothes at her and ran out of the store.

When | phoned Alison a home she thanked me for calling. She hadn't wanted to push me, she said.
Sheasked if | could cometo her office.

'Shdl | bring my folks? | asked.
'If you like. But you might want to hear the termsyoursdf first.'

| went alone. My folks didn't expect mefor several hoursand | had my alowance for the train. When
| got to her office she was wearing jeans and a man's shirt with the deevesrolled up.

Shesaid, 'l had along talk with the government people. Several long talks, to be honest. We cameto
atentative agreement. If you and your folks drop the suit, they will publicly admit cul pability and pay
damages of $750,000. They will aso take on the cost of the independent team monitoring your
protection.'

'What about Paul ? | said.



'And the Bright Beings have agreed to dissolve LisaBlack Dust 7. Completely dissolve her, asif she
never existed.'

'What about Paul? | repeated.

Shewasfiddling with something on her desk, atotem of some sort. | redlized she didn't want to look
at me. She said, 'Paul becomes—if we agree to the settlement—~Paul becomes a guardian spirit.”

'Of what? He's got to be aguardian of something.' | never knew | could talk to her like that.

Shesighed. 'Elevators,' she said. "'The Bright Beings have offered to make Paul the guardian spirit of
eevators’

| started to laugh. It wasn't funny. | just couldn't help mysdlf. 'Elevators,’ | said. 'Oh God, Paull.
Elevatord'

3

So now you know. When you step into an elevator, that narrow stedl pole that stands next to the
door—the one with the dots for eyes and an ova for amouth and strands of nylon at the top for
hair—that's my cousin Paul. Or at least the 'husk’ asthey say at the SDA. The physica chamber for the
spirit to inhabit. Do you touch it? Do you rub the stedl or touch the mouth for good luck, for protection?
If you ride an elevator on the way to a business appointment, do you kiss the pole and say something
like, 'Blessed Spirit of thisvehicle of ascent, carry meto victory with my new client'? Doesit make you
fed better?

| went to see him the other day. | went back to that building where he used to work, where he did
whatever dumb stupid thing he did to attract the interest of LisaBlack Dust 7. 1 gotin an
elevator—therés awhole row but it doesn't matter which one, heinhabitsal of them, in every
building—and when it took off, and everyone who'd wanted to had touched the husk and stepped away,
| went over to the pole and whispered, 'I'm sorry, Paul. | love you. | hope it'swhat you wanted.’

| don't know, but | think the face, the dots and the oval, glowed dightly. Just alittle. Just for a
moment.

When | got home that evening, | went to my room and dug something out from the back of the
cabinet underneath my desk. My framed Time magazine cover of Alison Birkett. For awhilel just held it
in my hands and looked at it. | should just throw it away, | thought. What's the point of keeping it there,
under my yearbooks and my old report cards? Throw it away. But | didn't. Instead, | hugged it to my
chest and lay down on my bed, with my knees drawn up against my arms. And | cried. | cried for Paul, |
cried for Alison. Most of all, | guess, | cried for me.

Part TWo—BENIGN ADJUSTMENTS

| pray that love may never come to me
with murderous intent,
in rhythms measureless and wild.

—Euripides

So thereit is. Paul and Alison and me. And of course, LisaBlack Dust 7. Last night, | got out that old
manuscript. It took meawhileto findit. I'd buried it pretty well and for afew minutes| even thought |
must have thrown it out. But no, there it was, aong with my high school yearbook, the photo from my



senior tattoo initiation—and that damn Time magazine cover. Alison Birkett, frozen intime, just likethe
corpse of Rebecca Rainbow under glassin the New Y ork Stock Exchange.

| sat down and read it through, and | guess | didn't cringe more than fifty or Sixty times. What the hell,
like | said back then, | wasjust akid, right? Me and Alison. Shit. | can remember it so sharply, Sitting
therein her office, just about levitating with excitement. When | decided to write dl this down, everything
that's just happened, | thought | probably should go back over the old stuff and edit it. Do alittle cleaning
up with the added wisdom of ten more years stuck on the planet. But now that I'veread it, | think I'll just
leaveit likeit is. Somehow, | fed | oweit to Paul not to change anything, to keep the fedlings the way
they were when | wrote them down. And maybe | lso oweit to Alison. I'm not sure about that. | don't
think I'm ever sure of anything when it comesto me and Alison Birkett.

It's hard to know where to begin. Or maybe I'm just scared. | was going to start with theraly in
Miracle Park, but maybe the real beginning was earlier, when Joan Montell and | went to a Bead
Woman for a Speaking at the tart of our 'relationship’. It was Joan'sidea. After several weeks of Joan
hanging around, bringing me cute little toys, inviting me to openings and play readings, teling me how
great | looked in whatever | happened to wear (I considered trying on more and more bizarre outfits,
such as covering myself in bandages, or Victorian dresses stapled dl over with baseball cards, just to see
what shewould say), when | finally gavein and went to bed with her, she was so overwhelmed she
inssted we go see an SDA certified Speaker the very next day.

| didn't want to tell Joan what | thought of SDA certifications. Or Bead Workers, for that matter. But
that was no criticism of her. | didn't talk about stuff like that with anyone. So there was Joan, Sitting on
the edge of her wooden chair with red and yellow beads caught in her hair from where the woman
poured them over her head, and me doing my best to stare out at 7th Avenue through all the ancestral
dtatues, offering stones and other junk hung in the window, and wishing | could shake out the beads till
guck in my hair, without that SDA certified mapractitioner scolding me for ‘pruning the Tree of the
Ancients when suddenly the woman grabs my shouldersin her certified hands and kisses me on my
forehead and above my heart.

'What are you doing? | shouted, and jumped back so hard | amost upped the damn tree right out of
itsroots.

The Speaker only smiled happily at me, but Joan said, 'Ellen! Don't you know what that was? That
wasthe Kiss of the Beloved.'

'I know that.'

‘Wéll," Joan burbled on, ‘it means something really wonderful has comeinto your life." Her voice didn't
leave any doubt asto what she consdered was the well spring of the divine beneficence. Asfor mysdf, |
don't think I cared much what the source of my good fortune might be (at least | was pretty sure it wasn't
Joan Montelil). | just wanted to leave. 'l don't need any fresh wonders,' | said. 'My lifeisfinethe way it
IS’

The Speaker looked a me ponderoudy for amoment, trying for professional significance| guess,
then back down at the various coloured beads scattered on the tabletop's ornate grid. ‘Look,’ she said,
and stuck afinger out towards two large beads, one gold, one black, each resting on the borderline
between sections of the grid. 'Sister Night and Sister Bright are swimming towards each other. And 0ok,
here's an underground river bursting into the day.' She pointed to awavy line of blue beads near the
centre of the table, where apainting of the Sun appeared.

'l said I'mfine, okay? | said. "The Supreme Court ruled you can't do this. It violates privacy for a
Speaker to give unsolicited predictions. Harrison vs. Truesource Center of Revelations.'

Joan's eyes widened even further at this new revelaion of my resources. Ellen Pierson—artit,
seducer and legd scholar. Any more excitement and Joan's eyes would pop out, like fresh beadsto
disturb the reading.



The Speaker said quietly, ‘A bad judgement, though of course predicted by those of usin the
profession. It will not stand long. Free speech will take precedence. At any rate, may | remind you that
you did indeed seek me for aconsultation. | did not come banging on your door a six inthe morning.’

| told her, 'Wel now I'm withdrawing my authorization.’
The Speaker said, 'Why are you wearing protection?

| jerked my glance down to where my hand was touching the medallion | till wore undernesth my
shirt. | let my hand drop. | couldn't think of anything to say. The Bead Woman closed her eyesand
grimaced dightly, asif squinting insde hersdf for some gem of knowledgelying in ajumble of prophetic
images. She opened her eyesto look at mewarily. 'Y ou have a chip in your body,' she said, with atouch
of amazement. | glanced at the doorway, wondering if it contained hidden scanners which would have
reported such information to her before she came out to meet us.

'‘Wow,' Joan said, ‘achip?

'Forget it," | told her. 'It'sdead.’

'‘But what'sit for? Are you aspy or something?

'It'safamily heirloom,’ | said. Leaning over, | shook the remaining beads |oose from my hair.
The Speaker said, 'I'm afraid it'stoo late to force-alter the configurations:”

‘I'm not trying to dter anything,' | told her. 'I'm trying to leave." As| strode out Joan came scurrying
after me.

'Ellen? shesaid. 'Honey? | think | growled. 'What'swrong? | thought it sounded great. What she
sad, | mean.

| stopped in front of achilli parlour, by asign promising thet every bowl of chilli was blessed by the
spirit remnants of dead Native precursors. 'Joan,’ | said, trying to sound vaguely warm and promising, 'l
need sometime alone. | hope you can understand that.'

'Oh," she said. 'Oh, of course!’ | hurried away before she could change her mind.

When | got home | sat down in the old wingback chair, pink with little white flowers, I'd somehow
managed to get dl the way from my parents house to my minima (not minimaist) gpartment overlooking
2nd Avenue. Somehow, | found myself sad, like | wanted to cry and couldn't think of why. | tried to
make myself excited, amused, angry about Joan, but none of these got me anywhere. Looking around the
room | noticed Nora and Toby, the stuffed totem animaswho had come with me (and the chair) from
Long Idand to the city. Plump little lions, they sat on their hind legs on top of the bookcase my carpenter
friend Sharon had made for me during our brief affair. Toby and Norawere pressing their front paws
together ina Circle of Invocation. | watched them for awhile, telling mysdlf | could see, or at least sense,
the energy passing between them, risng and faling with the besting of the Earth. | loved my two
seven-inch friends. | hadn't kept very many relics from my childhood. Most of my childhood tools of
power now lay in asanctified remembrance box in the family shrine down in the rec room of my folks
house. | smiled, remembering how I'd cried during my puberty rites when the Teller had used her red
cord to transfer the power into more appropriate, more adult, vessals. But not Noraand Toby. They
were staying with me and that was that.

| walked over to them, smiling, and stroked their soft golden backs. "'What do you think, girls? | said.
'lsmy underground river about to burst into the light of day? | didn't dare pick them up. Theriver of
tears would burst its underground banks.

Thisisridiculous, | told mysdlf. She predicted something good. What was | so upset about? | needed
something to do. | decided to cal my friend Harry and tell him about how 1'd surrendered to Joan. If |
hadn't given up the idea of 'best friends when | was fourteen, Harry Astin would have beenit.

Harry edits aweekly newspaper for the metalworking ‘community’, asthey liketo call themsalves, a



jobwhich dlowshim to usejourndist jargon, run occasiona pieces on ‘achemy in the modern world' and
gtay dive while he assemblesfound poetry out of speeches by prominent Tellers spliced with headlines
from newspaper tabloids, an art which twice has brought him close to charges of blasphemy. Harry
dressesin astyle he cals'Barney's drag), after an expensive clothing store. Though he never actualy buys
anything there, Harry visits Barney's often. He claims he once saw Martin Greenflower, the head of the
New Y ork College of Telersand a prime source of materid for Harry, blessing arack of suits, probably
in exchange for akickback, or maybe aflattering dummy in Barney's yearly Rising of the Light window
diglay.

‘Ellen!" Harry said in his exaggerated Southern drawl. | could just see him waving his'prosthetic
cigarette at theair. Harry's cigarette is one of those things | love about him. Originally part of akit to help
people stop smoking, the plastic glows red on one end when you suck on the other. Harry usesit asa
prop to go with his swept-back blond hair and his pinstripe suits. 'l was just planning on asking the
Benign Onesto guide my finger as| didled you. What are you doing this afternoon?

'‘Speaking to you, darling,' | said. '‘Begging the Beingsto lift me from my wearisomelife’ Harry and |
talked like that sometimes. Sorry.

"Wonderful. Then you can take my arm and stroll with meto Miracle Park. Alexander Timmerman
has announced an enactment and no doulbt stirring speech for three o'clock.’

'Great,' | said, meaning it. 'Is Glorybe coming? Harry's girlfriend was named Gloria Roberta
Feingtein, but ever since thefirst time they had made love Harry had called her 'Glorybe.

'No," Harry said, 'my dimmed Glory sits chained to her research module.
'All the more reason for her to hear Timmerman speak on Liberation in the Age of Reform.'

It fedls strange to write about Timmerman in such a casua way. People reading this may not have
heard of my part in everything that happened, but they sure will remember Great Brother Alex. Back
then, however, he was only an occasiond curiosity on the evening news.

Harry and | met in front of the Spiritual Supply shop on 9th Street by 1st Avenue. Harry was wearing
alight blue suit and ared and black striped tie. As | gpproached, Harry took afake puff on his cigarette,
held between two tiff fingerslike avictory salute, then drew hishand away to blow imaginary smoke at
me. It was only when he gave me the blue Timmerman button that | redlized he was wearing one himsdif.
He must have chosen the suit for the button to blend with the materidl.

Walking to therally we saw pictures and totem statues of Alexander Timmerman in many of the store
windows. A dress store featured a mannequin with Timmerman's head, including a pretty good copy of
his famous headdress, abeaded cap going down over the eyes and nose with multi-coloured beadsin the
shape of abird acrossthe forehead, and actua feathers coming down over the nose for thetail. Other
than the mask, the dummy wore a sequin-splattered crepe de chine dress which matched the headdress
nicely, but would have looked avful on Timmerman's squat weightlifter's body. A few doors down, an
old bakery run by amixture of Chinese and Russian immigrants proudly displayed a poppyseed amond
cake in the shape of aman spreadeagled (or €lse doing jumping jacks), which Harry described as
‘Brother Alex leaping to our rescue’.

Aswe approached therdly in Miracle Park (full name, Migud Miracle of the Green Earth
Recreationa Area, but no one ever cdlsit that), we could hear loudspeakers blaring Timmerman's
anthem, Touching The Future, with its never-ending refrain, 'If not now, when? If not here, where? And
if not us, who? If not us, who? Harry said, 'One amost expects to see a chorusline of owls." Closer to
the park, the crowd looked to be about afew hundred people—a mixture of students, yuppies on their
lunch break (or out of work), afew drug dedlers, some old Eastern Europeans, scattered tourists, and of
course, the homeless, whose collective title aways makes them sound like a tribe even when they're not.

Miracle Park was ahomeless haven despite dl the efforts of the police to exorcise them. In the early
morning you could see middle-aged men and women and runaway kids curled up on the benches under



the small shell which was supposed to be for bands but never was. | remember once when | couldn't
deep, going down to the park and seeing two kids with shaved heads and torn shirts which looked like
they came from one of those paramilitary academies, like the Latterday Army of the Saints. Thekids
were holding apair of thin foam mattresses, rolled up asif they were too precious to stretch them out on
the dewy ground, and they were whispering and giggling, with the park lamps|lighting up tattoos from
homecoming enactments on the top of their heads. | stood there and thought how they weren't much
older than | had been when dl that stuff happened. When Paul got taken. And | remember thinking, now
here | was, Paul's age. Except | would get older and Paul would stay the same, forever. | just about ran
from the park, with the kids laughing behind me, probably thinking | was some straight who wanted to do
an offering of protection againgt losing her home and finding hersdlf in thetribe.

So there would have been homeessin Miracle Park no matter what. But in fact, Timmerman ralies
always drew homeless people, from hisfirst speeches back in New Chicago. Maybe you remember how
the policetried to chase them off, and Timmerman shouted at the copsto 'let my brothers and ssters
touch theliving fire of hope.' That line, and the footage of the shabby people reaching up to the stage to
touch the Beautiful Ones, the famous still photo of agnarled diseased hand in atattered glove reaching up
for perfect fingers, these more than anything, were what made Timmerman famous.

Timmerman's detractors—'professiond cynics he caled them—claimed that the blessing of the
homeless a his ralies was stage-managed, afake. They pointed out how few homeless people actualy
showed up, and implied that Timmerman's ‘operatives spread the word on the street that crowds would
not be welcome and the drunks and crazies especially should just stay away. | don't know. Until | got
involved, | didn't care enough to investigate. Then later, things just got too complicated.

It wastrue that that day Harry and | didn't see more than fifty or sixty homeless peoplein the smdll
crowd. They'd set up ashrine, though, off on the side. Not abad job. They'd made aframe with pieces
of wood and pipe and some crates and cardboard boxes. They'd decorated it with scraps of paper, bird
feathers, bottle caps and a couple of rolls of toilet paper draped as streamers. Marker-drawn pictures of
Miguel Miracle of the Green Earth (plus a couple of Rebecca Rainbow, for prosperity, and even one of
Li Ku Unquenchable Fire, maybe for defiance), some drawn on paper bags or sheets of newspapers,
were thumbtacked to the frame. Some had sayings and invocations, in English, Spanish or Russian,
written over the eyes and mouth. In the shrine's centre, on alittle wooden platform, stood a sanctified
dollhouse. Judging from the broken pieces and the stains, the enactors probably found it on the street.
Probably some stockbroker decided to get afancier model in the hopes of moving up to atownhouse,
and had thrown away the spirit aid which had brought him to where he was now. | wondered if amodel
home kept its certified SDA sanctification if you found it on the Street. | wondered if an SDA
sanctification meant anything even when you got it right from the store.

The homeless people who'd made the shrine didn't seem to share my doubts. They'd drawn arrows
outside the shrine to the open room in the centre, which they'd filled with representations, some of them
actud dolls (afew looked old enough to have survived since childhood) and some just twigs or
cardboard cutouts. | imagined the ceremony, maybe late at night, with al the park people chanting
together asthey marched ther proxies from the cold outdoorsinto the spiritua warmth of the dollhouse.
Around the outsde of the whole shrine | noticed the blackened dust |eft over after burning alarge amount
of flash powder. Y ou never saw that at home when | was growing up. Any timewe did afamily
enactment my mother got out the vacuum cleaner amost before we'd finished the chants and gestures for
'sedling the future. | think that Mom believed that |eaving a mess destroyed the power of the enactment.

Amid the ashesin the park | saw small deposits of unburned powder. Probably got wet, | thought,
until it occurred to me that maybe they pissed on it. Some people believe that urine around the border of
aginetruly raisesit totheleve of true ground. Separatesit from its entanglement in everyday redlity.
My mother preferred vacuum cleaners.

Standing there, | remembered something I'd seen once. It wasright after Paul's ascent to guardianship



(yes, | know the usua termis'devation’, but | don't think that would go too well in thisinstance). Right
after | stopped seeing Alison. | had gotten that feeling | sometimes got those days, that | couldn't bregthe
inmy parents house. It waslate at night, and | put on some clothes and rushed outside. Once beyond the
door my lungs started to work again, but | hurried away, just in case my father should wake up (I had
just read how Malignant Ones sometimes provoked a man's prostate to compel himto pissinthe middle
of the night).

So | went for awalk, nervous that the police might spot me and shoo me back. But instead of acop
car trolling the development, | heard akind of low growl, and when | came around the corner
(Stairway-Joining-Heaven-and-Earth Drive) | saw something very strange, even after what had gone on
over the past months. Three naked women, their bodies and faces streaked with mud (or maybe shit)
were sguatting in the road, humming or chanting, and urinating on some kind of white maze they'd drawn
on the blacktop. In the centre of the maze lay adoll made of glassand carved crystd. | couldn't tell the
women's ages. Their bodies|ooked lumpy, either from muscle or fat. When | first saw them | thought of
nothing but, how could they get away with that on the North Shore of Long Idand? And then sadness, or
maybe shame, took hold of me as| thought of the puny enactments | had done for Paul, never even
naked, let alone peeing in the street, and no wonder nothing I'd done had ever worked.

Then | became scared. Maybe they weren't women at al. Maybe Lisas friends had come to get me.
Grabbing hold of my talisman, | prayed that the chipsin me were broadcasting to the right placeswhile |
recited my persond formula. They did turn and look a me. But instead of showing their teeth, likeLisa
Black Dust 7, they just smiled. And—I'm not sure of this part, becauseit fedslike | dreamed it or
something—they blew kissesat me. What | am sure of isthe sweet smell of flowers and the feding of
safety, so powerful | felt like | could howl and cry dl night long. | didn't. What | did wasrun. | ran home
asfast as| could.

| did my best to push the whole thing out of my mind. I used schoolwork, TV, gossip, and even an
obnaoxious boy named Johhny Olden, who bdieved he wasin love with me. | thought about it,
sometimes. Likewhen | had to pee. And once, during aGirls Enactment after gym class, | found mysalf
wondering what Ms Cohen would do if | dropped my shorts and peed at the foot of the Virginity
Guardian. In afew weeks, however, | banished it so successfully | didn't think of it again. Until that day in
Miracle Park.

Harry saved me from brooding. Puffing on his pc, he said, 'If this circus doesn't take off soon,
perhaps we could sue Alexander in Consumer's Court.' | grinned, thinking of Timmerman asthefirst
defendant in the specia legdl system he himself was proposing.

'He'sastrange mixture, isn't he? | said.
'‘Aslong ashe amuses,' Harry said.

'No, really. Sometimes he acts like he wants to bring back the Revolution, and other timeshejust
goendsal hisenergy on food labels, mattressfillings, and windshield wipers!

'Maybe his mother told him that geniusliesin the details!

Finaly, the blaring music stopped. Everyone turned to the van parked &t the end of the enactment
area. Either Timmerman's divine Helpers or some clever lighting system was making the snakes glow and
the sunwhed spin. They're hypnotizing us' Harry said. 'The next time we go into avoting booth, well al
dart clucking like chickens.” Someone behind us shushed him. He blew imaginary smokeinto the air.

A man and awoman came out of the van and started circling the stage area, making wide sweeping
gestureswith their arms. They were caked in mud, giving their bodies alook of ancient grey deserts.
Harry whispered to me, ‘Let'shope it doesn't start raining before they complete their performance.” This
time, | shushed him. On top of the mud the men and women had pasted (I guess) dollar bills, advertisng
circulars, street handouts for discos and discount stores, and pictures of smiling women holding their
breasts with 900 numbers across the nipples.



When they'd completed their circle, they stepped back to stand alittle way apart facing the audience.
With aloud grunt they crashed their hands together like cymbals—and burst into flames. All over their
bodies the paper and mud were burning, while the two stood impassively, their hands clasped and their
heads bent forward, like the people you sometimes see in government office buildings, hired to promote a
Spiritual atmosphere. Except these people were on fire,

| admit | gasped with everyone else, except Harry who kept hiscoal. 'Think they'll give me alight?
he said, holding up hispc, but | was straining to look through the cheering whistling crowd to seeif |
could spot the flame-proof bodysuit and the gas jets underneath the mud. Behind me someone said
proudly, 'How about that? That's better than those horses he used in Boston. Only in New Y ork, huh?

The crowd cheered again, for there was Alex Timmerman, stepping through the double pillars of
consumer fire, dressed, asdways, in his enactment mask and agrey business suit. While the flamesdied
down on his escorts, leaving them amess of meting mud, Timmerman launched into his speech, an
incongruous array of charges of corruption against government, corporations, and lobbyidts, lacing it al
with sengble proposds. He spoke of resanctifying our daily lives, of waysin which packagersdrain
divine nutrients from the food we egt, of banks and lawyers and congressmen in‘ablack hole of greed,
sucking in money and information, never to be seen again'. He talked of raising up our sexua selvesto
levels of selflesslove and power. In short, hewas al over the map. There was a curious excitement
about the speech, asif everything he said was something you'd once thought about for yoursdlf. But if the
crowd was excited it wasn't because of Timmerman'sideas or proposals. Speech-making wasn't what
they had comefor.

How does someone get one, |et alone two, Devoted Onesto act as his private agents of benediction?
Getting Malignant Onesto work for you isnt dl that difficult. Gluttons that they are, they'll arrange your
partner's desth, or your boyfriend's davish devotion, or maybe just some premature promotionsin your
career, dl in exchangefor thethrill of tasting human nastiness and degradation. But you can't hire Benign
Onesat your loca temp agency. The Devoted Oneslift you gently, the Ferocious Ones knock you down
with aclub. Usualy, if aBenign One gppearsat al in someone'slifeit does so briefly, at atime of criss,
and mogtly in disguise, like the taxi driver who showed up at just the right moment to rescue Ingrid
Burning Snake from the sec police in the early days of the Revolution. Or they counteract some
Malignant intervention, like the waitress who tripped and spilled coffee on the supposed travelling
sdesman who was hypnotizing Governor Chichester to keep her from reaching the presidentia debate
gudio.

So how did Timmerman manage it? Fasting? Enactmentsin dark caves, or the desart, to purify his
purpose, ‘expunging saf from the equation of hisactions? Or did the Devoted Ones, his ‘choir of angels
asthe press cdlled them, attach themsalvesto his campaign for their own inscrutable purposes?

Two figureswalked out from the audience and turned to stand alongside Alex Timmerman. 'Oh my
God!" awoman in front of me shrieked. 'He was standing right next to me. | could have touched him!’
They appeared as aman and awoman, though as far as anyone knew the categories didn't mean
anything to Bright Beings. Just shells of appearance. The man wore asuit, grey like Timmerman's, with a
red tie loosened at the neck. The woman wore a skirt and blouse and running shoes, like those office
workerswho keep their high hedsin their desks (I found mysalf wondering if shed modelled hersdlf after
women seen only in the street). Their faces and hands gleamed with alight that first flickered, then
gleamed inintengity, asif they'd turned up arheostat. At the sametime, their faces drained of expression
until they looked like mannequinsin a department store.

With aroar that made me wince, the crowd al chanted together, 'Devoted Ones, we thank you for
your devotion. We know that nothing we have done deserves your precious intervention.' And then they
began to push forward, everyone hoping to touch the Spirits, palm to palm, finger to finger. It wasall |
could do to stay upright.

The only other person not moving was Harry. 'Y ou're not fighting to be blessed,' | told him.



He shrugged gently. ‘I might tear my suit." He didn't ask my excuse.

| stopped paying attention to Harry or the Benign Ones and their woul d-be reci pients because of
someone ese who had caught my eye. A woman stood afew feet behind Timmerman, her arms crossed,
her body bent dightly backwards asif she wasleaning againgt aninvisible tree. Short, abouit five feet
threeinches, with completely black hair, straight, combed forward in front and cut short on the Sides, she
looked like someone | might have met a The Unfertilized Egg, my favourite cruising bar. She was
wearing aloose black turtleneck tucked into close-fitting black jeans with awide silver belt and dark red
cowboy boots. Sheld put the boots on over the pants legs, which in the Egg would have sgndled afem,
or at least not abutch. Her thick makeup would have made the point more loudly. Sheld done her eyesin
heavy black liner, giving them a deep hollow look. Either she was naturdly pale or had made her face up
white, with no blusher, but dark red lipstick.

Shewasjust standing there, just watching the crowd and the Benign Ones working the audience like
an auctioneer at an edtate sde. But something about her made me forget the noise and the pushing,
Timmerman's crowing about ‘the life and truth of the peopl€, even Froggy 1 and Froggy 2 (don't ask me
why | called Our Devoted Friends that, maybe from the way they hopped back and forth in front of the
mob). 'Harry? | said. He made anoise. 'Who's that? Behind Timmerman.'

Timmerman's publicis? he said. 'His downtown liaison? His polltaker and sacred performance
atig?

‘| don't know,' | said.

Finaly, marshas came out to escort the divine guests away from the crowd. Though afew people
shouted that they hadn't had their turn, that it wasn't fair and what about their rights, Timmerman quieted
them down through platitudes about spreading the power through devoted humans. Or maybe it wasn't
such aplatitude. The people who'd been touched seemed compelled to touch others. They kept putting
their hands on each other, or hugging, or rubbing againgt each other, diding and lifting, sometimeskissing,
sometimes moving their hands dong each other's backs or thighs. It was sexua and very overt, yet very
innocent, asif ... asif nothing was expected to come of it. Most of our touching, even necking, locksinto
acontext of messages, like Thisisgoing to lead to screwing', or Thisisnot going to lead to screwing', or
‘Now we have ared rdationship’, or ‘Not thistime, or the next, but the time after that.’

These people reminded me of the three-year-old son of afriend of mine, who after I'd taken a
shower and was wearing his mother's bathrobe, came up and put ahand straight on my crotch, saying,
'What you got there? There was no message in the touching, just the excitement of contact. And yet,
there was an intengity, akind of burning under the surface, that was both exciting and frightening.

Mostly they touched each other, and it didn't matter if it was a student, or ayuppie, or some homeless
kid whose clothes and body stank. They just wanted to touch, to kiss. But they also reached out to those
who hadn't received the blessing, and while some drew back, others laughed, alittle embarrassed, but
joined in, like housewives finding themsalvesin agroup sex enactment and discovering that oncethey've
got the paint and the little bells on, and dashed their clothes, and set the cakes on fire, and Sarted
faceless screwing, thet they like it and why have they never done this before?

And it wasn't just people they touched. A few of them would stroke or rub against the trees, even
kissing the branches, the way you might kiss down the length of your lover's arm. One person was diding
her body aong the length of apark bench. Another bent down to reach for asquirrdl. When the squirrel
ran away from him, he just made circles on the blacktop with his hands spread wide, asif to takein as
much surface as possible.

Harry said something about Timmerman and brotherhood, but | wasn't listening. | felt strange
watching them.

There weren't redly that many; maybe twenty or thirty who'd actually received the touch.
'Something's going on,’ | thought. | remember those words, the sentence forming in my mind. And then |



looked at the woman standing behind Timmerman. She hadn't moved, she just stood there, with her
black-rimmed eyeslooking vaguely across the crowd. For amoment | thought she waslooking a me. |
jerked my head back, closed my eyes and opened them again. Her gaze had shifted.

Timmerman was talking about human liberation and economics, citing Satistics and trends dong with
hisdogans, and it redly did seem like people were listening, paying attention. Not noticing al that
touching, al those people rubbing against each other, against lamp posts and garbage cans. | felt clumsy,
like | had too many arms and legs and no idea where to put them. Two women, very tal, wearing nylon
wigs, were passing money back and forth, diding it againgt parts of their bodies and laughing, not just the
officia sexud parts, though certainly those too, but elbows, behind the knees, around the wrigts, the small
of the back, touching everywhere like awhip drawn dowly back and never cracked ...

I've got to get out of here, | thought. Somewhere soft where | could think. Soft? | thought of Harry,
but instead of telling him we had to go | just imagined the cold tip of his prosthetic cigarette climbing
dowly up my spine. In the front of the crowd aman had taken off his shirt and jacket and was diding his
necktie al over hisupper body. A child had turned the jacket insde out and put it on, hugging the fabric
agang hersdf. Everyone was smiling, moaning, while Alex Timmerman told them about consumer fraud
and children's spirit vocalizations, leveraged buyouts and sacred agonies of democratic change. | wanted
to look at Harry and didn't dare, certain hewould dide against me and start pulling my hair, dowly pulling
my head back ...

And then the voice came. 'Ellen? it said. 'Ellen Pierson?

She might as well have shoved me, ashard as she could. | felt grateful and angry, grateful shed pulled
me loose from Timmerman's cadres, furiousthat it had to be her, that it wasn't Harry, or just my own will.
Why hadn't | left? Why couldn't | have stayed home? Or gone off with Joan? How did | look? Could she
have been anything? Was | swesating? Would she seeit in my faceif | turned around? Could | just walk
away, maybe move into the crowd, asif | needed to hear Timmerman more clearly? Maybe | could
abandon dignity and run like hell.

| turned around. My relief astonished mewhen | saw she didn't look old. A few more linesbut hardly
any grey hairs. More casual clothesthan years ago—ablue silk zipper jacket over apaleyelow blouse
and pleated pants belted with agold weave cloth belt. Her hair looked softer, not aschic as|
remembered (though how could | trust my fourteen-year-old just-a-kid sengbility?). Cut fairly short,
brushed back aong the sides. And her figure hadn't changed, no doppiness or sagging. Probably worked
out inagym, | thought, and could hardly believe my own nastiness. | didn't dare think what | looked like.
I'd sure as hell changed alot morein the last thirteen years than she had.

'Alison,' | said. 'Hello.' Silence. Behind me, the loudspeakers blared Timmerman speaking about
hospitals and spiritua malpractice. | could hear laughter and drawn-out sighs and knew that the blessed
were dtill touching each other and everything else they could reach. It no longer mattered much (except
that | discovered | wanted to talk about it with her, get her opinion).

Harry's hand waving his pc stopped me from trying to think of something to say. 'Oh,' | said. 'Um,
Harry, thisis Alison Birkett. Alison, thisis Harry Agtin.' | added, ‘Alison'san old friend. Of my family.' |
didn't know why | said that, only that | didn't darelook at her for fear | would start blushing.

Harry bowed dightly. | had no ideaiif the name had registered. I'd never told Harry about my brief
time as acel ebrity, my fifteen minutesin the centre of the story' as people say. 1'd thought about telling
him. If anyone, it would have been Harry. But then | dways decided that if he didn't know about Paull
and everything ese, | didn't want to pop my bubble of anormd life. But Harry still might have known
Alison Birkett's name. For that matter he might have known my whole history and just respected my
reticence.

He sucked on his pc until it glowed and then waved it grandly towards Timmerman and the crowd.
When | looked | noticed that the woman with the black ringed eyes had left. Harry said, 'Quite aparty.’



Alison sad, 'Indeed itis, Mr Adtin.'
Smiling, with what he caled his 'toothy charm’' Harry asked, 'Are you asister, Ms Birkett? Or just a
tourig, like Ellen and me?

With a somewhat thinner smile back she said, 'Oh, I'm definitely avisitor and not a partaker. Though
maybe alittle more than atourist. | seem to have attended quite afew of Mr Timmerman'sralieslately.’
Something about the comment, or the voice, sent asmall shock through me,

Harry said, 'So 1 gather the choir of angels has not sung to you?

Alison's smile opened wider. 'No,' she said, 'I'm afraid | haven't sought the divine touch. And what
about you? Y ou're not seizing your chance to gaze into paradise?

Harry waved his cigarette. 'I'm sure Ellen will tdll you | have enough trouble seeing my own facein the
mirror.'

None of ussaid anything for amoment, while behind me Timmerman seemed to befinishing his
gpeech. Findly, Alison said, "Y ou look wonderful, Ellen. How have you been?

‘Fine!
'I'mredlly glad to hear that. It's been dmost ten years, hasn't it?

'Seven,' | said. Silence again. Neither of uswas going to mention our last meeting when | marched
into her office and demanded she show me how to deactivate the chips stuck in my body. | would take
my chances, | told her. | didn't want her or the SDA watching over me,

Harry said, 'Wel, | guess| better return to my work, such asitis!'

When Harry had left, Alison said, 'I'm glad | ran into you, Ellen.’

‘Areyou?

Sheignored my rudeness. 'May | buy you acup of coffee? Now that | seeyou, | redize there's
something | would like to discuss with you.'

'Sure,' | said. Aswe left the park | glanced back at the remains of the raly. The woman was back,
talking now to Timmerman who stood holding hishelmet under hisarm, like some ghost carrying his
chopped-off head as he wanders the Streets.

We didn't say much aswe walked. | asked about her practice and she said sheld been limiting it to
private civil cases. She asked, 'What sort of work did you pursue? Or do you mind my asking? | can
withdraw the question.’

'Of coursenat,’ | said. | considered lying to see how she'd react, but couldn't think of anything fast
enough. 'I'magraphic artist,' | said. 'Advertising logos, political posters, sometimes even my own
pictures.” She asked some questions about my work, about individua style and commercia demands,
grades of materiass, working to deadlines, how much was done by computer, copyright and trademark
issues. They were reasonable questions, much better than my terse answers.

'What did you think of that shrine? she asked. The onein the park.'
| shrugged. 'l assumed some homeless people madeit.’

"That was my guess. | liked it. It ssemed more cregtive than those huge expensive things put up in
Centra Park every summer.'

Thenit'sgood you got to seeit,’ | said. The Park Policell probably make them take it down after the
rdly.

'Yes, of course. | wonder,' she said. ‘I wonder if it helps them. The homeless people, | mean. |
wonder if their devotion to Alexander Timmerman helpsthem.’

'Well,' | sad, 'His Benevolent Friends certainly seem to make them fed happy. At least whilethey're



around.'
'Yes. Yes, you got that impression, didn't you?

We went to the Rogue Elephant, one of those East Village coffee shopsin what used to be basement
gpartments, where everything is brown walls, wooden tables, wrought-iron chairs, loud music, and lots of
people talking about texts, landlords, relationships and recent sessonswith their inner heders. We sat
down at the back, next to aboard with hooks for keysto thetoilets.

When I'd ordered cappuccino and Alison had ordered mint tea, she said to me, 'l really am glad to
seeyou.' | wanted to say, Then isn't thisyour lucky day? but managed to stop mysdlf. She said, 'You
look so much like yoursdf, Ellen. | know that's aterrible thing to say, but | can't think of how elseto put
it.

'‘And you hardly look aday older yoursdlf,' | said, and wished | hadntt.

Our drinks came. We reached into the bowl of Founder's Dust next to the sugar and chemical
sweseteners, and sprinkled afew grains over the mugs. Having transformed the liquids from dead pieces
of plant soaked in water into food, we each said a lent sanctification before we lifted them to our
mouths. My sanctification was quite smple redly. Something like, 'Get me through thiswithout screaming
or crying. Plesse’

After I'd spped my coffee | leaned back and said, 'So how did you find me, Alison? Credit checks?

Tapping into Sacred Revenue Service computer files? Or did you have detectives triangul ating reports of
my whereabouts?

She smiled. 'Much smpler, I'm afraid. It was the chip. Not mine, the SDA's. | know you deectivated
both of them, but dl SDA chips give off alifelong tracer sgna on the origind frequency.'

Sonofabitch, | thought to mysdlf. Just let your government get its claws on you. | wondered if the
Speaker had picked the signal up on ascanner. | said, 'Leaveit to our guardians never to passup an
opportunity.’

'Precisdly,’ Alison Birkett said, and smiled a me.

I knew | should have been angry that she'd played a game on me, stage-managing our coincidental
meeting. But somehow, | just felt, well, proud that I'd seen through her. And that | knew she'd expected
meto. Asif sheld set the game up for both of usand invited meto joininwith her. But if | felt that, |
certainly wasn't going to let her know that | did.

“I'll beright back,' | said, and grabbed the key to the ladies room from above my head. When | got
ingdethetiny cracked cubicle| took adeep breath, then squinted into the foggy chipped mirror. Do you
ever find yoursdf wanting to impress someone and thinking, 'Why do | care? Thiswas Alison Birkett,
the woman who'd promised to protect my cousin and then let the snakes get him. The woman who said
we'd roast the SDA until they shrivelled up and then sold Paul out for guardian of goddamn elevators. Ms
‘Just leaveit to me, Ms Pierson.' Ms'Y ou and me together, Ellen, well take on the whole United States
Government and the Living World." Shit.

| splashed some water on my hands and ran them through my hair, hoping the damp would spring
some curl back to life. Damn beauty parlour, | thought. They'd promised me that the perm was not only
al natura but charged with the energy of Mirando Glowwood, who'd been a hairdresser before his
Awakening as a Founder.

| found alipstick in my jeans pocket, drew aline on each cheek and rubbed them smooth, then did
my lips, after which | blotted and rubbed most of it off, so the colour wouldn't stand out too much. At
least, | thought, I've still got my 'strong nose and high energy cheekbones, asmy ex, Elinor, used to say.

Back at the table, Alison sat with hands folded on the tabletop, firm enough to keep the table from
floating away should the Founders return and cancel gravity, like they did in the battle of New Chicago.
She smiled a me, looking so happy to see me, asif we'd only drifted apart due to our busy schedules.



Probably | wasimagining it, but it looked to me like sheld combed her hair.

| sat down and sipped the cappuccino. Making my voice stern, | said, 'So why did you want to see
me?

"There's something going on,’ she said. 'Something with Timmerman. Andit's nagty.

'Nasty how? | had visions of stern mistressesin bird helmets running spanking parlours for
government officids at Consumer Liberation heedquarters.

'At least one death," Alison said. 'Onel know of.'
'A death? | repeated.

‘Last month, in Sesattle, aman named Jack Chikowsky was trampled to death by a group of about ten
people, apparently in ahighly charged state of sexua ecstasy. According to witnesses, thevictimwasa
willing participant, having stripped naked and covered himsdf with mud before lying on the ground in
front of the dancers. Police reports state that none of the group knew Chikowsky or even each other.
Nor did they exactly remember what they had done.’

'‘Well,' | said, 'at least he died happy.'

Alison said, 'Jack Chikowsky was afriend of mine, Ellen. Heand | lived together for awhile when
we were both in law school. Wed stayed friends ever since!’

I'msorry,' | told her, looking down at thetable. And then | couldn't help myself. Taking asip of my
coffeg, | said, ‘At least it wasn't like he was your cousin or something.'

Alison sighed. She looked down at the table, more hurt, or maybe embarrassed, than angry.
Goddamn you, | thought. You expect me to be perfect?'I'm sorry,’ | told her. ‘It was a cheap shot. And
I'm sorry your friend died.’

Therédsmore,’ she said. 'lI'd been hearing about Timmerman for sometime. | probably should tell you
that | haven't ... involved mysdlf in anything controversa for sometime now. About eight years. Sol
was not investigating Timmerman. Not at al. And yet, some of my sources had kept contact with me,
And they were tdling me of incidents, primarily a Timmerman'sralies. Peoplesrationa consciousnesses
permanently vacating their bodies. People hospitalized for sexua obsessions with inanimate objects.
Marriages broken up by sexud actslater deemed intolerable. In Boston six months ago, three teenage
girlsleft therdly, went to anearby mal and cut up some poor man buying an anniversary present—a
nightgown—for hiswife'

| leaned back. | could fed atingling aong my armsand legs. "Why has none of thisgot into the
papers?

'‘Good question. When | first heard the stories | wondered about that, but frankly, | didn't realy care.
Since Jack died, I've been thinking about that a great dedl.’

| thought, I'll bet you have. | remembered al the days and nights I'd spent thinking of nothing but Paull,
and how those snakes could have gotten to him when the SDA had promised to protect him.

Alison was saying, 'l began to investigate." She smiled. 'Despite my eight-year hiatus, some habitsare
hard to break. | began with that question. | spoke to people from the papers, the networks. Some of the
incidents they knew about, some they'd never even heard of. In each case, however, adecision was
made somewhere along the line to suppress the story. Often, it seems, without any conscious connection
to the previous cases. Mary Howell, a the LA Times, seemed genuinely surprised and upset when |
pointed out to her that she had decided against Timmerman stories on three separate occasions. |
suggested to her that she print the story now. "Emerging pattern, disturbing questions.” She promised me
shewould think about it. Think about it? Of course, nothing has been printed.’

‘Do you think she was being straight with you? Maybe the government isclamping alid oniit.’
'Of course | thought about that. But | couldn't find any trace of government interference. And why



would the government want to protect Alexander Timmerman? He certainly doesn't represent business as
usud, whichisgenerdly the government'sfird priority.’

| said, Therally today didn't have anything likeriots, or orgies.’

'No, no, it doesn't happen every time. Still, you must have noticed the intense sexua energy among
the people who were blessed.’

| nodded, closing my eyes. | leaned back and thought about al the people touching each other,
touching the trees, park benches, stones, anything they could get their bodies againgt. Alison said, ‘It
wasn't likethat at the beginning. I'velooked at TV footage of the early rallies. The people who received
the blessing most often just stood there and cried. At the most, they would hug each other. Somewhere it
changed.’

| said, Timmerman has Devoted Onesworking for him. Could they be acting directly on the news
media?

'Possibly. And possibly it's acombination. When | started digging deeper, | caught the scent of some
sort of government involvement, just not in the manner of actual censorship.’

There was someone else at theraly,’ | said. "When the Beings were reaching out to blessthe
audience and everyone was hopping up and down, there was this woman at the back. Small, dressed all
in black, with black hair. She didn't join the show but there was something about her. One moment she
was just there, and then alittle later shewas gone!'

Alison shook her head very dightly and smiled. 'Her name,' she said, ‘isMargaret
Light-at-the-end-of-the- Tunnd 23. She appeared out of the Living World in August of last year and
immediately reported with the Spiritual Development Agency as a companion-protector for Alexander
Timmerman.

| wastrying to remember anything €l se about the woman—the Benign One, | should say—when
someone called my name. | looked up and two of my friends, Kathy and Sharon, were coming towards
me. 'Hi, gorgeous, Sharon said in her chirpy voice, ‘preparing for your life of leisure again?

‘Just grabbing it wherever | can getit,' | said. Reflexively | took off my glasses, then ingtantly regretted
it. Justintime | stopped mysdlf from jerking them back on again.

Kathy glanced at Alison, then looked past her at me and raised a plucked eyebrow. | said, 'Kathy
Patterson, Sharon Cianetta, Alison Birkett.' To my surprise, | found mysdf wondering if 1'd done that
correctly, if you say the older person's name last or first. 'Alison'san old friend,' | said, and noticed
Kathy'ssmirk on 'old". Extremely tall—six feet three inches—Kathy grew up embarrassed and ashamed
of gticking out above dl the boys, let donethe girls, until one day she got agood haircut, put on some
makeup and a short skirt, and discovered she was beautiful. Now she spends haf her timelooking in
mirrors and the other half designing software for a cosmetics company—except when she's gossiping
about her friends.

Kathy said, 'Guess who we saw together on 4th Street? She paused, then announced, 'Jocelyn and
Rebecca.’

'You'rekidding,' | said. 'Doesthis mean they'll stop trying to divide dl their friends for restaging the
Revolution?

'It means more than that, sugar,’ Kathy said. She turned to Sharon. 'Do you want to tell her?

In style, Sharon looks alittle like ajunior Kathy, though in fact she'sayear older, a head shorter and
asze plumper. Shetold me, They were sanding in front of that jewellery store, you know, the one with
the wedding rings, and holding hands and making noiseslike cutelittle animals!

'My God,' | said, laughing. Thetragic breakup of the ages founders on the rock of salvation. Do you
think they'll send out announcements? Or maybe | etters of apology for al the agony they've caused the
rest of us.'



'Speaking of salvation and agony,' Kathy said, 'l| happened to call Joan Monteil just afew short
minutes ago."

'Oh, did you now? | said. 'And what did swest little Joanie have to say for herself?
'Oh, not much." Kathy paused. 'She did have quite alot to say about you, though.'
‘Redlly,' | said. 'l may haveto have alittle chat mysdf with Ms Montell !

Kathy said, 'l think she wantsto bring you into her kindergarten classfor show and tell.' She patted
my cheek. 'Cheer up, darling, at least she's cute.!’

Sharon said, 'Maybe the two of you could double with Jocelyn and Rebecca.

'Or we could al buy ahouse on Staten Idand,’ | said. 'Look, Swestie, I'd love to have the two of you
torment me dl afternoon, but | have some thingsto discusswith Alison.'

After thetwo of them had exchanged 'Nice to meet you's with Alison and wandered off to the
smoking section, Alison sat back, looking a me like someone who's discovered an extrapiecein a
finished jigsaw puzzle. She said, 'Do you dways remove your glasses when your friends comein?

| shrugged. ‘It helpswith theimage.”
'Tmage?

'Y ou know what they say. Girls don't make passes at girls who wear glasses. | believe that was
proposition 23 from Adrienne Birth-of-Beauty's Shout From The Skyscraper. If not, it should have
been.’

"Y ou could wear contact lenses,' she said, and | thought, Great Mother Agony, isthiswhy she
tracked me down after ten years? But then sheraised an eyebrow and her voice, in perfect imitation of
Kathy, and said, "That way you could see who was making the passes. Y ou could avoid robbing the
kindergarten.’

| felt oddly like an adolescent who's just discovered that Mommy knows al those dirty words she
and her friends use to show how tough they are. | said, "Y ou still haven't answered my question.’

'No, you'reright. Why did | want to see you? | suppose | wanted your take on Timmerman. I'm too
closetoit. Because of Jack. And my investigators—waell, they're good at research, not anayss!’

'So you thought of me!’
She paused. 'Yes!
'What do your sources say?

Vey little. Just that Timmerman seemsto have the Living World on his sde and no onewantsto
touch him.

'And the police?

'l spoke with them after Jack died. They implied that Jack had entered voluntarily into a perilous
date, and that since his desth had resulted from contact with Benign Ones, they must consider it
beneficid. They gaveit theofficid verdict, "Death by ecstasy.”

'In other words,' | said, 'he died happy.'
'Exactly.’

Theres something,' | said, 'something just ... wrong about dl this. | mean, besides the obvious.
Something that doesn't make sense!’

I know. Ellen, if yourewilling, I would like to have you come to my office where| could show you
my files. Perhaps you might catch something I've missed.' She added quickly, 'If you'd rather not, just say
0.

I don't know,' | said. 'Maybe if you could give me afew days, let methink about it.'



'Yes, of course.’ Suddenly she was looking down at her empty teacup. ‘And Ellen ... whatever you
decide, it'sgood to see you again.'

'Y eah, well, thanks,' | said, then thought, come on El, giveit abreak. 'l better get back to work,' |
said. 'Procragtination isits own reward, but it doesn't pay therent.’ | caught the waitresss eye.

'Shall | walk you back? Alison said.
'Sure. | mean, thanks.'

Inthe dtreet, it Struck me that there was a time when nothing would have thrilled me more than
walking Sde by sde with Alison Birkett, having her consult me on an important case. To my surprise, |
found mysdf wanting to cry. When we reached the lobby of my building, | told her, 'I'd invite you up for
tea, but it's the sixth floor and the elevator's broken.'

That'sfine,' shesaid, just asawhirring noise sgnalled the arriva of the eevator from upgairs.

Though Alison pretended not to notice, | waved ahand and said, 'l lied. Thefactis, | just don't like
elevators.’

Absolutely not, | told mysdlf. No way was | going to involve myself in some pet conspiracy project of
Alison Birkett. So her friend got mashed by amob. Maybe she could get him agig as guardian of water
coolers. She'sgood at that. If | did some checking, | told mysdlf, it wasn't for her. | wasjust curious. |
certainly wasn't going to go to her office and read any of her files. But what harm would it do, just for
curiogity, to do some private enquiriesinto Great Brother Alex and his pet Devoted Ones? And besides,
| needed to keep away from the house and the telephone. Now that she'd broken the ice (smashed it
was morelikeit), Ms Birkett could take it into her head to call me at any moment. Or worse, Joan
Monteil might call. I could screen my cdls, but | hated jumping every time the phone rang, then waiting
nervoudy through the next four rings and the outgoing message before whoever it was would come on
theline

So the next morning | set out for the library, where for three days | scanned through old magazines
and newspapersfor articles on Alexander Timmerman and his Consumer Liberation organization. | didn't
expect any scandasor revelaions. If Alison said none of the disturbing events had gotten into the
newspapers | believed her. On that level | was sure she knew what shewas doing. | just wanted asense
of what Timmerman was about, the kind of issues hewasraising, what legd actions, if any, held taken
againg corporations or the government, what impact the Choir of Angels was having beyond raising the
gpiritua (read sexua) temperature at hisralies. And | wanted to see what articles had appeared on
Timmerman's dark-haired Friend, whom | was dready cdling in my mind, ‘"Maggie Tunne Light'.

About thelagt, not much. In fact, very little gppeared on the Benign Ones at al. Spiritweek had an
articlein the 'US Sanctification' section on Consumer Liberation, reporting that athird Devoted One had
joined the ‘campaign to revitalize America as Timmerman's press person put it. Therewas, of course, no
picture of Maggie. | remember hearing once that someone had invented a computer-linked camera that
could create an 'enhanced definition’ image of a Bright Being. Supposedly, the SDA had dapped a
restraining order on the inventor and the camera never got produced. The article did run a photo of
Timmerman in hismask and grey suit, with surges of light behind him, atrick | knew | could duplicate on
my computer any time | wanted. Thetext said preciouslittle. Timmerman and his aides described their
‘profound gratitude that the Living World was supporting their campaign to ‘fulfil the promise of the
Revolution on dl levels of society'. At the sametime, they insisted that they had not sought out Margaret
at al, but rather that she had approached them, appearing in their office, 'in avapour of love, just after
their yearly convention. According to the article, Ms Light would not ‘interact’ directly with the
public—no blessingsin other words—but would hel p the inner staff 'direct our spiritua resourcesto the



massive tasks lying before us.

Asfor the other two—Albert Comfort the Children 6 and Jeannette Benevolent Fire
31—Timmerman had not exactly summoned them ether, not in the formal sense of an operation to
secure aBenign One for personal service. According to the officiad Consumer Liberation line,
Timmerman had suffered some persond traumaoor other (they were coy about just what had happened,
which probably meant sexua rejection) and had set out on a pilgrimage to the ruins of the nuclear power
plant along the Hudson River. Either from accident or from deliberately coating himself in hot ash,
Alexander came close to death, only to be hedled by the sudden manifestation of Albert and Jeannette,
who removed his burns and gave him his'true face' (the helmet mask) asasign of service.

| wondered how much of this puff story to believe. Asflattering asit wasto Timmerman, it somehow
rang true with my own sense of the Happy Twins (my term for them). There was something smple
minded about them, asif, like SO many Devoted Ones, they just wanted to help humanity lift itself from
pain. In one of the articles, Timmerman's press manager hinted that Albert and Jeannette were really one
entity who appeared in two forms because of humanity's 'expectations of gender.

Very little gppeared beyond these officid accounts. The Times ran afeature on the Devoted Onesin
Timmerman's campaign, and more broadly on the place of the Living World in contemporary society,
‘two generations after the Revolution'. Like so many Times articles, it managed to sound deep without
saying much of anything. The Washington Post and The Miami Herald of Power and afew other
papers ran editorids. None of them said much of anything, though the Post warned of the need for
humans to 'make the tough decisonsin the clear light of day'.

Moreinteresting to me was a sense of the campaign itself—what Timmerman wastrying to achieve.
I'm not sure what | expected to find, maybe alot of high rhetoric without any content or follow-up. And
maybe, consdering what I'd seen and what Alison had told me, | expected sexud imagery to inflate his
gpeeches. Thefact is, Timmerman actualy said very little about sex. His speeches, especidly in recent
weeks, were indeed spiced with ‘liberating al levels, including the intimate teachings of the Spirit', and
other elegances. But mostly he stayed with the issues that had launched him—consumer safety, corporate
fraud, government protection of insurance companies and other industrial monopolies. To my further
surprise, his cadres had shown themsalves to be remarkably effective, winning arange of battles, either
through the courts or through boycotts, organized letter writing, depossess on enactments and other
direct actions.

Timmerman had begun his career with ahighly publicized attack on Sacred Motors, charging that the
hood totem for their Nightleopard car failed to establish soul configurationsfor safejourneys. Infact,
Timmerman demongtrated, the supposed guardian did nothing at al and might aswell not have been
there.

Timmerman's headdress made its first gppearance during the Sacred Motors campaign when he
began doing daily protection enactments outs de corporate headquarters, enactments which attracted
more and more people as news reports surfaced of Nightleopard accidents on deserted roadsin clear
westher, or new cars breaking down or catching fire. Without his enactments, Timmerman clamed, the
disasters would have been more frequent and worse. Nevertheless, SM managed to get a court order
forcing him to stop. Refusing, Timmerman went to jail, but a higher court ruled that the mass enactments
were acollection of 'individua spiritua events rather than an organized ceremony, which meant that SM
would have needed restraining orders against every single person holding up aplacard, or burning flash
powder on pictures of SM's CEO, or moving dummiesin radio-controlled model s of Nightleopard cars.
Finally, the company gave up and released the records of the work done to draw up proper sanctification
for the car before release to genera sales. Two weeks later the car was withdrawn.

While none of Timmerman'slater cases had attracted that much publicity, hisworkers, known as 'the
barefoot |awyers for their fanaticism, had scored arun of large and small successes, taking on everything
from soup companiesto federd bureaucracies. As| skimmed the pressreports, | noticed al the hard



work behind Timmerman's rhetoric, the nuts and bolts and research and carefully built lega challenges
that had made aregistered sanctified letter from Consumer Liberation aterrifying sght for any executive
or government officid.

When the stories approached the present, say the past six months, something else emerged. | began
to pick up ashift in emphasis from manufactured products and insurance companies to the banking
system. There were charges and actions againgt specific banks, accusations of corruption,
mismanagement, bad loans and even bribes, but more and more Timmerman had begun to attack the
dructure asawhole, claming that the laws themsalves undermined the national economy through
leveraged buyouts financed by unregulated banks, manipulated stock investments using information about
paper loans and ‘asuicida breakdown of the necessary barriers between the people who lend the money
and the people who spend it'. There were rumours that Timmerman was planning to sue the Spiritud
Development Agency for permission to lead an enactment in the Stock Exchange, by the body of
Rebecca Rainbow, creator of the modern banking system in the chaos after the Revolution.

All thistook me some three daysto scrape together. | could have spent weeks reading everything,
but | just wanted an outline, asilhouette, of Timmerman and his organization. My red target was il the
Choir of Angels, and in particular my pet fascination, the Friend lurking in the background, Margaret 23.
And about her, | could get nofix at al.

After three days, | found mysdlf douched inalibrary chair, my handsjammed into the pockets of my
baggy jeans, as| growled at a stack of magazines. What was it about Tunnel Light? What was she doing
there? Alison would know something, or at least have the resources for meto find out. | snarled once
more a the magazines, and then began gathering them together to return them to their bins.

I headed home and booted up the computer. When | was learning to work graphics programs, |
taught myself some other tricks aswell. Ways of breaking into files, cracking codes, dl that good stuff.
For awhile, it meant hanging around with some extremely obnoxious boys, but once | got thefed of it |
could continue on my own. At thetime, | told mysdlf it was just something to do, agame, and besides, if
some people could do such things, why shouldn't | be one of them? Now, watching the screen, |
wondered just why investigatory skills had been so important to me.

| was about to try some routines, pick my way into afew locked boxes, when | suddenly stopped
and stared at the screen. Don't be paranoid, | scolded mysalf. No one's watching you. And besides, you
know how to stay anonymous, right? That is the point, isn't it? But | till turned off the machine.

Two hours|ater, | had checked into ahotel in midtown, the kind of place Mid-Westerners check into
after saving up for their trip to the big city to see some skyscrapers and Broadway musicals. Claming my
cousin was going to join me, | rented two adjoining rooms with a connecting door. After paying cash up
front, so I wouldn't have to use acredit card or my rea name, | carried my suitcases up the stairsto the
rooms and got to work. The roomswere lousy of course, no view other than the back of an office
building and aloud banging from some nearby service room. Y oung single women have got to be the
absolute bottom of the connector polein the hotel managers guideto life. Still, | was only planning to
stay for afew minutes, o it hardly mattered. All that really counted was that the hotel was large enough
that you could did the roomsdirectly, without having to go through a human-operated switchboard.

| bowed to the room guardian, a cute little thing on atable between the two beds, and scattered some
rock salt, fresh basil and cookie crumbs taken from my own house around the base of the husk, which
took the form of amatronly woman holding abowl. Asking for ablessing for privacy and selfless
purpose, | poured some whisky into the bowl, then sucked it up with astraw and spat it out onto the
floor. Then | got to work.

From my suitcases | took out one of the two computers and apair of modems. | hooked up the
computer and one of the modemsto the telephonein the first room and then the second modem to the
telephonein my ‘cousin's room, finaly running some cheap telephone cable (bought in Radio Templein
the Village) between the two modems. | only had to tell myself about twenty times, 'Better paranoid than



sorry.' Beforeleaving therooms | set up adoor switch with burglar tape, so that anyone opening either
door would automaticaly shut off both phone lines.

Carrying my second suitcase, acarryon bag, | got aroom in ahotel afew blocks away. There|
unpacked the other computer and the last modem. When I'd connected them to the phone | wasfinaly
ready to start. | called the first hotel room, the one with the computer, and used that phoneto call room
2. With room 2 as the number of record | called avalue-added network, one of those companies which
channdsyour loca cal into long-distance modem connections. And through that, | made my first redl
cdl to the offices of Consumer Liberation.

Back when | was getting past the lower levels of hacking | had the great fortune to pick up awoman
one night who knew one of the masters, Annie-O, a genuine cross-gendered computer outlaw. I'm not
surewhat it isabout computers and gender people, maybe something to do with changing redities. But
it's certainly true that people like Annie can dide into locked programs the same way they dide from one
gender to another. There was something el se about Annie-O that made it unforgettable to meet her. She
was an enactment master, awoman of power, having led her ssters across gender and spirit barriers
over many years. Annie let me gpprentice mysdlf to her, and though we both knew | would never really
find my way inthe virtud worlds ('It'syour clinging to afixed gender,” Anniewould tell me), | did learn
enough for operations like breaking into Consumer Liberation.

Bascdly, | set up adummy program which imitated their own, so that someone who tried to hook
into them would get me asking 'Password, please? and think it was them. Mr Legitimate Caler dutifully
typed in the password, a which point | hung up. This brought him back to the real program, asking
'Password, please? He no doubt assumed he'd typed wrong the first time, entered the password and
thought no more of it. Only now, | knew the magic words aswell. Thanks, Annie.

Only—there wasn't dl that much to learn breaking into CL. Oh, if I'd been someinsurance flunky |
might have checked out their secret plansfor enactments against ma practice fraud. Or | might have run
up lists of planned rallies and other trivia. But asfor secret goals and agendas, there just didn't seem to be
any. Consumer Liberation in private wasn't dl that different than their publicimage.

The Devoted Onesdid not seem to figure much in the daily running of the organization. Everyone
appeared grateful for the recognition bestowed on them by the Living World, not least because it
impressed the public and drew peopleto their rallies. But the people who ran the organization,
Timmerman's Tigers, as Spiritweek called them, were dl lawyers and cared more about investigations
and legd actions than mass blessings.

Maggie Tunnd Light hardly existed in CL'sfiles. In my quick search | found only seven referencesto
her, none of them of any sgnificance. What was she doing there? She didn't work with the Tigers. She
appeared to work directly with Timmerman. But how? Why was she there?

| did confirm one of my intutions. | ran a check on the number of filesfor particular issues. In the past
year, more and more resources had gone into one subject—banking. One of Timmerman's chief lawyer
hot shots, Samuel Jervis, appeared almost obsessed by what he called in amemo ‘the deep Structurd rot
in the edifice of American banking'. While the subject had only crept into Timmerman's speeches, the
Tigerswere pursuing it ferocioudy, gathering and analyzing masses of information, setting up task
forces—bank failures, massve loan defaults, overnight millionaires, government coziness with bank
directors and corporate raiders. It wasn't possible even to begin following it dl, other than to get a sense
of how maddening it wasfor the Tigers. Jerviss most recent memos talked of needing a ‘focus, some
particular revelation that could get peopl €'s attention long enough to make them see what was happening.

Fedling dissatisfied, | backed out of Consumer Liberation's database. Now for the big guys, |
thought. Timeto break into the SDA.

The Spiritual Development Agency was of atotaly different order than Consumer Liberation. No
cute dummy program was going to get me SDA passwords. However, | had something better. A phone



number. Annie-O and her people considered what they did to be asacred obligation, opening tunnels
between the virtua world and the physicdl. For Annie, secrets threatened the flow of spirit energy
between the worlds, and so they dedicated themsealves to cracking open the walls as soon asthe
government tried to seal them up again. It wasn't enough just to break the secrets, they had to share
them. They couldn't publish them, but they could make them available to anyone whom they'd invited into
their network. I'm not surewhat it was that Annie saw in me, afixed gender person after all, but when
she gave me the phone number for ‘thelist' it was dl | could do to keep from crying. | knew the kind of
trusgt it meant.

| left the hotel and went to adiner with apay phonein the back by the toilets. It had been two years
since I'd tried the number. Now, holding the horn in one hand and a quarter in the other, | found mysdlf
scared that the number | had was no longer any good, that I'd come to a dead end, and scared most of
al that it meant so much to me. | wasn't just doing it for myself, | knew. | wanted to impress Alison. |
wanted to march into her office with some answers, tell her to go to hell, and then march out again. And
something else. Themore | looked at this Timmerman thing, a what was happening at hisralies, at this
Margaret 23 who didn't seem to be doing anything, the more just knew that there was something wrong
here. Something that needed to reach thelight. | jammed the quarter in and punched the number.

A computer voice told me, 'Please state the name of the organization and sub-branch, if applicable.
Y ou have seven seconds!’

‘Spiritual Development Agency’, | said. 'Regigtration and function of Benign Onesto specific parties.’

There was a pause and then the voice came back with afive-word phrase. A moment later, theline
went dead. A smdl smile grew to half my face as| put the phone back on the hook. "All right, you
bastards," | whispered. "I'm going to get insde you.'

Back to the hotel room. More nervesas| got my lines running again and moved my way into the
SDA. Asl took abreath before using the pass phrase, | sprinkled the keyboard and monitor with afew
extragrains of my persona mix of spirit powder, given to me by my parents Teller on my inner ecology
name day after my first period. | typed in the phrase and amoment later the screen came dive with
ingtructions, and | knew the fileslay open for me.

| started with the Happy Twins, Albert and Jeannette, just as acheck. | didn't learn anything new,
though | haveto say | wasn't expecting to. It was Maggie Tunnd Light | wasredly after. First | verified
thefew facts| knew, her appearance last year, her immediate registration as a Benign Agent for—and
this surprised me dightly—not Consumer Liberation, asthe Twins had done, but Alexander Timmerman.
Timmerman, | thought. Why Timmerman persondly?

| went on to explore just what it was Margaret 23 did for Timmerman. And here the SDA filesdidn't
seem to help any more than the newspapers. ‘Advice.' 'Support.' 'Encouragement.’ What did that mean?
What did she do! And why didn't her file say what she did?

Okay, | thought. She's Timmerman's personal agent. Let's go back to the beginning of his connection.
| asked the SDA compuiter to give me an account of the Summoning, when Timmerman drew her out of
the Living World to do whatever it was shedid for him.

| stared at the screen. 'No reference.’ In some way, | was phrasing the question wrong. But why? It
seemed graightforward enough. | decided to backtrack, start with the basicsagain. | asked it when
Timmerman summoned her. 'No reference.’ | shook my head. The damn machine just gave methe date,
only afew minutes before. | began to wonder if some Malignant virus had invaded the SDA systems. A
niceidea, | decided, but couldn't it have waited until after | got what | needed? But no, Malignant Ones
inasystem usudly filled the screen with gibberish. | wasjust asking the wrong questions.

| dapped the table. Maybe Timmerman hadn't summoned her. Maybe sheld arrived spontaneoudy,
with an urgent need to attach hersdf to Timmerman. Usudly, | thought, free agent Beingsdidn't belong to
any particular human or cause, but | was hardly an expert. So | asked the computer if Tunnel Light had



entered our world on her own. No.

| said out loud, ‘Wl then, someone must have summoned her.' And then | laughed. Of course. It
didn't have to be Timmerman himself. It could have been one of the Tigers, maybe an enactment
speciaist. | typed in, 'Who summoned Margaret Light-At-The-End-Of-The-Tunnd 23?7

The screen told me, 'Carolyn Park-Wu.' | sat back and made aface. From al the reading I'd done, |
was pretty sure | knew the names of al of Timmerman'sinner circle. Who was Carolyn Park-Wu? Some
cousin or Sster-in-law? | asked about her relationship to Timmerman. No reference. Grest, | thought.
Terrific. Someone with no relationship to Timmerman summons a Bright Being to act as his persond
agent, for no particular purpose.

Feeling giddy, | asked what purpose Park-Wu stated when she registered the Summoning. The
giddiness|eft immediately and | found myself shaking. ‘Nationa Security Sanctification,’ the screen reed,
and for thefirst time | redlized that this was serious, thiswas not agame. The SDA wasthe organization
which issued security sanctifications. And now they were dapping one on their own files?

L eaving the machine on—I didn't want to take a chance on losing the contact—I went down to the
hotel lobby and cdled Alison's office. 'Thisis Ellen Pierson,' | said in my best no-nonsense voice. 'l need
to speak to Ms Birkett, immediately.’

She came on right away, with acatch in her voice as she said, 'Ellen? Hello. I'm glad you called.’
Somewhereit struck me that she'd been afraid she wouldn't hear from me, and | wondered what exactly
that meant. But | had no timeto think about it.

'Alison,' | said, ‘isthistill aprotected line?

There was a pause, and then she said, 'Y es. Registered with the government—'
I don't care about that. Do you know it's safe?

'l was about to say that it's swept daily, by the best in the business!’

'‘Okay,' | said, 'then | need you to check on aname for me.’

'Sure,' shetold me. 'Let me get a pen. Okay. Go ahead.'

The nameis Carolyn Park-Wu.'

Inthebrief silence, | felt like | could see her mind starting to click. She said, 'l don't need to check. |
can tdl you right now. Carolyn Park-Wu isasenior aff aide for Arthur Channing.’

The shaking was back. | said, 'Senator Arthur Channing?
That'sright.'

'Head of the Senate Finance Committee?

'Y es. Ellen, what have you found?

Tomysdf, | whispered, 'Holy shit.' Out loud | only said, 'Alison, we need to talk. Can we mest
somewhere? She suggested a hotel by Glowwood Sanctuary, the private park off 19th Street. When we
hung up, | stood for amoment by the telephone, my hand still holding on to the receiver. Why did | do
that, | thought. Why?1 didn't want to see her. | didn't want to get involved in her damned schemes. This
was serious. Thiswasthe SDA and now the Senate. | thought, maybe | should call her back.

Instead, | went up to the room and sat staring at the screen. Shut it down, | told myself. Get out, now.
Instead, | typed another question. Alison has since said that this question marks what she cals my specia
talent. When | told her | had no ideawhat made me ask it, what, if anything, | waslooking for, shejust
laughed and said that that was the point. The question was, 'Has the Bright Being Margaret
Light-At-The-End-Of-The-Tunnel 23 ever appeared in any other configurations?

‘Nationa Security Sanctification' came the answer, and thistime the shaking was uncontrollable.



3

Before going to see Alison, | washed my hair and changed to apair of tight black jeansand an
oversized white shirt I'd bought on sde the day before. Ridiculous, | told mysdlf as| cut asmal holein
the shirt, below the spare button, for the Living World to infuse the fabric. Why was| till trying to
impress her? | didn't even like her. It reminded me of when | wasin high school and used to visit my Aunt
Sylvia. | could never stand Sylvia, her big word condescension towards my mother, her pleated blouse
and proper black pumps, her commentsthat | 'really could look very nice' if | 'just made a serious effort'.
And yet, every time| went to see her | would try to show her, evenif negatively, by wearing or saying
something outrageous. It'sjust like Aunt Sylvia, | told mysdlf, putting on eyeiner and lipstick. Sure. Right.

When | arrived at the hotel bar, Alison was aready there, Sitting upright in ared leather chair by a
smdll round table to the side of the polished bar. She smiled as she waved me over. Shewaswearing a
dark blue blazer and skirt, a soft cream-coloured shirt with large black buttons and flat open-toed black
sandals. She had achunky silver bracelet on her right wrist and a plain watch with ablack lesther strap
on theleft. Sheldd clipped her hair back on the sides, showing off small web-like earrings set with clusters
of tiny blue stones. Like me, she was wearing lipstick and subtle eye makeup (except my eyes were not
so subtle). | don't think I'd ever seen her looking so fem before. Or so pretty.

I'm afraid you're seeing me in my court incarnation,’ she said. 'l fedl like some comic-book character.
Trid Lady.'

'l hope you charmed the judge,’ | said.

Shetook asip of her drink. 'l imagine| did. | won." She looked up a me and grinned.

Shewas drinking whisky with ice, which isusudly my drink when | want to get serious. When the
waiter came, | ordered a pinacolada, adrink | usualy can't stand. 'How isyour friend Harry? Alison
asked me.

I haven't seen him sincetherdly.' To mysdlf, | thought | would be damned if | was going to make
amadl tak with her.

' liked him,' she said. 'He seemed like someone who knows how to think.'
I'll tell him you said that."

Findly the waiter came and set down my absurd frothy drink. | took asip and made aface. For a
moment | thought Alison was grinning at me, but when | looked she was leaning forward with her hands
clasped. 'Y ou've been doing some digging,’ she said.

| took adeep breath. 'Timmerman isbeing set up. Margaret Tunnel Light—' She didn't react to the
condensed name. '—isaplant.' | paused, but she said nothing. So | told her about Consumer
Liberation's exploration of banking and the fact that MTL came from Park-Wu. 'Obvioudy, therésalot
that's still unexplained, but I'm convinced that Great Brother Alex's new Friend is not thereto help him.'

'Areyou saying she's Mdignant and not Benign?

'No," | said. 'l don't think so. If the SDA calls her Benign, | think we have to trust that designation.
These weretheir own files, not for generd publication.’

Alison sat up straight and closed her eyes. One finger pressed her lips, asif shewastelling hersdlf not
to speak.

| thought | knew what she was going to say and | was readying mysdif to tell her it was none of her
business how | got my information. Instead, when she opened her eyes, she said, 'She could just bea
spy. A means of checking up on what Timmerman is doing. So Channing wouldn't be made to look
foolish by some sudden reveations'’



'Possibly. Only, couldn't they just infiltrate some human into the organization? It just seemsto mea
Benign One as a spy would be hard to contral .’

Alison said, That would hold aswell for some sort of plot against Timmerman. More so, Snce
Channing would be asking the Being to act againgt its client.’

Itsofficid client. It could be working entirely for Channing. Or Park-Wu.'

"The problem,’ Alison said, 'is till persuading a Devoted Oneto act in aduplicitous manner. | don't
clamto be an expert inthisfidd, I'm afraid I've spent more time dealing with Ferocious Ones, but from
what | know of Benign Ones, having to act as an enemy, or aspy for that matter, would seemto set up a
very painful contradiction.'

‘Evenif Channing convinced Tunne Light that Timmerman wasevil in someway? And that it would
be serving humanity by heping to desiroy him?

Alison sat back and took asip of her drink. | thought | noticed her glance a my untouched colada
and had to fight an impul se to force some down. She said, ‘It al comes back to Tunnd Light's function.
Which, asyou point out, the SDA files seem to avoid ddlinesting. Why is she there? What is she doing? |
said nothing. ‘And thereés il the question of the ... outbresks at Timmerman'sralies. What connection
could they possibly have with banking?

'Alison—'| said. She stopped talking. 'Look, | dug into this stuff, because, because it interested me. |
was just curiousto seewhat | could find out. But I'm not going to continue. I've got my own thingsto do,
okay?

Alison said, 'Oh. Oh, I'm sorry, Ellen. | didn't mean to presume anything. | suppose | just got excited.
| redizeit'smy issue’

| stood up. ‘It's probably best if | just go." Looking up at me, she seemed suddenly sad, or maybe
frightened. | discovered adesire to reach out and stroke her cheek. She said, 'Y es, of course. Thank
you, Ellen. Thank you for your help.’

| picked up the blue and grey knapsack | usefor apurse. 'Ellen? Alison said. | looked
a her. 'I'm sorry if I've offended you in some way. That was not my intention.’

I'msureit wasn't,' | said. Asl left, | thought to mysdlf, why do | have to be so hard on her? And
then, why am | feding like some goddamn villain?

When | got home | began to clear my desk of all the letters and other junk that had accumulated over
the past three days while | was playing investigator. Severa times| thought of calling Harry to seeif his
sharp eye could help me make sense of what was happening. | even rehearsed starting the conversation,
something like Y ou've got an admirer. Remember that friend of minewe met in Miracle Park? But |
didn't want to tell him about my eectronic b and e, or about Timmerman, let done how | first cameto
know Ms Birkett. So | decided instead | should just get to work.

I might have dropped the whole thing if not for avisit from the federal government. They werewaiting
for mein my gpartment two days later when | came home from the art supply store on 3rd Avenue.
Three of them, two men and awoman. They must have heard me opening the door and stayed silent,
because | had no idea anyone wasthere, until | came round the hallway into my living room/workroom.
When | camein, they stood, very palitdy, asif their mothers had trained them in etiquette, which |
suppose was the case, since fed agents supposedly speak of the agency as Mother Truth, and hold fire
and mud enactments to bond to Her for life.

Of course, | tried to run as soon as | saw them. Thiswas New Y ork, after al. But one of them, the
woman, held up her badge and told me, ‘It'sdll right, Ms Pierson. SBI. We just want to talk with you.'
Goddamnit, | thought, why can't they be thieves?

They reminded me alittle of the SDA operatives back when | was akid. They were wearing masks,
though not of animals. These were cylindrical, smooth, with faces painted on asurface that looked like



old-fashioned printed circuits. Little lights set into the plastic (1 assumed it was pladtic) flickered on and
off in patterns either random or beyond my ability to follow. But then, | wasn't in much of amood for
concentrating. Instead of the SDA's overdls, they wore clothes my Aunt Sylviamight have approved
of—brown suits for the men, a knee-length long-deeved dress with buttons down the front for the
woman. Instead of paintings at the crotch, their clothes held mirrors, both there and on their shoes. On
the right side of the neck, and on their wrists disappearing up their arms, | could see enactment scars,
jagged lines dternating in different directions. Just under the left ear was a brand, something that looked
likeasmplified verson of the badge the woman had shown me. I'm not sure what spiritual bonding the
brands and scars served, but they did make it easier to believe these guys were really agents; an imposter
would haveto be ared perfectionist to bodyalter just for astunt.

'Why don't we dl st down? the woman said. Keeping my eyeson her, | sat on the canvas director's
chair Harry had given mefor my birthday.

Speaking in ahigh nasa voice that made me wonder if he might be adrag king, one of the men told
me, "We've come here, Ms Pierson, asakind of favour." How nice, | thought. "Y our government is
concerned that you seem to beinvolving yourself in mattersthat redly have nothing to do with you. And
which could lead to very serious consequences.’ | said nothing.

After amoment, the other man said, 'We're sure you redize, Ms Pierson, that tapping into
government filesisafedera offence, punishable by up to twenty-five yearsin prison.’

Goddamnit, | thought, so much for playing motels and modems. But then it struck me—if they redly
had caught me, if they had any evidence, why weren't they taking me away? So maybe they were
drawing some conclusions. But how? Alison, | thought. They've got people following her, recording her
conversations. | wondered if we would have been safer in her office.

On cue, thefirst man said, "Y our government is concerned about your involvement with Ms Alison
Birkett.'

They seemed to expect meto say something, so | put in, 'I'm not involved with her. She'sjust
someone | know. | saw her recently for thefirst timein, | don't know, ten years.'

The woman said, 'Then perhaps a break of another ten yearswould be awiseidea.’

The second man said, "As you will remember, Ms Pierson, your previous involvement with Ms Birkett
did not end happily.'

| thought, you sonofabitch, Alison didn't kill Paul, you did. Y ou and your pet Maignant Ones. Y ou
and your goddamn cover-ups.

Thefirst man put in, "Y our government would not like to see another tragedy. It would make sense,
Ms Pierson, to keep away from Ms Birkett.'

| said, 'Wdll, | wasn't planning to see her again.’

They stood up, so | did too. Thewoman said, 'And please. No more tricks with off-limits
information." When | said nothing they |€ft.

Aloneagain, | sank downinachair, only to bolt up and grab the flash powder and some feathers and
rock st from the atar in the bedroom. Opening the door, | scattered the sdt al about the threshold,
outside and in, and then on the floor around the chairs they'd been sitting in. | sprinkled the flash powder
over the sdt and st it off, waving the feathersin large sweeps through the air and calling out 'Sed all
openings of this house my body from anger and pollution, from the one who whispers and the one who
screams, from the one who hammers and the one who cuts, from al enemies and liars and unnatura
degth. Yes!'

When I'd finished and sat down again, | discovered | was crying. For some reason | thought of those
bagtards calling Alison 'Ms Birkett' and | promised myself | would never think of her that way again.

What was | going to do? Should | warn her? How? If | called her, or went to see her, or even mailed



her aletter, they could find out about it. | could send one of those paste-up jobs, with words cut out from
the newspaper. Or maybe | could follow her from a distance, and when she went to a Chinese restaurant
bribe the waiter to dip awarning into the fortune cookie for the ceremony at the end of the medl. |
laughed. Something Annie-O once said to me came into my mind. 'Y ou've got to remember, Ellen, thisis
the end of secrets. Anyone can find out anything. If you've got something to hide, learn to hide in front of
thingsinstead of behind them.'

| stood up and grabbed my knapsack purse. As| was heading downstairs athought came into my
mind, areplay. ‘Alison didn't kill Paul. The government did."

| ended up walking to her office, getting madder and madder as| pumped my way through the
streets, until when | got to her building | burst in the door and strode up to the doorman and demanded,
'Where'sthe stairs? It took a phone cal to 'Ms Birkett' (I wanted to shout at him not to call her that) to
get him to unlock the door to the stairwell.

Alison was at the door to her office when | made it to the tenth floor (Stopping on the eighth to catch
my breath). 'Ellen,’ she said, 'what isit? Are you okay?

I'mnot sure | said. 'Let'sgoingde.’ Briefly, | thought of going somewhere eseto avoid any earsin
thewalls, but at least this place was swept. Daily, she said. That hotel certainly hadn't protected us.
Thinking of Annie-O'sadvice, | sat down in the leather chair dongside the desk. 'I've had avist,' | said.

When | had told her what had happened, she bent her head forward and rested it in her hands. When
shelifted it again, shelooked scared. 'Ellen ... ' she said, and stopped. She took a deep breath. 'I've
gotten you into something | never should have gotten you into. Damnit, | should have just left you done.’

‘It sounds like they're after you much more than me.”
"That doesn't matter. | can protect mysalf. Connections, remember?

I'm not surewhy | was being so reasonable, why | wasn't more scared, but | said, 'Wel, then, extend
themtome!

'Yes, of course,’ Alison said. 'l dready have. At onelevd, I'm sure they just wanted to scare you.
Thefact is, Ellen, they can't actudly touch you without buying themsdlves more trouble than it'sworth.
Especialy when they'd just be doing someone e se's dirty work.'

'Great,' | said. Then why are you worried?

"The government ... the government is not the point. Ellen, look, I've got to confess something. |
didn't just look you up to get your opinion. | ... | wanted to see you. To see what you were like. See
who you'd become. I'm afraid | used this Timmerman investigation as an excuse, and | guess ahook, to
get involved with you. And to get you involved with me. Damnit.’

I don't understand,’ | said, and knew | waslying. 'Why did you want to get involved with me?

"You had ... you stayed in my mind. Asthetimewent by, | found mysdf thinking about you. Not dl
thetime. Every now and then, at odd moments, something would just make me think of you. And I'd
think how much time had passed.’

Softly, | said, 'How | wasn't achild any more?

'Yes.' She said nothing for amoment, only looked at me. Some of the strength had come back into
her face. She said, 'And then the thing with Timmerman happened. With Jack.'

'And that gave you your golden opportunity.’

Instead of getting angry, she shook her head dightly and smiled. 'l guessthat'strue, in away. Not
ddiberately, God knows. Jack was killed and | was devastated. And furious. Once again, someone, it's
gtill not clear to me who, was chewing up peopleslives, hurting and killing people closeto me!

'Which naturdly led you to think of me!'



Shetook abreath. ‘Naturaly, or not, | certainly thought of you. | couldn't get you out of my mind.
Ellen, it was al mixed up. | wanted to see you, | wanted your help, | wanted to know—'

'How I'd turned out? She nodded. 'How your experiment in hero worship had developed.’

'I never asked you to worship me. | never even asked to be your hero. If anyone was experimenting,
it wasyou.'

'l was akid, Alison. Kids are supposed to experiment.’

'God, don't you think | know that?

Therewas apause, and then | said, '"And now you found yoursdlf thinking of me!'

Yes'

'And you wanted me back in your life?

Yes'

| said, 'So that's how it works. Set them up when they're young, then come back and harvest them
ten yearslater.'

"Y our family cameto me, Ellen. | didn't spot you and put some sort of clawsinto you. | never trested
you as some sort of prey.’

‘But you didn't discourage me, either.’ She looked down and shook her head. "Y ou let me hang
around like a puppydog, thinking you were the greatest thing since the Revolution.’

'I'm sorry, Ellen. You'reright. | should have been more conscious.’

'Don't you think you should find a better meansto do these things? | mean, first my cousin getskilled
and now your friend. The next time you want to set up somelittle girl, then come back for her thirteen
years later, maybe you can do it without anybody getting murdered.’

Her eyes narrowed and her hands clenched, and for asecond | redly thought she was going to hit
me. When she spoke, however, she only said, ‘Do you redly believe that that's what happened, Ellen?
That | just saw that mess with the SDA as an excuseto go after alittle girl? 1 cared about you because
you were specia, Ellen. When | found mysdlf thinking about you these past months, don't you think |
asked mysdlf the same questions you're asking now? Don't you think | looked at what | was doing, what
| had done back then? | did my best then, Ellen. | tried as hard as| knew how to help you and your
family. | failed. I'm sorry. Thereés nothing else | can do about it."

‘Maybeif you hadn't put So much energy into giving me little compliments and having me come
panting round your desk—'

'No. | won't accept that. | did my absolute best on that case. | put all my energy into it. And whilel
liked seeing you, | didn't make some specid effort to lure you into my world. Y ou wanted to enter it.
Should | have barred the way? Should | have refused to treat you as afriend?

‘Damnit,’ | said, 'l was only fourteen.'
'‘Don't you think | knew that?
"Y ou knew fucking everything. Except how to save Paul.'

'Isit redly Paul you care about, Ellen? Isthat why you hate me? Or wasit just that | turned out not to
be perfect?

It wasn't Alison who killed Paul. It was the government. | shook my head, flinging away the thought. |
said, That must have been as big asurprise to you asit wasto me. God, Alison, you were the most
conceited person I'd ever met.'

She looked surprised for amoment, then burst out laughing. ‘And you're still the smartest. Isit so
surprising that | wanted to see you again?



No, | thought. I'm not getting caught up in this. 'Good," | said. 'So you've seen me. And so hasthe
government.’

Shesghed. 'Yes Ellen ... I'll ... I'll let them know that you're out of it. That you have nothing to do
with any of this. I'll tell them how | pulled youin. And ... that I'm withdrawing from any investigations.'

'Sure,' | said. "Y ou got what you were after, didn't you? Y ou got to see me. Congratulations. So what
if your friend's dead or Timmerman's being set up? The hell with them. Y ou got me to come up to your
office, that'sal that redly matters.’

She didn't answer. 'Look,’ | said, 'I'm going. | came to warn you and I've done that, so grest. If ten
years from now you can't resst seeing me, maybe you can call me on the phone? Not wait for some
Bright Being to kill somebody? Before she could challenge me, | made my grand exit, marching out
without bothering to close the door.

Over the next few days| did my best to get back to work, to seeing my friends. | made a date with
Joan—"a nice uncomplicated lay' | promised mysdlf—went to afilm festival with Harry and Glorybe,
assured my parents I'd come home for my cousin's daughter's Eighth Day piercing enactment, had lunch
with aneighbourhood Tdler who wanted me to design a poster for aRising of the Light Street festivd,
and on and on. Whenever | found myself thinking of Alison | made sureto growl and say out loud,
‘Goddamn bitch'. If | woke up in the middie of the night thinking of her | just put on the radio or else got
up and chanted the names of the Founders.

My government gave no Sgnsof any further interest in me.

Four nights after my meeting with Alison, Alexander Timmerman came on atalk show. Though | told
myself it wasthelast thing | needed to see, | found mysdlf in front of the TV at 5 o'clock, instead of my
drawing board. Timmerman looked relaxed, Sitting there with his mask aongsde him on the couch,
talking about hiswork, about the gratitude and humility he felt that the powers of the Living World had
chosen to blesshim and hisfollowerswith their Gifts. | listened with my fist clenched, telling the screen,
"You jerk. Y ou don't know what you're doing. They're setting you up. Don't worry about the twins, it's
Tunnd Light who redlly counts. Youidiot.'

When the show ended, | sat staring at the commercias as afragment of my shouting match with
Alison ran through my mind. '‘Jack waskilled,” Alison had said, and, 'Once again someone was chewing
up people'slives.” | closed my eyes, took a deep breath, another. On the TV, the news had come on
with some cheerful young man telling usal about somebody's vison in acity council meeting and how it
had led to the mayor announcing a pilgrimage to the Forbidden Beach on Long Idand. | used the
announcer's voice as an apha prayer machine, draining dl the content from the soundsto let them smooth
out my brain waves. Someone was chewing up peopleslives. Paul and Jack and Alison and | thrown
together. Shedidn't just use this as an excuse. Therewas apower in this. Bringing us together. Paul and
Jack.

| made anoise and opened my eyes. 'Shit,' | said. Instead of an answer, another image had comeinto
my mind. The computer screen just before I'd switched it off in that motel. The answer of ‘National
Security Sanctification’ when I'd asked about any previous configurations for Margaret
Light-at-the-End-of-the-Tunnd 23. | grabbed the phone, then put it down. Ridiculous, | told mysdlf. If
they're tapping anybody they're tapping her, protected line or not. But | ill went out into the street for a
pay phone. Illusions of comfort.

She answered the phone hersdlf. ‘It'sme," | said. 'I'm not calling to get back into anything, but |
wanted to let you know about something | forgot to tell you. When | was doing my own checking.’
Trying not to admit to any tampering | managed to let her know what had happened. ‘I don't know what
itmeans,' | said, 'but it'sstayed in my mind. So I'm giving it to you to get it out of me. Okay? She
thanked me, managed to convey for whoever was listening that | wasn't involved and then we hung up.
For amoment | stood there with my hand on the phone, until | noticed awoman behind me shifting her



weight from one side to another as she made faces a the air. | sighed and went home,

Thefollowing night was my date with Joan. Asthe evening approached, | found myself wishing |
could just order in some pizzaand keep working. Instead, | told myself it was good for me to see her (I
thought of my mother saying, "Y ou should get involved with people your own age' and answered her
‘Joan Montell and | will never be the same age aslong aswelive.") and made mysdelf wash my hair and
put on fresh jeans and ablack cowgirl shirt with pearl buttonsnaps. And of course | left my glasses off.
Wedl need to keep up our persona traditions.

Joan came in bubbling about a dream she'd had in which the two of us had gone down in separate
submarines on some government misson to locate a Stone of Becoming for the president to giveto the
Emperor of Japan. As soon as she'd woken up, Joan had rushed to the Cand Street branch of the
National Oneric Regigtration Agency to run the dream through their computers. She showed methe
printout. According to NORA, dreams of 'psychic and/or transformationa artifacts or natural objects
given or received as gifts correlated with a high percentage of submitted dreamsfor the previous
three-day period from people who described themsalves as 'establishing or degpening a profound
interpersond reationship..

| changed the subject to where we would go for dinner. It wasn't just that 1'd never dreamed of Joan,
nor even that | could hardly imagine mysdf doing so. What really made mefed like a cregp wasthe fact
that Joan couldn't seethat | just didn't feel about her the way she felt about me. She made it so easy to
use her it becameredly difficult.

| did my best, though. I went out with her for curry, smiling and saying 'uh huh' while shetold me
about problemswith her mother, putting her off as gently as| could when she suggested we go back to
the Speaker for an update on the inner truth of our relationship. After an evening of this, | considered that
| had earned a good workout in bed.

Joan had away of completely surrendering her body to me, offering herself up asif | was her spirit
guide and could draw entry gatesal over her body for the Living World tofill her with light. Her
opennessto mewaswhat | liked best about her, at least sexualy—the way she would close her eyes and
purr when | kissed her, or moan softly as| moved my tongue and fingertips dowly over her nipples, asif
shewould be happy for meto do just that for hours and hours, but then, when | would move my fingers
down the middie of her body, from the forehead, over the closed eyes and the nose, feding out the lips
and the neck, moving sideways once more over the breasts, when | would move my hand like an animal
on awarm muddide, over the swesat of her vulvaand into her lips, shewould shriek inaway | never
would have thought possible from her.

That night | was determined. | was going to make the evening atrue landmark for the Revolution. |
did pretty well, too, going through three surgical gloves and agood two feet of dental damming
clingwrap. Joan did her part aswdl, surprisng me with agift from Sisters Under The Skin, awomen's
sex shop near the 5th Avenue Teller's Hall. The gift was atwo-part resonating guardian, something I'd
seen but never tried. The rubber-sheathed penetrator was in the shape of afish-tailed woman with arms
folded over her breasts and long hair in waves al the way down her back. The resonator took the form
of abird-headed woman, standing with her chest pushed forward and her aimsraised highinan arc.
According to theingtructions, circuitry in the penetrator picked up the energy of orgasm and broadcast it
to its Sster who then gave off avoice-like hum, modulating its pitch and volume asthe quality of the
orgasm changed.

I moved the penetrator into Joan without telling her so that she jumped at firgt, then settled back
again, squirming into the mattress asif to get redly comfortable, eyes closed, ahappy smile on her face.
Moving the fish woman in and out at different speeds or at different levels of force, | discovered | could
change the bird song, creating weird melodies and even yelps, perfectly matching Joan's own ragged
criesand shouts. Without redlizing it | started Snging along, crying out or humming asif therewere
resonators hidden in my brain and throat.



When Joan finished, however, when the bird woman finally stopped even her sublimina whispers, and
Joan tried to start on me—I discovered | wasn't interested. | didn't want her handsin me, or her lips
againgt my breasts, or any part of what she wanted to give me. | pushed her away as gently as| could,
saying something like, 'I'm sorry, swestie. | redly liked making loveto you, but it'skind of drained me.’
Shetried to joke about restoring meto life with her magic kiss, but | only turned away as she moved
towards my mouth. ‘Look,' | said, sitting up. 'l think I'm just worried about my work. It's not you. It'sjust
redly hard for meto let go when I'm stuck with adeadline!’

| did get some work done when Joan went home, asif to save my honour. But | redly didn't care any
more for work than | did for having Joan use me as a sounding device for bird-headed women. | kept
thinking | should call Harry and ask him what | should do about Joan. Only, then | would haveto tell him
why | couldn't focus on her and that meant telling him about Alison, and worse, about Timmerman. So
for therest of the evening | found waysto procrastinate until it becametimeto go to deep.

The next morning | was Sitting on my black swivel chair in front of my drawing board, drinking green
teaand feding like now | redly did need to get something done, when the doorbell rang. | thought, 'Shit,
she's come back to tell me of some dream she's had and how NORA wants to invite usto Founders
City to meet the president.’ But | knew it wasn't Joan. | could fed the other side of that door the way the
bird lady could fed her fish Sster'secstasy. 'Hello, Alison,' | said as| opened the door.

She was wearing jeans and running shoes and a black warm-up jacket over apurple T-shirt. Her hair
looked wild, asif sheld been running and hadn't had a chance to comb it, and she wasn't wearing any
makeup or earrings. | realized I'd always seen her with earrings. Around her neck she wore abrass
cylinder on ablack silken cord. | guessed that the hollow cylinder contained astatement of spiritua intent
aong with tiny ceremonia relics of key pointsin her life and any blessed objectsfrom her own visons
and enactments. In other words, protection. 'May | comein? she said. | nodded and stepped away from
the door.

Alison stood facing me. | expected her to look around, perhaps to comment about how the room
reflected who | was, or maybe concealed it. Instead, shejust looked at me. | was about to remind her
that she was the one who'd come to see me and maybe she could indicate why, when she said, ‘It's her.

My hand flattened against my own protection, still worn around my neck. 'l don't understand,’ | said,
though of coursel did, I'd known al dong, from the first moment seeing her standing there, behind
Timmerman, watching the crowd while the Happy Twins blessed them into afrenzy. There was a power
inthis. Bringing usdl together.

'‘Margaret Tunnd Light," Alison said. 'She's LisaBlack Dust 7!

I think | started making some kind of noises, because Alison came towards me with her hands out, as
if to comfort me. | jerked ahand up, like atraffic cop and she stopped immediately. With my other hand
gtill pressed against my chest, | sat down on the chair by the drawing board. My breath wasn't working
right, thein and out didn't seem in the normal order, but | managed to ask her, 'How did you find out?

She pointed vaguely at thewallsand | reglized she couldn't say, it wasillegal. More tampering.
‘Sources,' shejust said. 'l approached it from adifferent angle. The Tellersinstead of the SDA.'

| nodded. Bending over, | did my best to take in adeep breath. When | straightened up, | said, They
told us they would banish her. Send her back to the Living World. Goddamn bastards.’

Alison sat down on awooden chair afew inches away from me. The closeness sent akind of shock
through me. She said, Technicdly, they did banish her. Reconfiguration requires that they break her
down firg. Technicdly, she's not the same!’

'Shit,' | said. 'Didn't | tell you Maggie was agoddamn Malignant One? Didn't | fucking say that?

Alison sighed. 'l don't think so. | think they reconfigured her into a Benign One. | think that wasthe
dedl that allowed her to stay herein our world. That she break hersdf down and transform into
benevolence.



| shouted, 'Benevolence? Then what the hell is she doing there in Timmerman's organization? Y ou
know she'saplant.’

'Yes, | know,' Alison said. 'l till don't understand it.'

'Shit,' | said. | jerked the medallion from my neck and threw it across the room. 'Shit! They're going
to get Timmerman the way they got Paul. They're going to kill him, and it will dl be for nothing, for some
stupid fucking cover-up. And they'll give him some stupid pathetic gppointment, guardian of bumper
stickers or something. Oh, goddamnit.’ | was crying. | couldn't decideif | should stop.

Alison leaned forward and put her arms around me. | nearly screamed at her, that it was al her faullt,
why couldn't sheleave usdl done. But | didn't. Rolling my chair closer, | let her hold me, feding safer
than I'd ever felt with the SDA, while cried into her neck. Later, | told Alison that the smartest thing she
ever did was not to say anything at that moment. When | told her that, she grinned at me and said, 'l
know.'

| cried for about thirty seconds and then started to pull away, but when Alison didn't let go | started
to cry again. | thought of the last time she/d hugged me, after Paul's death. But | knew thiswas different.

Stopping findly, | dug atissue from my pants and blew my nose. Thistime Alison loosened her hold
and | sat up. | sat facing her, with my arms still draped around her back. | just kept looking at her,
looking at the shape of her face, the placement of her eyes, her nose, her mouth like they were some sort
of congtdlation, the texture of her face some kind of map. Then | bent forward, pulling her close again,
and kissed her.

It didn't last long, but it had amost twenty years behind it. We separated, then hugged again, not at dl
like thirteen years ago, and then | took a chance and looked at her. It felt like a chance, asif she might
look a mein somewrong way and ruin everything and | would have to hate her again. But she only sat
very gill, her asams around me, her face solemn, the eyes glistening asif shetoo might start to cry. | had
the awful thought that she might apologize again, or tell me she didn't want to take advantage of me.
When she spoke, however, it was only after her face changed to asmile. 'Y ou took your glasses off,' she
sad.

| shrugged. They got al dirty from crying.'

She nodded. 'Can we go sit on the couch? she said.

Holding her hand, | led her the few feet across the room. | kissed her again, without holding on too
tightly, sothat | could fed the gentle pressure of her breasts against mine. We kissed longer thistime, il
gently, not even using our tongues, and | thought it might be possible to melt into orgasm just from
kissng.

But there was something else | had to take care of . | pulled away again and when | looked at her she
was waiting for me, so that | knew | could say what had to be said. 'l want to go after them.’

She nodded. 'Yes. | know. Y ou redize we might not get them? Thisis the government, after dl.’

I understand that. | just want to try. At least that.'

Alison said, Thisishard for me, Ellen. | haveto let go of feding responsible for you.
Feding ... feding that | lured you into atrap.’

'Using yoursdf asbait?

She ran her fingertips down the side of my face. 'l suppose s0,' she said. 'Or maybe | used you as
bait for yoursdlf. And for me!'

| told her, Thisisachoice I'm making, Alison. I'm making it right now, without manipulation or
coercion. | want to do this. If you refuse, I'll do whatever | can on my own.’

She shook her head. 'l don't refuse,’ she said.
We dtarted kissing again. | moved my fingertips down her back, between her shoulder-blades. When



| reached the innermost part of the curve at the base of her spine | pressed sharply, and her body arched
as she gasped. Shelooked at mein surprise and then began kissng me dl over my face, very fast a firg,
then dowly, spending along time moving her lips aong my eyebrows and around the edges of my cheeks
beforefindly returning to my mouth.

Once more, | pushed her away. There's something else,' | said. 'No deals. No letting them off the
hook.'

She grunted, shook her head. 'Did anyone ever tell you,' she said, ‘that you're one hell of atough
negotiator?

I laughed. 'l mean it, Alison. No backroom arrangements.’

Shetook in adeep breath, let it out explosvey. 'Give me amoment,’ she said. She bent her head
down with her eyes closed and pressed her hands againgt her thighs. At first | thought she was angry, but
then | redlized she was separating hersalf from me, making sure that the answer she gave didn't come
from desire. | waswondering if | should put my glasses back on when shelooked up. 'All right,' she said.
'No dedls. Whatever we find we do our best to expose. Y ou should know, Ellen, that we might not get
very far. Arthur Channing isaserious man and there are even more serious men behind him.'

| sad, 'l understand that.'

'I'm not entirely sure what we can do. To be honest, I'm not sure how long welll last. | hopethat |
have enough dirt on enough people in enough safe placesto keep us aive and out of prison. But if we
make enough trouble we might just tip the balance againgt us.'

‘At least were going to try.'

‘At least that.'

| said, 'And at least we're not hiding from each other.’

Sheamiled. 'l fed like we should recite the Blessing of the Saved.’
‘Later,' | told her.

She held out her hands, pams up. | went past them, into her arms. If 1'd had my glasses on, | would
have tossed them away.

4

How do you start alove affair with someone you've been in love with for most of your life? How do
you begin when you didn't even meet her for thefirst five years you loved her, when for another four you
couldn't admit that such afedling could livein you, and then for the next ten you tried to drive it out
entirdly? What do you say, what do you do, when you find out that she's inlovewith you! Do you forget
al thishistory and pretend you've just met? Do you thank—someone (we couldn't thank the Benign
Ones, not any more, so whom?) for twisting the world to grant your life's yearning? Do you wonder if
she'stricked you, if she set thiswhole thing up, al those years ago? Do you wonder if you've set her up?
If you don't know who to thank, who do you blame?

| redlized, that first night Alison and | spent together, that | actualy knew amaost nothing about her. |
could still run down alist of her most famous cases, a least the ones up until thirteen yearsago. And |
knew the shape of her face, the curl of her hair, the movement of her hands, her shoulders, her head as
she spoke, the way she leaned forward when excited, or rocked back dightly when thinking, or
especidly caculating. But | didn't know about her growing up, or what she did when she was hanging out
with her friends, or who those friends were, if she went to professional partieswith lawyers or played
softbal with agroup of women sheld known from her high school menstrud initiation classes.

The crescent initiation scar on her left wrist—I remembered seeing it years ago, but | didn't know



how she got it. She had atattoo aswell, on her l€ft hip, ablindfolded woman dancing on a purple flower.
Where did she get it? Why? How long had she had it? Did it come from her bar enactment when she
became alawyer? Or something | knew nothing about? Maybe she'd gone skiing once and got caught in
an avalanche, and after the dogs found her and the mountain crews nursed her back to hedth she
inscribed the tattoo in aceremony of recognition. | could have asked her; she would have told me, I'm
sure. But | didn't want to ask. | wanted to know.

| didn't even know if shed adways been aleshian, if sheld been alesbian when | first met her. | didn't
know when and how she'd come out, if sheld run away from home when she was seventeen to be
initiated in aWomen's World community outside Columbus, Ohio (I knew where sheldd grown up, where
she'd goneto schoal), or if she dated men, afew or alot, gotten married, maybe had children (the idea of
children horrified me; an ex-husband | could handle, but not children), and one day left with afellow
lawyer, the two of them going on pilgrimage to awoman's beach where they washed themselves free of
their former lives.

At one point, in the middle of licking her thigh actudly, | suddenly thought of her friend Jack. What
did it mean when she said they 'lived together for awhile (see, | remembered her exact words, | would
have been agood lawyer after al)? Did she mean lived together or just shared an apartment? | wanted
to stop, put her thigh on hold, and ask dl about Jack. But even gpart from the issue of stopping, how
could | ask about Jack who got himself killed? Who had brought us together, the way Paul had brought
ustogether?

And | didn't want to stop. | didn't want to stop ever. | wanted to lick her thighs, her hips, the creases
of her legs mesting her groin, thefolds of her lips, her dlitoris, her wonderful shy clitorisand the
never-ending wetnessinside her. | wanted to do everything I'd never dlowed mysdf to think about, not
with Alison Birkett, the hero-villain of my childhood. | wanted to go on and on, to have her kissmy face,
my neck, my shoulders and down to my breasts, with her hand deep inside me the whole time, gently
rocking, the fingersmoving in waves. | didn't want to think that she had longed for these things as much
as| had, that she had thought about them, wondering what | looked like, how | had 'turned out’, who I'd
become, did | even like girls, and what would she have doneif | hadn't? (In the middle of al these
thoughts | realized that | trusted her, | never questioned it when she said that she had kept away from me
all thoseten years, hadn't checked up on me.) And | didn't want to think that maybe she'd even planned
for al of this, meticulous ethical behaviour or not. Planned how | didn't know, but | didn't want evento
look at theidea

Wedid stop of course, time and again, to talk, to ask each other about our lives, to laugh—at one
point | said something to her about her casua € egance and she threw back her head, laughing redly
loudly, then told me how thefirgt time she'd gone out looking for me sheld tried on five or Six outfits
before settling on the ‘casud’ combination I'd finally seen. We stopped to est (I called out for vegetable
dumplings and shrimp in black bean sauce, and then Alison took the phone and talked the restaurant
owner into having his delivery boy stop at aliquor store for a bottle of champagne). We stopped for
Alison to look at some of my work and for me to ask about some of her cases.

We didn't talk about what had brought us together. About Lisa Black Dust Tunnd Light, or Senator
Channing, or the men and women in the tubular masks.

The hours got confused, speeding up or dowing down of their own accord. But it was nearly midnight
and we had stopped once again to drink orange juice, when | knew it was time to get us past some of the
trapsthat could bite us at any moment. | knew it was time because Alison had said something about
pouring astream of juice down my body and licking it up and | found myself shocked. Just alittle, but
enough to know | had to make ajump and she had to make it with me.

| stood up from the tiny table in my tiny kitchen. ‘Alison,’ | said, amazed at how nervous | waswith
this woman who had so recently been climbing inside my body, 'l would like to do an enactment with
you.'



She stood up as well. Her face became grave and | panicked that | had done the wrong thing. But
then she took off the purple satin robe I'd given her to wear (a present from an ex-lover, but | didn't feel
she had to know that; she was wearing it open, draping the sides of her breasts) and inclined her head
towards mein the way of someone accepting aspirit obligation. She held out her hand, palm up, for me
to takeit. Briefly, | thought of just pulling her to me and kissing her, but | knew | had to follow through on
what 1'd said. To proclaim an obligation and then abandon it islike dicing through a tenuous web that has
only begun to take shape. So hand in hand and walking dightly apart, we marched into the bedroom, this
time heading not to the bed, but to the screened-off part of the room where | had set up my truelife dtar.

The enactment was dow and graceful. Before | could move aside the screen, Alison ingsted on
touching it, spreading wide her fingers as she traced the paintings of the night sky and the waves, touching
the beads and feathers and ribbons, carefully reading (she moved her lips) the texts I'd copied from
Ingrid Burning Snake and Maryanna Split Sky and Li Ku Unquenchable Fire, while touching their
photos, taped with shiny black Founder's Tape to the centre of the screen.

A pot of finger pastelay in front of the screen. Alison pointed to it and | nodded. Her designswere
smple, abstract swirlsfor the most part, but | liked that she used both hands, and especidly that she
alowed hersdf to paint over some of my designs, even touching the photos of the Founders with dots of
paint, asif to acknowledge that the place of 'Ellen aone' was about to change, that | had invited her to
changeit. 'All right,' she said finaly, and let me accordion the screen aside.

For years 1'd been collecting and making materias to use in some specia enactment, when | would
know it really counted. | had no ideawhat it would be (well, at first | thought | would do it when | met
Mr Right, but | soon gavethat up), only that | didn't entirely trust anything from the SDA, and at some
point | would want my own ingredients. Now | kneeled by alarge wooden box covered in seashellsand
small pebbles|'d pasted on, one by one, over a couple of years. When | opened the lock (a gold-plated
lion, with the key diding into its roaring mouth) and lifted thelid, I could dmost hear awhisper of voices,
excited at being caled to action.

Before Alison could enter | needed to lay out atrue ground. For this| used arope made of strips of
cloth torn from the clothes I'd worn at different primary enactments throughout my childhood, starting
with the feathered blanket the midwives had given me for my rising into my newborn body. My mother
had given me dl these thingswhen I'd left home to go to college. I'm sure she'd have approved of me
putting them safely in a chest—but not ripped to pieces. With therope | set out the lines of atrue ground
on thefloor, careful to keep it curved at dl pointsfor the female body.

Withinthisfied | ladd down asilk scarf, golden and turquoise, for the Sun and the Sea, the light of
knowledge shining on the sullen mysteries of the soul. Broken pieces of chains held down the silk, asign
of liberation for Chained Mother, held prisoner at the bottom of the ocean.

Next came a 'standing announcement’, ameta pole I'd made, with branches hung with downward
pointing triangles. The triangles were made of red velvet on wire frames, decorated with yellow and
indigo ribbons. In the centre the largest triangle was adouble layer of black velvet, with a space between
the layersfor asmall revolving light and atape loop. Thelight shone through agauzy red verticd strip
down the centre of the triangle. On the outside of this strip I'd pasted folds of pink satin to suggest labia
The tapeloop, set up on aminiaturized cassette player (another boon from Radio Temple), consisted of
women moaning in soft joy. A singlewirefed dectricity to both the light and the tape. The wire plugged
into one of two sockets in the gpartment officialy sanctified to recelve sacred current. So | guess|
couldn't escape SDA involvement after all.

When | turned on the tape and the light Alison grinned a me. | could see she wanted to say
something, or maybe even do something inspired by the moaning triangle, but she kept sllent, dlowing me
to go ahead. There were severd other thingsto set out, including asmall fan which plugged into the other
half of the sacred socket. I'd painted the four blades of the fan with dots, concentric circles, mouths and
my handprint. Before | set it going | asked Alison to dip her hand in the black paste and place her print



over mine. When | turned on the switch the blades moved around dowly, just enough to billow the cloth.

Thefind participants didn't come from the box, but from my shelf of permanent house guardians
abovetheregular dtar. These were three clay statues, rough images of women I'd made from mud
collected after a storm on asong journey 1'd made in the Adirondack mountains shortly after | left
college. I'd painted them in thick globs of paste, one yellow, one red and one black. | set them onthe
floor in arow, but when | straightened up Alison bent down before the guardiansto remove the
protection from around her neck and dip it over the head of the onein the middle, the black. | touched
her shoulder and looked at her as she stood up. | think | was crying, I'm not even sure. Thissmall silver
and gold cylinder was refuge, the place where she kept the externa bodies of her real self. She had made
hersdf naked for me, willing to start over, and she had shown me that that was the point of what we were
doing, to alow ourselves anew beginning, naked and fresh. We had to offer the rel ationship we used to
have, because we could not just build on that, and at the same time we had to cherish it, even the people
who had died in the making of it.

| was about to invite Alison into the circle with me when she held up ahand, the one il dark with
paste from the handprint, and darted into the kitchen, coming back with an apple and aknife. | smiled
and nodded at her and then we entered together.

| closed my eyes and took a breath as| always do when | enter an opening to the Living World. The
fan blew on my legsand | could smdll asharpnessintheair as| breathed deeply, taking lifeand Alison
into my blood. When | opened my eyes she was looking a me. We kissed each other and moved our
handsin dow loose waves up and down each other's bodies, lowering ourselves until we were knedling
on the sk floor, our bodies pressed together. The revolving light moved on and off her face, searching
her out, while the number of women moaning on the tape seemed to increase with every turn of the loop.

With my hands | guided Alison to lie down on the ground, where | stroked her in one long movement
from her forehead to her toes, sweeping off al the strains and residues shed brought with her from the
outside. Speaking very softly | told her the story of Maryanna Split Sky, how the day after the Parade of
the Animalsin Pasadena, the masked children'sriot that sparked the Revolution, Split Sky lay down
naked in the main street of her town, offering her body as an opening to the Living World so that the
Revolution might truly begin. | repeated for her that story we al know, how when the police came awind
blew them back, and when the TV peopletried to badger her their cameras broke, how her body
glowed like molten rock, like the Earth in itsinfancy, and how the sky filled with grey clouds, becoming
like stone, weighing people down to their knees, until Maryanna shouted and the stone sky split open
with light and rain, dl & the sametime.

Alison pulled me down on top of her and we began to make love, diding up and down each other's
bodies, sometimes lifted into the air by the breath of the fan, sometimes as heavy as the three clay women
who watched over us. When we sat up again, Alison took the apple and the knife, her own enactment
knife |l saw, asmal brass blade with a handle the shape of atortoise. | realized | didn't know where she'd
got it, what meaning the tortoise held for her, if it represented some secret society of lawyers, or an
encounter with adow-moving helper on some private adventure in the woods somewhere or maybe a
sanctified zoo or refuge. And | redlized too that it didn't matter, shewould tell me, | would learn al these
things

Alison cut the apple across the middle, revedling the five-pointed star in each half. Aswe sat twined
around each other like strands of DNA, egting our stars, the moaning on the tape changed to laughter
and the fan began to aing, while Alison and | and the three clay ladies dl hummed happily dong.

Alison and | met with Alexander Timmerman four days later. It had taken usthat long to get through
the layers of bureaucrats, hangers-on and probably government spies and obstructionistsjust to talk to



him and persuade him that we had something to tell him. During the whole process | had to remind myself
about twenty times that the government would find out whatever it wanted to about our negotiations, so
we might aswell not try to hide them.

Timmerman met usin alarge living room style office, with grey chairsand a couch facing
twentieth-floor corner windows overlooking lower Manhattan. Appearing dightly smaler up closethan
on aplatform, Timmerman gestured at the room with hishand, asif to makeit disappear in some political
stagetrick. 'I'm sorry about al this,' he said. The PR peopletdl mel haveto live up to my gatus.’ He
offered us spring water from aplain glass pitcher, pouring it into glasses with the logo for Consumer
Liberation.

I have to confess something,’ he said. 'I've been fedling secretly giddy ever since Martin—my
secretary—told methat Alison Birkett wanted to see me. | still remember the way you forced the
government's hand on the Pentagon possession. It was one of the things that eventudly inspired meto
give up corporate law and seek guidance on what service the Living World wanted me to perform.’ He
didn't mention Alison'slater accusation of Maignant temp agencies under contract to the White House.
In gretitude, | Sopped myself from asking if he'd framed any pictures of her from Time magazine

When Alison had thanked him and shown her interest in hiswork by citing acouple of his
lesser-known triumphs, he turned to me, said how pleased he was to meet me and asked if | was part of
Ms Birkett'sfirm. | disappointed him, and Alison added that ‘'Ms Pierson and | work on specia projects
together.’

Alisonlaid it out for him, only leaving out her persond connection to Jack Chikowsky, theway wed
found out about Margaret Light-at-the-End-of-the-Tunnd 23's connection to Arthur Channing and our
knowledge of her previousincarnation. Wed discussed that |ast point for some time, wondering if we
might need it to shock Timmerman into recognizing that he was being set up. Finaly, we decided thet it
raised too many issues of our own involvement.

Timmerman listened carefully, sometimes with his heed down, sometimeslooking sharply at Alison or
me. Pretty soon it became clear that he did not want to hear what we were telling him. When Alison told
him about Jack, and about the other incidents, he nodded and said how tragic that was and how he'd
asked the Twins (he didn't call them that) to channel their blessingsinto more gentle manifestations. When
we suggested that these events suggested some sort of conspiracy, he smiled and asked, ‘A conspiracy
to do what? Make people feel happy? I'm very sorry if occasionally some people have had trouble
handling their own joy, but | find it hard to accept that an ecstatic blessing can be aplot. If anything, the
problems smply show how much people need the experience, so that it would not come as such a shock
to their starved systems.’ | asked himif it didn't strike him as odd that none of this got into the press. He
said, 'That sounds more like people caring about our cause than people wanting to hurt us.'

We had to do some dodging of our own, for Timmerman seemed more concerned about what we
knew about the banking issue than any of the subjects we wanted to raise. For awhile, he and Alison
danced around each other, struggling over whose agenda would dominate the discusson—histo find out
what we knew of Channing's banking connections, Alison'sto focus on the Being summoned by Carolyn
Park-Wu. After afew minutes, Alison convinced him that we had not concerned ourselves with the
details of hisinvedtigations, only the fact that he clearly was on to something, and that it was Arthur
Channing who had sent Tunnd Light to him.

'Of course we knew that our Friend came to usfrom Senator Channing,' he told us. ‘And we are not
naive, believe me, not after al our campaigns. If Senator Channing is hoping to influence us awvay from
our investigations by bringing Margaret to us, then he is certainly naive and can expect afew shocks. But
| suspect you know that, or have guessed.’

'May | ask aquestion? | said. | could still put on innocence when | needed it, and was till young
enough to make it work. 'What exactly does Margaret Light-at-the-End-of-the-Tunnel 23 do for you?



'She gives us support,’ he said. 'She strengthens us to do what we need to do. | redize that may
sound alittle vagueto you, but if you've ever experienced the presence of aBright Being in your life, you
will understand that strength isnot avague or empty concept at al. Not at dl.’

| said, 'How can you know that sheis not doing something to you that you can't detect? Something
that will weaken your work rather than support it?

'‘Because she's Benign, Ms Pierson. Don't you think we had her checked? And not by the SDA,
either. She cannot help but look after our best interests.’

It was right around then that Maggie Tunnel Light camein and joined us.

With her heavily made up eyes, her pae skin and black hair, shelooked much the same as shehad in
Miracle Park, except that she wore no lipstick and thistime shewas al in white, ashapelesstunic over
straight-legged white pants. Only her sandals were coloured, the same shade of soft green asthe office
carpet, giving her alook of some abino flower rising from the grass. ‘| am Alexander's Friend,’ she said,
and sat down beside him on the couch.

| couldn't help mysdlf. Hardly knowing | was saying it | half whispered, 'Ferocious One, | beg you to
release me. | know that—'

| didn't get any further. I'm not sureif | stopped because | was shaking too hard to speak, or because
of Maggie's reaction. She sat back, wincing asif 1'd dapped her, and said to Timmerman, her voice
breaking dightly, 'Alexander, what is she doing?

Timmerman said, 'MsPierson! ThisisaBenevolent Being, an emissary,’ but neither Alison nor | paid
him any attention. Welooked at each other, each of usthinking the same thing. She doesn't know. She
doesn't realize she's ever been anything else.

Now that I'd stopped, the Being had regained her composure. She touched Timmerman's shoulder,
saying, 'It'sdl right. | will help them.’

Later, Alison and | talked about those next moments. The terrible thing was we knew what was
happening, what she was doing, and there was no way we could stop it. A sweetness was opening insde
us, afeding that al the restrictions that clamped us so tightly were falling away, that we could redlly
breathe for the first timein our lives, everything could open up toitsfull Sze, al the broken pieceswere
flowing together. We werein love, wasn't that enough, why did we need to worry about anything €l se?
When it passed, after about fifteen seconds, | discovered mysdlf swesting, staring at the floor with my
hands clenched.

| discovered | had lowered my head. When | looked up, Tunne Light was leaning back with her
hands pressed together in her 1ap and Timmerman had his arms crossed. 'Do you see? he said. 'Isthere
any doubt asto her intentions?

Sheturned to him. 'Alexander,’ she said, 'maybe | should spesk to them.’

'Of course,’ he said, and stood up. 'Ms Birkett,' he said, 'l redly do feel honoured. And | appreciate
your and Ms Pierson's concern. Honestly. But believe me, it's misplaced. We do know what we're
doing. Trust us.' He held out his hand and we stood up to shakeiit.

Thethree of usremained on our feet after Timmerman |eft. There was amoment of silence, punctured
only by my own noisy bresthing which | couldn't seem to get under control, and then Alison said,
'Whatever you're going to do to us, | want you to know that it doesn't matter. Y ou can make usfed, or
think, what you want right now, but it will wear off. And wewill keep pushing, | promise you that."

She shook her head. 'Y ou don't understand. | don't want to control you. | came hereto help.’

| could fed mysdf yearning to believe her, to just drop everything and go off with Alison. We could
go back to my gpartment, switch on the blessing fan and let its breezes stir thewatersin usaswelay in
the bed. | made mysdf think of Paul, of the snakesin the elevator. 'Help ushow? | said.



Shetook a half step forward. 'Y ou are frightened that | have come to harm Alexander. To sabotage
hiswork. But | tell you that hiswork does not concern me. | help himin any way | can, but that is not
why | am here." She seemed to be looking only a me; when | asked Alison later, she had felt the same
thing. Tunnd Light said, 'Human beings are sarving. Y our souls need aspecia kind of nourishment, the
release of ecstasy found in sexual expression. | tell you thisfredy. | have come hereto hep humansfulfil
their sexual hunger. Are you shocked? Y ou should not be. Y ou yourselves know this. Y ou have let
yoursavestaste asmall portion of what is possible for you.'

Alison's hand took hold of mine; or maybe it was the other way around. She was shaking as she held
on tightly to me. The Being went on, 'Humans starve themsalves because of their fear. Youliveina
culture which teaches you to lock yoursalves away from your bodies and everything that can release
them. My purpose hereissmple. | only want to help you overcome your own starvation.’

Alison said, 'Y our kind of food iskilling people. It'stoo strong.’

Tunnd Light nodded. 'l accept that we have made mistakes. Sometimes we have acted too quickly.
That will change. But we will not change our purpose.’

‘Why Timmerman? | asked. "Why not, oh, the Congress? Or the Revolutionary Republican Party?

'Alexander seeksliberation,’ she said. 'He seeks many different forms of liberation, many of which do
not concern us. However, he includes among these the liberation of sexua expression. And he providesa
way for the Beingsto touch the people who cometo hisralies. They comejust for that touch. We give
them something to hold within them, like a quick-spreading virus, onethat healsinstead of hurts. Itis
possibly asmall thing, but it helps, if only inasmal way.'

Alison said, ‘Do you know how you cameto Timmerman in thefirst place?

She shrugged. The motion was small, delicate. 'Carolyn Park-Wu summoned me!'

'‘And gave you your purpose?

Tunnel Light shook her head. 'She dedicated meto Alexander. For that | am grateful to her, whatever
her own motiveswere. My purposeis my own.'

I thought, which meansthat they built the purpose into the configuration itself. She can't be dissuaded.
It's part of her nature.

Alison said, '"And you know that Park-Wu works for Arthur Channing, and that your Alexander is
investigating Channing?
'Of course. | told you, those issues do not concern me. And | havetold you that | will do nothing to

hurt Alexander. Whatever plan Park-Wu may have expected meto fulfil, | will disgppoint her. | do not
serve Carolyn Park-Wu, | serve Alexander Timmerman. Why won't you accept that?

| thought, because we know who you redly are. But she didn't. All the way down, she believed in
hersdf as Margaret Light-at-the-End-of-the-Tunnel 23. Could they have planted some sort of suggestion
in her, ready to turn her back into LisaBlack Dust 7 at the right moment?

| said, 'Suppose aMalignant One could take your place with Timmerman. Maybe Channing has some
method to didodge you now that Timmerman trusts you. What could it do?

Her face crinkled and she looked in genuine pain. 'That cannot happen,’ she said.

'Humour me. Y ou want to protect him, don't you? If Channing has some scheme, shouldn't wetry to
anticipate it? What could aMalignant One do to him?n your position.’

'Stop it!" she shouted, and | jumped back, my face scalded, my chest feeling like something had
smashed into it.

Alison put her arms around me. Her body flt alittle shaky, but she managed to keep her shoulders
back as shelooked a Tunnel Light. '‘Please forgive her,’ she said. 'She doesn't understand that you can
hurt.' To me she said, 'Y ou can't ask her to do that. Anticipate what a Ferocious One might do or plan.



Thinking like the enemy istoo painful for her.'

The pressure on my chest relaxed and | got myself upright. The enemy stood with her feet together
and her hands clasped below her waist. She said, 'Be calm. | will not harm Alexander. It isnot possible
for meto do so. Nor will | allow anyone elseto harm him. Alexander is safe.”

Alisonand | didn't speak al the way down the stairs from Timmerman's office. When we reached the
sreet, | Sarted to say something until Alison put ahand on my arm. 'Not yet,' she said. A few blocks
from Timmerman's office ssood a Tdler's Hall, one of those huge stone and stained-glass buildings from
before the Revolution, a'church’ asit was called, converted to sacred space by Marion Firetongue, so
that a statue of the Founder now stood just inside the doorway. We stepped into the dark open space, lit
only by the daylight from the high windows. With our arms crossed over our chests and our hands on our
shoulders, we touched our heads to the sides of the statue.

'Guard us and conced us,' we said. 'Shield us and seal usfrom all dien presences.” Alison sighed as
she stood up. 'Wdll,' she said, 'l| guess we're about as safe from interference as were going to get.’

Whatever the building's interior used to be had long since vanished when the Faceless Workers came
and cleansed the city in the Time of Fanatics after the Revolution. Now, the great open space of themain
hall had been transformed into areplicaof the garden where the mysterious'Uncle Jeffrey' had sat talking
to Firetongue over five days and nights, persuading her to 'break the blood—Ieave her family—and join
the Army of the Saints. In the middle of the floor computer-animated statues of Firetongue and Jeffrey sat
on abench under astone tree. They moved their heads side to Side, constantly whispering. Alison and |
sat on wooden chairs by apair of smal potted bushes off in the corner, ready at last for our own
whispering.

Thefact is, there wasn't dl that much to say. | suggested to Alison my idea of a pre-programmed
switch at the right moment, LisaBlack Dust 7 re-emerging to destroy Timmerman. Alison said, 'l just
don't see how they could do that. Y ou can't just ... hypnotize a Bright Being. For one thing, they don't
have brains!

I fed like | don't either, a the moment. Look. Park-Wu summons the Being, sends her off to
Timmerman, not asaservant of Channing or Park-Wu hersdlf, but as agenuine helper for Timmerman.
Which meansthat Tunndl Light can't hurt him. Or even let anyone e se hurt him. She can only help. And
yet, we know that Timmerman's on the verge of exposing Channing. And there must be areason why
they chose areconfigured Black Dust 7. | will not believe that that is just some accident.’

She held my hand. 'I've gotten rusty at this, I'm afraid. In the old days | would have known better than
to go to Timmerman without al the facts. That was stupid. I'm sorry.'

'I'm not doing any better,’ | said. 'Y ou know, Alison, it'sagood thing you really didn't just want to see
me for help on this Timmerman thing. Y ou would have gone away pretty fed up.’

She grinned a me. 'l have to admit, I'm glad my hidden agenda was the one that got satisfied. She
stood up, till holding my hands. ‘Come on,’ she said. "We're probably as safe outside asin here!’

We stood in the doorway, where | winced at the sun, the noise of the traffic and people. Looking at
Alison, | wished | could kiss her, starting at the eyebrows and working my way down. She said, 'I'm just
afraid things are coming to a head sooner than we know how to react. My guessisthat Timmerman's
about ready to move.'

| said, 'We could try to find out what he's planning. What Channing'sinvolvement is.'

She shrugged. 'Then dl we'd know iswhat Timmerman knows. We need to find out what he doesn't
know. What Margaret-Lisais going to do to him.'

I wonder,' | said. Alison looked a me, waiting. 'l wonder if Tunnd Light herself knowswhat she's
goingtodo.'

'What do you mean?



'Wéll, maybe I'm fixated on this switch idea, but if she'sredly sncere—and you tell me shehasno
choice—then somehow she's going to do something to him without knowing she'sdoing it."

'Likewhat?

'I'm not sure. Maybe ... maybe shell siop himif he veers away from what she considers important.
She obvioudy doesn't consider Channing of any significance. Maybe she's somehow ... programmed in
someway, to force Timmerman away from banking and back to sex.’

Alison wasfrowning, trying to assesswhat | was suggesting. Shelooked ddliciousand | found myself
wanting to force her away from banking. She said, 'How would she force him? She can't hurt him.'

‘She could sabotage what he's doing. That wouldn't hurt him.'

She shook her heed. 'l dtill doubt it. Maybe I'm dightly fixated mysdlf, but my understanding isthat the
compulsion to serve Timmerman would lead her to help him further his plans'

‘Evenif it went againgt her plans?

Shetilted her head to the Sde, unconscioudy causing her hair to fal dightly away from her face, into
the sun. Straightening up, she said, "'I'll have to think about that. Maybe | can check on your idea about
programming. Isit possible to dedicate a Bright Being in such away that it reacts autometicaly to a
specific Stuation?

Fedling not very confident, | said, 'And I'll try to think about what exactly they might want to
programme her to do.'

There was a pause, and then Alison said, 'Would you like to come over tonight? There was
something very sweet about her hesitancy, her caution about any assumptions. | said, 'Of course.’

She stroked my cheek. | closed my eyes and made some kind of purring noise. ‘How about dinner?
Alison sad. 'I'll cook. My cooking doesn't go much beyond roast chicken and yoghurt sdlad, but if you
say nicethingsto meI'll try for some potato pancakes.'

I'll sart right now," | said, and whispered suggestions of nicenessin her ear. 'How about eight? |
asked. 'l think | need sometimejust to Sit. Try to seewhatever itis|'m not seeing.’

Alison quoted Adrienne Birth-of-Beauty, the Fifth Proposition from her Shout From the Skyscraper.
'See what there isto see. Hear what there isto hear. Touch whatever you touch. Speak the thing you

must spesk.’
'If I knew what it was,' | said, 'l'd be happy to spesk it.'
But it wasn't Alison or even Birth-of-Beauty who opened me to what was there. It was Joan Montell.

When the bell rang, around four that afternoon, my first thought was that my government had
returned, wanting to tell me | shouldn't be hanging out in Teller Hallswith Alison Birkett. But then |
realized that the tube-faced people used their own keys, so | decided to ask over the intercom who it
was. The usud indistinguishable scratchy voice came back. 'It'sme. It's Joan Monteil. Joan? Y ou know.
Ellen?Let mein. Therdssomuch ... Let mein.'

Wishing | hadn't answered, | buzzed her through. | didn't want to face Joan right now. Every day
gncethat first night with Alison 1'd woken up thinking that | had to call Joan, tell her | couldn't see her
any more, tell her | was sorry if I'd hurt her. The usua. Words that sound like alie even when they're
true. And every time other things came first. Timmerman was more urgent. Alison was more deserving.

The doorbell rang. And rang. And rang. Joan was pressing it over and over, like some enactment
prayer buzzer summoning people back into their bodies. When | opened the door she came rushing in,
full of cheer. 'Ellen,’ she said, in an odd breathy voice. 'Oh, Ellen, it's ... it'sjust so wonderful to seeyou.'
There was something strange about the way she looked, too. It took me amoment to redlize just what it
was. She had on very heavy makeup, but it wasn't like sheld put it on too thickly, it was more asif there
werelayers, asif shed carefully done hersdf up, then decided she wasn't satisfied and did it all over



again, except without removing the earlier layer. And then again. Her hair had akind of matted overstyled
look, yet disorganized, asif there too she couldn't seem to decide and just kept adding more and more
gd, or spray, every time she decided to change it. As she talked, she moved around the gpartment in a
nervous dance, even pirouetting, with movements that tried to be graceful or provocative, but ended up
astoo abrupt, off balance. She had a habit of moving her fingers on her body, down her cheek, or long
her thigh. She was dressed dl in black, wearing stretch jeans and a T-shirt. | could only watch, confused
and alittle frightened. Now and then, she would come towards me, leaning forward, or putting out a
hand to stroke my face. Without thinking, | pulled avay from her.

'l dreamed about you,’ she said. 'It was so incredible. | was eating. Fruit. Or soup? And everything
was hot. All over me. | just wanted to climb into it. Stir it with my breasts. Isn't that great? Have you ever
done that? Oh, you've done everything. | know. And you were in the dream. Part of the mirror. Did | tell
you about the mirror? It was so dark, but you were breathing, | could hear you whisper to me, you were
just whispering over and over and over, the same thing, how much you wanted me, and we could sink
into the mirror. With the moon." She came very close and began to move her fingernails across the top of
my chest.

| lifted her hand away. ‘Listen, Joan,' | started, but she wasn't listening.

'l took it down to NORA,' she said. 'l thought they should haveit. To match it. With al the others. |
know there's others, there hasto be. All over. That'swhat she said. How we al deserveit. But not you,
of course. | mean, not you in other people's dreams.’ She giggled. 'Of course, you deserve it. Y ou more
than anyone.’ She was touching things, running her hand dong alamp pole, or diding an eraser between
her pams, or moving her finger dong a picture frame and then touching her lips. It reminded me of
something.

'I've been meaning to cal you—'1 tried.

'Meaning!" she said. 'That's exactly what that bitch at NORA said. Mean, mean, mean, mean. What
doesit mean? Doesit mean?| told her | know what it means, | just wanted to giveit to her. Like you.’

The phone rang. Joan grunted, then opened her mouth into awide O and made heavy breathing
noiseswhile | grabbed the phone and haf shouted, 'Hello?

Harry Agtin'svoice said, 'Wdll hi, Ellen. Glorybe and | were wondering—'

‘Harry,' | said, 'get over here. Right now." The moment | put the phone down Joan took it away from
me, lifting the whole thing up and swinging her leg over the wire like someone getting onto ahorse. She
began to move the wire around her thighs and back and forth in her crotch, then rubbed the entire phone
inlargecirclesover her belly. 'Have you ever done this? Have you done this? Oh, stupid. Of course.
You're Ellen. You're Ellen. Y ou've done everything.'

‘Joan,’ | said, 'let'ssit down.’
She threw the phone on the floor, laughing as the bell sounded. ‘What? she said. "What should we sit
on? She came towards me suddenly and began to move her leg up and down against mine. | stepped

back and she followed me, then abruptly stopped to pick up asilver turtle guardian my mother had given
me and rub it around the front of her body, making soft laughing noisesas shedid it.

That waswhen | redlized what she reminded me of. The people at Alexander Timmerman'sraly, the
oneswho'd received the blessing and couldn't stop touching things. | tried to think of any Timmerman
events Joan might have attended, but | knew he hadn't done anything public, certainly not inthisares,
sncethe park.

‘Joan,’ | said, 'listen to me. | need you to tell meif youve—'

Tell, tdll, tell,’ Joan chanted. She laughed. 'l won't tell if you won't tell. Do you fuck and tell? Do you
liketo tell? She began to march around the room, picking things up, rubbing them againgt her body,
offering them to me, dropping them, diding against other objects, pictures, thewalls, the corners of desks



or the backs of chairs.

'Y ou don't know what you'redoing,' | tried to tell her, but she wasn't interested. She came at me,
dashing forward, just touching her fingersal over me, whatever she could reach, sometimes diding the
whole hand, other timesjabbing mewith her fingertips or scratching mewith her nails. 'Stopit,' | tried to
tell her. Any time | backed up she pursued me, pushing me backwards, until | found mysdf against the
wall, where Joan began firgt to kiss me, any place she could reach, and then to bite, small jabs with her
teeth. She was making anima noises, not red ones, but the kind of cute sounds childrenlearnin
kindergarten songs.

| pushed her away, harder than | thought, so that shefell back against the desk. When she recovered
her balance she leaned forward, hands on her knees, and shouted at me. "'What do you want? Do you
want me to fuck you? Fuck you? Fuck you? Like your lawyer bitch? Isthat theidea?I'll doit, I'll do
whatever you like, I'll fuck you so hard you'll split right open and everything will spill out, just like you did
tome!

‘Joan!" | said. "Y ou've got to listen to me. Y ou don't know what you're doing.'

Shelaughed, rubbing circles on her crotch. 'Lawyer talk, counsdlor? Why don't you take me? Don't
you want it? It'sfree. No billable hours:’

| darted around her, managed to reach my dtar, where | grabbed hold of the three guardians, the
ones|'d set out for my enactment with Alison, along with the can of flash powder and abox of sanctified
matches. | wanted more tools, but there was no time and it was just so hard to think straight.

| tried to set the guardians out in atriangle enclosing Joan and |, but | should have known it was
hopeless. As soon as| set them up she kicked them over. "What are you going to do? she said. '‘Buy me
off with your duts? She picked up the one painted black and rubbed it over her breasts, then between
her legs. 'Oh,’ she said, asif surprised. Thisisjust like her, isn't it? Has she been here? Isshe going to
come through the wall? Are the walls going to come? She laughed, then pushed the statue hard at her
crotch. 'Right through the fucking walls she said.

‘Joan,’ | said, 'she's not your friend. Please believe me. Anything you get from her isnot agift. She's
the enemy, Joan. The enemy. Y ou've got to get her out of you.'

She flung the guardian a me, or maybe just a thewall, snceif shewasthrowing it a me, she missed
by more than afoot. The clay husk shaitered and | could fed the spirit who'd been living insdeit hover in
the air, confused, and then drift away. | wanted to cry, but there was no time. | could invite her back
later, or properly say goodbye.

Joan was going through my night table, throwing things on thefloor. | began to lay down theflash
powder, trying to do it without her noticing. It wasn't difficult. She had found what she was looking for,
the penetrator-resonator set she'd given me, and now was moving the penetrator around her face with
one hand, while she hung on to its bird-headed sister with the other. 'Let's make it sing,’ she said. 'Can
we make it Ssng now? Sing? She began to hum inimitation of the bird while continuing to move the fish
woman al over her body.

The flash of the powder going off made her cry out and drop the resonator on the floor. She shook
her head, then yelped asif I'd hurt her when | set off another pile of powder. 'Ellen? she said. 'Why are
you ... let'ssing. Let'smake everything ... Shetold me you were hungry. She told me we could both
feed on her, feed on her.’

| set off another flash and then reached around her for the feathers and salt I'd used after the tube
people had |€eft. | threw the salt on her and began waving the feathers, trying to think what | needed to
say. | don't remember exactly, but it went something like 'Powers of protection and harmony, empty this
woman, clean her of invasion and pollution. Send al Mdignant and Benign Beings away from her. Sedl
her and ... ' | couldn't say 'bless her' because that's what Benign Ones are supposed to do. And she had
been blessed. Lamely, | said, 'Seal her and free her.’



Joan grabbed afeather out of my hand. When she moved it over my face | turned my head. Dropping
it, she began to shake her head. 'Ellen? shesaid. 'Don't you ... Ellen, thisis... isit her?1sit her? I've got
S0 much, so much, | dreamed about us—' She stopped, turned her head. The doorbell wasringing.

‘Harry,' | said, opening it. 'Oh God, thank you for getting here.'

It took Harry and | an hour to cool Joan down enough to take her to aclinic of the Inner Spirit, over
on Avenue C. Harry was wonderful. He just took her hands and started to dance around the apartment
with her, akind of cheerful square dance skipping and loping, the whole timetelling her a stream of
gossip about office palitics and his upstairs neighbour. When suddenly her knees gave way and shefdll
down, he sat beside her and began whispering to her, getting her finaly to close her eyes and lean against
himwhile | got my mid-winter initiation cloak to put over her in case she went into shock.

Harry wanted to take her to ahospitd, but | told him we couldn't go anywhere with SDA
connections. He didn't argue. At the clinic aRagged Hedler received Joan, waving me away when | tried
to tell her what the problem was. The healer, awoman | think, wore amask of ribbons and strings of
beads that covered much of her face. The beads were money, | knew, lega tender in the spirit worlds
where she would travel to bring back the scattered pieces of Joan's soul. On her robe, aheavy shapeless
mass of unbleached cotton, fur strips and plastic panels, she carried, among al her other equipment, a
small computer screen showing exchange rates for spirit currencies. Severa other screens showed
images of the room itself, but oddly distorted, either broken down into dots, or with narrow tunnél vision,
or filled with pulsating colours. Harry later suggested to me that these might be anima perceptions of the
world, the viewpaoints of her various animal spirit helpers and fellow travellers. Therobe dso held keys,
bells, asaw and hammer, aminiature flashlight, a hand-sized pinbal machine, afish-shaped water gun, a
box of classroom chalk, agroup of very smal dollson ametd ring, goggles, eyeglasses with eyes painted
on them, and severa cans of 35mm film without a camera. When we formaly gave Joan to her care, she
handed us several business cards, each with some sort of prophetic image—avolcano exploding, a
snake licking aflower, birds eating a carcass—and words in some incomprehensible script.

To my surprise, the hedler, who couldn't have been more than five feet six inches, picked Joan upin
her arms, dl the while murmuring to her, and carried her to the centre of the room, where she set her
downin ajewelled circle. With the various chalk she drew a series of concentric circles around Joan,
representations of the various worlds she would travel through to reach Joan: the Earth, the Sky, the Sun,
Moon and Stars, the Land of the Dead, and the worlds of her various spirit helpers. The rounded corners
of the room glowed with wavy lines of neon light, aphysicd picture of the Living World.

Harry pulled me away from the doorway as the hedler began swaying back and forth and sSinging very
softly—snatches of old songs, | think, particularly 'Oh Susanna and 'My Old Kentucky Home'.

‘Let'sgo, swesetie,' Harry said to me.

‘Shouldn't we make sureit'sredlly helping? | whispered.

'WEell just get in the way. Maybe suck something up oursalves. Or cause abacklash. And you know

it can take hours. Or days.' | let him lead me away, only looking back briefly at the healer shining her
flashlight towards the ceiling as she moved her head from sideto side.

In the street, Harry put an arm around me and stroked my cheek. 'Shelll befine, he said.

Moving away from him, | sighed and shook my head. Thanks," | told him. 'l don't know ... | just—'1I
took adeep breath. 'That was my fault, Harry. She'sin all that spirit shit because of me!'

Hetook out his prosthetic cigarette from the pocket of his striped blazer. He tilted back his head to
blow pretend smoke. 'Are you going to stop having sex with people because of the danger of
possesson? Ellen, Ellen, | find it hard to envision you turning your clothesingde out and joining a chastity
support group.'

It'snot that, | said.



"Then what?'Y our ingncerity? The fact that you were using her? Don't you think she was using you?
Perhaps one should not speak ill of the possessed, but Joan Monteil is an emotiona masturbator.’

| took hisarm and began moving him down the Street. 'Harry,' | said, 'let's go get some coffee. | need
to talk with you.'

‘A conversation with you isdwaysaddight.’

I laughed. 'Thanks. Thething is, it'skind of dangerous. What happened to Joan—it didn't happen
because of the sex. That was part of it, but it involves alot more. I'm scared, Harry. Scared for me,
ad...'

"Your old family friend. Alison Birkett, wasn't it?

| stopped. 'Y ou sonofabitch,’ | said, laughing. 'Did you just remember her from that time on the Street,
or—'

He smiled at me, radiantly. Harry can do agreat radiance. 'Darling,’ he said, 'l knew who you were
when | first met you. It was very thrilling, let metell you. Ellen Pierson! | thought to myself. Youwerea
hero of minewhen | was ateenager.’

"Y ou never said anything.'
He waved the hand with the cigarette. 'Y ou didn't seem very eager to discussit.’

| looked down. Y eah. Thanks, Harry.' Raising my head again, | said, '‘But then you know the kind of
thing that can happen around me and Alison. | don't want you hurt, Harry.'

'Well,' hesaid, 'l suspect you did not take Joan into your deegpest confidence and that did not seem to
protect her. Soif I'm going to bein danger, | might aswell know why.' He tilted his head back to blow
imaginary smoke. '‘Besides, what would life be without adventure?

We went to a pita parlour on Avenue A, where Harry ordered hummus and | had coffee. | told him
everything, or at least everything about Timmerman, ending with, 'l know the answer isright there, and |
just fed so stupid that | can't see what's going to happen.’

Harry called the waitress as she went by and ordered tea and halvah. When the woman had gone, he
leaned forward. 'Maybe you're atrifle fixated," he said.

'What do you mean?

'Wéll, you seethisMargaret Tunnd Light and al you can think of isthe Ferocious One who killed
your cousin. So even though you accept that she will not directly harm Timmerman, you gtill assume that
shewill in someway attack him." | thought of how I'd said to Alison that maybe Tunnel Light would do
something to Timmerman without knowing what she was doing and how 1'd assumed that meant akind of
programming. Harry went on, The point isthis, Ellen. Y ou know that Timmerman is being set up. Played
for apatsy. But maybe Ms Light isbeing set up aswell. Maybe they've taken this rather impressionable
Bright Being and are playing her for a patsy as much as Timmerman.’

I leaned back and put ahand over my face, closing my eyes. | could hear the waitress setting down
Harry'shavah, but | paid no attention. | was remembering the Being telling Alison and me, 'Alexander is
safe. But what of Consumer Liberation? What of his plans? Channing didn't care about Timmerman
personally, he cared about the plan to expose the banking system. I'd been assuming that Tunndl Light
would haveto betray her trust. But suppose she did something with al her good intentions and with no
intent at adl to harm Timmerman—but that was the effect? Did she think she was harming Joan? Did she
possess Joan and send her to meto attack me? It struck me that Maggie Tunnel Light probably thought
she was helping us. Showing usthe potentia of her giftsto humanity. Shewasinsane, | redized. | didn't
know if you could use such termsfor a Bright Being, but | thought how | could come up with few things
scarier than an insane Devoted One,

'Alexander issafe,’ sheld said. And something ese. ‘It is possibly asmall thing.' The blessings, the



frenzied arousd. These were possibly asmall thing. What if she wanted to do something bigger? Some
act of sexud liberation so overwhelming, so dramétic, it finally would make it into the newspapers and dl
the television stations. Suppose she was waiting for the proper moment. Some moment when al atention
was focused on Timmerman.

| opened my eyes. 'Harry,' | said, 'she could do something horrible and think she was helping
humanity. She could "aid" Timmerman in such away that shetore himto pieces. And if she"helped” him
enough no onewould ever ligento him again.’ | felt akind of awe for the smplicity of it. 1'd been looking
for tricks and surprises, but in fact the whole thing just hinged on the single-minded stupidity of divine
benevolence.

| took hold of Harry's hands. 'Sweetheart,’ | said, 'I've got to go speak to Alison. | can't tell you how
much | thank you. For Joan, for being so smart, for just helping me face these things. For letting me keep
my secrets. | can't tell you how good you areto me.’

Harry leaned back and smiled happily. With his pc in the corner of his mouth, he sucked in air, then
blew it out. 'l will assume the check,' he said. 'Y ou go see your friend. Glorybe and | will stand proudly
on the sdelineswhile you overthrow the government.’

'I'wish | could just laugh at that,' | said, and kissed him on the cheek.

There was a phone in the back, between the men's and women'stoilets. | found mysalf looking
around to make sure no one was nearby, then realized how meaningless that was. They could be
following me, they could have microphones everywhere, including this phone line, they could masquerade
asanybody. | wasn't even sure who 'they' were. The government? Devoted Ones? Malignant Ones? It
seemed to me that we could hope for two things. If the government wanted to get rid of usthey could do
S0 a any time, whatever systems Alison had set up. So probably they did not take us serioudy. And as
for the Bright Beings, well, | had to hope that Channing couldn't bring in any Maignant Ones without
confusing their Benign Friends. And that the Benign Oneswould not directly try to harm us. Againgt their
nature. | just prayed to dl of my guardiansthat they wouldn' try to help us, theway they'd tried to help
Joan.

When | announced mysdlf to Alison's secretary shetold me, 'Oh, Ms Pierson. Thank you for caling.
Ms Birkett has been trying to reach you.'

'Ellen," Alison said when she came on theline. 'Y ou've heard the news.'
‘No,' | said. 'No. What news?

Timmerman's ready to go public. He's gotten permission to do an enactment in honour of Rebecca
Rainbow ingdethe New Y ork Stock Exchange. With a promise of live network television. Thisiswhere
he makes his charges public, Ellen. I'm convinced of it.'

| said, 'And thisiswhere they destroy him.’
'What?

'I know what they're going to do,' | said. 'l know exactly what they're going to do. | just don't know
what the goddamn hell we can do to stop them.’

Standing in the viditors gdlery above the trading floor, looking down through the thick glass, | was
struck most by how crowded the stock market was. Not just the people, some of whom were frantically
meaking deals and filling quotasin the find minutes before Timmerman and his entourage would enter,
others of whom had given up al thought of business as they milled around, telling jokes, pounding drums
covered in bills, eating sandwiches, or just standing alone or in groups, looking up towards Rebecca
Rainbow's body, suspended in her glass coffin above the businessfloor, or € se towardsthe dark red bell



initsglass cage, dso high above the floor againgt the back wall. Beyond the dense and nervous crowd,
equipment filled the room—clusters of phones on poles or in banks, spiritual supply posts where traders
could find flash powder, paper enactment robes, representation dolls and other SDA-approved
parapherndiafor last-minute help on someimportant deal, and especidly the trading posts themselves.

There was something very animal-like about the trading posts. In the centre of each stood a huge
dark box, painted over with spirit emblems for prosperity and containing the computer circuitry that
linked al the dedls. Thick poles containing cables rose from these boxes to join amaze of latticework just
below the gold-embossed celling. Artbirds hung on thin wires from the latticework, awhole flock of the
life-like bright birds, their voice circuits set for songs of wealth and harmony. Timmerman had wanted to
st |oose genuine pigeons so that Rainbow might speak through them but, according to Alison's contacts,
the SDA refused to disrupt the calculated songs of the artbirds.

From the central cable box, each trading post opened out in afigure eight of counterspace where the
actua work got done. The counters too were packed with people and equipment. Above the counters
double banks of video screens showed the various transactions. Smaller video monitors hung just over
the heads of the crowd on the ends of meta poles which extended out and downwards from the larger
videos. The poleslooked like legs, giving the dozen or so trading posts the appearance of giant insects
swarming over the floor, about to attack the humans, small and vulnerable benesath them.

Aboveit dl, inthevigtors gdlery, squeezed in among the crowds swarming to watch Alexander
Timmerman put on ashow, | felt done with mysalf despite the press of people. I'd brought my own
specid protection, awhole bag full of power objects given to me by Annie-O, who'd met me the day
beforein the Wild Refuge of Inner Wood Park at the northern tip of Manhattan. The bag waslarge—a
leather satched—and heavy from agroup of rocks Annie had included. | held it againgt my chest whilethe
room filled up behind me.

I thought of Alison, constantly on the phone, trying for the past three days to reach somebody,
anyone who would listen to us and could somehow do something to stop what was going to happen. |
thought of our effortsto reach Timmerman himsdf and the information from his staff that he had gone
deep travelling and no one could bring him out of his meditations until the day of the enactment. And the
clear message that they could hardly spare any time for aosurd conspiracy theories of sabotaged
enactments and manipulated Devoted Ones. So now | was here, by mysdlf, with Alison still at her office,
gill trying to stop it any way she could, and | just knew she wouldn't succeed, Timmerman would march
or dance confidently into the trap. And | found mysdlf just watching, a spectator like everyone around
me

Maybe my detachment came from al the waiting, with Timmerman not yet in the building and nothing
happening other than afew exchange workers putting on masks or enactment robes over their
colour-coded jackets. Or maybe it was my rdief that 1'd gotten through the moment I'd dreaded most of
al—meeting Paul. Halfway down Broad Street on my way to the visitors entrance, 1'd dmost turned
back when I'd realized | would have to take an eevator, that there was no way | could talk the tourist
guidesinto unlocking the emergency dairs.

Inthelobby aswdll, I'd just sood there, with my officia visitor's pass crunched in my hand,
wondering what the point of my watching wasif | couldn't do anything, and why didn't | just go home,
and what would Alison say if | couldn't faceit. Findly, | told mysdlf it was only the third floor, it wouldn't
take more than ten seconds. | waited until the car had filled up, then dipped in before the door closed.

Thelast timeI'd ridden in an elevator, the day I'd decided that | would keep hedlthier if | just took the
gairs everywhere, the building super—it was Harry's gpartment building, actualy—had let the
husk—~Paul's husk—run down. The nylon 'hair' had mostly falen off, the eye dots had rubbed out and
kids had covered the poleitself with their own gang enactment signs. | remember how 1'd wanted to trap
that goddamn super in the eevator and bang his head against the door and scream at him, That's my
cousin!' Insteed, 1'd just stopped riding in elevators.



Now, when | saw the polished sted!, the actual jewels used for eyes, what looked like real human
hair, | couldn't decideif | wasrelieved or more enraged. Instead, | looked away, unableto let him see
me. And then it was over and | was upstairs by the lobby outside the visitors gdllery, and | didn't haveto
worry about it again until the time cameto go down.

Though the thick glass of the gdlery made it impossibleto actudly hear anything down on thefloor,
the operators of the Exchange had set up loudspeakersfor usto hear the enactment and Timmerman's
gpeech. Now someone had thrown the switch on the mikes, for suddenly aboom of noisefilled the
narrow corridor, people shouting or running, telephonesringing, prayer whedls spinning, drumswith the
doppy rhythms of weekend spirit-travellers, strange popping noises | couldn't identify ... Severa people
inthe gallery screamed, others held their ears. For me, it came like an darm waking me from akind of
drugged state. Setting down the bag, | pressed my hands against the window, making sure no one could
get between me and aclear view.

A voice announced that the closing bell would ring in five minutes. Those of usinthe gdlery dl looked
to the bal cony with the cage for the bell that started and ended trading, and beside it the chair where the
chairman would sit for the ringing. The chair was awooden effigy of Rebecca Rainbow stting on alarge
stone. Her torso and head formed the chair back, her arms stretched forward for arm rests, her lap
would give the chairman his sest. From the literature given to visitors | knew that the eyes of the effigy
looked directly at Rainbow hersdlf, in her glass coffin, thirty-six feet above thefloor.

On thefloor no one looked up at the bell at al. They were al working the phones or computers,
shouting at each other, running from one place to the next, gesturing with their hands—all but those who
had stopped work ahead of time and now were gathered in smdll clusters, chanting and setting out
representation dolls and other equipment for their own enactments before the main event. It struck me
suddenly what they were doing—trying to ensure that when the time came for the Choir of Angelsto
blessahandful of traders, they would insert themsdlvesinto the company of the chosen.

| closed my eyes and put my hand over my face, not wanting to see. | fdt like some Speaker who
could see the whole event ahead of time. Right then | wished that Alison had left me donethat day in
Miracle Park. | wished | could go back and change the sequence of events, so that | would not have to
stand donein that crowded room, waiting for a disaster. Someone touched my arm. | turned to seea
man in apae blue suit, holding out awhite handkerchief with red stripes. 'Here," he said, ‘are you all
right?

Somehow, dl | could think of wasthat | hadn't met anyone who used handkerchiefsin about twenty
years. Thanks,' | said, taking hold of it. Before| could say | wasfine or that | redlly hadn't been crying
he smiled a& me, then turned and moved away again into the crowd. To my amazement | found mysalf
crying after dl. As| wiped the cloth againgt my face, | whispered, ‘'Thank you. Whoever you
are ... thanks!

Asif someone had turned up arheostat, the noise shrieked up another level. It took me amoment to
redlize that while people on the floor were getting in their last licks, everyonein the gdlery had turned
towards the ba cony, where the chairman of the Exchange, dressed in agold-leaf business suit, had sat
down in his Rebecca Rainbow chair with agloved hand poised over the button that would set off the bell.
It was two hours before closing time and | thought how that aone should have persuaded Timmerman
that someone was setting him up, that the coven who ran the Exchange would give up two full hours of
trading to make room for this outsder's ‘enactment of financia renewd'.

The bluefinger of the glove came down and the bell sounded, alow gong followed immediately by a
wild cawing and screeching of birds, the artbirds calling on the Living World to witness the end of
trading. In the gdlery, everyone around me applauded; down in the 'snake pit' (Li Ku Unquenchable
Firesterm for the Exchange, on the one occasion she visited it), people knegled or even fell to the floor,
Spreading out their arms and fingers to give back the sacred energy of finance built up over the course of
the day.



More than | would have thought possible, | wished for Alison beside me. | knew she had to make
that find try, thoselast phone cdls. But | just wanted her holding my hand, standing with me, the only two
people who knew what Margaret Light-at-the-End-of-the-Tunnel was going to do to those suckerson
thefloor, dl inthe Sncere yearning to liberate humanity.

Recorded voices mixed in with the continuing cries of the birds, as Timmerman's theme sounded,
distorted by the loudspeakers blaring it to the huge room. 'If not now, when? If not here, where? And if
not us, who?

And then Great Brother Alex himself came in, entering through the doors on the side of the Exchange
(carved in the shape of a giant mouth), flanked by security agentsin wolf masks and bullet-proof vests
(asif Timmerman had nothing to fear but bullets) and Timmerman's own mud-covered ass stants, awhole
group of them thistime. Arethey dl going to burst into flames? | wondered, remembering the stunt in
Miracle Park. But thistime Timmerman wasthe star al by himsdf. The others crouched down,
transforming themselves into mounds of dirt, while Timmerman stood above them, wearing, aswell ashis
bird headdress, amulti-layered paper robe, formed, asfar as| could see, from a mixture of newsprint
and notarized documents. One of the mudpeople must have set amatch to the robe, for flames legpt up
from below, to the cheers and whistles of the crowd. Timmerman seemed to step out of the thing whileit
was still burning still upright behind him, like some other identity he were leaving to its own destruction.
He was wearing his trademark grey suit now, treated, | assumed, againg fire, as were the mask and any
exposed skin. | thought, so thisishow they got you, you stupid bastard. Y ou just couldn't resist putting
on ashow.

The burn sacrifice had taken place in the centre of the floor and the crowd, with people just about
climbing each other's backs for a better view. Now, however, the wolfmen escorted Timmermanto a
wooden platform towards the side, where he could stand above everybody. Microphoneswaited for his

speech.
Butfirg ...

Just asin Miracle Park, they came out of the crowd, thistime wearing the yellow blazers of brokers.
Albert Comfort the Children 6 and Jeannette Benevolent Fire 31. And if the peoplein the park had
fought each other to get closer, this crowd acted like riva hives of beesfighting over the carcass of some
dead bull. Y ou might have thought they could kill each other and expect the Benign Onesto reward them
for their sincerity and dedication. Those who had given up trading to do enactments now waved the dolls
or other toolsthey'd used. The othersjust shoved. Engrossed in their struggles, they didn't even stop to
cdl out the Formula. The people around mein the galery did it for them.

Whilethe other vistors shouted their gratitude, | sood there, my handstight on therailing, my eyes
fixed on the Happy Twinsthemsaves. How? | wondered. How were they going to do it? What would
they do to make this event, this'liberation' so much greater than dl the others? Would they just count on
theferocity of the audience itsdlf, or would they do something specid to increase the voltage of their
blessing?

It took me amoment to realize that the Twins were not actualy touching anyone, but instead were
just standing there, one on ether sde of Timmerman, while the wolf agents kept back the traders. They
were going to have to do something e se, the old touching wasn't going to be enough, they couldn't count
onthe TV cameras smply picking up the liberation of afew people, they wanted to reach everybody
who was there, redlly send out amessage. And the world had to see. That was the point. Looking down
at thefloor, | noticed that the TV cameras from the networks were unmanned, set up on signa-controlled
rotating platforms. Had Channing warned them, told the news people, 'Don't put your crews on the floor,
you'll do better with cameras you can control from far away'?

TV. Videos. The samdl screensthat came out on their insect arms from the larger monitors above the
trading posts—they reached down to a height where anyone could touch them. That'sit, | thought. That's
how they can reach dl of them, give them dl thefull dose without having to touch them. The Twinswere



holding microphones and whispering or maybe singing, crooning, into them. It was such alow hum,
amost like amodulated feedback, except that | could fed it dl through my spine, atiny crackling at every
nerve ending. All around me, the peoplein the galery were gasping, or laughing, hugging each other in
agtonishment, or closing their eyesto sway from sideto side.

Down on the floor, no one had shut their eyes. Instead they were grabbing at the videos, jumping up
againgt them, kissing them. Some of them had cut themsalves on the sharp corners of the monitors, but
they weren't fegling any pain. They just laughed and rubbed the blood on the screens, all over their
clothes and faces, smearing it on the other people who were jumping up aongsde them.

Atlag, | think, Timmerman was starting to understand what they were doing to him. For he was
trying to speak, to give out his pronouncements, the revelations of scandal which he had planned asthe
main event, the denunciation of Arthur Channing and the bankers who'd systematically been robbing the
American economy. Only no onewas lisening. They were dl shouting and laughing, you could hardly
hear Brother Alex at dl, despite the giant loudspeakers hanging from the latticework of computer cables.
| could see akind of desperation in his body as he leaned forward, struggling for the attention of people
who were beginning to touch, or lick, everything in sight—the phones, the desks, scraps of paper, any
equipment they could rub againgt, or grab hold of, or climb up to dide their bodies on the smooth
surfaces, the hard edges and corners.

Timmerman had to understand, | thought. He had to seefindly what Alison and | had been trying to
tell him. He could give his speech, he could fire his cannons againgt Arthur Channing and anyone else, he
could submit the text, even the proof, to dl the papers and television. But no one was listening. No one
would listen ever again. All of Timmerman's carefully researched findings of corruption and conspiracy in
the nationa banking system would go unheard, drowned out in the astonishment and horror of Margaret
Light-at-the-End-of-the-Tunnel 23's distorted vision of human liberation.

Here on thevisitors gdlery the blessing song was beginning to penetrate us. We couldn't touch the
videos like the people on the floor. We could only hear a secondary transmission of the Choir of Angels.
But it was enough to bring some people rubbing up againgt the glass barrier, even pounding on it, asif
they would smash through and leap down to where they could get the undiluted blessing. Others caressed
each other or else the loudspeakers carrying up the noise from the trading floor.

Somebody—some guy in abasebal jacket—began to caress my shoulder. | shoved him, or maybe
hit him, much harder than | intended as | shouted, 'Get away from me!’ A woman about my own age, ina
leather jacket hung with about a hundred tiny dolls, told me, That wasincredible as shetried to rub up
against me. | did my best to control mysdf as| pushed her away. | wished | could shout something at
them that would wake them up, something like, 'Don't let them do thisto you!" but | knew it was no use.

And down below, in the pit, Timmerman was redlizing the same thing. The wolfmen and the mud
people were gone, melted into the mob, but no one was bothering Timmerman. He was standing on his
makeshift podium, the microphone still in his hand, but now forgotten as he looked from sdeto sde.
Before him, his Friends were dill snging in their strange needle-thin voices. Timmerman looked like he
wanted to stop them yet didn't dare. Or know how.

The broadcast cameras, which had been trained on Timmerman, had al turned now, panning the floor
or focusing on some particular person or group. A lot of people had stripped off their clothes, or torn
them, some leaving only shredded rags, though curioudy the clerks, brokers, reporters and pages had
mostly kept on their red, yellow, blue and turquoise jackets. And curioudy, there was very little actud
screwing going on, asif that would only narrow people's choices and how could they stand to restrict
themselves? They were diding up and down each other's bodies or even rubbing along the floor, they
were climbing theinsect armsto dam up against the much larger monitors which formed the insect
bodies, laughing asthey fel off againgt the floor, the counter, other bodies.

Just asin Miracle Park, | could see that three-year-old innocence in the way people moved against
each other and every object they could reach. They were laughing dl the time, even when they were



moaning or shouting. Someone who had cut himsealf, probably on amonitor, lay twisting on the floor,
offering his blood to whoever desired it. A whole pack of people kneeled or crouched over his body,
while otherstried to rub against him, but none of them looked at al aggressive or predatory. Just children
playing.

Was| wrong? Even if Timmerman would suffer, would no one el se get hurt? Was | just ahypocrite?
Hadn't | just spent the night with awoman old enough to be, well, not my mother, but at least my aunt?
Near me, the man who had grabbed me was kissing the woman in the doll jacket. Why shouldn't they do
that? | felt suddenly like one of those people who stand on street corners wearing three overcoats and
shouting about purifying the Revolution of 'lust and concupiscence whatever that is.

| shook my head, forcing mysdf to remember what Alison had told me about her friend Jack, or the
other people, cut or trampled. To remember Joan. And yet, something in me kept ingsting that | wasthe
onewho waswrong, or twisted, that | couldn't just join in with everybody € se. Maybe what happened
to Joan was my faullt. If | hadn't rgjected her that night we could have broken through the barriers that
make love run down, that make orgasms dwindle to aflicker which blows out &t the dightest distraction.
We could haveinvited Harry, Alison, anyone we wanted, to feast with us, eating the food Margaret
Tunnel Light was offering us. Instead, Joan ended up in the hospita. And here | was again, refusing,
refusng.

A prickliness seized my skin, ajabbing al over my body that both hurt and excited me. | could see
everything happening on thefloor, smdl detailsin different places, dl at the sametime. At onetrading
sation, people were pulling the machines apart, ripping the phones out and rubbing the eectronic pieces
al over ther bodies, cutting themsalves or burning their skin. Two women stood in torn clothes, taking
turns clawing each other up and down their bodies, using asilver hand with the fingers extended.

| was right, | told mysdlf. Thisiswhat | knew would happen. Me and Arthur Channing. What we
knew that Margaret Tunnel Light didn't. But | couldn't make myself move or do anything, | just stood and
watched. Watched as people grabbed the ceremonia oversized pens, the black lacquer and gold ones
used for signing contracts, and jammed them into every holein their bodies, or € se stabbed themsdlves
and each other with the gold points, injecting sanctified traders ink into their blood. Watched as people
began biting each other, asfive pagesin their turquoise jackets took out ceremonial scarring knives and
began drawing patterns on an e derly man who wept as he urinated in their faces. Someone climbed up
one of the cable poles, possibly to try and reach the artbirds, or even Rebecca Rainbow herself. When
he fdll and broke hisleg, aman and woman siezed hold of hisleg and began twisting it, asif to snp it
right off. When it wouldn't come loose they abandoned him to join a group who were rubbing themsaves
in some play money someone had pulled from behind adesk. Soon, | knew, people wouldn't stop, not
until they were tearing each other's bodies and ripping out their insgdesto rub al over faces without skin
or eyes. | knew this, | could seeit asif it was dready happening. But | couldn't make mysalf move, not
even to get mysdlf out of danger.

Protection, | thought. Now. All thethingsin my bag that Annie-O had given me. | needed to layer
myself or it would svalow me. But instead of emptying out thebag | just held it tightly against my body,
asif the objects themsalves could save me without having to commit mysdlf to doing anything with them.

A voice sad, 'Nothing can harm you. | have given you my protection.' | didn't even bother looking
around me or at the loudspeakers. | just scanned the floor. It took me amoment to find her. Shewas
standing on the podium, the platform where Timmerman had tried speaking. He was gone now. And on
the platform, between the Twins, she stood there, serenein her black clothes, her harsh makeup.

"You don't understand,’ | said. 'l don't want you protecting me." | gripped the bag even tighter. The
rocksinside pressed into my chest.

My Friend looked up from the floor a me. ‘Are you ready to join them?
'No!" | shouted at the window. The Being turned, walked away through the crowds. 'What's the



matter with you? | said. ‘Can't you understand you're hurting them? They can't eat what you're feeding
them.’

| couldn't see her, but the voice told me, They do what they need to do.’

"You've got to takeit back,' | called. 'Please. Y ou're just doing what Channing wanted you to do.
Why can't you understand that? You're hurting Alexander.'

'No, shesaid. 'Alexander is safe. He has | eft the room and no oneisharming him.'

Y ou're harming him. Y ou're destroying his career." No answer. 'Don't et them do this!' | yelled, but
shewas gone. And down on the floor, the Twins remained, singing without mikes now, just their hands
cupped in front of their mouths.

| didn't dare look around me. It wasn't as strong here, but | ill could hear choking laughter, people
dammed againgt the glass, others thrown on the floor. Thefloor was dippery and it smelled. 'Ellen," a
voice caled to me. | didn't move, just stood with my head pressed against the window. 1'd closed my
eyes. 'Ellen,’ the voice said again, as ahand grabbed my shoulder.

| swung the bag around as hard as | could, knocking the woman down onto a pile of shifting bodies.

Then | saw her, or maybe just part of her, like seeing an arm buried under alanddide. | don't know
any more, | can't remember precisely what | saw. 'Alison!’ | cried, and reached down for her arm before
they could suck her away from me. The people around her were one body, they were dl mouth, and they
wanted to swallow her. But | got her loose, jerking her to her feet with one hand, because | knew |
couldn't let go of the bag, it would vanish, Margaret Tunnd Light would sted it away from me.

'Ellen,’ she cdled once again and held on to me, trying to squeeze meinto her body, asif she could
absorb medirectly into her skin. 'l tried to stop it,’ she said. 'l called everyone | knew. | told them
everything, | begged them, just for adelay, just acouple of days, even afew hoursif | could just talk to
Timmerman. Ellen, they wouldn't listen. They wouldn't listen to anything. | felt likesuch anidiot. They
can't think. They can't seeit when | explainit to them. They can only seethat she's Benign, and how
could aBenign One cause any harm?1 explained it to them and they just wouldn't listen.’

I know,' | said. | was holding her, stroking her and touching her back, her shoulders, her hair. 'It's
like she's bitten them. Or injected some kind of narcotic into them.’

Alison kissed me, on the cheek, the neck, below my ear, my collar bone. Suddenly she made anoise,
agrunt or ascream, and it took me a moment to realize she was staring through the window at the
trading floor for thefirst time.

'It'sgetting worse,' | told her, and held her tightly, stroking her body the wholetime| was
talking—the two things, the talking and touching, unconnected, asif different people were doing them. "It
just keeps getting worse and worse, and nobody can stop it. They're dready clawing at each other, at
everything they can reach. They're not going to stop. | thought it was harmless, but it isn't, it'snot.' | was
kissing her now, kissing and then stopping to talk, back and forth, unable to stop either action. 'She said
we're protected, you and I. Like she's cast some Goddamn blanket over us!’

Alison was moving up and down my body, making hersdf liquid as she spread her fingers wide and
dithered them down my arms, my breasts, damming her thighsinto mine, pushing me up againg the
railing. 'She said sheld protect us. All the stuff | brought, the stuff from Annie—' | realized suddenly that
I'd dropped the bag. | knew | should look for it, but I couldn't. | couldn't stop touching Alison. | didn't
need it, | told mysdlf. Margaret Tunnd Light would protect us.

Alison wastouching my breasts through my clothes, rubbing my nippleswith the flattened palms of
her hands. At the same time, she kept grimacing, crunching her face, asif in pain. Severa times she
opened her mouth, with no sound, until finally she burst out, "That goddamn music.” For thefirst time
since Alison had shown up, | heard the song, the shrill whine of the Choir of Angels.



It'sdl right,' | told her, only vaguely conscious of how absurd the statement was. | waskissing her,
diding down and rubbing against her. | knew | should take her away, cover her ears, but dl | could do
was kiss them, biting her ears and then al over her face while | pushed her back against therailing. Near
me, Someone was vomiting convulsively while someone € se squatted underneath him.

| started pulling a Alison's clothes, unable to remember how they came off and getting lost in the
fabric, or scraping the zipper of her windbreaker across my tongue and then my breasts. Alison was
doing something, she was crying for some reason. | wanted to lick the tearsfor the salt, but couldn't
move my mouth from her clothes, her skin, wherethey met ...

Someone dammed againgt me. A woman of about seventy was trying to get a the window, through
the window, trying to reach the song. There were children hanging on her, avery young boy and girl
literaly holding on to her arms, which she waved about as she butted her head againgt the plate glass, so
that the children dmost flagpped inthe air like flags.

Get out of here, | thought. We had to get out of there. But my bag was gone. | needed my bag from
Annie-O. 'Help me find my bag!" | shouted at Alison, who began pushing people aside to reach the floor,
where people wererolling around or € se touching and hitting each other. Somehow we found it, two
women had it, they were rubbing the leather against their bodies, laughing asthey pushed it up against
their breasts from below. Now they were opening it, taking out one rock, or cord, or fabric at atimein
order totasteit or rub it inther hair. | thought Alison and | would have to fight them for it, but when we
pushed them aside they laughed and immediately took to pushing each other and then whoever was next
to them, laughing and pushing and then kicking as hard asthey could.

| grabbed adress|'d gotten from Annie. 'Put thison,' | ordered Alison. 'Over your clothes.' | didn't
dare undress or let Alison expose any more of her skin. The sight of it burned, | could seeit crackling,
small licks of flameflaring on her face and arms. The dresswas a'rdlic’ charged with the energy of outlaw
enactments Annie and her cross-ssters had donein caves, computer centres and anonymous hotel
rooms. While Alison put it on, | chose my own relic, astrand of heavy blue beads on ared silk cord.
Annie and her relics had power because of who Annie was, and because of the blessing work she and
her women had done over decades. But she had specia power for Alison and me because she'd done
everything without the help of the SDA or Bright Beings.

There were pots of red mud in each bag, one clay jar for each of usto smear on our faces, necks and
hands. It made me think of Timmerman and his mud-covered escorts, but it cooled me and weighed me
down, asif it covered my whole body, turning meinto one of those cave statues, al breasts and hips, you
sometimes see in museums for precursors of the Revolution.

The bag contained things | didn't understand—a can opener, arailway ticket from England, torn
pieces of what looked like amedical report, a gold-headed hammer -and other things that made allittle
more sensg, like a cracked pomegranate, acomb in the shape of a bird with outstretched wings, amirror
st into asmall wooden bowl, atiny bow and arrow, and a claw from some animal. Most important was
asmall leather pouch filled with folded photographs and dirt. Annie's soul memories. I'd asked her why
she was taking such a chance lending me these things and al she would do was put on her tough voice
and tell me, 'Let'sjust say | don't like Devoted Ones. Okay? adding, 'Anyway, us humans got to stick
together.’

The bulk of the bag wasin rocks, which, like the mud Annie had brought back from enactments done
in wilderness power places around the world. Alison started to take them out, but | raised my heavy mud
hand to stop her. | pointed to the ground, then waved my hand, signalling 'Not here. She nodded and |
led her through the thick press of people, moving ponderoudy, mudpeople through aworld of fire.

Moving through the flashes of ecstasy exploding dl around us, | suddenly felt like an enemy of the



Revolution, of human freedom—athief, atraitor, someone who would be hated throughout history for
bringing history back from the dead. Desire and the endless body had killed history and now Alisonand |
were going to murder desire, cover it with mud.

All around us people had abandoned their bodiesto live forever in the body of smells, of faceless
tongues and teeth, of skin spread so wide it becameinvisible. Others were sending roots down through
the cracked floors, down through the Manhattan granite, linesfrom their penises and vaginasto draw up
the juices of the Earth, while Alison and | became drier and drier, our dead mud bodies about to wither
into dust.

| didn't even redlize | wasturning back until Alison gripped my arm. She pulled me aong like some
lost child, a whatever cost to hersdlf, past the souvenir stands where people were shoving plaster models
of Rebecca Rainbow into their groins, or jabbing themsaves with gold leather openers, or masturbating
each other with silver statues of the bulls and bears daughtered by Rainbow's followers on the day the
Founder reopened the Stock Exchange. We moved past the video question and answer machines, now
torn from their dots, until finally | smashed up against awall and redlized there was nobody there, weld
come around the corner to the row of eevators connecting the galery and the street and had tumbled
into Slence.

Without aword we set out the stones from the bag. They were small mostly, about pam size, and
marked with lines across their softly curved female surfaces. We set them in aloose circle, thenfilled the
cirdlewith Annie's emblems of humanity. In the centre we made asmdl fire, not of flash powder, but only
pieces of paper, newsprint, letters, even junk mail and old receipts or cancelled cheques, dl of it mixed
with flowers and weeds plucked from Miracle Park. With the fire some of the weight lifted off me.

| took out asilver jar from the bottom of the bag. The jar held dirt, and as| held it up | thought |
could see Alison smile underneath her mud mask. The two of us had made this particular relic together,
travelling out to the Forbidden Beach for sand, then setting it out on the floor of my gpartment where we
squatted down and pissed on it until we could form abrown paste.

Alison and | clapped our hands together to shake off some of the mud. It was the first time either of
us had made a sound and | found mysdlf crying at the discovery that sound was ill possble, even
without the Song of the Blessed. The next part was the hardest, for it meant tempting oursaveswith a
legp into Tunnel Light'sworld. We each reached into the jar with our left hands, while unbuttoning each
other's blouses with our right.

We smeared the paste on each other's breasts, bellies, thighs and finally genitals. Instead of the
hurricane I'd feared, a softness settled over us. 'l loveyou,' | said, and Alison repeated it back at me, as
the heated mud on our faces cracked and fell in chunks onto the edge of the fire. We reached acrossfor
each other's hands, rocking on our hedls dightly, hearing the distant hum of terror and desire.

'‘Ready? Alison said.

'l hope s0.'

For the past two days, while Alison had battled on the telephone, | had studied how to do a
Summoning—the formulas, the props, the preparations. In the end, | had had to discard everything.
Whoever had done the origina research and development, it al belonged now to the SDA. Finaly, |

remembered Adrienne Birth-of-Beauty's Fifteenth Proposition—There are no rules except discovery.
Thereisno tradition except invention.'

| stripped off what remained of my clothes. 'Paint me? | said. Alison spat into the ashes from thefire,
then scooped up asmal amount to mix into the paste with more spit. She held up her left forefinger and
kissed it, looking a me as we both remembered how that finger had lifted my whole body early in the
morning, before she'd gotten back on the phones and I'd Ieft her to go to the disaster.

Eyesclosed, | let her paint an enactment face on me, the lines and concentric circlesasummary of
both our lives—initiation markings, family scar designs we'd shown each other, words of power from our



deep journeys, images from the screen we'd painted on our firgt night together. When sheld finished, |
reached into my bag for the amulet the SDA had given me aswell asasmdl glass pot containing dried
menstrual blood from my first period. With Annie€'s hammer | smashed the amulet, then used the piecesto
form asmdl circleingdethe larger one. Using the powdered blood my left middle finger drew two stick
figures, one outsde the outer circle, the other in the centre, with aline running between them.

When weld planned the Summoning, Alison and | had spent half an hour deciding what designation
we should use for our target. What name would reach her? Findlly, Alison convinced methat for aBright
Being, asfor humanity, redity conssted of whatever identity she was inhabiting right now.

My finger wrote Margaret Tunnel Light's namein menstrual blood and spit. ‘Blessed Being,' | said,
‘we ask your entry into thiscircle of our lives. We thank you now and forever for dl the gifts you have
givenusand will giveus' | sad it threetimes.

There was nothing elseto do. If 1'd brought flash powder | could have rounded off the ceremonial
part, but we'd decided to stay with our own tools. And so we waited, just squatting, while | thought of
the people below, of Paul, of Alison and me.

Behind me an eevator door opened. When | turned around Margaret Light-at-the-End-of-the-Tunnel
23 was walking towards me.

It'stime,’ she said. "Y ou understand. I'm pleased that you have called me." The elevator door behind
her stayed open.

| stood up. 'No,' | said. 'We understand that what you are doing must stop.’

She amiled, alowing her teeth to flare for an ingtant, overwheming the fluorescent lights of the
halway. 'Do you think you can compe me? she asked. "With your Summoning? | said nothing. 'l came
to show you," Margaret Tunnel Light said. 'To show you how much | respect you and love you.'

"You haveto stop,' | told her. 'l know you want to give us something. And you think it's good for us.
But we can't—we're not ready for it.'

Sheignored me. 'l havelet you taste thefood | can give you. The two of you together. And | have let
you go 0 that you will know thet | love you and will never harm you.'

"You just don't understand what you're doing to them. Or why. Y ou've been tricked. Used by human
beingswho don't care about anything except destroying Alexander Timmerman.'

I'vetold you before, she said. 'Human schemes do not interest me. But | will never harm Alexander.’

'If you destroy his cause you destroy him. Y ou've got to understand that. What you're doing today is
destroying everything he cares about. Everything he loves'!

Shelooked very young suddenly, with her deep black-ringed eyes, her short hair. 'Child,’ shesaid. 'l
cannot harm him. Or any human being. | smply cannot. The nature of my natureis devotion.’

'‘No!" | shouted at her. Alison touched my arm, but | pushed her away. "Y ou're not a Devoted One.
Y ou're Mdignant. You killed my cousin. Paul Cabot. Paul Cabot. You killed him. Set your snakeson
him.

She said, 'Something has disturbed you. There are enemies. Let meinsdeand | will freeyou.'

| took a step backwards and spit on the floor. My left hand dashed at the air. 'l forbid you to enter
ml

'Why do you insist on this?I've never hurt you. I've never touched any Paul Cabot.'
"Your name,' | said, 'isLisaBlack Dust 7.
'Y ou know very well my designation.’

'‘Now. Now you're Margaret Light-at-the-End-of-the-Tunnel 23. But you were LisaBlack Dust 7
fird. You ran asarvicein an office building. An agency for Malignant Ones who worked for the



government. Paul worked there. In that building. And you ate him. Why won't you remember?
She shook her head. 'No. Thisisyour sickness. Fase stories about mewill not help you, Ellen.’

Rubbing my hands together, | removed as much as| could of the paint and paste, then wiped the
marks from my face. The Being said, 'What are you doing? When | glanced at Alison shewaslooking at
me with narrowed eyes, concentrating. She nodded dightly and | redlized once again how much | loved
her.

'I'm exposing mysdlf,' | said to Tunnd Light. 'Can you read humans? Can you tell when ahumaniis
telling the truth? When a human knows the truth? | opened my arms. 'l want you to read me."

She stepped closeto look at my face. When she touched my cheek, | forced myself not to jump
back. Her fingers felt—ordinary. Soft, and alittle cold. She moved her fingers around my cheeks, my
ears, undernesth my jaw, and then held them for awhile on the side of my neck.

She dropped her arms finally and stepped back. ‘I don't understand,’ she said. 'I know my purpose. |
know my function.’

"They brought you back. To serve their purpose. Arthur Channing and his crooked friends who didn't
want Alexander Timmerman investigating the banking system. They couldn't useaMadignant Onesince
Timmerman would just protect himsalf. So they let you change to Benign and sent you in to destroy him,
his organization. That was your real purpose’

She shook her head. Shelooked like a child, scared and confused. 'But if | still can help? What does
it matter if ahuman scheme brought me here? My purpose remainstrue. Why should—'

Down the hdl an eevator door had opened and now three men in tubular masks were moving
towards us. Two of the men held guns, the third carried a spray gun attached by hose to a heavy canister
covered in markings and tied round with sanctified nylon cord hung with beads. Demon bresker.

One of the men said, 'Ellen Pierson, Alison Birkett, you're under arrest. Turn around and face the
wadl.

Tunnel Light said, These women are under my protection. | cannot allow—'
The agent in the middle was raising the nozzle. "Ferocious One, he said, 'l beg you—'

| shoved Tunnd Light aside before he could spray her. Grabbing Alison's hand, | pushed the Being
into the elevator she'd left open behind her. 'Paul!" | shouted. 'Close the door. Hurry.' | screamed asa
bullet hit the wall behind us and ricocheted around the chamber. But then the door was closed and we
were moving downwards. 'Paul,’ | said. Take us between floors. And disable the other elevators.’

| turned Maggie Tunnd Light to face the steel column at the front of the elevator. Confused, she didn't
resst. 'Look, | said. Thisiswhat you did to him. Y ou killed him. And then the government and the Bright
Beings stuck him here, in devators.'

Whether the others saw or not, | don't know—I've never asked Alison—but to me, Paul'sface
appeared inthe air at the top of the column, in front of the jewelsand hair. Helooked just as|
remembered him from that last day, only—not so scared, more peaceful. 'l loveyou,' | whispered, but |
knew | couldn't stay looking at him. Right now, our Friend had to get my attention.

She was changing, moving in and out of adifferent form, taler, with afuller body. Lisa Black Dust 7,
| thought. She's changing back to the Ferocious One. | opened my mouth to tell Paul to get us out of
there, take us downdtairs, but | couldn't speak. | couldn't even lift my arm to signal him. Next to me,
Alison was pressed back againgt the wall, struggling againgst whatever invisiblearm held her there.

The Being leaned forward with her mouth open, smiling like addighted five year old. 'Ellen Pierson,’
shesaid, asif thrilled to see me again. ‘Are you ready for meto est you?

| backed away, reaching for Alison.
And then Alison and | fell down as Black Dust 7 vanished, taking the pressure with her. Margaret



Tunnel Light stood there again, weeping in the dim light of the levator. 'l don't understand,’ she said. 'l
just wanted to feed you. That'sdl. | just wanted to feed you.'

Exhausted finally, | couldn't answer, just sat there watching her cry. Alison stood up and walked to
her. 'We can't take your food,' she said. | don't think I'd ever heard such kindnessin her voice, not even
when she was holding me after Paul's death. 'Humans can only feed each other. | know you tried, but it's
just part of our nature. We long for you to help us and feed us, but in the end our love for each other is
the only food we can eat. I'm sorry. Redlly. | wish it was different. For al of usaswell asfor you.'

Margaret Light-At-The-End-Of-Tunne 23 dropped her head. She began to rock back and forth,
with her arms wrapped around her chest. | stood up and took Alison's hand.

The Being straightened. She closed her eyes amoment, then opened them again, her face calm.
Turning to me, she said, 'Please ask your cousin to take us downgtairs.’

| glanced at Alison who nodded. ‘Paul,’ | said. The elevator moved. When we touched the ground
floor, Tunnd Light said, '‘Bury your facesin your bodies.' It took usamoment to redlize what she meant,
but when the door opened Alison and | had safely pressed our eyes into each other's shoulders as aflash
of light filled the corridor. When we stepped out of the devator five or Sx men and women were on the
ground, groaning or pulling off their tube masksto presstheir hands againgt their eyes. Ignoring them, we
followed Tunnd Light, who had aready moved through the lobby and onto the trading floor.

Y ou've probably seen something of what Alison and | found when we entered that room. For those
who didn't catch it on live television, the news programmes made sure to run the tapes several hundred
times (with men in suits giving sombre warnings beforehand about the disturbing footage). But even if you
saw the unedited live version, the bleeding bodies, the vomit and shit, the torn arms and ripped-open
chests, the people naked or wearing layers of clothes, the people sitting and staring, the ones wandering
or faling down, the cut and the dead, the ones lying face down on thefloor, and al around them the
smashed computers, the ripped-out wires and telephones, even if you saw dl of it, the screen could never
show what it was liketo step into it. To climb over the bodies and fedl limp hands brush against our legs,
to step between the dead and the staring, watching out for live wires and glass and pieces of bodies. And
the silence, the absence of any human noise, not even moans or weeping, so that the only things we could
hear were the whisper of the cameras and the dight background hum of the loudspeakers, dong with the
cheerful whistle of the arthirds, till fluttering around Rebecca Rainbow'simpassive body. And the smell,
that battering ram hit of emptied-out bodies, of come and blood and vomit, al mingled with burnt rubber
and pladtic, overlaid a the same time with acloud of perfume, asmel of flowers as delicate as the song
of the birds.

Wedidn't go very far into the room. Harry and Glorybe told us|ater that one of the cameras focused
on usfor just amoment, but I never saw it on any of the broadcasts (though to befair, | watched very
few of them). We picked our way through the bodiesfor afew yards until we just stopped, holding
hands and staring al around.

The Happy Twinswere gone, dong with Timmerman and his mudpeople. But Margaret 23 was
there, in the middle of the room. She turned and saw us. 'Go home,' she said. ‘Thisisfinished.'

Instead of leaving, Alison and | turned to each other and without any discussion we placed our left
hands over each other's hearts and said, in dow rhythm, The Blessing of the Saved. Open your heart to
the Sun. Open your eyesto the Sky. Open your earsto the Sea. Deep love to the round Earth who has
given us bodies. Deep love to the dead stars for their dust and their light. Deep love to our mothersand
our fathers, for the gene patterns of our souls. Deep love to our mothers, for the blood homes of our first
growth. We bless each other for the entrances into our bodies. We are women of dirt. We are women of
bone. We are women of mucus. We are women of light. We are women of words. We are saved. We
are blessed. We are saved.’

Our hands dropped to our sides, then once more found each other and we stepped through the



bodies broken by ecstasy into each other'sarms.

Thelobby of Paul'sold office building looked pretty much likeit had on that last day, thirteen years
ago, the dark wood panels, the brass knobs and fittings, the tiles with their soft coloursfilling the floor.
For awhile, | just stood there, staring down at the mosaic of the Army of the Saints, asif the Founders
somehow could liberate me the way they'd liberated New Chicago. Findly, | just shrugged and stepped
up to the row of elevators.

On theway over, I'd wondered if 1'd remember which oneit was. Now, there was no question in my
mind. Not that it mattered, for before | could even press the button the correct door did open. He was
waiting for me. | took alook around to make sure no one was following me, but it was Saturday and the
lobby was empty save for afew tourists who just wanted to photograph the floor. As soon as | stepped
ingde, the door did shut behind me,

'Héllo, Paul,' | said. The steel column shone for amoment and | ran my hand aong it. It was a pretty
nice one, not quite so extravagant as the one in the Stock Exchange, but polished, with red hair or a
decent imitation. 'Maybe we should go somewhere,’ | said. The eevator rose so smoothly | could hardly
detect the movement or just when it stopped, but | assumed we were between floors.

'Look,' | said, 'l needed ... | wanted to talk with you. I'm sorry. For staying away so long. It's
just ... it'sjust that it's taken me along time to understand somethings.' | shook my heed, trying to get all
my thoughtsinto the right order. 'l guess| avoided seeing you—coming here—or any of your other
places—I just couldn't deal withiit. | didn't want to think about it. But then—well, Alison came back. But
you know that. If you can recognize me, you can probably recognize her aswell.'

| stopped for amoment, asif he might want to reply, then redlized how impossible that was and
smiled. It was hard talking to someone who couldn't answer, or show any recognition at al. But | till had
to say it. "You know, | tried redly hard to blame Alison. And if not her, then me. Or the government. Or
the Living World. But | kept leaving someone out. Y oul.

'Shit. | wish | could hug you. What I'm trying to say is, | wanted to seeyou asavictim. But |
understand now, Paul. No one forced you into this eevator. Y ou saw the snakes asclearly as| did. You
were making achoice. LisaBlack Dust 7 had given you ataste of something and you decided you just
didn't want to giveit up. Oh, Paul." | half raised my arms, asif | redlly would wrap them around that sted!
house holding him. But the damn husk wasjust too thin. Too thin and too hard.

| said, 'l love you, Paul. Y ou made a choice. Desire over safety. | wish you hadn't. But I've just got to
accept that you did what you wanted to do. And that's okay. It hasto be. | loveyou.'

Sparksflew off the sted column and just for a second it seemed to double in Size, with the jewelson
top looking almost like eyes. But then the sparks died and Paul was gone again, leaving only adull metal
tube. 'Goodbye," | whispered. Maybe, | thought, he'd gone to some other elevator, where someone
needed him morethan | did. | pressed the button for 'G’; in amoment, the door opened on the lobby.

Outside, | passed an open magazine kiosk with a portable television perched on astool in the corner.
A crowd of about thirty people stood pressed together, blocking the sidewalk asthey tried to get agood
view. Though | knew what they were watching | went and joined them, just to seeit.

It was the news conference, of course. Alison, Timmerman and Margaret
Light-At-The-End-Of-The-Tunnel 23. They were standing in aneet row, Alison in her blue silk suit,
Timmerman without his mask, Tunnd Light in the same black outfit sheld worn in the park. Probably it
was her skin, with nothing undernegth it.

It was Alison'sturn to speak. Leaning towards the cluster of microphones, she was explaining the
method by which Arthur Channing had manipulated the Devoted Ones. | couldn't hear much. It didn't



matter. | just slood and watched her, Alison Birkett, and my body so filled with love, like helium, that |
amost expected to float up into the air like Ingrid Burning Snake when she told the story of The Empty
Daughter'. Instead, a couple of teenage girls pushed me aside, trying to get a clearer view.

Maybethey'll fal inlove with her, | thought. Cut out her picture from magazines. Trying not to laugh, |
turned from the crowd and headed on home, smiling happily as| thought of Alison'sbody lying beside
me



