DON WEBB
THE EVIL M RACLE

Martha WIls made the down paynent on the Starlight Mdtel in 1966 in nmenory of
her only love. Now in 1992 she is sixty-seven and wondering if there is a
chance

of selling it in aterrible real estate market. And there are the spiders.

The tarantul as-- big furry black ones-- had al ways been a problem Just one of
t hem paddi ng across the asphalt would bring a Yankee tourist scream ng for
his)or nore likely his famly's) life. Across the highway the old prairie dog
town was full of 'em and they became quite frisky in the warm weat her. Mrtha
knew t hem as harnl ess. You damm near had to step on one to get himto bite
you.

As a child she and her brother Billy used to fish 'emout of holes wi th bubble
gum You'd get your well-chewed bubbl e-gum -1ong, dangly, and pink -- and
you' d

lower the string into a prairie dog hole. You'd pull up a tarantula and sw ng
"emround--sort of a living hairy yo-yo. Tourists didn't relate well to this
story. Next were the garden spiders. Bl ack-and-white wonders of the spider
worl d, they coul d' ve been designed by Picasso. They spun huge webs to glisten
rose wi ndowlike with the norning dew. Usually she'd have one on the roses out
front and one in the bear grass out back. But this year they were everywhere

[ inking guests' cars with their sticky floss; obscuring doorways, filling the
al um num steps which led to the diving board of her pool. Martha had taken to
getting up at dawn and dewebbi ng the pl ace.

Finally there were the brown recluses. A different matter. They were one of

t he

truly poi sonous species. The bite could be fatal. Martha's cousin was once
bitten. The tissues of his leg turned black and snelled of rot. Wen nonths

| ater-- Robert had heal ed, he was mi ssing a handful of leg. The tiny brown
recluse likes to sleep in shoes and other tight places. Martha had found six
in

the twenty-seven years she owned the Starlight. Three of the six she had found
| ast nonth. She figured that the spider increase was sonmehow due to pesticide
use. She'd half-slept through a TV novie with that thene. She didn't tel
anyone

about the spiders. She didn't want runmors to start. Brown recluses could kill
In the days when the Starlight catered to an interstate tourist trade, a death
woul d have neant not hi ng. Somebody from New York/ Ontari o/ Al abama had di ed. So
what . ? Who cares? But the snmall patronage the Starlight now enjoyed was
connected to the hospital. Her clients were the fanilies of the patients. They
cane in fromnearby little towns and left after cures, deaths, or |oss of

hope.

But they recomended the Starlight to their plagued nei ghbors. Cheap and

cl ean,

they said, in wal king distance of the hospital and the McDonal d's. One death
fromspiders -- or even the notion that such a death was likely -- would cl ose
the Starlight by the sane word of nouth that kept it open

Mart ha hadn't told her niece or her nephews that she was going to sell the
Starlight. If she told them- she'd have to do it. 'Cause she's that way.
VWnen

don't make it in the business world if they appear indecisive. It was like M.
Rhei ms said, you have to have fire in your heart and ice in your veins. M.



Rhei ms represented the appearance of love to her. Perhaps she even | oved him
Hi s name was John

It was early in the norning and the maids hadn't arrived. Martha turned on the
[ awn sprinklers. Just so. Any nmore and people's cars would get wet, any |ess
and

the grass wouldn't. She said good morning to Ms. Abrams, who was already on
her

way to sit in the ICU waiting room Promised her that she'd pray for M.

Abr ans.

She renpved the web across the office door and went inside to make her first
pot

of decal

Across the quiet highway she noticed one of her guests doing something very
strange

The fell ow had checked in over a week ago. Martha had been preparing for bed
the Starlight hadn't had a night clerk in three years -- when someone hit the
buzzer in front. Waring her peach-col ored fuzzy bat hrobe, she had checked him
in. He wore this khaki outfit; if he had a pith hel net, she woul d' ve sworn he
was on safari. He had known her nane.

"You're Martha WIlls, right? That's what | was told, Martha WIlls."

It was | ate and she hadn't asked who or why, but she wondered. Fol ks al ways
tal k

about the Starlight, never about Martha. She didn't think anyone had nentioned
her by nane since she won $100 by being the ten thousandth customer at a Food
Ki ng.

But the strange man in khaki -- what was his nanme? -- was picking up bits of
spider web with tweezers. He was putting the webs in sonme kind of tiny glass
test tube. One strand per tube. He capped each tube with a bl ack rubber

st opper,

then carefully put the tubes into a case specially fitted to hold them

Her secret was out. This was some kind of scientist here to study the spiders.
Her heart sped up. Her doctor had told her to avoid excitenment and coffee. Her
heart sped up and this scared her. It was alnost a pain to feel this feeling
in

her chest.

She gripped the snmooth wooden counter with the thunb and index finger of her
| eft hand. She could feel her pulse through her fingertip. She would have to

relax -- have to use the nmethod she learned at Amarillo Community Coll ege.
Rel ax, now, relax. Rel ax between each beat. \Wen she felt calm she | ooked at
the tar-brown nail of her thunmb and wi shed for the mllionth tinme she coul d
gi ve

up snoki ng.
She couldn't see the strange man fromthe w ndow of the nmotel office.

Hs nane was din Fletcher, and inmmediately it becane Dr. Fletcher in her
m nd.

She decided to call a realtor that afternoon. The realtor cane along with a
phot ographer. He shot the Starlight fromseveral angles while his boss drank
iced tea with Martha. They agreed on the truths and lies that could be used to



sell the notel. The realtor cautioned her against any kind of For Sale sign
That al nost al ways scared away guests. In fact, Martha nmight want to run sone

undet ectabl e pronotion to fill up the units. The realtor couldn't prom se a
sale--it was a slow market--but if Martha could wait six to twelve nonths, the
realtor was willing to work with her. Then the realtor nmentioned a figure. It

was twenty thousand nore than Martha was even hoping for. She shoul d' ve cone
to

this decision |long ago. The realtor also told Martha that the housi ng market
was

wor se, and when the tinme cane to move fromthe Starlight she was sure she
coul d

find Martha an affordabl e house in town.

Move fromthe Starlight. She hadn't quite figured that part yet. Damm Dr.
Fl et cher.

She served the realtor sone carrot cake. She bought it froma shop in town and
carefully put it on her grandmother's green platter. Everyone thought it was
her

own. She pushed her gold-ri med spectacles up the sl ope of her sweat-shiny
nose.

She | ooked outside and saw that Dr. Fletcher was pestering the photographer

Fl etcher had finally donned a pith helmet. Wat did he think he was -- on
safari.? Trying to talk the photographer into shooting sone footage of the
quai nt aboriginal notel.? Please, God, don't |et him say anything.

She'd lost track of what the realtor was saying; and now the realtor was
| eavi ng, and she hoped she didn't look like a senile fool. Danmt she wasn't
ol d. She was just distracted. She'd always been distracted by the Starlight.

The real tor and the photographer left. Martha heard the doors slanm ng shut on
their white station wagon -- the sound of gravel as they sped off in the dry
Texas heat. She wondered if she had agreed to anything. This was the worst it
had ever been. She was letting words nake solid |ife decisions for her and she
didn't even know what the words were. She'd let her life drift into this state
of di sconnectedness. She was worse off than the Starlight. Both were real only
in the past, sharing the fate of ruins -- saggi ng shapes and spiders.

She woul d put a few things right, though, and one of them would be Dr.
Fl et cher.

Her chance cane two days later. Fletcher stood in front of the Starlight on

t he

tiny strip of Bernuda grass that separated the asphalt of the parking lot from
t he asphalt of the highway. He adm red the burnt orange sunset broken by the
Spanish tile roof of the Veterans Hospital. He nust have heard her wal k up
behind himfor at the perfect nmonent he waved his right armto the sky and
sai d,

"It looks |ike an opened paradise."

She al nost fell backwards, because the same words had been said to her
twenty-seven years before. Her blood nust're collected in her feet, which
suddenly seened made of |ead, and her voice nust've gone there too for when
she

spoke she had to |ift each word against the gravity of the whole earth. "How
poetic," she said, and thought it was the nost stupid and flat thing she had
ever said in her life -- save for when she had said those sane words
twenty-seven years before. And then it had been worse because she had said

t hem

to a man whom she had just fallen in love with. A Mata whizzed by with its



bass

so |l oud she could feel it in her hollow chest. She | ooked hard at this strange
man in the safari suit. It couldn't be the sane nan. He had his height, but it
couldn't be the same man. It couldn't be the same man, because this man

br ought

fear and di sappoi ntment and t he other had brought | ove and hope. It was a
terrible thing to be an innkeeper because your guests were always bringing you
enotions fromtheir strange, far-off |ands.

"You think so?" he said. "I'"'ma lonely nan and | onely men are given to
poetry."

She woul d break the pattern. She would say sonething different. She had to
renmenber. Ah! she knew -- coment on somet hing new.

"I like the way the orange light shines on the netal of the new water tower,"
she said. It was awkward as hell, but at least it was original

He | ooked at her with his little green eyes filled with hate. She knew she had
stopped him at sone gane he was playing, but she wasn't sure that she had done
a

good t hi ng.

"The man taking pictures told me that you were going to sell this place."

"Are you interested in buying it?" | wuldn't sell it to you/or a kazillion
dol I ars, she thought.

"Me. No. Even as interesting a site as it is." He shook his head. "It would
tie
me down too nuch."

He turned to face the Starlight, and she automatically turned as well.
Toget her
t hey began wal ki ng toward the office.

"Could | get you sonething? A Coke? | like to do special things for ny
cust oners
who stay for weeks.'

She would find out his gane.
"Not yet," he said. "Not yet."

And before she could say anything el se, she saw Ms. Abrans wal king like a
wooden zombi e. Her cheeks were shiny with tears. Martha renmenbered that she
hadn't prayed for M. Abrans. She went toward the grieving wonan, inmmersed in
her real life's work. It was only nuch later after she had literally tucked
Ms.

Abrams into bed that she thought of the neaning of "Not yet, not yet."

Martha's rel atives came the next day and it was |like a funeral

She had called themat eleven o' clock in the norning -- her nephews Bill, at
hi s
dry cl eani ng shop, and Ral ph, at the Frame-1t-Yourself in the mall; and her

ni ece Sarah, at the Credit Bureau. Apparently the three of them had deci ded
anong thensel ves that if Aunt Martha ever sold the Starlight, she nust be in
bad

health and soon to die. Or at |east soon to be a burden. Sarah, along with the
two nephews, drove up in her slate-blue Ford Escort. They stayed inside the
car



for a few m nutes tal king among thensel ves. Mart ha wat ched them t hrough the
of fice's bay w ndow.

When they canme in they tal ked too | oud as though she was deaf. They were
overly

solicitous. They kept telling her to sit down and not to fuss. Sarah's nouth
said that Aunt Martha could cone live with her; although Sarah's eyes said she
Wul d rather go to the dentist seven thousand tinmes instead. Bill and Ral ph
wer e

full of information on the wonderful retirement communities the city had to
offer. It seemed that there was the place that began as a sort of apartnent--
"Just like being a guest at the Starlight"-- and then as she deteriorated she
could be eased into nursing home-type care. A sinple gentle process perfectly
tied with the dimmng of the Iight.

She told themthat she was getting her own house. A house away fromthem They
could just leave. And she cried and they left.

Thi s had never happened before.

She had just called themout of courtesy; they had no place in her life. If
John
hadn't left. No.

She had been with hima nmonth in 1966. He had brought her |ove and nystery and
magi c. She'd been a maid then and the Starlight a nore prosperous

est abl i shnent

living on the lifebl ood of Route 66. He had changed her life so nuch that she
knew she woul d have to hold onto this place.

He had told her that a certain kind of man neets a certain kind of woman and
both are changed by the experience. This can happen at the nost unlikely

pl aces,
but at likely times. There is a tine when a man has reached a certain stage of
hi s personal devel opnent -- that only a certain woman coul d excite | ove,

i magi nation, and will.
And for that worman, of course, there was only that certain man.

After they had known each other for a week (and had only made | ove once), he
took her to a used book store and bought her a copy of CGoethe's Faust. He read
to her about Gretchen-- not at the beginning of the play, but at the end. Wen
Faust's damation is near -- when he has pushed his powers and know edge to

t he

max and only Hell awaits. Yet Gretchen's prayers open Heaven's gate for him
Her

| ove and constant devotion translate himto a state of glory and know edge of
God.

But Faust abandoned G etchen, she had sai d.

"He did what he had to do," he said. "He stuck to his quest."

"But he was evil," she said.

"He sought know edge and power. Is that evil? Perhaps it's just breaking the
human hori zons. Galileo was evil when he noved the center of the universe from
the earth to the sun. Fromthat understandi ng we have the space program
Soneday

we'll even have a man on the moon. Is it evil to want know edge and power? W



send our kids to college so they can get an educati on and a good job. CQur
nation

is full of tiny Fausts, but we have forgotten the inportance of love in the
equation. "

He had said many strange and wonderful things and she knew how Eve felt
listening to the Serpent in the Garden. Early on she realized that he woul d
sonmeday abandon her. She didn't think it would matter. Although she had never
known | ove before -- she had known sex and she had known friendship -- she

t hought that knowi ng how to | ove is enough. She would take that know ng and
use

it on an appropriate nan. None of these nystery nen stopping in for |ove and
magi c. She had tried. After that norning when she woke up al one, and realized
that it was really so-- she tried. She tried finding other men -- nen whose
pl ace was inside the city. She tried with nen she net through singles bars,
churches, adult educational prograns. There were wild times, fast tines, hard
ti mes but no | ove.

She tried to forget about John Rheins. But everything that called to | ove, the
| ove songs on the radio, a dingy Valentine card found in the street, the sun
in

t he sky, put John's face in her nind

Had it really been |ove? Could there have been |love in such a short tine? And
i f

he really felt the way she did, could he have left her? These questions were
wi th her always.

Three nonths after John's departure, she won a magazine distributor's
sweepst akes. She bought the Starlight from her boss, who was able to fulfill
hi s

lifelong dream of retiring to the Hanptons. Wile he contenplated the cold
North

Atlantic, she read detective novels and tried their methods at the scene of
t he

crinme.

For the first three years she was too busy to do anything except hope for his
i mm nent return. The address in the register proved to be false, but she hoped
that he would prove true. For the next three years she took to asking
traveling

sal esmen and prof essional vagabonds if they'd ever met anyone |ike John. Then
she bought the property next door-- put in sixteen nore units and a
restaurant,

and for six years she made noney hand over fist. She worked all the time and
didn't think much. She invested her noney wi sely. Wen her brother drank

hi nsel f

to death, she was able to send her nephews and niece to college. Good
col | eges,

too. A few nonths before her establishnent was totally bypassed by the new
busi ness | oop, she sold the restaurant and the sixteen units to her conpetitor
next door.

The kids cane back fromcoll ege and six quiet years passed. She devel oped
herself. She learned to paint. She took night classes at the comunity
col | ege.

She hired herself three assistant managers and she permitted herself a couple
of

vacations. She woke up one norning and was surprised to see her nmother in the
mrror-- so she stopped |ooking for love. It just wasn't dignified sonmehow



These were the years of the secret. She told no one of John, and if anyone
renenbered the nanme she advi sed them she was well over that. She thought that
i f

she spoke not--the nenory would | essen. Yet by hiding the secret in silence--
it

grew ever stronger until it became the driver of her life.

During the eight years that followed, as the Starlight began its decline,
Mar t ha

pul | ed her nmoney out. She never |let the place get run down or shabby after

all,

she lived there and one should take care of one's own environment. But she |et
some of the staff go, she put nore of her own salary into T-bills, she created
the economic nmeans to live out her life.

She had been thirty-ni ne when she net John. Now she was sixty-siX.

She was still surprised when she qualified for a senior discount. Someone
woul d

die in a dramatic fashion, and on the news they would say, "an elderly woman."
And Martha would find out that the woman was her age. Several friends from her
hi gh school class had shown up in the obituaries.

She shoul d have had the answers by now Instead, terrifying events were
threatening the order she took for granted.

She didn't sleep
Her arthritis was bad.

She felt somewhat better after a | ong hot shower. She wanted to confront Dr.
Fl etcher at dawn -- or as soon thereafter as she coul d.

She knocked on his door at 6:50. She knew she was waki ng up ot her guests, but
she plain didn't care. She knocked, waited, knocked, waited, and put her pass
key in the I ock. Just as she turned the key a chittering noise canme from

wi t hi n.

Her nerve failed. Dr. Fletcher said, "Later, Ms. WIls, later."” She went back
to

her room and t hrew up.

There was soneone in the office wanting to check out -- pissed off by the
early

nmor ni ng knocking. Martha WIIls' reflection was pale and sweaty in the office
wi ndow.

The day was | ong and she didn't eat anything. At sunset she ventured outside.
He

was standing on the strip of grass between the parking | ot and the old hi ghway
agai n. She was weak and kept falling in and out of visions from her past.

What ever unknown | odestone drew her to this neeting, it had overcome her will.
Fl etcher raised his armto the magnificent sunset. "It |ooks |like an opened
par adi se. "

"How poetic," she said.

"I"'ma lonely man and lonely nmen are given to poetry," he said.

"It seens that poetry should attract the perfect audi ence.”



Fl etcher turned to her and said, "Now, Martha WIlls, now. W have said the
wor ds

and you know and believe that these words are not said here and now by
acci dent . "

"I know and believe," she said, and suddenly everything had that slow noving
clarity of a dream

They wal ked back to his room She sat on the green vinyl chair and he took a
smal |l brass jar fromhis suitcase on the dresser. The jar was sinple and
unadorned. It | ooked |like an ol d-fashioned jelly jar save for its material. It
seened very old. He unscrewed the jar; it nmade a noise |like a scratchy
seventy-ei ght on her grandnother's Victrola. The noi se was John Rheinm s voi ce.
He said, "You know, Martha, | only want one thing."

"1 know," she said.

"The jar," said Dr. Fletcher, "always makes those sounds. | found it ten years
ago in a market in Marrakesh. |'ve spent ten years trying to find out what it
means. | can't tell you the number of nights I've spent turning the lid again

and again. To find why the jar said these things, |I studied phonics,
statistics

-- at first it was a hobby. Then an obsession. Eventually | had to learn the
hi dden | ore of mankind, and | can tell you that it is a good thing that nany
t hi ngs are hidden."

"So you found out about John and me," she said. "Let ne ask you sonething. Do
you |l ove your little jar?

"It tortures, it tantalizes. For a while |I thought | loved it, but what it
woke

up in me is curiosity. All of the strange and beautiful things in ny life cane
fromnmy quest. Even now | don't know what's in the jar. It won't open. The

recording principle is sinple -- the technology is nysterious because of
reasons
of metallurgy. |'ve had offers of thousands of dollars frommateri al

scientists
for ny jar. So do you know what the words nean?"

"I know," she said. "But you haven't told ne about the spiders.”
"They al ways show up, "
I

don't know how the spiders fit in. They're another piece of the puzzle; so
what

do the words nean?"

he said. "They're always waiting when | get to a place.

For the first tine she saw anot her human being in Fletcher. H's green eyes
wer e
alive with want. This was someone who was |ike herself.

"I know," she said. "But you must tell ne where John is. | think | even
understand the spiders.™

"I don't know. A magician of Marrakesh, who lived in an artificial cave
beneat h

the city, recognized the voice. He said that it bel onged to someone who stood
outside the circles of time-- a voice sonmetines heard in the wind at the
sacred

sites of the nost ancient cities. Wat does he want ?"



"He wants ny forgiveness."

"WIl you give it to hinP"

"He is a devil, an evil man. He revolted agai nst God, having to know
ever yt hi ng.

But | |earned [ove fromhimand not from God."

"I learned curiosity fromhim | had to track down hundreds of people to

reconstruct your first meeting."
"Play the nessage again," she said.

He spun the lid on the small brass jar. "You know, Martha, | only want one
t hi ng. "

"And the |id never cones off?"

"Just round and round. |I'd thought of removing it by force, but | m ght
dest r oy
the very nystery |I'm seeking to answer."

Martha pulled herself up in her chair. She sat in a very dignified manner wth
her hands on her lap. "Play the nessage again."

"You know, Martha, | only want one thing."

"I forgive you for |leaving me, John, and | hope you have found what you
sought . "

There was a slight netallic ping! fromthe jar. Fletcher started to tw st at

t he

lid, but stopped hinmself. He had been so long apart fromhis nystery, his

bel oved, and he had to force hinmself to stay separate. He managed to ask, "You
sai d you knew about the spiders."

"I had forgotten. | don't know how | had forgotten this with nonths of spiders
showi ng up to change ny life. John has reached out to change ny life again. |
guess |'mready for retirenent. | guess |I'd been waiting to say the words,

t 0o.

He used spiders as a netaphor for his Wrk. He said that spiders were perfect
Fausti an creatures. They make their own worlds out of the material in their

bl ack hearts. Each is its own god; | objected to the netaphor. | told himthat
God had foreordai ned each spider to weave its web. Those perfect patterns of
symmetry that catch the norning sun are exanples of God's will. He said, '"I'Il
show you sone real magic sonmetinme. |'Il get spiders to nmake sonethi ng ot her

t han

a preordai ned web."'"

Fl etcher gave the lid another turn. It came off. The jar was enpty, but the
room

was suddenly filled with the fragrance of roses.

Then from beneath the bed, from behind the curtains, fromunderneath the crack
of the door-- they came. Spiders. Thousands, maybe millions of them Fletcher
dropped the jar and they scurried over to it. The jar was soon covered.

The swarm ng mass was organi zing. Tarantul as at the bottom garden spiders in
the mddle, brown recluses at the top. The mass split into three al nost



perf ect
ball's, one atop the other

Fl etcher | ooked at Martha and Martha | ooked at Fl et cher
There weren't any nore spiders comng in.

Mart ha rose. The spider snowran stood a foot taller than she. She wal ked to
it,

and after a monent of dreadful deliberation -- stuck her left hand into the
center of the garden spider ball. It felt lacy and dry inside -- like sticking
her hand into a pile of feathers. She felt around -- seeking the jar, which
she

presuned to be in the center. Her fingers found sonething |l ong and snooth. At
first she thought it was a pencil. As she grabbed it her index finger was

pricked by sonething sharp -- or maybe a spider had bitten her. She pulled it
out carefully.

In her left hand she held a single perfect black roses.



