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Jeffrey Ford
ThePortrait of Mrs. Charbuque

For Lynn,
singular, mysterious and beautiful

A NiceBit of Work

Much to my unease, Mrs. Reed positioned hersdlf, al evening, benegth or immediately to either side
of her new portrait. She had, for this occasion, worn the same black gown and diamond necklace | had
requested she wear when posing for me. Given the Situation, comparisons between God's work and my
own were unavoidable. | daresay the Almighty's origina was found somewhat wanting in the face of my
painterly revison. Whereas, in His unguestionable wisdom, He had gone for the grandiose in the
formation of her nose and saw fit to leave a prominent gap between the front teeth, | had closed ranks
and reduced to beautiful normalcy those aspects of her features that made her her. By using afaint shade
of rose and sparing the chiaroscuro, | had added a certain youthful radiance to the tone and eagticity of
her flesh, turning back the clock to but afew minutes after that earlier hour when these corresponding
changes would have seemed ludicrous.

Perhaps Mrs. Reed was wholly unaware of these discrepancies or, being aware of them, believed
that by standing as closeto her fairer double as possible she would permanently confuse artifice and
redlity in theminds of her friends and family. Perhaps she was hoping for some supernatura transmutation
between flesh and paint, as was the plot of Wilde's recent novel, The Portrait of Dorian Gray.
Whatever the case, she appeared to be beaming with joy. Asfor the rest of usin attendance, we were dll
uneasy conspiratorsin aplot to ignore the truth. Thankfully, her husband had spent asmall fortune on
good champagne for the unveiling and encouraged al to drink fregly.

Many of thefifty or so guestsfelt compelled to approach me and offer praise for my work, which if
not for the alcohol would have left my expression a perma-nent wince.

"Piambo, the rendering of the goldfish in the bowl on the table next to Mrs. Reed is spectacular. |
can count the very scales from here.”

"The barely wilting nasturtiumsin that Chinese vase behind her are so lifelike.”

"No one can capture the fold of agown asyou can, and my, how the diamonds sparkle.”

| politely thanked them dl, knowing that in the com-ing year | would be doing for some of them
precisaly what | had done for Mrs. Reed. When | thought | wasfinally to be left alone, Shenz, my
colleaguein the fine art of portraiture, sdlied up next to me. A short fellow, sport-ing one of those
close-trimmed beards that come to a point, he waswell known for an adherence to the tenets of the
Pre-Raphadlites and his portraits of the lesser luminaries of the Vanderbilt clan. Hiding hisimpish grin
behind alarge cigar, he stared across the spacious parlor at the portrait.

"A nicehit of work, Piambo," he said, and then dightly turned his head and shifted his eyesto look
up & me.

"Have some more champagne,” | whispered to him, and he quietly laughed.

"Salubrious istheword | would use," he said. "Y es, quite slubrious.”

"I'm kegping arunning tally,” | told him, "as to whether people appreciate the goldfish or the
negturtiums more.”

"Put me down for the nose," he said. "A truly ingen-ious economy of paint.”



" think that was Reed'sfavorite also. He paid me exorbitantly for thisone.”

"And wel he should,” said Shenz. "'l think your magic has enchanted hiswifeinto completely
forgetting hisindiscretion with that young salesgirl from Macy's. Forget about dl that new money his
ready-made shoe mills have pumped out; only your abilities could have saved his mar-riage and
respectability.”

"Lord knowsthereis much moreto it than smply painting,” | said. "Whois your next victim?"

"I've picked up acommission just this evening to immortalize the Hatstells corpulent offspring. A
pair of overfed little mongters | am contemplating drugging with laudanum to make them sit ill for me.”
Before depart-ing, he raised his champagne glass and offered atoast. "To art,” he said astherims of fine
crysta touched.

After Shenz left me, | took a seet in the corner next to a potted fern and lit my own cigar, sending up
asmoke screen behind which | could hide. By then | had had too many glasses of champagne, and my
head whirled. The light reflecting off the ornate chanddier hanging in the center of the room, combined
with theflash of jewery bedecking the better halves of New Y ork society's nouveau riche couples,
nearly blinded me. Snatches of conversation occasiondly legped out of the oceanic rum-blings of the
assembled guests, and in amatter of minutes| had heard pieces of discussions concerning everything
from the opening of the Columbian Exhibition in Chicago to the latest antics of that nightshirted child who
inhab-ited "Down Hogan's Alley," the World's new cartoon.

In my dazeit cameto methat | not only wanted but needed to be elsawhere. | realized that of late |
had been spending more time in chandeliered parlors, drinking myself to the verge of astupor, than | did
infront of the easdl. At that moment the sea of partygoers shifted, my eyesfocused, and | caught a
glimpse of Mrs. Reed standing now by hersdlf, staring up at her portrait. My view of her was from the
back, but | saw her dowly lift one arm and touch her hand to her face. She then turned quickly and
walked away. Aninstant later my view was again obscured by awoman wearing agreen silk gown, the
color of which reminded methat | wasfedling atwinge of nausea. | stubbed out the cigar in the potted
fern and then rose unsteadily. Luckily, without having to venture too far into the thick of the merri-ment, |
was ableto find the maid and request my coat and hat.

My plan had been to beat a hasty, unnoticed retreat, but as | made for the stairsthat led down to
the front door, Reed intercepted me.

"Piambo," he called, "you can't beleaving.”

| turned around and saw him standing there, weaving dightly, hiseyelids at haf-mast. Hewas amiling
his patented close-lipped Reed smile, which for al but those with a portraitist's keen ability to andyze
physical effects would seem amanifestation of goodwill itself. The man was handsome in amodern way,
with sideburns and mus-tache and features that gppeared chiseled into existence by Saint-Gaudens. He
was also lucky beyond measure, that was a certainty, but | tell you, what | saw when | studied him wasa
mechanized mill of ingncerity.

"Y ou are the guest of honor," he said, approaching me and putting his hand on my shoulder.

"Forgive me, Reed,” | whispered, "but | am guilty of trying to consumedl of that wonderful
champagne mysdlf. My head is spinning o, | need to get some air.”

He laughed out loud, and his racket turned the heads of nearby guests. | glanced momentarily at the
crowd in my embarrassment, and among al those faces, not know-ing the cause of Reed'sjoke but
laughing dong with him a my expense, | dso saw Shenz shake his head and glance at the celling asa
secret Sgna to methat, yes, Reed was an overbearing ass.

"Before you go, let me fetch the missus. I'm sure she would want to thank you and bid you
good-bye."

"Very well," | said. Reed disgppeared, and | stood star-ing down the long flight of steps toward the
porta of escape. A few moments later he returned with hiswife in tow.

"Piambo has pressing business acrosstown, dear,” he said to her. "He mugt, reluctantly, be on his
way. | thought you would want to thank him for the portrait.”

Mrs. Reed smiled, and | fixated on that gap between her teeth. In the daysthat I'd spent in her
presence, she had seemed amost devoid of personaity. She had been an obedient mode and not



unpleasant, but | had never tried to get at her true essence, because it had been indicated to me in not so
many words, by her husband, that inner spirit was not to be the point of the portrait.

She stepped forward in amanner to indicate that she was going to kiss my cheek. In that instant, as
she cametoward me, | caught afleeting glimpse of something more than the dull affect to which | had
grown accustomed. Then her lips grazed my face, and before she pulled back | heard her whisper ina
voice no louder than the sound of awet brush gliding across canvas, "1 hope you die." When shewas
again sanding before me so that | could see her entire countenance, she was amiling.

"Thank you, Plambo," she now said. Reed put hisarm around her, and they stood together asif
posing for awork meant to depict maritd bliss. Thefacility of vison | had trained for so many yearsto
see into the souls of those who sat for me, yet had ignored of late in an effort to render instead what
Shenz had termed the salubrious, suddenly engaged, and | beheld apale, mortaly weary woman in the
clutches of avampire. | turned and fled, sumbling dightly on the Sairs, dogged by the feding that might
attend the abandoning of achild fdleninto anicy river.

The M essenger

| passed up the hansom cabs that Reed had waiting to ferry his guests home. Turning to my left, | set
off south down Fifth Avenue, my head till spinning from the alco-hol and Mrs. Reed's whispered desire.
| pulled the collar of my coat up and the brim of my hat down, for it was asif summer had quietly expired
at some point during the party. A siiff breeze blew down the avenue a my back, carrying past my |eft
shoulder asheet of yellowing newsprint that flapped and flew beneath the gas lampslike the fleeing ghost
of that warm season. It waslate, and | had many blocks to walk to my home on Gramercy Park, but |
needed more than anything the air, the motion, the night, as an antidote to the staleness of the crowded
parlor and the false, fractured light of that damnable chanddier. The city Streetswere far from safe at that
bleak hour, but it was a certainty that no matter how vicious an assailant I might meet, he could never be
quite asingdi-oudy dangerous as Reed. | shook my head at the thought of what his poor wife had been
made to endure and how | had been awilling, abeit asomewhat unwitting, partici-pant in her torture.
What was evident to me now was that she had known al adong what the game was. Most likely for the
sake of her children, but also for her own survival, she had pretended to be enchanted by Reed's
pretense. If thiswasthefirst time, | doubted it would be the last, but now, with each future assault on her
dignity, the charm-ing, ageless beauty in my painting would forever bear witnessto the increasing ugliness
of her marriage and her life. That visage that was amost her, but not quite, was undoubtedly the woman
her husband wanted. In truth, the real Mrs. Reed had more in common with the goldfish trapped in the
bowl and the cut flowers|eft to wither in the ornate Chinese vase. | did not redize when | chose those
props how telling they would proveto be.

"Piambo, what have you become?’ | said to myself, and then realized | had spoken aoud. | looked
to seeif any passershy had heard me. But no, the few others out and about at that late hour continued
on, wrapped in their own desires and admonitions. During the day the city carried on like a hell-bent
millionaire genius, pursuing the future with afrenetic energy that would someday dlow it to overcomeits
quarry, but a night, while it dreamed, its streets were like the specter-haunted thoroughfares of a
deep-sea kingdom.

Even the streetcars moved a amore languorous pace, like great serpents swimming through a
darkness made thick by the cast-off regrets of the day. | forestalled answering my own question by
stopping at the corner of Thirty-third Street to peer across the avenue at the moon-lit remains of what
once had been the mansion of John Jacob Agtor. | had read in the newspaper that his son, to spite the
mother, was going to raze the old building and erect afine hotel. Thereit sat, haf dismantled, like the
rotting carcass of some behemoth washed ashore in apainting by Vedder. Here was a testament to the
corrosive power of the city's new wedth. Even the old gods and their legacies were not protected from
itsondaught. The new deity was fortune, and there was an army of Reeds willing to adjust their mora



barometersin order to join the priesthood. Its catechism trickled down from the upper reaches of
Manhattan Idand dl theway to the Lower East Side, where immigrant families chased the insubstantial
Spirit of what they could not readily grasp.

In the face of such apervasive societad mania, how was |, a mere painter, not also to be changed by
it? There had been atime not too long ago when photography estab-lished itsalf on the scene, and those
of my profession gasped and held their bregth in trepidation, envisoning afuture of poverty. But once the
well-to-do redlized that now it was possible for even apeon to have acheap copy of hislikeness, the
practice of commissioning portraits by accomplished painters exploded among the blue bloods and the
sdlf-made elite. After al, a photograph yellowed and cracked within ageneration or two, but an ail
paint-ing would carry its exated subjectsintact into the distant future. Then the blizzard of bills began to
fal, obscuring my view of what it was| had initially sought to accom-plish with my art. That iswhen |
came under the whip of that aspect of portraiture that John Sargent called the tyranny of vanity—al the
machinations and intricate webs of intrigue perpetrated by its patrons.

Since Sargent was the reigning king of portraiture, my own style had dowly metamorphosed into a
dightly lessresilient copy of hisdick realism. | should say | had a bet-ter take on it than most of my
contemporaries who were following suit, but till, there was only one Sargent, and | was not he. The
money and a certain fame came dong dl the same, though, and | had, amost without redlizing it, done for
mysalf what | had recently done for Mrs. Reed. With much lessto lose than she, | dso had opted for the
definite but invisible boundary of the goldfish bowl and so was aso withering insdelike those cut flowers
ensconced in the ornate vase that was my life.

As| waked on, thefresh air doing itsjob, it became clear to me that the important question was not
"What have | become?' but more "What am | now to do?' How was| to return to myself and paint
something of worth before | grew too old to care, too weak to try? | turned and looked at my shadowed
sef passing in the glass of ashop window, and it was at that moment | remembered apaint-ing | had
seen at the National Academy of Design ayear or so earlier. That work wastitled The Race Track or
The Reverse and had been painted by the enigmatic Albert Pinkham Ryder, originaly of New Bedford.
He now resided at an undistinguished address on East Eleventh Street and worked in acramped,
run-down attic studio on Fifteenth. | had met him briefly through Richard Gilder, the editor of Century
Magazine, who was aneighbor of minein Gramercy.

The painting was harrowing in itsimagery of thefig-ure of skeletd Death widding ascythe while
riding atop a horse racing alone clockwise around atrack. In the fore-ground was awrithing serpent and
in the background alowering sky rendered in shades of ochre, burnt senna, and some indistinguishable
but lurking scarlet that, together, perfectly captured the somber stillness preceding astorm. The piece
projected the raw emotion of dread, and anyone brave enough to have purchased it and hungitina
parlor would have been inviting anightmare into their home. That picture had truthsto tell and wasthe
oppo-site of thetechnicaly perfect, stylisticaly safe work of Sargent's that was so popular with the
moneyed class.

Gilder had told me that Ryder painted it after hearing the story of awaiter who had worked in his
brother's hotel. The poor fellow had scrupuloudy saved five thou-sand dollars and then logt it in oneféll
swoop on asingle race at Hanover. Following his loss he committed suicide. Thisthen was Ryder's
eulogy for him.

Ryder sold hiswork when there were buyers, but he worked regardless of money, toiling to capture
those thingsin paint that could not be expressed in words. By al accounts he was a strange fellow,
somewhat shy and retir-ing, who used anything at hand on his paintings—al cohol, candle wax, varnish,
oil. When his brushesfailed him, he supposedly used the palette knife to spread thick gobs of paint.
When the knifefailed him, he used his hands, and when the varnish did not bring forth the quality he
desired, it was said he used his own spit. He would paint apicture and, before it dried, paint another
over it. | would not say he was naive, but when I met him | sensed a pal-pable innocence about him.
With his calm demeanor, hislarge stature and full beard, he struck me as being like abiblical prophet.

| remembered encountering one of his seascapes when | was a young apprentice to my mentor, M.
Sabott. It was of asmal boat in awild ocean, and it radiated the over-whelming power of Nature and



the courage of the insignificant sailor in the prow. Sabott, who stood next to me, labeled it a muddle.
"Thisfdlow islike ababy paint-ing with his own shit upon the nursery wal. Thesgn of amagter is
restraint,” he said, and for some time that assessment stuck with me when | would happen upon one of
his canvases a Cottier & Co., hisgdlery, or a one of the juried shows. Sabott may have had a point,
but oh, to be that baby once again and revel in that sngular vision, ignoring the Reeds of the world and
their wedth.

An acquaintance of Ryder's had once quoted to me something the painter had writtento himina
letter. 1t went like this "Have you ever seen an inchworm crawl up alesf or twig, and then, clinging to the
very end, revolve for amoment intheair, feeling for something, to reach something? That'slikeme. | am
trying to find something out there beyond the place on which | have afooting.”

| made aleft at Twenty-first Street and headed toward my address, realizing that this was precisely
what | needed. Thetrick wasto reach beyond the safety of my present existence and rediscover myself
asan atist. My only fear wasthat in reaching out, | might grasp nothing. | had aready surmounted the
crest of my years and begun on the denouement. Or let ussay, | could fed the quick-ening wind in my
thinning hair. What if | wereto fail and on top of it lose my position as one of the most sought after
portraitistsin New Y ork? | thought again of Ryder's painting of Degth on horseback, and then of the fool
who had saved and squandered everything at once. After al my serious contemplation | was more
confused than ever. The pursuit of wedth and safety and the pursuit of akind of mord truth had
ingenioudy changed horses, so to speak, in midstream. My longing to be other than what | was had risen
to the surface, fraught with good intention, and then burst like abubble in champagne. | shook my head,
laughing aloud a my predicament, and that iswhen | felt something lightly strike my left shin.

| looked up to see aman leaning against thewall, and it gave me quite astart. | composed mysdlf
and said, "Excuse me, Sir," not without an air of irritation. He with-drew the black walking stick with
which he had accosted me, and stepped forward. He was quite large but old, with a short white beard
and aring of white hair forming a perimeter to his otherwise bald scalp. Histhree-piece suit was pae
violet, given interesting undertones of green by the glow of the street lamp near the curb. Thisunusud
play of light took my attention for amoment until | looked him in the face and was Startled by the
discovery that his eyes had logt the ditinction of pupil and iris and clouded to auniform whiteness.

"I believe you are the one who sgns his paintings Piambo," he sad.

Anythingill to do with the eyestruly upsets me, and it took me afew momentsto recover from the
sght of his."Yes" | sad.

"Watkinisthename," hesad.

"And?' | asked, expecting him to put the touch on me for some change.

"My employer would like to commission you to paint her portrait,” he said in asoft voicethat held a
hint of menaceinitsprecison.

"I'm afraid I'm engaged for monthsto come,” | said, wanting to be on my way.

"It must be now," he said. " She will have no other but you."

"| admire the good woman'staste, but I'm afraid | have given my word on these other projects.”

"Thisisajob like no other," he said. "Y ou can name your price. Teke dl the other commissionsyou
have given your word on, tally the amount you would have received, and she will tripleit.”

"Who isyour employer?' | asked.

He reached into the pocket of hisjacket and retrieved arose-colored envelope. The manner in
which he prof-fered it, not so much to me but to the universe a large, assured me now that he was blind.
| hesitated, sensing that | did not want to become involved with this Mr. Watkin, but there was

something in theway he had said "ajob like no other” that made me findly reach out and takeit.

"l will considerit," | said.

"Good enough, good enough,” he said, amiling.

"How did you know to find me here?' | asked.

"Intuition,” he said. With this, he angled the walking stick out in front of him, turned to face west, and
brushed past me. He intermittently tapped the tip of the stick against the building facades as he went.

"How did you know it wasme?" | called after him.



Before he disappeared into the night, | heard him say, "The smell of sdlf-satisfaction; apervasive
aromaof nut-meg and mold.”

Firs Wind of Autumn

According to my pocket watch it was 2:05 A.M. by thetime| finally arrived home. The creak of the
door closing behind me echoed faintly through the ftill rooms. | immediately turned on dl thelampsin the
parlor and the front hallway (electricity had recently cometo Gramercy) and set about building afirein
the main fire-place to offset the sudden appearance of autumn. | threw an extralog on asif to curethe
chill that had spread through me from the insde out upon hearing that damn Watkin's closng remarks.
The mold part of hisassessment | had avague understanding of, like aghost creaking floorboardsin the
attic of my conscience, but nutmeg? "Wheat in hdll does nutmeg have to do with anything?' | said doud,
and shook my head.

| knew that no matter how late the hour, deep would not readily come. A nervous tension resulting
from theincident at Reed's and my subsequent crackpot rumina-tions had left me wide awake, with no
recourse but another visit with the demon rum. | picked up aglass, the bottle of whisky, and my
cigarettes and retired to my stu-dio, where | dways did my best thinking. That vast space was also wired
for dectricity, but | choseto leave the lamps off and instead light a sngle candle, hoping the shadows
might lull meinto weariness.

The studio, which was attached to the back of my house, was nearly aslarge asthe living quarters.
Ironicaly, it was the wedlth that resulted from those por-traits | had spent al night disparaging that
enabled me to design and have the studio built to my exact specifications. | had included afireplaceto
alow meto work therein any season. Three |arge tables topped with expensive teak-wood, which was
hard enough to resist the insults of pen nibs, razors, and pallet knives, were positioned around the room.
One hed my painting equipment; another, the materids | sometimes used to make wax models as
sudies; and thelast, which | did not bother with much anymore, the stones and various inks and solutions
for lithographs.

My drafting board, its surface composed of the same hardwood as the tabletops, was an
outlandishly ornate piece of furniture with lion paws for feet and aternating cherub and demon faces
decorating the legs. During one of hisfrequent visits, Shenz had said, "'l don't believe | could muster the
presumption to create upon that dtar.”

The most remarkable aspect of the studio was the system of pulleys and gears that operated the
overhead skylight. By merdly turning acrank handle, | could draw back the celling and dlow the fresh
light of morning to flood the room. When lit by the sun, what with al the materids, the paintingslining the
walls, the drips and puddles of bright color everywhere, the place appeared to be akind of wonderland
of art. That night, though, as| sat there Spping my whisky in the dim glow of the single taper, it showed
quite another side. If it were possible to peer through the eye of a madman into the chamber of hismind,
it might resemble the shadowed, cluttered mess | now beheld.

Thefailed and refused portraits that hung on al four walls of the studio made up the family | had
only recently so longed for in my midlife loneliness—adozen or so of kin, framed, suspended by tacks
and wire, glazed into stasi's, and composed not of flesh but of dried pigment. The blood of my linewas
linseed oil and turpentine. It had never before struck me with so much force how poor a substitute they
were for thered thing. My own dogged pursuit of fortune had brought me many fine things, but now they
al seemed less subgtantia than thetrail of smokerising from my cigarette. My gaze followed its spirding
upward course, while my mind drew me back and back, rummaging through my memories of earlier
days. | sought to recall the precise moment when those seeds were planted that would latently germinate
and blossom into the present flower of my discontent.

My family had come to Americafrom Forence some-time back in the early 1830s and settled on
the North Fork of Long Idand, which at the time was little more than pas-ture and wood. The name
Piambotto, my full surname, waswell known asfar back as the Renai ssance as belong-ing to aline of



artisans and artists. Thereis mention in Vasari of acertain Plambotto who had been afamous painter.
Although my grandfather had been forced to take up farming when arriving in the New World, he had
continued to paint gorgeous landscapes every bit as accomplished as those of Cole or Constable. Until
but afew years ago, | would gtill see hiswork from timeto time at auction or hanging in agdlery. He, of
course, retained the name Plambotto, as did my father. It was|, now living in thiswhirlwind age of
truncated moments with an emphasis on brevity, who shortened it. | sgned my work Piambo, and to one
and dl | was Piambo. | don't believe even my intimate friend, Samantha Rying, knew | had spent my
early years spesking Italian and that my first name wasredly Fiero.

My family moved from the wilds of eastern Long Idand to Brooklyn during the building boom that
prompted someto think that eventually Manhattan would become merdly an addendum to its neighboring
borough. My father was an interesting fellow, reminiscent of the ancient Greek Daeddusin that hewasa
supreme artificer. He was aremarkabl e draftsman and an equally accomplished inventor who had the
ability to give phys-cal form to the varied products of hisimagination. | wastoo young & thetimeto
remember exactly how things transpired, but during the Civil War, because of hisrenown asamachinist
and engineer (he was completely sdf-taught in both fields), he was solicited by the powersin Washington
to create weapons of war for the Union army. In addition to making some partsto, of dl things, a
submarine, he also designed and built aweapon caled the Dragon. It was akind of cannon that used
compressed nitrogen to shoot astream of ail that wasignited asit spewed forth. It could hurl flames at
advancing troops from adistance of twenty yards. | remember having seen it tested and can tdll you it
was aptly named. This strange piece of artillery was used just once, at the battle of Chinochik Creek, and
its results were so horrific that the Union commander given responsbility for itsfirst deployment refused
to useit again. Hereturned it to Washington accompanied by aletter describing the ungodly scene of
rebel soldiers "running, screaming, con-sumed in flames. Human beings melted to skeletons before my
eyes, and the stink that hung in the air that day <till follows me no matter how far | travel from Chinochik.”
He confessed that the conflagration had been as demoralizing to his own troops asit had been to those of
the enemy.

Asaresult of hisinvention of the Dragon, my father wasinvited to New Y ork to receive amedd of
honor, aswell as his payment, from the military. 1, hisonly child, made thistrip with him. It wasthefirgt
time | was ever in the city, and my head swam with the sights and sounds of the exotic metropolis. We
went to a huge building with grand Roman arches, which | have never snce been ableto find again, and
he was given abag of gold and amedal by agroup of mustached men in ribbon-bedecked uni-forms.
Once the ceremony was over and we were again on the street, he lifted me up and hugged meto him.

"Comewith me, Piero,” he said, and set me down. Taking my hand, he led me swiftly down
crowded streets to another building. We entered and passed down long marble corridors lined with
paintings. | was dizzy from looking up at them. | begged him to stop and |let me exam-ine them more
closgly, but he pulled me dong by the hand, saying, "That is nothing. Come, | will show you.”

We entered an acove, and at its center was afountain that by way of some magical plumbing
produced amournful music. With the fine spray at our backs, he pointed up a M. Sabott's newly painted
magterpiece, The Madonna of the Manticores. The figure of the fair Madonna, whose placid outward
gaze evoked asense of utter calm in me, had no equal for beauty, and every single strand of hair, row of
ivory teeth, luminous red eye, and fatal stinger of the weird tripartite beasts prowling a her feet was
brimming with the energy of aberrant nature held tenuoudly in check.

"Here issomething," he said.

| was enchanted, and while | stood there with my mouth agape and my eyes wide, he whispered
urgently into my ear, "1 began life wanting to creete something as beautiful asthis, but dl my timeand
energy, al my talent, has gone to waste. Now | can only build machines of death for money. | have won
battles and in the process lost my soul. Create, Piero,” hetold me, clutching me by the shoulders. "Create
something beautiful, or lifeis mean-ingless”

Hewasto die the following year, when | was eight, cut to ribbons by awegpon he was developing
caled the Way Down, asdf-propelled tornado of shining blades. | had been helping him in his shop that
day and was unable to save him. | have erased the horrible imagery of that moment from my mind. Soon



after hewas buried, | began to draw, trying to capture hislikeness so as not to forget it. Asaresult, |
discovered | had inherited my father's cregtive ability. My mother encouraged meinthisdirec-tionasa
tribute to the husband she had loved.

| believe his spirit has somehow followed me through life, because years later, by astrange
coincidence, | was to become the apprentice of M. Sabott, artist of The Madonna of the Manticores,
as| am sure my father would have wished. Perhapsit was not the Reeds and their pitiful Situation or the
champagne or chandelier or even Watkin that had set me on this course of thought, but my father, from
the night's plutonian shore, sending me amessage imbued with such importance that it succeeded in
legping the chasm between life and degth and traveling to me on the first wind of autumn.

My evening finaly ended with the bottle haf empty. | was bleary-eyed and my head hurt, but |
remembered to blow out the guttering candle. | went to my bedroom, undressed, and lay down. The
birds had begun to sing across the street in the park, and for afew moments| studied an interesting
pattern on the wall projected by the moon shining through lace curtains.

Inmy deep | had amost disturbing dream of watching my father being rent to pieces by M. Sabott's
manticores. It was so vivid, soimmediate, | woke with a scream to the light of the sun now streaming
through the lace. My mouth was dry and my head thick from the alcohol and cigarettes. | felt nauseated,
but it did not stop me from scrabbling out of bed. | went directly into the parlor and found the jacket |
had worn the previous night. Digging into the pocket, | retrieved the rose-colored envelope Watkin had
handed me. | tore it open and pulled out a sheet of paper of the samerose color. Onit, writtenina
looping style, was an address. | recalled the old man telling me "ajob like no other” and in that instant
decided | would takeit.

My Patron

If I had gone about thingsintelligently, | would have waited to meet my mysterious new patron
before sever-ing the agreements | had made with those aready in linefor my services. Thiswasabold
move on my part; bolder than | had at first given mysdf credit for. With each missive | penned, gracefully
disengaging mysdlf from my promises, anew and stronger wave of doubt passed through me, and my
hand quaked dightly as| signed the last of them. All I could picture was that hapless hotel waiter at the
betting window, placing al his money on an oat-burning nag incapable of winning any race but the oneto
the gluefactory. Still, there was a certain thrill that also came aong with the act, and athough | felt
disaster hard upon my hedls, the future swept open like adoor before me. As| stepped through into a
nebulous world of light, that which had amoment before been an entrance suddenly became the solitary
exit. It dammed shut behind me, and al my nervous agitation was ingtantly replaced by asense of cam,
asthough | were now floating among the clouds like akite.

My tether, asit were, was my plan, if you could call it that. | would take Mr. Watkin's employer's
commission, do thework to the best of my ahility, craft any portrait the Sitter required, and then collect
the promised enormous payment. With the promised amount—triple what | had expected to receive over
the next year—I would be free to pursue my muse without want for quite along time. The prospect of
overthrowing the tyranny of vanity, of actu-aly painting something other than aface trembling with the
exertion of proving itsaf worthy to future centuries, buoyed me up. | tell you, it even reduced the effects
of my hangover. | daydreamed of traveling to an exotic location and taking my easdl outdoorsto capture
the ageless visage of Nature or, more important, journeying within mysalf to find and release those images
| had so long ignored.

After washing, shaving, and dressing in my best gray suit, | put on my topcoat and set out toward
Seventh Avenue to catch the streetcar uptown. The address on the sheet of rose-colored paper
undoubtedly belonged to one of those new monstrosities constructed in the last decade way up past
where the city's sprawl had by then extended. Designed and raised by the architectura firm of McKim,
Mead, and White, the residences of the upper reaches of Manhattan were a hodgepodge of classical
styles melded with the novelty of a contemporary New Y ork |ook— Byzantine meets Broadway, so to



speak. Congtructed with the finest imported marble and limestone, they were some of the most opulent
monolithsin the country. | had visited quite afew by way of atending partiesand in fulfillment of
commissions. The address was acomfort in that it indi-cated my patron would certainly have the means
to back up the outlandish deal Watkin had set before me.

Although the day had begun with sunshine, it was now growing overcast, and the cold wind that had
blown into town the previous night seemed determined to stay. Scraps of paper and dead |eaves scuttled
along the side-walk, and my breath came as steam. Others | passed were bundled up for the weather in
scarves and mittens, and | had to check my memory to recall what had become of my summer. | relished
the fact that painting was not like fac-tory or office work with set periods of |abor steadily reminding one
of the digntegration of precious hours, but it usudly left me with only avague sense of what day it was.
Most of July and dl of August and September had been swallowed whole by what was to become the
dissat-isfaction of Mrs. Reed, leaving me only afaint impression of their suffocating heet. Prior to that,
April, May, and early June, the delicate months of spring, were represented by the besotted Colonel
Ondow Mardedling, whose nose, with its eruptions and crevices had been atrue study in lunar
geography. All of my mature years presented them-salves as a gallery of the faces and figures of others. |
had to ask mysdlf, "Wherewas| indl of this?"

It waswell past noon when | findly arrived at my des-tination, atwo-story edifice with marble
columns, looking more like adowntown financid ingtitution than aresi-dence. Initswhite weight of stone
it exuded the solemnity of a mausoleum. The amethyst skies had opened the moment | eft the Streetcar,
and it was now raining rather fiercely. A huge maple tree standing before the house was losing its orange
five-pointed |leaves to the downpour, the brisk wind scattering them across the small lawn and the path
that led to the front door. | stopped for amoment to double-check the house number. Then came aflash
of lightning, and this prompted meto move.

| had barely withdrawn my hand from the brass knocker when the door opened inward. There
before me stood Mr. Watkin, his head with its milky-white eyes shifting rapidly from sideto side.

"May | hep you?' he asked.

| did not spesk immediately, waiting to seeif the old man could again place me by my scent.

Just when | thought | had caught him off guard, he sniffed the air ddicately and said, "Ah, Mr.
Piambo. Good choice, Sr. Please, comein out of the storm.”

| remained Slent, wanting to give him no satisfaction.

He ushered meinto an antechamber off the foyer and ingtructed me to wait there while he
announced my arrivd to the lady of the house. To my amazement, what was hanging over the divan on
the wall facing me but an orig-inal Sabott. | recognized the piece immediately as one | had worked on
while an gpprentice in my mentor's studio. It was caled At Sea—afanciful portrait of Mr. Jonathan
Monlash, awell-known ship's captain of the seventies with afamous predilection for the effects derived
from smoking hashish. | had been no more than twenty at the time the work was done, and | could il
recall the old sailor's high spirits and unfailing sense of humor. If | remembered cor-rectly, | had painted
some of the demons dancing in adizzying whirl around the head of the long-faced subject. At Monlash's
ingstence, Sabott had rendered him with the nozzle of the hookah between hislips. Though made of
pigment, the billows of gray-blue smoke issuing from the sde of his mouth were so airy they seemed to
beralling and rising. | shook my head at the sight of thislong-lost friend, knowing the piece must now be
worth asmall for-tune. So distracted was | by the discovery of the portrait, | forgot where | was and did
not notice Watkin's return.

"Thisway, Mr. Piambo," he said.

"Whereisyour violet suit today, Watkin?' | asked as| followed him out of the chamber and down a
dark hallway.

"Violet?' hesaid. "l don't recdl owning aviolet suit. Perhapsyou are thinking of the puce.”

He led me through a sumptuoudy decorated dining room with crystal lamp fixtures whose reflections
gparkled in the mirrorlike gloss of along table. The walls were hung with paintings 1 recognized as
originas by renowned artists, old masters aswell as contemporaries of mine. We passed through a study
lined with floor-to-ceiling bookshel vesfilled with lesther-bound volumes, and then down ahalway



paneled with aromatic cedar, no doubt from L ebanon.

Finaly we came to aroom at the very back of the house. My guide opened the door and stepped
asde, motioning with hishand for meto enter. Asl did, it struck me that Watkin had navigated the entire
journey through the heavily furnished roomswithout ahitch. | didn't remember so much asone of his
fingerstouching awadl to find his place.

| found myself alonein alarge, nearly empty space. There were no adornments here, and there was
hardly any furniture to speak of. The ceilings were at least fifteen feet high, and there were two arched
windows on ether of the sdewalls. Theleft-hand view was of afading rose gardenintherain, afew
paeydlow petdsgtill clinging to ssems. The opposite view showed a piece of the neighboring housg, its
architecture silhouetted againgt the drab sky. To the very left at the back, there was an open door,
revealing ashadowed stairway leading up. The floor was magnifi-cent, of apae mapleinlaid with
arabesques of adarker wood and waxed to a high sheen. The walls were papered with agreen and gold
flord design on a cream back-ground. At the very center of the room there stood a screen, five feet tall,
congisting of three panelsin hinged cherrywood frames. On these pandls, the color of old parchment, was
depicted a scene of falling brown leaves.

Positioned in front of the screen was a smple wooden chair with a short back and wide armrests.
Watkin, who had stepped into the room behind me and shut the door, said, "Y ou areto St in the chair.
My employer will be with you momentarily.” | waked forward, my steps echoing as| went, and did as|
wastold. The moment | sat down, | heard the door open and close again.

| was excited a the prospect of finaly meeting my patron, and concentrated on gaining amodicum
of com-posure so asto better represent mysalf when she appeared. Theitem | focused on in order to
effect thiswas the subject of what price | would ask for the commission. If Watkin had spoken truthfully,
shewaswilling to part with an extraordinary amount of money. | smiled at the great sumsthat dithered
through my thoughts like edl's, and practiced whispering oneto seeif | could speek it in avoice that
would not betray my awareness of how ridicu-lousit was. The first sounded convincing enough, but
when | tried anumber afew digits higher, | was startled by avague noise from behind the screen in front
of me.

"Hdlo?' | sad.

There was no response, and 1 was beginning to think that the insubstantial sound of someone
clearing histhroat had come from my own conscience, directed a my plan of artistic piracy. Asl was
about to return to my prices, the sound came again.

"Hello, Mr. Piambo," said a soft, female voice.

| froze for amoment and then spoke loudly enough to indicate my embarrassment. "1 didn't know
anyone wasthere."

"Yes. Wdll." She paused dightly, and | leaned forward. ™Y ou may call me Mrs.Charbuque,” she
sad.

TheOnly Stipulation

| tried torecal if | had ever heard the name before, but nothing cameto mind. "Very well then,” |
said. "A pleas-ure to make your acquaintance.”

"Watkin tels me that you have agreed to paint my portrait,” she said, the pandls of the screen lightly
vibrat-ing the sound of her words.

"If we can make the appropriate arrangement, | am quite interested,” | said.

Then she mentioned asum that was far beyond even the most dazzling | had dared to consider.

| couldn't help mysdlf. Taking adeep breeth, | said, "That is alot of money."

"Yes" shesad.

"l don't want to seem impertinent, Mrs. Charbuque, but may | ask why we are speaking with this
screen between us?'

"Becalise you may not see me, Mr. Plambo,” she said.



"How thenam | to paint you if | cannot seeyou?' | asked, laughing.

"Did you think | would offer you such agreat amount of money for an ordinary portrait? Money |
have, gr, but | am not afool with it."”

"Forgiveme," | said. "'l don't understand.”

"Surely you do, Mr. Plambo. Y ou must paint me with-out seeing me," she said.

| laughed again, thistime louder, in ratio to my grow-ing confusion. "1 would think Mr. Watkin, who
navigates the complexity of the city without benefit of sight, would be better suited to the task."

"Watkin has his abilities, but painting is not one of them,” she said.

"Can you give me an idea of how this might work?" | asked.

"Certainly. You will vist me here, St before my screen, and ask me questions about mysdlf. From
theinformation | give, my voice and my stories, you will con-gtruct in your mind an image of me, which
you will then render on canvas.”

"Excuse me, but I'm afraid that soundsimpossible” | said.

"Impossible, Mr. Piambo, isaword | have found carrieslittle meaning. | agreethat it is difficult,
but | have my reasons for making such an odd request. All you need do is paint afine portrait, which |
know you are more than capable of. If, though, you should succeed in capturing my exact likeness, | will
doublewhat | have dready offered. Thereisno possibility of faillurefor you, and there is a chance that
you will walk away from this commission extremdy wedthy.”

As she spoke, | tried to form a picture of her from the sonorous voice that seemed now to issue
from every point in the room. In my mind'seye | caught aglimpse of chest-nut locks gathered upina
bun, but as soon as she began to speak again, that knot of hair came loose and tumbled down into a
whirl of perplexity.

"The only stipulation isthat you cannot see me. If for some reason you should not be able to contain
your curiosity and try to gaze upon me, the commission will beimmediately canceled and you will be
severdly punished for your impertinence. Isthat understood?!

"Punished?’ | said.

"1 will not be had by your eyes. Should you force the Situation, | warn you that Watkin, who has
certain—how shal | say it—skills, will ded with you. Don't be so fool-ish asto underestimate his
proficiency,” shesad.

"Please, Mrs. Charbuque, I'm agentleman. | can assure you that will not be necessary.”

"For my part,” shesaid, "1 will answer no questions asto my physica appearance, but other than
these, you may ask me anything, and | will be completely forthcoming in my answers™”

"And thewhy of it?" | asked.

"That isnot for you to concern yoursdf with," she said.

A brief image of sparkling green eyesflashed in my mind.

"Dowe have aded?' she asked. "Don't fed badly if you decide to decline my offer. | have chosen
another if you should disappoint me. Thereisavery fine painter, aMr. Oskar Hulet, who | believe might
do awonderful job. Do you know of him?"

"You must beawarethat | do,” | said. She no doubt knew aswell as| did that Hulet was ill in
Europe.

"Perhaps," she whispered, and | thought | heard her laugh.

Those eyesturned blue and then hazel as| tried to decide. | envisoned myself engaged in astruggle
to the death with Watkin, followed by an image of Hulet at work on amasterpiece, which melted into a
recollection of M.Sabott brought low in histwilight years, raving like amadman in the stret.

"Yes, aded," | said hadtily, feeling equd parts of regret and exhilaration rush through me.

"Very well. | will be at your disposal between the hours of two and three, every day of the week
save Saturday and Sunday, for the next month. Y ou need only come as much asis hel pful to you.
Perhaps you know enough aready to attempt the portrait. At the end of that time, during the second
week of November, you must present me with a painting.”

"Agreed,” | said. "'l will return tomorrow and wewill begin.”

"Asyouwish," shesad.



Before getting up, | remembered the portrait of Monlash and asked, "Mrs. Charbuque, the painting
inthe small room off the foyer, the one of the sea captain smok-ing the pipe, where did you acquire it?”

"Watkin purchased it somewhere. | also have one of your grandfather Piambotto's landscapes
upstairs. Something with cattlein ameadow drenched in morning light.”

"Y ou know afew things about me," | said, not surel liked the idea of it.

"I'm athorough woman, Mr. Piambo. | know every-thing about you."

It was only that evening, while| sat in the balcony of Pmer's Theatre watching Samantha perform
inanewly written verson of the old tale of A Ghost's Amnesia, that the absurdity of what | had earlier
agreed to do struck mewith dl itsimport. | smiled, redizing that a hedthy sense of humor would advance
me further with this commission than any other quality. "And what was that business about Watkin
punishing me?' | wondered. Mrs. Charbuque was willing to have me dedlt grave damage rather than have
me see her? | wanted to contempl ate this aspect of things a bit more, but my thoughts were shattered
when, up on the stage, amasked Samantha suddenly screamed at the touch of an invisible entity that had
long forgotten the beauty of life.

Later onthat evening, | lay in bed next to my love. A scented candle she had given me as a gift that
night burned in its holder on the dresser. We had gone to Delmonico's for drinks after the performance.
The wine we had consumed and alazy round of lovemaking findly helped me shake off the pervasve
sense of uneasinessthat my meeting with Mrs. Charbuqgue had engendered. | found security in the fact
that Samanthawas as direct awoman as my patron was mysterious. It was not that Samantha didn't
possess her share of femae mystique, but she was aso unwaveringly practi-ca and forthright—very
much her own person. Thesetraits no doubt had alowed our relaionship to continue over many years
without her demanding that we marry. If truth be told, she was as devoted to her stagecraft as| wasto
painting, and thiswas perhapsthe thing | loved most about her.

"How did you like the show thisevening?' she asked.

"Marveous" | sad. ™Y ou werewonderful."

"The aging actressisn't a part that took much preparation,” she said. "But | thought the ghost was
terrible. Who ever heard of afat ghost?"

"He was more like a butcher who had falen into a sack of flour. No Edwin Booth, to be sure. He
recited hislineslike adunce learning to read.”

She laughed. "That isthe theater owner's nephew,” she said. "Derim Lourdeishis name. The writer
wanted to strangle him when the show was over."

"Well," | said, "his character was supposed to have for-gotten about life."

"The only problem," said Samantha, "isthat he never quite convinces onethat he has ever lived at
al”

"l don't think the audience cared,” | told her. "They applauded thunderoudy, especialy for you."

"Piambo, you are my favorite critic,” she said, and leaned over to kissme. "And now, what of your
day?"

| was hesitant at firgt to divulge the details of my meeting with Mrs. Charbuque, but eventudly |
decided | would have to tell someone. Thiswas not the type of thing | was capable of keeping a secret
until itsclosure. | gave her the entire story, from my meeting with Watkin to that afternoon'sinterview.

Shelaughed when | wasfinished, and said, "Thereismoreinsanity in this city than in the entire rest
of the world. How are you supposed to accomplish that?"

"l don't know," | said, "but | thought you might give me some questionsto ask that would lay bare
her likeness to me through her words."

Samanthawas quiet for atime and then said, "Why are you bothering with this parlor game?”

"Itisachdlenge | said, "and besides, with what | earn fromiit, | will be able to escape the
economics of por-traiture and paint something unique.”

"S0, you arein blind pursuit of wedlth in order to avoid pursuing wedth?" she asked.

"Something likethat," | said.

"l understand,” she said. "I've been getting too many parts lately where | am asked to play the aging



actress, the middle-aged wife, the older . . . whatever. Last month | played a hundred-year-old witch. It
would be absurd for them to cast me now asthe lead and love interest, but | would relish the chadlengeto
seeif | could il bring it off."

"So, what shdl | ask?' | said.

Shewasdlent again.

"| thought maybe | would inquire about her child-hood,” | said.

"That would be agtart,” she said, nodding, "but after that, ask her about these four things: her lovers,
her great-est fear, her greatest desire, and the worst day of her life.”

| thought about Samanthaslist, and just briefly con-templating those questions caused the figure of a
woman to coherein my thoughts. She stood on aflat rock that ele-vated her above the surf, and the wind
was blowing her blue dress, theringlets of her hair.

"Good?" she asked.

I nodded, trying to focus harder on the image, but was momentarily distracted when Samantha got
out of bed. In the candllight, her body |ooked nearly as young as when she had first come to pose for
metwelve years earlier. | watched as she bent above the flame and blew it out. Once in darkness, |
could see only afading image of her smooth back and long legs. She returned to bed and rolled over to
put her arm across my chest.

"That'sadisturbing commission,” she said degpily. " Somewhere between foolish and mysterious.”

| agreed, now picturing thefaling leaves that adorned the screen of Mrs. Charbuque. It cameto me
that even that static scene of autumn must be aclue. "What type of woman would choose that object?” |
wondered.

Samantha's breathing grew shallower, and | knew she was on the verge of deep.

"What isthe scent of that candle?’ | wondered aoud.

"Doyou likeit?'

"It seemsfamiliar; very peaceful,” | sad. "Isit cinna-mon?"'

"No," shesad, drifting off, "it's nutmeg."

Crystalogogistics

Watkin closed the door behind him, and | took my sest.

"Areyou there, Mrs. Charbuque?’ | asked.

"I am here, Plambo," she said, sounding younger, her voice lighter than it had the previous day.

"l must confess I've pictured you as at least a hundred different women since yesterday,” | told her.

"Theimaginaion isacornucopia,” shesad.

"Very true" | agreed. "But for the artist it can at times aso seem avag, frustrating Sehara.™

"And which isyourstoday?' she asked.

"Nether,” | said. "A blank date, waiting for your words to make the first mark."

She laughed, asound both joyful and demure, the sophisticated nature of which thoroughly
enchanted me. | said nothing for abrief time, caught up as | was by the absolute serenity of that
high-cellinged room. Although | had but afew minutes before been out on athoroughfare where
newshoys yelled, streetcars clanged, and humanity surged, drawn on by amillion individua desiresand
pursued by as many tragedies, insgde this quiet, cleanly spaceit was asif | had been transported to a
distant mountain retregt. Whereas the day before there had been a distinct urgency about our meeting,
now Timeitsalf yawned and closed itseyes.

"l waswondering if today you could tell me some-thing of your childhood,” | findly said. "I'm not so
interested in agenerd history, but | was hoping you could relate to me the precise event that comesin all
children'sliveswhen you firgt redlized that you would not remain achild forever. Do you understand?!

| saw avague shadow move on the screen and tried to read the figure, but there was not enough
light coming in the windows for the projection to reved anything specific.



"l do," shesad.

"Please" | sad, "tdl mein asmuch detall aspossble”

"l will. Let methink for aminute.

That morning as | had ridden uptown | had formulated a method by which to proceed. | had
recalled that during my tutelage under M. Sabott, he had once had me practice a certain technique. Set
up on one of thetablesin his stu-dio was a lill life composed of a human skull, avase of wilted flowers,
and alit candle. | wasto draw the scene by indicating only those places where the lines of the three
objects and the lines of the background images intersected with each other.

"| forbid you to draw any entire object,” he had told me. When M. Sabott forbade something, it was
unwiseto go againgt hiswishes.

All I crested that day was aszable hill of crumpled paper. Many times, just when | thought things
were going well, my mentor would walk by and say, "Begin again. Y ou have botched it." Tosay |
loathed the exercise was putting it mildly. Three days|ater, the flowershaving lost al their petds, the
candle now aguttering nub, | finally grasped the technique. Sabott leaned over my shoulder and said,
"You ¢, it ispossible to define afigure by its relation to those things that surround it.”

Now | crossed my right leg over my left, positioning the sketchbook upon my thigh, and then
brought the charcoa pencil down to hover over the blank page. If the details offered by Mrs. Charbuque
were keen enough, | hoped to expose her by those e ements of the story that were not her. Luckily | had
astrong memory of M. Sabott. He lurked in the back of my mind, eager to tell me even now if | botched
it.

The wind, muted by the marble architecture, whipped around outside the house, and | noticed
through the win-dow that the last yellow rose petal's had flown. That iswhen | became aware of the light
respirations of Mrs. Charbuque. Her dow, steady breathing was like awhis-pered chant that incul cated
itself into my consciousness and regulated my own respiration in accordance with hers,

"You," shesad, and the word startled me, "must be familiar with the name Macolm Ossiak.”

"Certainly," | said. "Themanwho hadital and logt it dl.”

"At one point he was as wedlthy as Vanderhilt. Hisinfluence wasfelt in nearly any industry one
could imag-ine. His millsturned out everything from textilesto hydraulic pens. He had interestsin
railroads, shipping, red estate, and armaments. Some believe that for atime he wasthe wisest
businessman this country had ever seen, asthere are those who will tell you he was acomplete fool. Be
that asit may, he wasavery sngular man in that he sought advice not only from his stockholders,
man-agers, accountants, and salesmen but aso from alegion of diviners. He had on his payroll
astrologers, card readers, interpreters of dreams, and even aband of old hunters who read the entrails of
beasts killed upon the grounds of his western estate.”

"l had noidea," | said.

"Hisbelief," she said, "was that to remain the preemi-nent man of the present, he had to have an
edge on the future. He hoped that through these metaphysica disci-plines he could circumvent the
drudgery of waiting for the natural passage of time. When he was questioned about it by reporters, his
only response was, 'For every raised eye-brow and mocking laugh of the doubters, | have made a
thousand dollars on my investments. My wesdlth runsinto the tens of millions, while the cynics scrabblefor
crumbs.'”

"You arerelated to Ossak?' | asked, hoping for atan-gible clueto Mrs. Charbuque's lineage.

"No, but my father was one of hisdiviners, who coaxed hidden meaning from Nature's processes.
Unlike the others, though, my father's expertise wasin afield so unique, he wasitsonly practitioner. |
don't believe my father thought of himself as part of the group of metaphysica investigators, because his
pursuit employed mathematics as much asit did intuition and an understanding of arcane lore. He thought
adtrologers to be charlatans, and dream interpreters he referred to as 'ringmasters of nightly
befud-dlement.” On the other hand, he would proudly tell anyone who asked that hewasa
crysaogogis.”

"A wha?' | asked, hearing the word but not register-ing its meaning.

"It has atendency to tie thetonguein aknot,” she said. "A crystaogogist—crystal referring to the



crys-talline form and logos being the word."

"Vey interesting,” | said, "but could it mean that he listened to the discourse of salt?!

Shelaughed. "No, he decoded the hieroglyphics of the sky. He searched for import in the
formations of snow-flakes."

"No doubt he had incredible vison and the ability to read very rapidly,” | said.

"Nothing of the sort,” she told me, "but hiswork did require that we live haf of each year ina
remote location high in the Catskill Mountains. From October to March, we were like castaways. It was
of the utmost importance that we be present to read the first and last snowfalls of each cycle of the
seasons. Up there at agreat dtitude, at the edge of an old-growth forest only afew hundred feet below
thetreeline, the flakes were unsullied by the soot from mills and the warmth of civilization. Back in those
daysthat areawas the stuff of fairy tales—wolves, dark days, crested driftsastall asaman, asartling
slencein which the only thing louder than your thoughts was the wind, and a seamless, unchanging
solitude,

"We had alarge old house near alake next to which sat my father's laboratory. The house, of
course, was well heated, but the |aboratory was colder inside than it was out. It was arather solitary and
bleak existencefor achild. | had no brothers or sisters, and there were no playmates for hundreds of
miles. When | finaly reached the age where | could be of some useto my father, out of equa parts
devation to him and the sheer boredom of the Situ-ation, | became his assstant.

"We would work together as he had done with his own father, wrapped in cumbersome clothing,
out in the frozen laboratory constructed from sheets of tin. Every inch of both the exterior and interior
was covered by afilm of frost throughout the days of winter. The mecha-nisms, the insruments, dl had
icicles hanging from them. Before each reading we would have to chip the buildup off the knobs that
focused the huge optica magnifier through which he would gaze at the snowflakes. We had to be very
cautious with the glass lenses for that device because, in the constant cold, the dightest tap would shatter
them into pieces no bigger than the crystals we were studying.

"It seemed the snow fdll congtantly, but of coursethat is merely a child'simpresson. In actudity, it
probably did snow anumber of times each week, usudly at least flur-ries and sometimes greet blizzards
that lasted for days on end. When the conditions were right for taking a sample, the wind velocity not too
high and the precipitation at the precise temperature to fashion the spindled, star-shaped formations that
carried the most important information, my father would stand outside, holding up to the open skiesaflat
piece of wood wrapped in black velvet. As soon as his board's collection resembled an abundance of
garsin aclear night sky, he would whisk it away inside the lab-oratory.

"He would then place the board onto the stage of the optical magnifier; atal black machinewith a
ladder that led up to a chair Stuated so that the occupant could stare into alens no bigger than acircling
of theindex finger and thumb. While he took his pogtion in the investigator's seet, | would place around
the edges of the viewing stage clumps of atype of seaweed that gave off its own lumi-nescence. It was
important that he have enough light with which to see, but we could not use candles or lamps because
their heat would melt our specimens.

"At the perimeter of the laboratory there were lamps, three to be precise, but even when they stayed
lit, the light they gave wasweak. The glow from the seaweed was aydlow green. This, mixed with the
overd| blue of the cold, imbued the |aboratory with astrange underwater ambi-ence. ‘Lu, more
seaweed,” hewould call down to me as he sat peering into the eyepiece at hisend of thelong cylin-der.
Asthebarrel of the device proceeded toward the viewing stage it flanged out, and at the bottom, where
it held the huge lensthat was like acircle cut from the frozen lake, it was wide enough to encompass the
entire board."

"Lu?" | asked, interrupting the flow of her story.

TheTwins

"Luciere,” shesad. "l was named after my mother."



"Forgiveme," | said. "Please continue.”

"My father would gently turn the knobs of the huge machine, and the gearswould lift and lower the
long bar-rel holding thelenses. Ashedid this, | would hear him grumble and hum. Hisfavorite saying
when he would dis-cover one of the certain flakes we were searching for was 'Eureka.’ Y ou must
understand that, although he took hiswork serioudly, he was not beyond a sense of humor about himself
and his profession. Asfor my part, | would applaud to encourage his efforts,

"Once he sighted aworthy specimen, he would descend from the chair. Fitting ajeweer'sloupeinto
his eye and taking out one of the toothpicks he kept handy in his shirt pocket, he would lean over the
black velvet. Thiswas my sign to run and fetch the atomizer filled with a precise mixture of clear plant
resins. This noxious mixture had to be prepared in the house, each batch cooked for two hours on the
stove so that it would remain in aliquid state for the course of that day'sinvestigations.

"With the care of asurgeon, he would single out the flake in question and then, after licking the end
of the toothpick, very carefully touch itstip to the very center of thefrail and minuscule Six-pointed star.
Once he had it on the point of wood, he would lift it away from the board and hold it up inthe air for me
to spray. Usudly he had singled out more than one for preservation. Since the black velvet absorbed heat
that would alter the forms of the crystals after abrief period, we could not leave the flakes on the materia
for too long atime. In answer to this problem, my father had perfected the ability to hold up, a onetime,
as many as twenty toothpicks between his thumbs and forefingers. Thiswas adelicate process, and | had
to pump the atomizer ball with just the right amount of force so that the mist would cover the samples
com-pletely but not blow them away. It was a point of pride for methat | was expert at this technique.
Every time | successfully lacquered another crystdl, my father would praise meto the heavens. When |
faled, hewould shrug and say, There are more where that came from.’

"The flakes were then cast in the coating of resin, which dried quickly in the cold air. What was | ft
was a perfect, unmelting replica of the flake. Have you ever seen the skin shed by a snake and how that
skinisexactly theform of the snake? Thiswas how precise our modelswere. Oncein thisform, he
would not haveto rely on hismem-ory or his questionable abilities as a ketch artist but could take them
into the house to his study and begin to deci-pher their meaning.

"Father's study was at the back of the house. It had alarge window that offered aview of the lake,
and its own fireplace that was always stoked and roaring. What with the smoke from his pipe, the scent
of burning logs, and the ever-present smell of theresin, the place had a very dis-tinctive aroma. In the
corner was acomfortable old couch with broken springs and stuffing peering from tearsin itsfabric.
Many an afternoon I'd come in from along time out in the cold and the warmth of the room would
over-come me, and I'd drift off to deep on the couch. My father sat in his chair, much like the one you
arenow dtting in, at his desk, surrounded by cabinets overflowing with tiny boxes that held our
manufactured foss|s of snow.

"In addition to al thisthere were the books, hand-written tomes holding the charts and formulas
necessary for trandating the idiosyncrasies of each flake into ameaningful unit of knowledge. While & his
desk, he would examine specimens through amagnifying glass, dl the time flipping through the reference
works penned by his grandfather. Upon locating the appropriate principle, he would lift his pencil and jot
down along string of numbers. An aoracadabra of addition, divison, and multi-plication would follow,
capped off by the subtraction of the digit one hundred forty-four, the numerical constant for human error.
Hewould never tell me what thefind verdict wasfor any of the flakes but would record hisfind-ingswith
nesat penmanship in black ink in aleather-bound journdl.

"All snowflakes have the same basic form—six points emanating from adesign of either greater or
lesser com-plexity at the center. Thefirgt rule | learned from him about crystalogogistics was that no two
snowflakes were exactly alike. Either the center pattern exhibited an extra concentric device or the
spindles were burred with fewer pegs or the tips were barbed or flat, but each one came from above a
unique creation. | did pick up afew hints about how to read them from the times he would let dip aword
or two that would betray his knowledge. For instance, | knew that a spiderweb design in the center
por-tended treachery, and arounded tip atime of plenty. So thiswas my lifewhen | wasnineyearsold.”

"And what of your mother?' | asked.



"Mother had nothing to do with our work. She had no understanding of itsimportance, and | could
tell even then that she considered my father afoal. | think she stayed on with us smply because she had
come from apoor family and Ossiak saw to it that we wanted for nothing. She also relished the
opportunity to move amid society's dite when in April we traveled back to the city to confer with father's
employer on our findings. Then she would come dive with asense of sdf-importance. | would not say
she was amean person, but asachild, when | came to her with some hurt or fear, instead of warmth or
comfort, dl that her cold demeanor inspired in me was an unsettling sense of awe. | never did hear the
story of how they came together in their younger days.”

Shewasslent for amoment, and | pictured her, strangely enough, as mysdlf, floundering in one of
those brief periods of confusion that result from my thinking too much. "I believe you were going to tell
me about some change that had taken placein your life," | said.

"Yes," shesad. "I hadn't thought of al thisfor sometime, savefor in bits and pieces. Each
remembered image tugs a me, wants meto follow it off in another direction.”

"l understand,” | said.

"Now that | have set the scenefor you, | can address your question,” she said. "It was soon after
Ossiak's men had come with deds hitched to mules, which was the only viable means of moving stores
up through the difficult passes of the mountains. They came each midwinter to replenish our stock of
firewood and to bring other sup-plies. For afew nights previous there had been strange lightsin the sky,
not the aurora, which we sometimes saw and were used to, but akind of pulsating brightness. The
captain of the supply team mentioned it to my father and asked him what it might be. Father admitted that
he was equally bewildered by it. That night it became amoot point, because the clouds had moved in and
it was obvious agrest slorm was brewing. The supply team set off with-out waiting until morning, hoping
to make it down the mountain before a blizzard struck.

"When the snows started, dthough it was late, my father ingsted that we take asample. Thiswedid
with great difficulty, snce the wind was high and the temp-erature more bitter than | had ever felt it.
Insde the laboratory we went through the usud routine, setting up and lighting the viewing stage, my
father ascending the ladder to his seet. | stood looking up at him, awaiting pronouncement of the word
that meant we had been suc-cessful, but it never came. Rarely did we not garner at least one spindled
dar. | thought perhaps this was due to the severity of the westher. Instead, he seemed very agitated by
what he saw through the eyepiece.

"Without humming or grumbling, hefinaly came down the ladder and took out two toothpicks. As
he posi-tioned the loupein hiseye, | noticed the most incredible thing, which prevented me from running
for the atomizer. He was swesting. "Hurry, Lu," he shouted, not in his usua good humor. | cameto and
jumped at his command. When | returned, he had the two picks out in front of him. He saw that he had
made me nervous, and said, 'All right, girl, take a deep breath and be your best.'

"| lacquered the two perfectly at once with asingle pump of the ball. 'Y ou're agenius, hetold me,
and | smiled, but it became clear to me that he was not joking. As soon as the specimens had dried we
went insde.

"At his desk, he did not bother to scribble but smply held up the two flakes we had trangfixed, and
dared a them through the magnifying glass. | sat on the couch watching him, noticing that he still seemed
nervous. After quite awhile, he put them down and got up out of his chair. He crossed the room to the
window and stood in silence with his hands joined behind his back, peering through the darknessinto the
blinding storm that now raged. Only then did | register the ferocity of thewind, like the wailing of ghostly
children.

"When hefindly went back to his desk, he called me over to him. He held up the two new samples
and posi-tioned the magnifying glass before them. 'Tell me, Lu, what do you see here? he asked. | was
concerned by hisbehavior, but a the sametime | felt something akin to pride, snce he was asking my
opinion. | peered through the glass and immediately noticed the most astonishing thing.

" They'reidentica,' | said.

" 'Impossible but true,” he said.

"l looked at him, and his face was a mask of worry. There was also something about hiseyes, a



peculiar lack of light that could only be described as hopel ess-ness. In that moment | had a premonition,
like asudden bright flash in my mind, of the supply team trapped in the blizzard on their way down the
mountain. A few dayslater, the Twins, asmy father and | had cometo cdl theidentical crystas, beganto
exhibit their srange qudities.”

Mrs. Charbuque fell silent then, and for the first time since her story had begun, | looked down at
my sketch-book and saw that | had drawn nothing. The page was aswhite asablizzard.

The Portrait of Mrs. Charbuque

"The Twins—," | said to her, but had no chance to fin-ish my question, for as| spoke the door
behind me opened and Watkin said, ™Y our timeisup, Mr. Piambo."

Dazed, | rose and dowly |eft the room.

TheViziersCourt

After leaving Mrs. Charbuque's, | walked over to Central Park and entered at Seventy-ninth Street.
Asit was aweekday and bitterly cold, the place wasfairly deserted. | headed south, toward the lake, on
apath lined with barren poplars and strewn with yellow leaves. Oncethere, | sat on abench at its eastern
shore and gave mysdlf up to consdering al she had told me. The wind rippled the water, and the
late-afternoon sunlight danted through the bare branches, adding a golden patina to the empty
boat-house and esplanade.

My first question was, of course, whether or not she wasto be beieved. "Crystdogogi<t,” | said to
myself, and smiled. It sounded amost too bizarre to be fiction. She had spoken with the facility and
authority of truth, and | had clearly seenin my imagination, plain asday, her father's thick muttonchops,
his riotous eyebrows and kindly smile. | had felt the bitter cold of the laboratory and peered through the
glacid underseaglow. My mind wasawhirl of imagery—snowflakes, lists of numbers, iced machinery,
toothpicks, black velvet, the frozen lake, and reflected in it the drawn, dour face of the mother.

When | again noticed the water before me, | was smoking a cigarette and reasoning that if
Mrs.Charbugue had lived some part of her early life during the heyday of Malcolm Ossiak, she was most
likely closeto my own age. Thisdid littleto help, for what | redly wanted was a glimpse of the face of
that little girl, living out half her childhood in afrozen wasteland. All | could conjure of her wasthat she
wore her hair in pigtails and that her eye-lasheswere long and beautiful.

| smoked another cigarette and noticed that it was get-ting late. The orange sun had now dipped
behind the trees, and the sky at the horizon was a splash of pink, darkening to purple and then to night
above. | had sat too long in the cold and was shivering. Adopting abrisk pace, | hoped to reach the Fifth
Avenue entrance just north of the unsghtly, ramshackle zoo before night fell in earnest. As| hurried
along, | entertained the idea that perhaps Mrs. Charbuque, though she sounded sane enough, wastruly
unhinged. And then asquickly, | asked mysdf, "Would it redly be of any great consequenceto my
portrait?' | real-ized | waslending agrest weight of importanceto her persona history, wheressin redlity
the mere cadence of her words, the gentle tone of her voice, and even the lies she might betelling me
were every bit asaive with cluesto her face and figure aswasthe redity of her days. The whole affair
was like trying to reassemble the pieces of a convoluted dream shattered by waking.

| should have gone home and at least tried to work out some of the figures of her story on paper,
but | was dill too caught up in the mystery of my new commission to concentrate at the drawing board.
Besides, | feared that waiting for me would be responses to those | etters of disengagement | had sent to
my erstwhile patrons, and wanted to forestal facing their thinly velled unpleas-antries and innuendos
hinting a my lack of professiona-ism. Samantha, | knew, would be busy propping up the insubstantia
performance of the amnesiac ghost, so there was no possibility of spending timewith her. | decided to
head down to the seamy side of town and harass Shenz for aspell. Out on the avenue, | caught ahansom
cab easily enough and directed the driver to my friend's address.

Shenz lived on Eighth Avenue on the outskirts of that areaknown as Hdll's Kitchen, anightmarish
territory marked by stockyards, warehouses, and tenements, where agumbo of humanity's destitute



scratched out agrim existence that in itsinadequacy staggered the imagina-tion. The closest | wished to
get to it was Shenz's place. Of course, being the liberal-minded fellow | was, | had read enough of the
recent crop of publications exposing soci-ety'sillsto be sympathetic to the plight of these poor people,
but in redity my mission was not to effect change. Instead, my efforts went sdfishly toward avoiding,
geographicaly and philosophicdly, the whole unsightly mess.

Shenz was interesting in that respect. As he had told me, heliked to live close enough to these
cataracts of chaosto fed the raw energy of life they contained. He said it did something for his painting.
"Attimes, Flambo," he had said to me, "it isagood thing to legp the garden wall and join theliving. That
society we movein for our work istoo often so ddlicately moribund.”

Back before they had cleaned up the Tenderloin, scat-tering the vermin who squatted there like
scorpions under rocks, and turned it into an area of commerce, Shenz had an address periloudly closeto
theillicit action. Once, when | made some disparaging remark about what they did with their women and
children, heretorted that | would most likely think it only good fun to attend one of Stanford White's
soirees where each distinguished gentleman was given his own naked femae as a party favor. That'swhat
| admired most about Shenz—he could move through any stratum of society and adopt its customs, but
he never lost Sght of the truth. It was precisdy thisqudity that | now sought out in relation to the
conundrum that was Mrs. Charbuque.

Stepping from the Streets of the West Side into Shenz's rooms involved a disconcerting trangtion. At
one moment you were out in the dark on the hard cobble-stone, athuggish figure moving toward you
through the shadows, theill aroma of the daughterhouses wafting around you on a breeze from the
Hudson. The next you were transported into a Turkish vizier's court. In his painting and histaste, Shenz
was a Romantic, a Pre-Raphadlite with agreat belief in the pertinence of the mythologica and astrong
alegiance to the exatic. Jasmine incense smoldered in the gaping mouth of abrass dragon. Thick Persian
carpets covered the floors like flowering beds of mandaias, and the tapestries that hung upon thewalls
pictured beasts and birds and Eastern beauties cavorting through forests of treeswhose crisscrossing
branches made adesign asintricate aslace. The furniture, with overstuffed cushions, appeared to have
no legsat al but to float afew inches above thefloor.

We sat facing each other in exceedingly low, wide chairsthat required oneto St cross-legged like a
swami. Shenz took a puff of his opium-laced cigarette, its blue fog mixing with the brass dragon's
exhaations and caus-ing my eyesto water. With his pointed beard and trim mustache, those eyebrows
that curled up in points at the ends, and apaidey satin robe, he looked for al theworld like a
modern-day M ephistopheles about to broker a deal.

"Thelast | saw of you, Piambo, was your back asyou fled from Reed's," he said, smiling.

"l had causefor darm,” | said. "The missus, as she mimicked kissing my cheek, whispered to me
that shewished for meto die.”

Helaughed out loud. "True?" he asked.

| nodded.

"Good God, my boy, another satisfied customer.”

"Shenz," | sad, 'l can't believe you haven't been robbed yet. Don't your neighbors know that you
areliv-ing herelike Mani in his pleasure garden?"

"Certainly,” hesaid, "but my houseis protected, and | have free passage in Hell'sKitchen."

"Do they fear your paette knife?' | asked.

"Precisdy,” he said. "Do you know the name Dutch Heinrichs?"

"I'veread it in the newspapers,” | said. "He'sthe head hooligan, isn't he?"

"He controls the most powerful gang inthe areg, if not the city. Back in the seventies, | did a portrait
of him. He had begun fantasizing about his significance in the scheme of things and decided that arecord
of hisfeatureswould be an important artifact for future historians. Burne-Jones himself would be proud of
thejob | did. | depicted the seasoned crimina asaglowing saint in an ultramarine and mauve cityscape, a
transcendent martyr of the mean streets.”

"And he actudly paid you?' | asked.

"Certainly, he paid mein protection. He was a bit iras-cible as a subject, often intoxicated, couldn't



st dill for too long. But | tell you, when hisfellows saw what | could do with abrush, they werein awe.
Art, you would think, might be the last thing that could impress them, but it did. They cameto think of me
as some sort of magician. Last winter | did anicelittle portrait of the wife of the boss of the Dead
Rabbitsgang.”

"You'repulling my leg," | said.

"Not at dl,” said Shenz. "Do | ook like aman who fearsfor his safety?”

| shook my head and sighed in exasperation.

"There's no difference between thisworld and the world of Fifth Avenue," he said. "Lifeisfull of
black-guards. Some wear fine suits and bilk great masses of humanity; some have shoes with gaping
holes and break into warehouses. Just remind yoursdlf of the scurrilousthieves of Tammany Hall. The
only difference between there and here isthat their crimeswere publicly sanc-tioned and the oneson this
sde of town have been deemed reprehensible.”

"Thereislessmurder on Fifth Avenue," | said.

"Think of al those poor bastards and their living deaths laboring away in one of Reed's shoe mills.
It'sdl amatter of perspective.”

"I'm gill not surel believeyou,” | said.

"Asyou like" he said, and chuckled.

"But now | have something to tdll that you will cer-tainly doubt the veracity of," | said.

"Do your worst."

"I met ablind man, aMr. Watkin, on the way home from Reed'sthe other night . . .," | began, and
then pro-ceeded to tell him the whole thing, including Mrs. Charbuquesfairy tae of snow and solitude.

Salvation

| looked at Shenz and saw that his eyes were closed and he was leaning back in his chair. | thought
for amoment that he had succumbed to his cigarette and was now off in some other land where ha oed
mai dens sported with lambs and the armored chestplates of knights pressed the nubile breasts of water
nymphs, but then he spoke, one word.

"Sadvation," he said in agroggy voice, and leaned for-ward wearily to train his glassy eyes upon me.

"Sdvation?" | asked.

"Yes, yours" he said, and smiled.

"What do you mean?" | asked.

"Y ou say you are playing this game of hide-and-seek for the money, a perfectly mercenary
approach and one befitting aman of your time, but then you go fur-ther and say that this money will alow
you to extricate yoursalf from society, give you the precious space you need to discover your abilities and
paint something worthy of your skill and training. The bit about Albert Ryder I'm not quite clear on. The
man seems bent on producing mud puddles, but so beit, if heisyour inspiration. Nevertheless, this
woman'sinane pro-position could be atwo-edged sword of savation for you.”

"l wasn't aware that | wasin need of salvation, exactly,” | said.

"Wdll, you are. Firg," he said, "you need to do thisto honor the memory of M. Sabott. Y ou know
aswell as| do how shoddily you treated him near the end of hisdays. No .. . . let's not have any looks of
wounded pride. Y ou cut him loose like a dangling thread on anew suit of clotheswhen he becamea
burden to your grow-ing reputation. Now is your opportunity to fulfill the promise he saw in you and
repay dl hedid on your behdf."

"Sabott had gonemad,” | said in my defense.

"Mad or merdly in search of what you yourself are searching for now? Don't forget, | waswith you
that day at Madison Square when those fine gentlemen were offering you impressve sums of money to
execute their portraits. Then who should wander dong but old Sabott, ranting at the sky. Do you
remember, he worked himsdf into such alather that he fell over in the gutter?1 did not know you then,
but | thought you had been or were his student, and | said, 'Piambo, isthat not an acquaintance of



yours? Y ou denied you knew him, and we waked on and left him there.”

"All right, Shenz, dl right," | said. "Y ou've made your point."

"I makeit not to distress you but to show you that thisis a debt that still needsto be settled. Not for
Sabott—it's not going to do him any good—but for you. Y our betraya till weighs heavily upon you.”

"And what is the connection between that and Mrs. Charbuque?' | asked.

"The other side of the sword. Piambo, you are the finest painter | know. Y ou are wasting your talent
on rendering the features of the band, trading opportunity for status and wedlth."

"Thefinest?' | said with ashort sharp chuckle.

"Thisisnot ajoke,” said Shenz. "Y ou have seen my work. What do you think of the brush strokes?"

"Varied and effective” | said.

"Yes, dl wel and good, but the other night, after you left Reed's, | took a moment to step up close
to the portrait of hiswife and study your brushwork. Do you know what | saw?"

"What?' | asked.

"Nothing. I saw nothing. Now there are ways to disguise brushwork, but these methods, you know
yourself, are as evident asif the direction of the application were obvious. After saring for sometime, |
redlized that each time you touched the canvas, the effect was like asmall exploson of color. I've seen
you paint, and you approach the work with greet energy, great vitality. It comesfrom insdeyou, in here,"
he said, and brought his clenched fist dowly to hischest. "All thistruth put in the service of lying about
what you see and fed." | said nothing. Where | had at first been irritated with him for mentioning the
incident with Sabott, | was now feeling nothing but gratitude. He had just cor-roborated everything |
knew to betruein my heart.

"If | wereyou," said Shenz, "1 would paint this Mrs. Charbuque with amind toward getting as much
money out of her aspossible. If thisis how you fed you can free yoursdlf, then teke al you can get from
her."

"All I need do is come up with acompetent portrait,” | said.

"No, you must capture her likeness precisdy,” he said.

"How, though?' | asked. "I'm in doubt about whether her words are meant to help or lead me
adray."

"Yes," sad Shenz, laughing, "that business with the science of reading snowflakesisrather
preposterous. But there are methods of finding your way through that squal.”

"Such as?'

"Chest," he said. "I'm sure we can find out what she looks like. Thereisno woman | know of with
that much money who does not have apadt. If there are no photo-graphs, she must exist in someone's
memory. A little research should undoubtedly reved her."

"l never thought of that,” | said. "It seems dishonest.”

"Unlike the portrait of Mrs. Reed?' said Shenz. "1 will even help you.”

"l don't know," | said.

"Think of thetimefree of worry or congtraint the ulti-mate sum will buy you,” he said.

After our discussion he brought meinto his studio and showed me the first rounded sketches he had
made of the Hatstell children. "These are not youngsters,” he told me, "they are doughnuts on legs." By
thetime | took my leave, he had mein stitches, describing his feckless attempts to have his new subjects
remain ill for more than five minutes a atime. “Tomorrow | will bring either awhip or abag of
chocolates," he said. Aswe parted at the door, he shook my hand and said, asareminder of hisear-lier
offer, "Sheis out there somewhere. We can find her.”

| breathed asigh of relief once | crossed Seventh Avenue and was heading back toward civilization.
It was very close to midnight, and the streets were uncharacter-istically empty owing to the cold. My
head wasin abit of afog from having imbibed, secondhand from Shenz, the blue opium mist, which had
calmed me but also made me exceedingly weary.

Although my thoughts were dippery, | tried to decide how to proceed with Mrs. Charbuque the
next morning. The question | posed to mysdlf waswhether | should let her lead me on with her narrative,
or force her through a series of rapid inquiries to divulge bits of information she had not intended to part



with. | thought it highly suspi-ciousthat thefirgt instalment of her story had reached aclimax at precisdy
the moment my time had expired. | suppose because | had just visited Shenz, it reminded me of the
Arabian Nights entertainment, with Mrs. Char-buque in therole of Scheherazade. Asmuch as| felt | was
being led by the nose, | did very much want to know what had become of the child she had brought to
lifein my mind. Upon reaching Twenty-first and Broadway, | decided that | must take control and turn
the tables on her. | would eschew the story about crystalogogistics for agro-cery list of smple questions.

| was no more than two blocks from my home when | looked up and saw some commotion beneath
adgtreet lamp acrossthe way. From their uniforms and their hats, | could identify two of the three men as
officersof thelaw. Evenin the poor light, | recognized the man in civi-lian clothes—a derby and
topcoat—as John Sills, a Sunday painter, aminiaturist, whom | had been on friendly termswith for a
number of years. In addition to being an artist, he was aso a detective on the New Y ork City police
force. They were gathered around what appeared to be abody on the sdewalk.

| crossed the street and came up behind thetrio. As| drew closer, one of the men moved dightly to
thesde and | had abrief glimpse of ahorrific sght. With the light from the lamp above, | was now able
to seethat they were dl standing in apool of blood. The young woman was not lying horizontally on the
curb but was propped up against the base of the streetlight. The bodice of her white dress was soaked
bright red; crimson red streaked down her even whiter face. It gathered on her lips and dripped off her
chin. | thought at firgt that she must be dead, but then | saw her move her head dightly from sdeto side.
She wastrying to whisper something, and the thick liquid at her mouth bubbled. Asthe officer who had
initialy moved aside and given memy view turned and noticed | wasthere, | realized that the stream of
gorewasissuing from her eyes asif she were weeping her own blood.

"Mind your business," said the man, and heraised hisclub with dl intention of striking me.

By that time John had turned and, seeing it was me, caught the other flow'sarm in midswing. "I'll
take care of this, Hark," he said. He came forward quickly, put his arm around my shoulders, and turned
me away from the scene. Pushing me along, he herded me back across the street.

"Get out of here, Piambo, or we will haveto arrest you," he said. "Go and don't tell anyone what
you saw." He shoved me on my way. Before turning back to the incredible scene benegath the Street
lamp, hewarned me again, hisvoiceloud, "Not aword.”

| said nothing, thought nothing, but broke into arun. When | reached my home, | was winded and
nausegted. | drank whiskey until | regained my normal pulse. Then | ssumbled into my studio, sat down,
and lit acigarette with shaking hands. All I could picture was that poor woman's bloody eyes, and
through some twisted association with the day's events, | thought of them asthe Twins.

God isFallible

“My father put them in an old slver locket that had been his Sster's and latched its chain around my
neck. Hetold me | must never open it but alwaysto remember that they were there, hiding. Then he
swore meto secrecy, telling me the Twins were a secret that must never be revealed. When | asked him
why, he shook his head and got down on one kneeto face me. 'Because it provesthat God isfallible,' he
said, 'and the world neither needs nor wants to know that."

"I was not sure what the word fallible meant, but what | was certain of was a growing sense of
pride a being chosen to bear thisimportant talisman. Because he had told me never to mention them,
they became an increas-ing obsesson for me. | fdlt asif they were diveinsdethat tiny silver chamber,
like the germ of life insde a seed. There seemed to be athrum of energy pulsating through my breest at
the point where the pendant touched my flesh. The chain tingled againgt the skin of my neck. Not too
long afterward | began to have strange dreams at night, colors and vibrationsin my skull, wild images so
abundant it was asif | were dreaming for three. The nights were not long enough to give vent to them,
and they began to seep into my waking hours. | did not tell my father, fearing that he would take back the
locket.

"Then one day, when the snows had abated for an entire week, and | was out in the forest of tall



pines play-ing at being an adventurer to the North Pole, | heard them whisper to me. It was an odd
communication because, athough | knew they were speaking words, | registered their message asan
imagein my mind. What | saw was ashooting star moving through the heavens, throwing off sparkslikea
July Fourth rocket. Thisvision lasted only seconds, but inthetime | beheld it, it was crysta clear.

"The experience was both frightening and exciting, and when it was over | stood still among the trees
for along while. Of course, asachild I had no way of defining the fedling this experience gave me, but
now, thinking back onit, | believe it can best be described as a sense that Nature and, beyond that, the
very cosmos was alive. God was watching me, so | ran back to the house to hide.

"By that afternoon, after playing with my dollsand hel ping my mother with the laundry, | had
forgotten about the incident. When | was finished with my chores, | went to visit my father in his study.
Hewas at his desk with the magnifying glass, udying a specimen and jot-ting notesin hisjournd. | sat
on the couch, and when he heard the broken springs shift, he turned around and smiled a me. A few
minutes later, he asked meto fetch him abook from the bookcase. He turned in his chair and pointed to
alarge blue-bound volume on the second shelf. That onethere, Lu,' he said. 'The Crystal Will by
Scarfinati.

"As| pulled the book off the shelf, the one beside it shifted and fell open on the floor. After carrying
the volume he wanted to my father, | returned to pick up the one that had falen. | saw that the book had
opened to afull-pageillugtration of ashooting star, much like the one the Twins had whispered to me that
morming.”

"Mrs. Charbuque—" | said, but sheinterrupted me.

"Please, Mr. Piambo, alow metofinish," shesaid.

"Very wel," | told her, sketching madly. The day was bright, and the sun coming in the windows
was projecting afaint but somewhat definable shadow on the screen. | had been filling pages with quick,
crude drawings, my hand moving over the paper as| kept my eyetrained on the scene of falling leaves.

"l did not mention the remarkabl e happenstance to my father but kept it insde me and, whenever |
turned my attention to the thought of it, felt agenuinethrill. It was asif God were sending me a secret
message, for me aloneto see. | wasfilled with astrange sense of expectation for the remainder of the
day. That iswhy | nearly legped out of my skin when, that night as we sat by the fire, my mother and
father reading in the glow of the gaslamps, there came a pounding on our door.

"Naturally my parents exchanged worried looks, for who would be calling so late at night &t the top
of amoun-tain ? Warily my father got up and went to see who it was. Hislook of concern darmed me,
and | followed him to make sure he would be dl right. There on the doorstep stood alarge man, wearing
afur coat and abroad-brimmed hat, carrying alarge pack and arifle. My father seemed to know him.
The man also worked for Ossiak as atracker. He had come to search for the body of one of the fellows
from the supply team. On the way down the mountain in the storm, one of the men had lagged behind
and apparently logt hisway. He was believed to have suc-cumbed to the storm and died of exposure.
My father stepped aside and let him in. As he showed the man to a seat by the fireplace, he called back
to me, 'L u, close the door, please.’ The three-quarter moon drew my attention as | swung the door, and
then something suddenly stresked across the star-filled sky, leaving sparksin its path.

"Thevigtor's name was Amory, and hetold usthat he had come up the mountain that day |ooking
for the corpse but had not found it. He asked to stay the night. He planned to leave early in the morning
and descend the mountain, giving the dead man one more chance to be found. My father said hefelt
somewhat respongblefor the tragedy, and told Mr. Amory that he would accompany him hafway. Then
mother and father questioned Amory about what was going on in the world down the moun-tain. Soon
afterward | was sent to bed.

"l woke in the middle of the night to the sound of awhispered gasp. At first | thought it wasthe
Twinstrying to tell me something, but then realized thet it was coming from the parlor. | don't know what
timeit was, but it felt very late, like those bleak hours of the very early morn-ing. It was cold, but | crept
out of bed and tiptoed down the hdl to the parlor entrance. Since the moon was shining that night, there
was avery dim glow coming through the parlor window. | heard another gasp like the one that had
awoken me, and | saw my mother, Sitting asiride the tracker with her nightgown pulled up, reveding her



bare legs. Hislarge hands were rubbing her breasts through the thin materid.

"| gpologize for being so forthright about this, Mr. Flambo, but | am trying to be accurate. My
mother was rocking forward and back, her eyes closed, breathing heav-ily. | was astounded at this
strange display and had no ideawhat was happening, but something in the back of my mind told me |
should not bewitnessing it. | was about to turn and go back to my room when my mother suddenly
opened her eyes and saw me. She did not stop, nor did she say aword, but just stared at me with alook
of great hatred. | ran back to my room and climbed into bed, shut-ting tight my eyes and putting my
hands over my ears.

"The next morning | awoke worried that | would be in trouble, but nothing was said when | set to
hel ping my mother in the kitchen. As my father and Mr. Amory ate breskfast, the Twins spoketo me
again. | saw their words as apicture in my mind, and what they showed me thistime was horrible—a
man, giff asastatue, covered in frost. His mouth was gaping, around dark hole, and his eyes staring so
fiercely | knew he must be dead. It was the corpse of the man from the supply team, and | saw where he
was. Helay in ameadow off the main trail about aquarter of the way down the mountain. | knew the
spot because we stopped there each year for apicnic at our end-of-summer ascent.

"Thisvison, again, only lasted moments, but as| cameto, | saw that my father and Amory were
making ready to leave. | wastorn between revealing my knowledge and keeping it and the power of the
Twins asecret. When they opened the door to take their leave, | sprang forward and begged my father
for akiss. When he leaned down, | whis-peredin hisear, 'In the picnic meadow.' | wasn't sureif he had
heard me. He smply patted me on the head and said, 'Y es, Lu.' Then they were gone.

"The second they were out of sight, my mother was a me, grabbing my shoulders and shaking me.
'What did you tdll your father? sheyeled. 'What did you whisper in hisear? | told her | had said
nothing, but she knew that was alie, for she had seen me. She shook me again, and her face wasred
with anger. | relented and said, 'l told him where to find the dead man.' 'What kind of nonsenseisthat?
she screamed. ‘It'sthetruth,’ | said, and began to cry. 'Y ou'd do well to keep your mouth shut if you
don't want meto take you away from him,” she said. Then she brought the back of her hand around and
smacked me across the face with such force | fdll to the floor. When the blow struck me, | saw in my
mind the shooting Sar.”

"Mrs. Charbuque," | said, closing my notebook, "I must say—" Here she interrupted me again.

"Onemorething, Mr. Fiambo,” she said, and her voicefluttered nervoudy. "One more thing."

"Yes" | sad

"My father informed me upon his return that they had found the body at the spot | had described.
My mother overheard him say this and was delighted, not by my unusua premonition but with relief that |
hadn't divulged her trys."

"But, Mrs. Charbuque,” | said, thistime determined not to be put off, "this story you are building, it
israther fantastica, wouldn't you say? | am having a hard time believing that thisisal red. Please don't
take this as an accusation, but please, explain to me how | am supposed to take dl this."

"What piece of it disturbsyou?' she asked.

"I canfollow dl of it, but the fact that these two iden-tical snowflakes are communicating with you in
some psychic way seems, well, if | may be so bold, agood deal of rubbish.”

"The gtory istrue, | swear, but asyou say, theideathat the Twins conferred supernaturd abilities
was rubbish. It was the worst, most destructive rubbish, because | believed with dl my heart that they
did. So did my father. That childhood delusion would shape and eventudly poison therest of my life, Mr.
Piambo.”

"So you agree with me?" | asked.

"Even God isfdlible" she said. Her laughter was prolonged and piercing, and that dim shadow |
had been trying to capture on paper now moved wildly, changing shape, cdling into question whether
there had ever been anything thereto draw at all.

The Sibyl



"Imagine," she said, "afriendless child with amother | who does not love her or her father and a
father who spends histime reading the will of God in the formations of snowflakes. How could | possbly
have been anything else but abeliever? | needed power and importance, and | desperately wanted to be
noticed for more than my abil-ity to spray the specimens as my father held them up on toothpicks. He
was my hero, and | wanted to be, like him, aconduit of the divine message.”

"So you fantasized the voice of the Twins" | said.

"Not conscioudy, Mr. Plambo, but yes, | swear to you, | could hear them. Loneliness can make
magicians of us, not to mention prophets.”

"What of the shooting star, though?' | asked. "What of the corpse of the man from the supply team?
Y ou actu-aly did know where he was."

"Undoubtedly coincidence. The picture was in the book that had fallen open, but my father had
many books with pictures of the heavens. | know from my extensive travelsin Europe that thereisan
entire theory of the psyche being conceived of in Austria now which makes the case that there are no
accidents. We are supposedly sentient on many levels, and those desires we do not choose to be aware
of manifest themsalves through what we think of as mishaps. The other two instances of my seeing the
shooting star, when | closed the door and when my mother struck me, might have been more wishful
thinking than anything else. Asto the corpse, there were very few places on the mountain trail whereit
would have been as easy to wander from the beaten track in astorm. The path into that meadow forked
off the main trail and then died at our picnic spot. Maybe somehow | uncon-scioudy surmised that that
wasthe most likely place for the poor man to have lost hisway."

"But you continued with this notion of the Twins asthe years progressed?’ | asked.

"l became 'the Shyl," she said, "and eventudly it twisted my heart.”

"The Sbyl?"

Upon voicing my question, the door opened and Watkin announced that my timewas up. |
remembered that it was Friday, so | wished Mrs. Charbuqgue a pleasant weekend and took my leave. As
Watkin led meto thefront door, | said to him, ™Y ou have the most uncanny sense of bad timing.”

"Thank you, Sir. It ismy specidty,” hesaid as| passed him and stepped outside.

"I'll be seeing you," | said, and he dammed shut the door.

| was thoroughly exhausted from not having dept at dl the previous night. The macabre image of
that woman on the street, losing her life through her eyes, had done something to me. It was asif, after
witnessing that horror, | had to take in through my eyesdl that she was|osing through hers, and therefore
dared not close them.

Asitwas, | bardly made it to the Sixth Avenue street-car for the trip downtown. Once aboard and
seeted, | stared out the window at the multiplicity of faces and fig-ures on the Street. People came and
went, well dressed and ragged, beautiful and homely, no two dike, dl existing together as atoms of the
monster known as New Y ork, and yet each unique, each alone with hisown, her own, secret self and
past, isolated within on distant mountaintops. God may have been fdlible, but wasthere ever a painter
who worked with amore varied palette, awriter who struck an irony more perfect than the two-headed
race-horse of life and desth, amusician who could weave the threads of so many diverse tunesinto such
an dl-encompassing symphony?

God was dso araucous vaudevillian, and | was obvi-oudy hisfail a the moment. The joke had to
do with eyes—Watkin's, the bleeding woman's, my own unable to see Mrs. Charbuque, her
confabulatory supernatural sight. Were | to read an account of something smilar, eveninanove by a
writer of arabesgues, | could not help but scoff and close the cover.

The ultimate punch line was that my eyesfindly closed somewherein that morass of contemplation,
and | passed my stop by two blocks. | woke suddenly when we halted at Twenty-third Street, and |
leaped off just before the car began to move again. My notebook, aslight asit wasin actudity, seemed
as heavy asarock as| staggered back to my house, haf dreaming, thinking only of taking to my bed.
Congder my utter disgppointment when | saw avistor stting on my steps. | tell you, | nearly wept.

Asl| drew closer, the person waiting stood, having noticed my approach. From his height and wiry



frame, the drooping handlebar mustache and wave of raven-black hair, | knew it was John Sills, the
police detective who had saved me from a beating the previous night. During his off-hours he dressed
rather informally—an old army jacket and theflat lid of aday laborer.

"Johnny," | said, "thank you for intervening on my behdf last night. | have adefinite averson to being
clubbed.”

I knew him to be avery affable fellow, and now he proved it by breaking into awide smileand
laughing. "Merdly fulfilling my duty asapublic servant,” hesaid.

"| suppose you are here to explain what the hell was going on with that wretched woman last night,”
| said.

"No, Piambo, I'm here to remind you that, for the time being, that incident never happened.”

"Come now, John," | said. "Y ou can easly buy my silence with an explanation.”

He looked over his shoulder and up and down the length of the block. Then he moved closer to me
and whis-pered, "Y ou've got to swear that you will tell no one. I'll lose my job if you do."

"You havemy word,” | said.

"That woman isthe third weve found like that. The coroner thinks she was suffering from some kind
of exotic disease brought in on one of the shipsfrom Arabiaor the Caribbean, perhaps China. Listen, I'm
just acop, so don't ask for anything scientific, but | understand that the fel-lows at the Department of
Health have discovered akind of parasite; something they've never come across before. It eats the soft
tissue of the eye and leaves the wound unableto hedl. It happensvery rapidly. At first the victim weeps
blood, and then the eyes are gone, becoming two spigots that cannot be turned off."

"And the higher-upsthink it better if no one knows about it?" | asked, horrified.

"For now. It'snot like a plague that passes rapidly from one person to the next. In fact, there doesn't
seem to be any connection among the three victims. Asfar aswe can tdll, they'reisolated incidents. But if
word of thisreachesthe Times or the World, al hell will break loose. Mayor Grant wantsit kept quiet
for now until we can discover the source of the parasite.”

"I will keep it close, John. You cantrust me" | said. "But if you've comein contact with thiswoman,
what isit that has kept you safe?"

"It appears that once it has fed, the bug becomes dormant. For how long, no one knows, because
they have cremated the bodiesimmediately after sudying them.”

"Let'shopethey can stopit,” | said.

"If they can't, well dl be cryingin our beer," he said, and gave agrim amile.

| could tell from thisill-conceived joke that he had fin-ished spesking about the incident. Truly
wanting to know, | asked him how his painting was coming along. He had agreat dedl of natura talent,
and over the years, stedling time from hisjob and hiswife and children, he had become a very creditable
miniaturist. Some of hisworks were no bigger than a cigarette case, and many of theimagesin them were
rendered with a brush that held only two very fine hairs. He informed methat he had just fin-ished a
series of portraits of criminals and that afew of them would be included in agroup show at the Academy
of Design.

"It opens next week," he said, and moved forward to shake my hand. "Tell Shenz to come dong
as.”

"I will," | said, and clagped handswith him.

Beforeleaving, he said in alow voice, "Remember, Plambo, the less we know, the better.”

"My memory isablank canvas" | said.

"Thank you," he said, and walked away up the street.

Onceingde my home, | went immediately to the bed-room and shrugged off my coat and clothes,
letting them liein apilewherethey fdl. | fet asif | could have fallen adegp standing up, but there was one
more thing | had to do. There was the matter of the notebook, and an assess-ment of the sketches | had
made at Mrs. Charbuque's. | took the tablet to bed with me, and when | was comfort-able, with my
head propped up on the pillows, | set about reviewing what | had done.

| flipped the pages, past ketches of aneighborhood cat, Samanthain a kimono, one of atelephone
pole on East Broadway, outside the Children's Aid Society, Reed's gold-fish, aportrait of ayoung writer



gtting at acorner table at Billy Mould's Delicatessen. Then | cameto thefirst of the sketchesdonein
Mrs. Charbuque's drawing room. Staring for amoment, | then turned the sketchbook to seeif | had not
hed it positioned differently while drawing. What | saw before me was an amorphous blob made up of
scratchy lines. Hard as | tried, | couldn't make out the fig-ure of awoman at all. To tell thetruth, |
couldn't even make out the figure of a person.

Irritated, | turned to the next. Again | beheld the mere shadow of acloud. The next, another
charcod puddle. None of them exhibited any recognizable trace. | lay there wondering whet it was|
thought | had witnessed projected on that screen. At one point, | remembered thinking | had actualy
captured the outline of afacia pro-file, but what was transmitted to the sketchbook now made me
wonder if | was not, weakened by my deepless condition, doing abit of projecting mysdf. While Mrs.
Charbugue was relaing to me her tae of alowing fancy to infect redlity, | had been going her one better
and putting it into practice. An indistinct movement of shadow had become awoman.

I cursed and threw the sketchbook across the room. It dammed against the top corner of the
dresser, twirled in the air, bounced off the arm of achair, and landed, no lie, directly in atrash can | kept
inthe corner. As Mrs. Charbuque had said, there was no such thing as an acci-dent. My eyes closed,
and | fell into adream of snow.

Dream Woman

Saturday brought with it the urgeto paint. | rose early, well refreshed, and went out for breskfast to
Crenshaw's on Seventh Avenue. After agreasy repast of stesk and eggs, two cups of coffee, three
cigarettes, and the perusa of astory in the Times concerning aland grab ensuing in Cherokee Creek,
Oklahoma, where people were shooting one another over parcels of dirt, | returned home to my ethereal
pursuit of the ineffable Mrs. Charbuque.

| had a canvas stretched and prepared in my studio, waiting for me to attack it with color. What
with al my recent dithering about—the unvelling of Mrs. Reed's por-trait, sessions before the screen,
Samantha's play, and my visit to Shenz—I had not lifted abrush in over aweek. That demon inside me,
the one that can only be placated through the application of pigment to canvas, was chafing at the bit. |
prepared my palette and, dipping my brush into ochre, moved forward to claim my own parce of
territory. Then the specter of absence that was Mrs. Charbugue rose up in my mind in al her negative
glory, thefolds of her nonexistent dress spreading outward, the voluminous emptiness of her hair
burgeoning. The exquisite lack of her crowded out dl ese, extinguishing the ing stence of the paint demon
and sultifying my intention to create. The brush saized an inch from the canvas, and my hand dowly
carried it back to my side. | placed the palette and brush on the table and sat down in utter defest.

For thelongest time | smply stared at that expectant rectangle on the easdl before me. Asusualy
happened when | turned my attention toward trying to envison her, shefindly cohered out of the miasma
of nothingness, and | saw awoman, but as with Proteus in the Odyssey, whose form shiftsendlessy from
that of one creature to another, this was awoman of many women. | took deep breaths and
concentrated, trying to hat the rapid metamorphosis of face into face, blond to brunet to ginger. The
process was frudtrating, like trying to determine when precisdy to step onto aswiftly spinning carousd.

Onething that struck mefor the firgt time that morn-ing was that every incarnation that passed
before my eyeswas an instance of classic beauty. But was Mrs. Charbuque beautiful? To tell the truth, it
had never struck methat she could be anything but. In al the hundreds of images of her | had conceived
sncefirg accepting the commission, | had never once envisioned her asplain. "God forbid,” | thought.
"Say sheisoutright ugly." Although thewomen | continued to seein my mind's eye remained handsome,
with another, nonpictoria part of my brain | entertained the notion that she might be heavyset, even
obese. Perhaps | had been wrong in my assessment of her age, and her years were not equivaent to
mine or less, but instead she was awrinkled crone. What if shewerethin asarail, with no breaststo
speak of, bucktoothed, cross-eyed?

That iswhen | redlized that my own sexud desire, my own ridiculous male expectation of the femae,



would never dlow Mrs. Charbuque to be herself. | was doomed to end up painting the portrait of some
idedlized dream woman, more me than her. My God, | was Reed. | remembered M. Sabott speaking to
me one day about the nature of portraiture. "Understand this, Piambo. Thefirst lesson isthat every
portrait isin some sense a self-portrait, as every sdf-portrait isaportrait.” If my thoughtswere in turmail,
my body was completely para-lyzed. Had there not been a knocking on my front door to awaken me,
my only recourse would eventualy have been to drag mysdlf off in search of the bottle.

Samantha stood before me on the front steps, pulling off her gloves finger by finger. Her dark hair
was done up in the back in intricate braids, and her face shone in the Saturday-morning sunlight. She was
smiling mischie-voudy, and theingtant | laid eyes upon her, dl traces of the elusive, evolving Mrs.
Charbuque were obliterated from my mind.

"What do we have here?" | said.

She laughed aoud, and it was obvious she was up to something.

| stepped aside and let her in.

"Areyou working, Plambo?' she asked.

"l was pretending to for amoment but found | couldn't deceive mysdif.”

"Having trouble painting the mystery woman?' she asked.

For some reason | hated to acknowledge the fact, asif my admission were one of impotence, but |
could not lieto Samantha. | nodded sadly.

"Asl thought," shesaid.

"Did you cometo taunt me?" | asked.

"I'll savethat for thisevening,” she said. "I'm here now to help, asdways."

"Y ou've heard something about thiswoman Charbuque?’ | asked.

"Heavens, no," she said. "I have apresent for you. | have engaged a young actress, an understudy
from the production at Pamer's, to sit for you. My ideawas to keep you from seeing her. Perhaps you
could sit with your back to her and ask her questions. Y ou could practice capturing her likeness through
her words."

"Whereisshe" | asked, "hiding under your skirts?'

Shetook a halfhearted swipe at me with her gloves. "No, imbecile, sheis outside, down the Street,
waiting for meto arrange the Situation.”

At first | was skeptical, afraid of failure, but Samanthatold me that the entire reason for the project
wasto seewhat | could do, not what | couldn't. "Like adressrehearsal,” she said. | acquiesced and
went to my studio to arrange the easdl and achair for myself. It wasthen | redl-ized that painting was out
of the question and that it would be more useful to smply sketch. | needed to work quickly so as not to
think too much. Contemplation had been nothing but a hindrance to me. | went to my bed-room and
retrieved my sketchbook from the trash pail. A few minutes|ater, after dragging my drawing board
around to face the back wall, | heard the front door open and close. Two sets of footsteps approached
down the hal-way from the parlor.

"Piambo,” | heard Samantha say, "thisis EmmaHernan."

"Hdlo," | cdled, having to remind mysdlf not to turn around.

'Hello, Mr. Plambo,” said the voice of ayoung woman.

'Are you ready to have your portrait done?" | asked.

"Yes" sad Emma

"Please do not be upset if | missthe mark."

"She understands the Situation,” said Samantha.

"It will be somewhat awkward, but if you two will amply engage in a protracted conversation and
alow meto eavesdrop, | will try to capture severa quick images of both of you,” | said.

"Do you mean gossip, Mr. PFlambo?' asked Emma.

"We shouldn't have a problem with that," said Samantha, and the two laughed.

They settled themselves on the couch and began to dis-cuss the previous evening's performance, in
which one of the principa actresses had not shown up dueto ilinessand Emmahad had tofill in. Even if
Samantha had not told me that Emmawas young, | would immediately have identi-fied her age by the



clarity of her voice and the enthusiasm she exhibited in talking about the craft of acting. | listened intently
for atime, moving my hand and the charcod inches above the page, unableto commit aline. Closng my
eyes, | pictured Samantha speaking, and dowly brought into view her respondent. At first there was
merely ashadowy form sitting next to her, but then the conversation turned to the inadequacy of the poor
Derim Lourde, and Emmals figure grew in my mind out of the sound of her laughter. | saw long, wispy
blond hair with red highlights and smooth skin, devoid of wrinkles. | made amark, and that first difficult
line gave permission for another.

From the hapless amnesiac ghogt, their talk turned to the particulars of agrim story the newspapers
of late could not get enough of, namely thetria of Lizzie Borden. There was something vaguely eroticin
the way the young woman recited that song all the children were singing about forty whacks. Emmaslips
and perfect nose, her smdll ears, and the curving lids of her wide eyes came to me through that tune.

Then for atime they spoke and athough | heard what they were saying | did not register it but was
lost to my drawing. | saw them clearly, Emmain along orange-colored skirt and white pleated blouse. It
was acertainty that she wore aribbon in her hair. One of the things| dis-covered after the second
preiminary sketch was that she had alight dappling of freckles across the bridge of her nose. Her body
wasthin and athletic with the newly evolving modern look; a contrast to Samanthasfuller figure. | knew
that if | wereto paint this young woman she would be Stuated in alush green garden in full sun-light,
sitting on amarble bench. She would be wearing a summer dress, rendered with anumber 4 filbertina
trand ucent quinacridone red, holding abook and staring off asif rapt in adaydream of herself as one of
its char-acters.

| was putting the finishing touches to the sketch, now rendering aquick profile of Samantha's
braided hair, when a snippet of the conversation drew me abruptly away from my work.

"...weeping blood," Emmahad just said.

"Bizarre" said Samantha "That's dreadful "

"Who was weeping blood?" | called out, and nearly turned around.

"A woman in an aleyway. | had been at W.& J.Soane on Nineteenth Street buying fabric. Onthe
walk home, | passed an alley on Broadway and happened to look in. There was awoman not too far
down the way, leaning against the wall. She seemed to be unwell, so | stopped. She noticed me and
looked up. | could be mistaken, but it appeared asif she were crying blood. Her tearswere red, staining
her white jacket. The second she noticed me she turned away asif in embarrassment.”

"What became of her?' | asked, and in my agitation now did turn around, seeking an answer.

Emmas eyes widened with my sudden movement, asif | had walked in on her in the middle of
dressing, and flustered she said quickly, "I don't know. | |eft her aone.”

| was about to blurt out my own experience on the way home from Shenz's place but remembered
my promiseto John. Managing asmile, | said only "Interesting.”

"Perhaps | should have approached her," said Emma, rapidly shedding my vision of her to confront
me with redlity. She was short and somewhat stocky—her dark hair in ringlets, no ribbon, not afrecklein
sght, and her outfit was adowdy dark blue affair.

"Who would know what to do in that situation?" said Samantha. " Obvioudy the woman wanted to
bedonein her grief."

"But the blood,” said Emma. "'I'm sure she was crying blood.”

"What heartbresk,” said Samantha, shaking her head.

"Indeed,” | said.

After | thanked the women, and made plans to meet Samantha after her show, they |eft to prepare
for that evening's performance. | prayed they would not ask to see my sketches and was surprised when
they did not. It must have been an arrangement Samantha had made before the session. | doubt there
was ever awoman more discreet. Later | tore the drawings from my book and threw them dl in thefire.
"What heartbreak," | thought, and went to fix mysdf adrink.

The Asylum



It seemed that the remainder of Saturday was to be given over to pointless maundering. | had just
settled down in the studio with my drink, prepared for afirst-class stare, when again someone knocked
at my door. Thistimeit was Shenz, wearing hisvelvet derby and matching coat, carrying that walking
stick of hiswith an old man's head carved into the handle. He had a hansom cab waiting in the street and
seemed very excited.

"Grab your coat, Plambo," he said. "Weregoing for avigt.”

"Why don't you just comein and haveafew," | said.

"Nonsensg, thisisimportant.”

"Whom are we going to see?" | asked, reaching into the closet for my coat. "'From the looks of your
outfit, I'd guessWhidtler isin town."

"Close" said Shenz. "Were going to meet with alunatic by the name of Francis Borne."

"I've had enough madness for oneweek," | said.

"No, you haven't. Thisold fellow once worked for Ossiak as a prognogticator like your Mrs.
Charbuquesfather.”

That was dl | needed to hear. | threw my coat on, and we were out the door. Aswe boarded the
hansom, | asked Shenz how he had tracked the man down.

"A little asking about in theright circles," he said. He shut the cab door and then leaned out the
window to tell the driver, "Morningside Heights, One Hundred Seven-teenth Street and the boulevard.”

"That'sway up by the Hudson. Where are you taking me?' | asked.

"Bloomingdae's asylum for theinsane" he answered.

"Fitting," | said, and the horses began to move.

The day was unseasonably warm; the sky a dab of lead white in a sea of Windsor blue. It was only
alittle past noon. The streets were crowded with shoppers and the usual bustle of business. In addition to
the throng of pedestrians, the Streetcars, and the carriages, there were quite afew motorcars
maneuvering through the traffic. Together, they conspired to raise afog of fine brown silt on the mgjor
thoroughfares.

| looked across the compartment at Shenz, who sat fac-ing me with his back to the driver, resting
both hands on the head of his cane. He was staring intently out the win-dow, asif the melee on the street
might reveal someimportant secret.

"And what certain circles were those that identified this Francis Borne as an ex-employee of
Ossak?' | said, bresk-ing the silence,

"A gentleman | know inthe Village who trafficsin curaivesand dixirsand thelike," hesaid. "The
Man from the Equator.”

"Therésasingular moniker," | said.

"Hesasngular felow," said Shenz.

"Mrs. Charbuque's father plumbed the mysteries of snowflakes. What of Borne? Astrologer?
Dream reader? Divination by anadysis of the corns on one's feet? What was his specidty ?'

"l don't know the officia namefor it," said Shenz. "Somekind of turdologist.”

"What are you saying?' | asked.

"He predicts the future by way of the past, so to speak,” he said, and smiled.

"Excrement?" | asked.

Shenz nodded, and we both howled with laughter.

"| thought that was the devil'send,” | said, wiping tears from my eyes.

"Y ou should read more of the Transcendentalists,”" said Shenz, shaking hishead. "The Oversoul is
everywhere. Besides, we're not going for aseminar. All we need doisfind out if he ever saw your patron
inthetime hewaswith Ossiak. Even if shewas only achild, he might be able to clue usto her hair color
and some digtinguishing features.”

"Good God, man," | said, and lit acigarette. We rode the rest of the journey without speaking but
occasondly burgting into fits of laughter.

Aswe pulled off the road onto the grounds of the asy-lum, | caught sight of the main building, an



impressive structure of brick and stone, partialy hidden by old maples and oaks. Aswe drew closer,
other buildings scat-tered here and there about the property cameinto view. It was alovely setting,
unindicative of the menta anguish and dysfunction it sheltered—much like many individu-a's one megtsin
the course of aday.

Shenz gave the driver the fare for our journey and asked him to wait for us. We were only allowed
an hour'sinterview with Borne. My companion had set up the meeting by way of telephone, telling the
attendant that we were old neighbors of Mr. Borne's curious to see how he was getting on. We were met
on the steps of the main building by aMr. Caander, the fellow with whom Shenz had spoken earlier. He
seemed affable enough, suspi-cioudy cheerful, with a penchant for rapid speech.

"Things are somewhat in turmoil," Caander told us. "We are moving to anew location next year out
in White Plains, and my people are doing an inventory just now. Since your friend Borneisnot in the
main building and is quite adocile patient, it should be no problem for you to see him for abrief time."

"Wonderful," said Shenz. "And which structure does Francisreside in?"

"Come, I'll show you," said Calander.

Aswe walked across the grounds, the verbose atten-dant regaled us with the recent history of the
asylum. He explained that although itslocation had been perfect when it wasfirst built, asit wasfar
removed from the rest of the city, now that the devel opers were encroaching, relocation was called for,
since no one wanted to live in close prox-imity to the insane.

"It'stoo late," Shenz said in response.

Cadander stopped speaking briefly and gave my friend aquizzica ook before proceeding a
breakneck speed. "Also, the land here with its beautiful view of the Hudson is choice red etate. | don't
think it would be saying too much to suggest that there are numerous powerful enti-tieswho would liketo
owntherightstoit," he said. "We admit nearly four hundred and fifty new patientsayear. A veritable
heaven compared to Wards Idand, though.” There was more, and the man spoke so frantically fat,
eventualy just mouthing facts and figures interspersed with aquote or two from Hamlet, that | began to
suspect him of being apatient himsdif.

We passed a chapel topped by a stone bell tower, then crossed more lawn to alarge house the
attendant told us was named Macy Villa. "Here are housed those whose problems are not so
pronounced but who suffer from certain fractured or illusory views of theworld,” said Caander. We
entered, and | saw that the place was peace-ful and well kept. We ascended a set of steps to the second
floor and then walked down along halway. Aswe went, Calander lightly touched each closed door,
naming the residents of the gpartments: "Mr. Scheffler, Mr. Cody, Mr. Varone...." Finadly helanded upon
the door of Mr. Borne.

"A moment, gentlemen,” he said, and entered the room. A few minutes later Calander came out and
told us, "Francis has been expecting you."

| glanced at Shenz, who had told me Borne had no idea we were coming. He raised his eyebrows
and shrugged asif to say, "Well, the man is a prognosticator.”

Aswe entered, Calander told us, "Only an hour, please, gentlemen,” and then heleft. Inthe middle
of anesetly ordered one-room gpartment, light spilling in through two high barred windows with plants on
theslls, there sat avery old man, fully dressed in atuxedo whose style had gone out of fashion two
decades earlier. He wore rather large spectacles with thick lenses that magnified the size of hiseyes. His
body was painfully thin, like acornstalk in asuit of clothes, and his face gppeared to be made of |oose,
well-broken wallet leather. Upon seeing us, he bowed hishead and smiled in our direction. "l was
wondering when you two would arrive,” he said.

"Y ou knew we were coming, then,” said Shenz.

"l sawit," hesaid.

We moved closeto him and sat down, mysdlf on the divan and my companion on a bench that had
obvioudy been drawn near to Bornefor that very reason.

"Wheredid you seeit?' asked Shenz.

"Two days ago, in theresults of Monday's lamb stew."

I winced, but Shenz kept astraight face. "Sounds like quite arepast,” he said.



"l can't imagine amore prophetic product,” said Borne, "unlessthe thing were to grow lips and
Speak to me."

"The Man from the Equator sends hisgreetings,” said Shenz.

"Ah, Goren,” said Borne. "How ishe?"

"Getting on in years, but awonderful advertisement for hismerchandise,” said Shenz. " Still girring
his caul-dron for the ailing.”

"A knowledgeable man," said Borne.

| introduced mysdlf, as did Shenz, and the old man lifted a skeletal hand and gave a meeger
handshake to each of us.

"Wewere wondering if you could tell us something about your time working for Macolm Ossak,” |
sad.

"Those were the days," Borne said, and looked past us asif caught up in amemory of long ago.
That memory must have been something, for he sat staring for whole minutes before finally speaking. "I
had my own labora-tory and over ahundred specimens at atime from which to discern the course of
future events. Row upon row of glassjars, representing the movers and shakers of thetime. | had a
cobralike piece of President Lincoln in my possession that was a veritable Rosetta stone of political
portent. Aslong as Ossiak's money was behind me | had credibility, but the minute he met with financia
ruin | was labeled insane, and someone sent the Department of Hedlth after me. People fear the truth of
the chamber pot. They have no ideahow old and venerable atradition divination through evacuantsis. .

A Soliloquy in Brown

Borne went on for agood haf hour relating every kernd of the history of that odious science he was
S0 obsessed with. From prehistoric coprolitesto the Daa Lama's powdered goodluck droppings, he
gpoke some-times like a Harvard professor, sometimeslike arevivaist preacher, laying bare his
excrementa vision. When findly | feared wewould run out of timewith him, | ruddy interrupted in the
middle of adisquigtion on Swift'svol-ume The Human Ordure, saying, "Do you remember, when you
were with Ossiak, aman who made predictions based on the formations of snowflakes?'

My question was like awrench thrown into the gears of ataking machine; hisverbd diligence
grinding to adefinitive hat. He retreated again to his silent reverie, saring at the wall.

"Snowflakes," said Shenz asameans of pulling him back to the present.

"Ossiak called ustwo his bookends: heaven and earth,” said Borne. "He gave us more credence
than the others. We both, at one and the same time, predicted hisfinancial ruin. Grasp the profundity of
this, if you will, gentlemen. In one of Ossiak's own golden movements, | discovered two speci-mens of
precisely the same weight and Size, both shaped like goose eggs, exact twinsin every feature and giving
off thearoma of wild violets. This should be animposshility, but there it was, right under my nose. And
Londédll, the yin to my yang, reader of the excrement of the skies, found some-thing equaly devastating,
though | was never informed asto the details of what that was."

"Londel?" asked Shenz.

"Benjamin Londell," said Borne. "A very fine fellow. Some of those whom Ossiak employed in this
capacity were charlatans, but | can tell you Londell was serious. He worked very conscientioudy and
subjected hisfamily to great hardship in order to see thefuture.”

"What hardship would that be?' | asked.

"They had to traipse up amountain every year and stay in the most ungodly surroundings for Six
months or S0 to get the precise crystals he was after. At least in my discipline specimens were dways
readily a hand."

"He had children?' asked Shenz.

"A daughter," said Borne. "That, | believe, wasdl."

"Do you remember the girl?" | asked.



"A sweset child," hesaid.

"What did shelook like?" asked Shenz.

The patient shook his head. "1t's difficult to remember, for soon after | began paying any attention to
her at al shewent incognito.”

"She disappeared?’ | asked.

"No," said Borne, "she had a sort of act she performed when they would come to the city to confer
with Ossiak. She hid behind a screen and made predictions or some-thing along those lines. Once she
took to the screen, | don't believe | ever saw her again. Thiswas only afew years before Ossak's
empirefdl gpart. Asamatter of fact, the year she became the Sibyl was the same year both her father
and | made our gartling discoveries. By then, athough we sensed only the first inklings of it, things had
aready begun to crumble.”

"The Sibyl," | said, hoping for moreinformation.

Tothis, Borne smply nodded and said, "Y es, that was what shewas cdled.”

"Her hair color?' asked Shenz.

"Either chestnut or blond, perhaps strawberry,” said the old man. He dowly lifted his hand to play
with one of the buttons on histhreadbare jacket. "It's adl locked away now in the warehouse."

Bornelooked sad, asif dredging up the past was a painful task. Sympathizing with him, | said, "It
only remainsin your memory, en?'

Heturned and peered at me through those thick glasses. "No," he said, "the warehouse. Ossak,
before committing suicide, began gathering what little of hiswedth was|eft and bought warehousesin
which to store the stuff. He didn't want his creditors getting every-thing. At that point he had gone
somewhat insane himsdlf and dreamed of eventudly rising from the ashesto rebuild hisempire. All my
instruments, specimens, notes, what have you, were confiscated and locked away. Londell, the poor
man, had a stroke and died when they took his precious snowflake equipment and research from him.
Those were grim days."

"| suppose these things have since been dispersed,” said Shenz.

"No," said Borne. "They are il there. | know where they are. | followed the men who took them. |
know exactly wherethey are."

"Yes?' | sad.

"Do you know the chemists on Fulton, the oneswith the big building? The Fairchild Brothers, |
believe, Fulton and Gold? | can't imagine they've gone out of business. Around the corner, heading east
toward the water, there Sits an old one-story warehouse made of brick. On thefront isan O painted in
white. It must be quite faded by now. All of it isthere; the detritus of the entire saga.”

Caander, exhibiting amoreirritating punctuality than even Watkin, appeared at that precise
moment. | had a hundred more questionsfor Mr. Borne, but it wasn't to be. The old man shook our
hands again, and we were ushered out of his room. Before the door was closed, Borne shouted to us,
"Remember, gentlemen, to move forward you must first look behind.”

"Borne doesn't seem like such abad sort,” | told Shenz on the ride back downtown. Night had
begun to blossom by then, and the temperature was dropping.

"Reed livesamoreillusory existence than that poor felow,” said Shenz. "At least Borne understands
what he is made of , but his predilection for the mysteries of shit isatogether repugnant to society at large.
Can you imagine his neighbors horror when they redized he was collect-ing it? Weliveinan agein
which everyone pretends to be an angd. Think of al the painters who have taken that winged theme as
their subject.”

"Onthe other hand," | said, "he wasn't Smply anayz-ing it with an eye toward diagnosing one's
health; he was predicting the future with it. That seems somewhat deranged. Not abad old man at all,
though.”

"Useful too,” said Shenz.

"He at least corroborated much of Mrs. Charbuque's story and gave us her maiden name, Londdll,”
| said.

"A namewe can trace," said Shenz.



"It dso reminds methat at some point | must get around to asking her about her husband. Who,
then, isMr. Charbuque?'

"Of course,” said Shenz, "but one thing we need to give sometimeto isthat warehouse Bornetold
us about. The one on Fulton with the O painted on it. We need to get in there and have alook around.”

"It doesn't seem asif anyone would have the key at this point, though. Didn't it sound asif Ossiak
stocked the place and then died? I'll wager no one knows who ownsit, and they just assume someone
does. Thereit gits, like an ancient tomb, guarding itstreasures.”

"| thought | wasthe Romantic,” said Shenz. "'l have an acquaintance who can get usin there.”

"The Man from the Equator?" | asked, smiling.

"No, aman from West Thirty-second Street.”

"One of the Kitchen'sdignitaries?’ | asked.

"Anartisanin hisown right,” said Shenz. " This man knows locks the way Borne knowswhat he had
for dinner last week. He has crafted aring of skeleton keysthat islegendary in the underworld, on apar
with the Holy Grail, and widds a hat pin with more finesse than Vermeer did abrush.”

"Why should he help us?" | asked.

Shenz laughed. He took out his cigarette case and drew forth one of his opiate specias. After
lighting it, he blew a stream of smoke out the window and said, "Cash.”

"Y ou propose we break into that warehouse?"

"Think of what we might find there, Plambo," he said. Besides, I'm curiousto see Macolm Ossiak's
golden eggs, not to mention that nugget of Abraham Lincoln's. Now that's higtoric."

"l had better call Bloomingda€'s asylum and reserve you aroom. I'm not about to bresk into a
warehouse. Come now, you're more adamant about this commission of minethan | am. Get ahold on
yoursdlf."

He sat back in his seat, asif my words had wounded him. Turning his gaze out the window, he
watched the passing lights of Broadway. When his cigarette was three quarters finished, he tossed the
rest into the street and closed his eyes. In minutes, he was adeep. As| sat study-ing hisfeaturesin the
intermittent light from the boule-vard, | felt remorse for having rebuked him.

Shenz was somewhat older than I, his age in the middle ground between those of Sabott and mysdif.
It was becoming increasingly obvious to me that the opium was beginning to erode his health. His skin
tone had become more sallow in recent months, and he had lost agood dedl of weight. When hewas
younger he had been quite muscular and had adways exuded a great sense of energy. His exuberance
now, though, had afrantic edgeto it, more like the nervous excess resulting from the consumption of too
much coffee. Also, hiswork had begun to declinein its precision and freshness, and the commissions he
now drew were less than choice—the Hatstells children were agood example.

| wondered if | waslooking at a portrait of myself in another few years. | aso wondered if perhaps
Shenz, when looking at me, was seeing a portrait of himsdf afew years younger when he il had an
opportunity to mar-sha his powers and, as my father had entreated me, "create something beautiful.” It
came to me that perhaps that was the reason for his resolute insstence that | suc-ceed in my bid to
portray Mrs. Charbuque precisdly.

When the cab stopped at Shenz's address, | woke him. He came to with a start and then smiled, his
eyelids open-ing to mere dits. "I had adream, Plambo,” he said.

"Wasit of that modd of Hunt's again, the girl dtting on that wag'slap in The Awakening
Conscience?" | asked.

"No," he said, and dowly shook hishead. "I wastrapped in aglassjar, and Bornewas peering in at
me. | tapped the glasswith my walking stick, desiring to be let out. He paid no attention, though. | saw
hewas at work making alabel. On it hewrotein large black letters LUNCH."

| saw my friend to his door. Before he passed over the threshold, | said to him, "Listen, Shenz, | do
truly appre-ciate your help. I'll consider going to the warehouse. But first let me seewhat else | canlearn
from Mrs. Charbuque.”

Hefixed mewith alook of grave weariness. "I never told you this," he said, "but before Sabott died,
| had a conversation with him one day when he turned up at the Player's Club. No one would



acknowledge his presence, and they were watching him closely, prepared to gect him if he should get
out of hand, but | went over and sat with him out of due respect. Luckily hewas having ararelucid
moment. He bought me adrink and spoke brilliantly about the painting by Waterhouse of the Sirens
depicted as birds of prey with women's heads, surrounding Ulysses, who is bound to the mast of his ship.
Before he left, he mentioned you, and said to me, 'Shenz, keep an eye on that boy for me. | haven't had
the chanceto tell him everything.' Then he left. Two weekslater he was dead.”

Sunday Morning

| woke very early Sunday morning to a suffused gray light and the patter of adriving rain against the
window. Although it was cold out beyond the blankets and the counterpane, Samanthalay next to me,
enveloping mein her warmth. There, on our intimateidand of cam, | fdt temporarily safe from the
concernsthat presently plagued me. Swarming just beyond the confines of the bed, | knew, was that
flock of female images waiting to descend and peck at my consciousness, tear gpart my reason. | thought
| would remain where | was, lashed to the mast, S0 to speak, for alittle while longer.

| turned away from the world and watched Samantha bresthe, wondering what dreams she moved
through behind the screen of deep. Her long dark hair swept over and around the pillow, wild inits
configurations. There were curious minute angles a the corners of her closed lips—either asmileor a
sgn of congternation. Her eydidsfluttered dightly, and | could read her pulse by concen-trating on her
neck. Evident now also were the creases around her eyes and mouth, betraying her age. The blan-kets
lay at adant across her body exposing her right breast, and seeing her at that moment made me think
what a perfect subject she would be for aportrait. | had to wonder whether in dl the portraits | had done
of her, most when we were younger, | had ever redly captured her essence, or if what | had painted
was, expanding upon Sabott's dictum, only something of myself.

| lay there swinging rapidly back and forth between specific memories of my dayswith Samantha
and moments of clouded uncertainty when her degping figure mocked my belief that | knew anything
about her at dl. In an atempt to circumvent the troublesome haf of this equation, | concentrated on the
kindness she had shown the previous day by bringing Emmato my studio. | smiled when considering how
poor ajob | had donein rendering the girl'slooks, and then, suddenly, miraculoudy, | had athought that
was not centered upon mysdif.

| dressed and |eft the house in such haste that | did not remember an umbrella, and by thetimel
reached Broadway, | was soaked to the skin. As happens during such torrentia rains, the thoroughfares
had been turned to mud. When | had to leave the safety of the Sdewalk and crossthe street, | sank into
my ankles. | nearly lost ashoeto the suction but, in dl, fared better than a deeply mired automobile | saw
another block down, uselesdy spinning itswhedls and sending up ageyser of brown muck. The horses
showed up their mechanical competitors, but even they moved at only a plodding pace.

Upon reaching the address of W.& J.Soane, | ducked in under the stone overhang of a doorway to
find amoment's relief from the downpour. Thewind felt bru-taly cold, and | was surprised the
precipitation had not turned to snow. The gloves| wore had no lining, and my hands were freezing. |
took off my hat and tipped it to let the water roll off the brim. Then, standing till, | surveyed the
Sunday-morning desolation of the street, trying to remember if Samantha's friend Emma had mentioned
whether she headed south or north from the fabric mer-chant's on her way home. | had already passed a
number of aleyson Broadway, but | thought | would head down-town afew more blocks and then
ingpect each one on my way back home.

Only then did | consider that it might have been agood ideato check the newspaper to seeif there
had been any women who had gone missing in the last few days. It was possible that the woman whom
Emma had seen cry-ing blood was one of the poor victimsthat Sills and his men had aready discovered.
Since Emmahad not given an exact date in mentioning the incident, but, asfar as| could remember, had
just said "the other day," | was unsure about how long ago her brief glimpse of the weep-ing woman had
taken place.



Next door to Soane's, heading downtown, was a church whose doors stood open but which
seemed as empty asthe stores. | passed gpartment buildings and shops, but the structures here were built
with walls butting up against each other, leaving no room for aley-ways. The same held true for the next
few southerly blocks, so | turned around and began working my way back toward my home.

| was every bit the undaunted investigator while walk-ing along Broadway, but when | cameto the
firg dleyway and looked into its grimy darkness, my courage quailed. It struck methat the very last thing
| wanted was to discover abody with the eyesleaking blood. As| mentioned before, the eyeshold a
sacred position in my persond psychology. Being that the crux of my professon and my art isthe
manipulation of light on canvas, to say that Sght isessen-tid is an understatement. The mere thought of a
sty makes me queasy, and now, as | inched into the dripping shadowsto find what | might, my hands
shook and sweat mixed with the rain on my face.

Thisaley was aminiature throwback to old New Y ork when people would toss their refuse into the
dreetsfor the pigsto root through. A few yardsinto the canyon of brick, | waswalking on al manner of
offal and discarded newsprint. There were some staved-in barrels, afew empty crates, but | reached the
end, atall wooden fence, and breathed a sigh to have discovered no corpses. | went mincingly down two
more of these grim passageways and, in thelast, discovered only astarving old mongrel hiding inan
overturned barrel. The creature barely stirred when | went scuttling past it through the debris.

Emerging once again onto the Ssdewak from the last of the three dleys, | felt an overwhelming sense
of relief aswell asatwinge of righteousnessfor having taken the trouble to brave the weather and make
my search. As| turned to head toward Twenty-first Street and home, my gaze happened to scan the
other side of the avenue, and | noticed an entrance to yet another dley. "Isit possible that Emma crossed
the avenue on her way home?' | won-dered. | shook my head and took afew steps before turn-ing and
looking back at the opening. | cursed roundly and stepped down into the muck of Broadway.

Thewadll of one of the buildings that defined this par-ticular aley belonged to atobacconist's shop,
s0 there were quite afew casks stacked high, giving off the rich scent of their recent contents, and agood
dedl of rotted whole leaf, both tied in bunches and |oose on the ground. The aromamade medesirea
cigarette, and | stopped halfway to the end of the aley to light one. This bolstered me abit, and |
continued. | neared the end and was about to turn back when | saw a shoe; awoman's laced ankle boot.
Then there was movement, asif the ground were shifting. | finally heard squedls above the sound of wind
and rain echoing down the passage. | peered closer and made out no fewer than ahundred rats like a
dick, living blanket of shadow covering something. The cigarette dropped out of my mouth as| groaned.
At this sharp sound the filthy crestures scattered to reved her. The blood had coagulated, and the face
held two huge, erupted scabs instead of eyes. It was difficult to tell that the dress had once been white,
so drenched it wasin the brick color of dried gore. It wasal | could do not to retch. | turned, fighting an
overwheming paralyss, and forced mysdlf to move forward one step at atime,

When | reached the street end of the dley and findlly stepped out onto the sidewalk, a passerby
nearly walked into me. I was dow in my movements, and the other indi-vidua brought himself up short at
thelast ingant.

"Please excuse me," the gentleman said, and then stepped around me.

| said nothing, but did take in his countenance. Only later, after | had walked to Crenshaw'sina
daze and used their telephone to call police headquarters, did | redlize that the man | had nearly collided
with was of al people Albert Pinkham Ryder. | was beginning to sense that con-dition Mrs. Charbuque
had alluded to when speaking of thefirst time she believed the Twins had whispered to her—asif she
were being singled out by God.

Samanthawas il adeep when | arrived home. | did not wake her but changed out of my wet
clothing and went directly to my studio. Taking up my palette and brush, | set to filling the canvas| had
prepared the previous morning. | worked furioudy and had only avagueideathat | was painting a
woman. | let the paint and the sensation of its gpplication dictate the attributes of the figure, taking my
cuesfrom the colors | chose with no lengthy deliberation— the picture itself directed my creation of it.

Sometime in the late afternoon | felt Samanthal's arms close around me from behind. Only then did |
become fully aware of what | had rendered: a portrait, definitely of awoman | did not know, seated, with



long light hair, dressed in arobe of phtha ocianine green sporting apaidey design in cadmium yellow. Her
smile was as mischievous and mysterious asthat of Leonardo's Giaconda, but her eyes were fountains of
red, red every-where, in amillion droplets, more copious than the down-pour outside.

"Tel me, Flambo," Samanthawhispered to me. " Speak to me."

My own eyesfilled with tears as | related to her what had occurred on the way home from Shenz's
place, my promiseto John Sills, my discovery that morning. | lifted the palette knife as | spoke, and
scraped the canvas clean.

TheWolf

“Near the end of winter, one night when | waswith my | i father out in the frozen laboratory, he
questioned me about how | had known whereto find the corpse. In dl things save the salf-delusion
generated by the pursuit of his profession, he was an honest man, and | could not lieto him. All he need
do was squint hisright eye and smile with the left Sde of his mouth, and the truth would out. | confessed
that the identical snowflakes had bestowed some strange power upon me, an ability to know things|
should not be able to. With so much time now passed, | can't recall thewords | used to describe the
phenomenon to him, but | was an intelligent child and made myself understood. | knew he would not
laugh derisively as any sane parent would, but | wasfearful he might be angry with mefor calling attention
to the Twins. What he actudly did was nod gravely and touch me lightly on the forehead.

"He cadled it the second sight and said that, although | was always to keep the existence of the
Twinsasecret, | should develop thisability in order to help others and myself. Then hetold me, 'Ossiak
will not be able to support my work before too long, and it will be necessary that you begin preparing to
make your way in theworld.' | nodded, athough | had no ideawhat he was aluding to.

"He told meto fetch the lampsthat sat at the perime-ter of the laboratory. ‘Bring them and put them
on theviewing stage, Lu,' hesaid. As| ranto fulfill hisrequest, he started up the ladder to his seat on the
optical magni-fier. | returned with the two lamps and placed them one on each side. 'Now lie down,
faceup, so that | can focus upon your eyes,” he said. ‘1 want to get alook inside you.'

"l did as| wastold. The stage wasfrigid. Once my head was benesth the huge lens, he called,
'When | bring down the barrdl, try as best you can to hold your bregth for aslong as possible. Otherwise
it will fog thelens.' | heard the machine begin to descend, one gear tooth at atime, and for amoment
feared that my father would absentmind-edly crush my face, forgetting that today's specimen was my
head and not aflat board full of snowflakes. He hdted it only an inch or two from my face, or that is how
| remember it. 'Stop breathing,' he called, and | took a deep breath. 'Open your eyes as wide asthey will
dlow, hesaid. | did thistoo.

"In my attempt to ignore the discomfort of not breath-ing, | listened to the wind outside. Suddenly |
saw some-thing movein the lens above me, an image that eventualy settled into a horizontd line, likea
pair of giant lips dis-playing amonumenta lack of emation—amagnification of my mother's usua
expresson. A moment later those lipsfindly parted, reveding themsdves aseydids, and | beheld an eye
of immense proportions. | felt its gaze pen-etrating me, scratching my very soul, and knew that it could
see dl my secrets. There was no doubting now that | would forever be scrutinized from above by an
omnis-cient judge. | desperately wanted to scream with the fear of being so completely exposed but
would not alow even amurmur to leave my mouth.

" tel you, my face was probably blue by thetime | noticed the lens above me beginning to ascend.
Takeair, yelled my father as| heard hisfeet hitting the rungs of the ladder. | did, and | felt hishand on
mine, pulling me up away from the machine. He knelt on the frozen floor and hugged meto him. ‘I saw
it, hesaid. 'l saw everything.” | began to cry, and he patted my back. | tried to clasp my armsaround his
neck, but he pulled me gently from him and held me by the shoulders so asto look directly at me. 'Within
you,” hesad, ‘I saw the universe. A million stars, and at their center astar composed of starsthat shone
with aclear brilliance—the imprint of the Almighty.'

"Believing himsdlf to be ascientist, of course he had to double-check hisfindings. So he asked me



to try to concentrate upon the voice of the Twins and remember whatever it was they next showed me.
All'I could do was nod. | was stunned by the ideathat now not only was God watching me, especidly
me, but He was dso ingde mein the form of aswirling universe of sars. | did little morefor the rest of
the day than sit on the broken-down couch at the back of his study and stare out the window. Later on,
when my mother called usto dinner, | felt thelocket's heat against my breast, felt its chain tingle around
my neck, and heard the faint stirrings of identical voices, onein each ear. Those words became a picture
inmy mind. | saw, moving through the trees on the shore of the lake, alarge dark wolf, sdlivadripping
from histongue, hiseyes bright yellow.

"'A wolf!" | yelled aloud, and at that moment redlized | was |ooking out the window through the
twilight and had actually seen some darker shadow passing into the forest at the edge of our homestead.
Father spun around in hischair and said, 'Where? The Twins,’ | told him, 'they showed it to me. It's
coming.’ Right then my mother came to the door of the study and told us dinner was get-ting cold. As
soon as sheleft to return to the kitchen, my father nodded, |etting me know he understood, and then put
hisfinger to hislips.

"After that incident in his study, | saw the wolf repeat-edly in my thoughts and, if truth betold, till
seeit lurk-ing from time to time &t the edges of my consciousness. | was afraid to go out into the forest to
play, aswas my cus-tom. Sticking close to the house, | had my games, but with one ear | was aways
ligtening for its gpproach. Two days passed and the wolf had not materidized, but my father kept hisrifle
loaded as a precaution against an emergency. | thought the plan was not to mention it to my mother, but |
suppose my father feared for her safety, and at din-ner the second night he told her to be wary of wolves.
'It'sthe season,” he said. 'It's the season.' My mother gave a mocking laugh and replied, 'What season?
We haven't seen awolf up herefor four years, but till, from that point on, she exhibited a certain nervous
agitaion.

"Onthethird night following the day of my so-caled prediction, our smdl family wasin the Stting
room, read-ing by the lamplight. | still remember that through the winter of that year | wasreading a
collection of fairy tales my father had purchased for mein New Y ork City the previous summer. When it
was nearly my bedtime, | heard a noise outs de the house; something moving through the crusted snow. |
stood up from where | lay on thefloor, and as| rose, so did my father from hischair. He went to his
study and brought out hisrifle. 'Put that away,” said my mother. 'Someoneis going to get hurt.' He
ignored her as he dipped hisfeet into his unlaced boots. Sheliterally lesped out of her chair and placed
hersalf between him and the door. | was as startled by her action and the emotion behind it as| was
afraid of what might be outside. He gently moved her aside and pulled back the dead bolt.

"Tense minutes passed while he was outside. | kept expecting to hear agrowl or agunshot, but
neither came. When he findly returned to the house, he was very quiet, much aswhen hewasin his study
pondering the myster-ies of the snow crystals. 'Did you see thewolf? | asked when he returned from
putting therifle away and again took his seat. 'Footprints,” he said. ‘It'sabig one.' | was then sent to bed.
The next day | searched dl around the house for the prints of the predator. It hadn't snowed, and the
wind had not been high through the night, so they should till have been there. All | managed to find were
boot prints.

"Thefollowing day | was sitting in my father's udy on the couch, and he turned to me and said, ‘L u,
go seeif your mother has any twine. | haveto tie these old notes up in order to store them." | went on my
errand, first searching in the kitchen and then the bedroom. She did not seem to beinthe house at dl. |
put on my boots and coat and went outside to see if she was fetching water or using the out-house. It
was aclear day and somewhat warmer than usud, thefirst sgn that year that spring might actudly arrive.
| did not find my mother in any of the usua places, so | went to thetin shed that held the optical
magnifier. She was not there. Out behind that building, | found the clothedine haf hung with the day's
laundry, the other half till heaped in the wicker basket. When | drew closer, | saw thetrail of my
mother's footsteps leading away into the forest. The wolf burst into my thoughts then, and | ran screaming
back to the house.

"My father again took hisrifle. He told meto stay in the house and bolt the door behind him when



he left. | watched from the window in his office as he trudged across the snow benegth the blue sky
toward the treeline. The waiting was interminable, and in that time | wanted to rip the locket off my neck
and throw it asfar from me as possible. It wasthefirst time| redlized that the secret of the Twinswas
much more acurse than ablessing. If only | had followed my impulse. | don't know how much actua
time passed, ten minutes, ahalf hour, hours. Finaly the anxiety became too much for me, and | ran to the
door in the sitting room and unbolted it. | stepped outside, and that iswhen | heard, from a great
distance, like the whis-per of the Twins, my mother's scream followed by the report of therifle. | took
two stepsin the direction of the woods, and the rifle sounded a second time.

"l met my father afew yardsfrom thetree line. He moved dowly asif in the clutches of agreat
weariness. 'Whereis Mother? | asked. He seemed in adaze, and his complexion was blanched a
terrifying white. He shook his head and said, ‘'The wolf took her and | shot thewolf." | knew this meant
shewasdead, and | began to cry. My father cried too as we held each other. | can mark his physical and
mental declinefrom that moment. Thefact that it matched the decline and eventua destruction of
Macolm Ossak'sempireisan interesting Sdeissue. Twin tragedies.”

"Y our mother's body, wasit ever recovered?' | asked, and briefly looked down to seethat | had
sketched not awoman but awolf.

"No, Mr. Piambo, nor was the corpse of the wolf. | will tell you, though, that in the spring, when we
were pack-ing our things to descend the mountain and return to the city, | discovered in abox kept in the
corner of the labora-tory abroad-brimmed hat and afur coat made from the pelt of an animd.”

| was anxiousto ask Mrs. Charbugue arather obvious question, but she interrupted me as|
mouthed the first word.

"By theway, Mr. Piambo," she said, "what were you doing out in that terrible rain on Sunday?"

Her query caught me off guard for amoment, and when | recovered | asked, "How do you know |
wasout intheran?'

"Why, | saw you standing on Broadway. My carriage passed, and | only glimpsed you for a
moment. It looked asif you were with that other artist, the one who does the seascapes, Ryder."

"Y ou have seen me?' | asked.

"Certainly. Last week you sat at atable a Delmonico's drinking wine with your lady friend, Miss
Rying. | was at the table next to yours." She laughed then, briefly, asif as an afterthought.

Her admission stunned me, and while emotions of betraya and anger collided, | tried to think back
to that night. When | looked around within my memory of the restaurant, | saw gowns and suits, cigar
smoke, fine china, silver, and crystal, but everyone, even the waiters, was faceless. Then the door
opened, and Watkin entered the room. | quietly gathered my things with trembling hands and | ft.

A Gift from a Child

On the streetcar heading downtown, | finally took charge of my emotions and wondered if | had a
right to fed so thoroughly abused by Mrs. Charbugue. She was playing melike a pennywhistle, and
whatever visage | eventualy concocted of her would have to manifest in someway astreak of sadism,
but did it matter to our proposition whether she was engaged in spying on me? Was the sum of money
she offered license enough for her to know every bit of my life? It struck me then that the aspect of the
Stuation that distressed me more than any other was the fact that her presence wasloosein the world, as
if abgeweed lamp once belonging to an ancient sultan had been rubbed and amischievous djinn were
now free. Aslong as | had known where she was, in that quiet room, Situated behind that screen, the
enigmawas con-tained, and as frustrating asit might be, | could gpproach it on my own terms. She had
been of equivdent satuswith, say, acharacter in abook, afigure out of mythology, and | was merely to
be her illugtrator. But now she roamed the world, and this notion ensured a certain physicdity while at the
same time negating a definitive location. She could have been anyone, the woman sitting next to me, the
young girl passing outside on the street. | could not even discount disguise, so for that matter she could
have been the streetcar conductor. Having gone to see Samantha on the stage innumerable times, | had



wit-nessed convincing portrayals of women by men and vice versa. With the possibility of her being
anyone, shewas, potentidly, everyone. My scalp prickled as| fdt the fine tendrils of paranoiagrowing
within and around me. | felt it on the back of my neck, in my stomach, with every best of my heart, until |
was trapped in anet of gazes, athick web of stares. | was, undoubtedly, being watched.

| scanned the faces of my fellow passengers, searching for telltale sgnsin each that he or she might
be my patron. Long before my stop, | forsook the streetcar for the side-walk, where | could escape the
claugtrophobic feding that made it difficult for meto breathe. Inthe open air, | was somewhat lessa
gpecimen on display, and therewas at least theillusion of freedom in persona locomotion. A woman, a
complete stranger, leaving adry-goods store, flashed me a brief smile and nodded. Why? | frowned
disapprovingly at her, and she quickly turned away. Wherever | looked | found a pair of eyestrained
upon mine, and the weight of these gazes eventualy made me stop in my tracks. The throng moved
around me like a stream around alarge rock, and | turned in circlestrying to see dl those who were
seeing me. To cam myself, | closed my eyes, and there, behind the screen of my lids, | had asense that
the entirety of the teeming metropolishad meinitssghts.

When | eventudly felt steady enough to again open my eyes, | found standing before me ayoung
boy of six or seven, wearing a cap and athreadbare coat. His round cheeks were red with the cold, and
his smile showed the absence of at least threeteeth. At firgt | thought he was begging, for he held his
hand up toward me. Only when | was digging into my pocket for some change did | redlize hewas
handing me acard.

"l been paid,”" he said, and shoved the square of paper into my hand.

"What are you doing?' | asked. "What isthis?' Before | could finish my second question, hewas
gone, running off into the swirl of passersby | turned to watch him, but in seconds he was lost amid the
multitude. It quickly became evident to methat | was now literdly making aspectacle of mysdf, blocking
traffic on the sde-walk. | moved quickly forward. Only when | reached the solitude and safety of a
bench in Madison Square Park did | ingpect the gift from the child. Turning the white rec-tangle over, |
noticed words rendered in ink, amessage in desperate script. After | stared at it for a solid minute, the
words registered their meaning.

WHY ARE YOU SEEING MY WIFE?
CHARBUQUE

I quickly shot aglance over each shoulder and then scanned the park before me. When | again
turned my attention to the message, | tried to seeit inanew light, but still the words exuded a sense of
menace, adefinitethreat. Risng, | dipped the card into my coat pocket and headed for the sidewalk. |
hailed thefirst cab | saw, and went directly to my home. Onceinside, | locked the door and checked
each of the rooms.

Sitting in the studio, | pondered that day's events. It was becoming increasingly clear that Mrs.
Charbugque was, in her subtle way, trying to undo me. How artfully she had dropped the news of her
knowing my every move. "Is she paying for a portrait or for a subject to amuse herself with?" |
wondered.

Out of thin air, her husband had materialized to insin-uate anew thread into the tapestry. | wouldn't
have been hdf surprised to find that she herself had written out the card and had Watkin find an urchin to
deliver it. She obvi-oudy wanted meto ask her about her husband. Perhaps the whole exercisewas as |
had suspected earlier: achancefor her to tell her life, our meetings akin to attending con-fession. The
twisted nature of the entire charade was mind-boggling.

| determined then and there that | would not play the fool for Mrs. Charbuque. | would eventualy
ask about her husband, but not when she required it. She was not play-ing fair, and | no longer felt the
need to do so mysalf. What | needed was some systematic plan of attack, an approach to discovering
her countenance in amore definitive manner than smply conjuring it through her questionable
autobiography. Also, | would begin to subtly drop ahint or two during our daily didoguesthat | might
know more about her than she suspected. For now, some of these morsals could come from the



information imparted by Borne; others | would smply manufacture. What | wanted above dl else wasto
shake her confidence as she had shaken mine.

The tension of the afternoon settled upon me, but | tried to throw off my predicament, and set to
work at the drawing board. On alarge sheet of paper that covered the entire face of the board, | began
illustrations for each of the characters and settings that inhabited her story so far, keeping each sketch
small. | wanted to crowd them all onto one surface so that | could take them in at once. The house on the
mountain, the optical magnifier, the face of her mother, her father, the tracker who was obvioudy tracking
more than corpses. | also drew the wolf and the locket on a chain, the book of fairy tales opened to an
illugtration of Aladdin'slamp, and entering the picture frame from the s de was asingle manly hand
offering a card with amessage written upon it. Filling the empty spaces between objects, | drew
sx-pointed snow crystals— no two aike. God could be fdlible, but not Piambo.

| worked rapidly, with areserve of energy that had not made itsdlf evident until | began. When |
finaly rose and backed away from the board, | stared at my depiction of al Mrs. Charbuque had told
me. Like one of those antique paintings of the life of asaint, each saintly act depicted at one and the same
time on the same plane asif time had been hdted and history could be viewed as asingle event, my
drawings had captured everything from the broken-down couch in the study to the murder amid a stand
of lonesome pines of Mrs. Londell and her lover by the warped crystalogogi<.

Unconscioudy | had arranged the ements of the story in agreet circle on the page. Inviewing it, |
smiled with satisfaction at the unplanned but perfect balance of the piece. Only after | had patted myself
on the back, so to speak, did it become clear to methat at the drawing's very center, around which
everything else seemed to turn, therewas asmdler circle of unsullied white. Of course, thisemptiness
was where the portrait of the child, Luciere Londell, belonged. It stared back at me.

| wastoo weary to engage in one of my usua bouts of self-pity. Thefact that | had accomplished
anything at al toward the commission, had at |east made some marks on paper, was enough for thetime
being. | set down the char-coal pencil and retired to my bedroom.

I removed my shoes and was about to undress when | heard a noise emanating from outside the
house, asif someone was walking on the stonesjust beyond my bedroom window. Thefear | had felt
earlier inthe day returned immediately, and | stood stock-till, listening so hard | could fed my ears
move. For aningtant | actu-ally considered getting down on my hands and knees and hiding besde the
bed, but then from somewhere in the creeping parancia, a stronger emotion of anger sur-faced.

"Ridiculous,” | said doud, and stormed over to the window. With redl determination | drew back
the curtain to revea the porta filled with night. It hadn't registered with methat | had spent so long at the
board. The dark-ness made me quail abit from my intended mission, but | bolstered my courage,
unlatched the pane, and swung it open.

A blast of cold night air swept around me and lifted the curtains. "Who's there?' | demanded.

"Shhhh," | heard in return. "Piambo, itsme.”

| immediately recognized the voice of Shenz.

" Shenz, what in good God are you doing out there?' | asked.

"Shhhh," he said. "Quietly, Piambo. Whisper only. We are here because we did not want anyone to
see usa your front door."

"Whoiswith you?' | asked, softening my voice.

By then my eyes had adjusted, and | saw Shenz step toward the window. In the light coming from
the bedroom | could make out hisface directly beneath me. From out of the shadows another figure
dowly sidled up next to him—alarge woman in agreat black overcoat, wearing aflowered kerchief
around her head. | squinted to see more clearly and noticed that this might have been the ugliest woman |
had ever seen. Her face had thick crude festures and, upon closer inspection, afew day's growth of
beard and mustache.

"Hdlo," shesaidin adeep voice.

| said nothing but moved back abit.

"Piambo, thisis our passage into Ossiak'swarehouse," said Shenz, pointing to her.

" thought you said the locksmith was agentleman,” | said.



Shenz quietly laughed, and his companion smiled. "Heisin disguise,” said my friend. "Say helloto
Mr. Wolfe."

The Reminder

It was acold, moonless night with alight mist in the air that made hal oes around the street lamps.
We walked a good way downtown, Shenz and | on either side of Mr. Wolfe, before we came upon a
hansom cab waiting for us at the curb on Seventeenth Street. We entered the car-riage, and without a
word the driver spurred the horses forward at a great pace. Inside the compartment, we found two ail
lanterns and two crowbars.

Up to that point in our journey, no one had spoken. My nerves would not allow meto contain
mysdlf any longer, though, and | whispered, "Do you have your ring of keys, Mr. Wolfe?'

Shenz, who sat next to me, shoved mein theribswith hiselbow. | turned, and he shook his head,
slently admon-ishing mefor having spoken.

"Thereisnoring of keys," said Woalfe. "I'm thering of keys." He held up his open hand, knuckle sde
out, before my face. It was arather squat, round mitt, the fingerslike sausages, but from their tips grew
exceedingly long nailsthat had been precisdy trimmed to the thinnest width. At their very ends, those of
the pinky and ring bearer were cut in a serrated pattern, the thumb bore athree-inch hat pin, and the
remaining index and middle sported erup-tions of nail that evidently would fit alock's baffles.

He made afig, leaving the thumb protruding. "I call this one the Reminder," he said, adjusting his
kerchief with hisother hand. I looked quickly to seeif that one aso had keysfor nails, but from what |
could see, they appeared trimmed short in the norma manner.

"Oncel shoved thisdarling dl theway up aman's nogtril and tickled hisbrain. He didn't laugh, but |
did. From then on, he bothered me no more. Last | heard he was refusing al sustenance, wasting away
to askeleton, counting the stars.” Wolfe pulled his hand back in aflash and licked the tip of the
Reminder. "I think | can gtill taste the memory of hisfirst kiss" he said, and broke into a bel-lowing laugh.

"Get ahold of yoursdlf, Wolfe" said Shenz.

"Beg your pardon, sir," Wolfe said, and dumped back in his segt like areprimanded child.

After leaving the carriage, with crowbars and lanterns, and walking two more blocks south to
Fulton, we finaly came to the warehouse with the white circle on it. As Borne had predicted, the sign
was faded but ill fairly leg-ible. The building was made of brick, onetall story with two grimy windows
in the front. On the hasp of the huge oaken door was avery rusty padliock.

Wolfe had barely seemed to touch the ancient device before hewas holding it in hishand.
"Sometimes these old onestake alittle longer,” he said, pushing open the door. The hingeswailed like
banshees, and we waited and watched up and down the block for a good five minutes before entering.
They complained miserably again as| shut usinto the dark expanse. Shenz lit amatch and ignited the two
lanterns. He adjusted their wicksto lessen the glow and then handed one to me. With that odd light
shining up to illuminate hisface, my colleague appeared truly satanic. We could not see very far into the
shadows even with the lanterns, but | squinted and began to make out that we were surrounded by rows
of shelves con-gtructed of iron scaffolding and planks.

"Let's seewhat we can find," said Shenz.

With great trepidation, | set off down an aide. Wolfefollowed closdly, and | wasn't sure which was
more daunt-ing, the dark or having him behind me carrying acrowbar. | stopped at one of the many
crates and whispered, "Give thisone ago." He wedged the end of the bar into the frame of the crate and
gave one quick shove. The box cracked open, and alarge object, obviousy made of glass, fell to the
cement floor and shattered.

Wolfeand | exchanged looks, mine'm sure exhibit-ing more concern than his. | squatted downin
order to bring the glow of the lantern around the fallen object. As| descended, a putrid stench rose from
the scattered contents, which only then could | see had been partidly liquid. Soon enough the culprit
cameclearly into view.



| fled that aide, knowing it was the repository of Borne's legacy, and began searching down another.
All thetime | could hear Shenz breaking into and rifling through distant boxes.

"What are you looking for?" asked Wolfe as | motioned for him to attack another crate.

"I'mnot sure,” | said.

"Amateurs,” said Wolfe, handing the crowbar over to me. He turned and wandered off into the
dark.

| opened three more crates on my own, each one con-taining thousands of the samelittle dips of
paper. Written on them was ether the word yes or the word no. | could only wonder at what bana
manifestation of paranorma science | was gazing and marve at the dizzying depths of foolishnessthat had
directed the course of Ossiak'sincred-ible fortune. The entire journey to the warehouse was quickly
beginning to seem pointless to me when Shenz caled meto him in an excited voice, moreahissthan a
whisper.

| navigated the dark maze of shelves, holding my lantern out before me until | saw the corresponding
glow from my friend's.

"Herewe are," he said as| approached him. He held his lantern up next to a crate that had the name
Londell written acrossits planksin grease pencil. There were two other such cratesto the left of thisone.

"Shdl 17" | said to Shenz.

"Get onwithit," hesad.

| placed the crowbar and pushed forward with al my might. Two of the planks squesked violently
and then popped free onto the floor. A surge of white crystals spilled through the opening, glittering in the
lantern light and forming asmall dune a our feet. | knelt down and grabbed some of the odd snow in my
hand. It was com-pletely dry.

"These are the prepared specimens from the father'sresearch,” | told Shengz, lifting afistful and
Securing it in my coat pocket.

"Likefairy dug,” hesad. "Theold crank was certainly busy.”

| rose and pried off the other planks of the crate to gain fuller access. After handing Shenz the
crowbar, | reached one arm in and swept more of the fosslized crystals onto the floor. Eventudly | felt
solid objects protruding through the white. Thefirst thing | pulled out was abook. Shenz set down the
crowbar and took the volume from me. He brushed it clean againgt his coat in order to read thetitle.

"Fabulous Tales from Around the World," he said, and turned it for meto have alook. There
was an illustration embossed on the cover—a scene of adjinn, cohering, headfirgt, out of astream of
smoke issuing from alamp shaped like a boat.

| said nothing but stared in disbelief long enough for Shenz to prompt meto continue. The next item
| uncov-ered was a stack of paper tied up in string. Once out in the light, though, the sheets that made up
thissmall package showed themselves to be green and cut in the shapes of leaves. Each one had a
question written on it. "Will Clementine go beforetherain?' “Isit right?* "Billy?"

"Where are the damn answers? That'swhat I'm look-ing for," said Shenz.

| reached back into the crate to seeiif | could find some-thing less obscure, and my hand closed
around the crown of acircular, broad-brimmed hat.

"I'm underwhelmed,” said Shenz at the Sght of it, not knowing the story as| did.

"What of this, though?' | said, hauling forth aheavy fur coat that smelled likeahorse gall.

"I'll takethat," said Wolfe, who suddenly appeared from out of the darkness behind me.

| handed him the coat, and he took his off and put the new one on.

"Likeaglove" hesad, modding it for Shenz.

He then brushed past me and lifted the hat where | had let it fall. Removing his kerchief, he placed
the broad-brimmed lid upon his head. "Gentlemen,” he said, "thisisthe most pathetic heist | can ever
remember participating in. Jars of shit, a children's book, and crates of dandruff. I'm very disappointed.”

"That makesthree of us" said Shenz.

We opened the other two crates with the name Londell written across them. The second held only
snow. Insdetheladt, at the bottom, beneath al manner of strange opti-cal equipment, | found an old
daguerreotype. In faded shades of brown, it showed a picture of Mrs. Charbuque's screen facing an



audience of men in suits, some smoking, some drinking.

"Her screen,” | said to Shenz, and pointed at the pic-ture.

"Who isshe?' asked Wolfe. "The Dog Girl?'

"What are you getting at, Wolfe?' | asked rather defensively.

"Look here," he said, and used the Reminder as apointer. "What do you make of that?"

Shenz and | both sguinted to see what he meant. Then | saw it. At the extremeright Side of the
screen, a mid-level, the hand of someone hiding behind it was clutching itsframe asif to reposition that
panel. Something of the forearm was aso visible, but no part of that appendage appeared to belong to a
human being. The hand was like a paw, and it and the rest of the arm that could be seen were covered
with thick dark hair.

"That's not an gpe?’ asked Wolfe.

"It'sthe Sibyl," | said.

For at least an hour we searched for more crates marked Londell but were successful only in
discovering another vein of Borne's specimensin the dark cavern. Shenz was crestfallen that the outing
had not been more fruitful, and told me so as Wolfe restored the padlock to the oaken door.

"Nonsense,” | said. "'l found it completely worthwhile. Everything we found has corroborated Mrs.
Charbuque's stories.”

"That arm, though," he said, pointing to the picture whose border jutted from within the pages of the
book of tales| now held in my hand.

| was not prepared to think about that hirsute devel-opment at the moment and smply nodded asa
ggnthat | too found it puzzling.

"Morning approaches, men. Let usdepart,” said Wolfe, and we moved swiftly off toward where the
cab had left usearlier.

On theride uptown, Wolfetold usthat he was on hisway to spend time with the wife of afellow
who left for work every morning at five o'clock sharp. "Asusud,” he said, "there will be no sign of forced
entry." Consdering the fact that he now wore the tracker's coat and hat, | should have warned him about
how illicit amorous affairs could end in fairy-tale tragedy, but | had no ideawhereto begin to explain. |
was sunk so deep in the morass of Mrs. Charbuque's effluvia, | could hardly make sense of it dl myself.

Thethief wasthefirst to belet off, the cab pulling up in front of an addressin the West Village.
Before Wolfe | eft the compartment, Shenz paid him. Wolfe then shook both our hands and said, "The
two of you are distinct fail-ures as criminds but good fellows nonetheless. | wish you al theturdsand
snowflakes you require. Good day."

A Vidtor

""Throwback” was the word that Shenz left me with as the cab, he now its sole passenger, departed
for the West Sde. Animage of alarge organ grinder's monkey in awhite lace gown douched through my
thoughts, method-icdly tearing down every scrim of scenery previoudy conjured by the words of Mrs.
Charbuque. | balanced our photographic discovery atop the already tenuous house of cardsthat wasthe
whole mad affair, and could tell without letting go that the structure would not bear thisnew freight. My
frustration was intense. Could Isaac Newton have discovered gravity with an orangutan swinging through
his caculations ? Could Shakespeare have written the sonnets beset by an expectation that at any
moment achimp might barge through his window, spill the inkpot, attack hiswife's shin, and make off
with hisbest pipe?

Weary to the point of collgpse from our midnight caper, | was snared in that odd condition of being
too exhaugted for deep. Sitting on the divan in my parlor, | thumbed through the volume of Luciere
Londdl'sfairy talesuntil | cameto where| had stowed the cursed daguerreotype. There was the glimpse
of that anomaous arm in sepiatones, gradations of Sennaand umber and off-white. Wolfe wasright, it
was unmistakably hairy. "The painter undone by the camera, how fitting," | said doud. | shook my head
and tossed the picture onto the floor. There was always the dim possibility that what pre-sented itself



was merely adevious play of shadows, and | leaned upon that insubstantia prospect with the full weight
of my desre.

The book was another story—a lovely edition, published in London in 1860 by Millson & Fahn and
illus-trated by Charles Altamont Doyle. There were a baker's dozen of storiesin the table of contents,
some of which | recognized and some I'd never heard of. In keeping with the weird train of coincidence
my involvement with Mrs. Charbuque had set in motion, | came acrossan illugtration of awolf ina
snowbound forest. The ferocious beast was tracking a sweet young girl who carried apicnic basket. A
few pages|ater on | discovered astory entitled "The Monkey Queen.” Its attendant illustration showed
the tale's subject decked out in ayellow dress and tiara, Sitting on athrone, while beneath her were
gathered her human subjects. It was my belief that if | were to continue look-ing, | would find among
those pages a piece called "The Foolish Painter,” and its corresponding picture would be a portrait of
myself. | set about looking for it, but some-where between the middle of the book and the end, | finaly
fell adeep.

Upon waking what seemed like only minutes later, | groaned, for staring at me through the parlor
window was twilight and the fact that | had missed my meeting with Mrs. Charbuque. Cursing roundly, |
tried to lift mysdlf off the divan but found that my body had seized in the odd position inwhich | had sat
throughout the day. My neck was especidly tiff, and it wasdl | could do to work through the pain to
draightenit. | sat dazed, staring around the room and then up at the clock on the mantdl. It was
five-thirty, which reminded methat | had promised Samanthal would drop by Pamer'sto catch a
rehearsd of her new show. The fat ghost had rapidly sifted through the floorboards, borne down by the
newspapers less than flattering reviews, and now the troupe was about to launch a production of
something called The Brief Engagement, in which Samantha had arole as an heiressto ahuge fortune.

| hoisted mysdlf up off the divan and tottered away into the bedroom to wash and change my
clothes. Images of the previous night's warehouse bresk-in darted through my memory as| repeatedly
admonished mysdlf for having missed an opportunity to Sit before the screen. While shaving, though, |
managed to put thingsin per-spective by telling myself that | needed arespite from the recent events.
Things were teetering on the brink of insanity, and it wasimperative | take astep back. As| wiped the
remaining lather from my face, | made a prom-ise to myself in the mirror not to attempt any further illega
activitiesin the name of discovering my patron'svisage.

Feeling somewhat refreshed, | dressed and put on my coat and hat. As| passed through the parlor
to the front door, | chanced to look down at the floor and noticed that the daguerreotype was gone. |
quickly searched my thoughts and distinctly remembered it gliding down to land in the middle of the room
upon the braided rug. | checked the divan and saw the book of tales lying atop the cushion where it had
falen out of my grasp during deep. My firgt thought was that the old photograph had some-how been
pushed under the couch when | had gotten up alittlewhile earlier. | bent down and looked into the partial
shadows benesth that seat and then under al the other furniture. My efforts netted me an old number 10
sable brush and anickel, but no picture.

A chill ran through me as| stood in the middle of the room. Wasit possible that someone had
entered my house while | dept and taken it? | strode to the door and checked the lock. | always secured
the door upon arriving home, yet now | found it not so, offering free admittance to any-one with the nerve
to smply turn the knob. Had | been that tired? Attempting to consider what might have happened, |
pictured mysdf deeping on the divan and watched with my mind's eye as one by one different suspects
entered and lifted the daguerreotype. Thefirst thief | fabricated was Watkin, poking hisbad head in and
wrinkling his nose to sniff if the coast was clear. Following him came the queen of the monkeys, picking
nitsfrom her scalp and treading on the train of her yellow dress. After these two culprits came asmudge
of afigure, afaceless, sexless, amorphous being. Instead of corpored fingerslift-ing the picture, adight
gust of wind rose and carried it out the door along with the shadowy phantom.

| was both weak with fear and overwrought with indig-nation, for |, Piambo, had been robbed. In
the next moment, though, | considered the fact that | had come upon the picture by unlawful means
mysdlf. My hypocrisy struck me as somewhat amusing, even in the face of the unsettling mystery. Inmy
own home | was now subject to the prying gaze of Mrs. Charbuque. Who was studying whom? In this



game of ring-around-a-rosy we were play-ing, | pursued her as she pursued me as| pursued her . . . It
was precisdy that phenomenon of the mirrors at the loca barber shop, where the one on the back wall
reflected the one on the front wall, and |, Sitting in the middle, could see mysdlf reflected ad infinitum as
Horace the barber snipped away at the edges of my life. Mind-boggling, to say the least, but somehow |
knew in my gut that we had been observed entering Ossiak's warehouse.

Miraculoudy, | arrived at the theater on time. Samanthawas rushing about, preparing to begin the
rehearsal, but she stopped to kiss me. The director, who was an old friend of hers and quite a devotee of
her thes-pian abilities, asked meif | would mind watching from one of the specia boxesthat jutted out
above either sde of the stage, to seeif the movement and placement of the play-erswas"baanced.”

"I'll do my best," | told him. He ushered me off the stage and to adoor opening on astairway
leading up. My ascent was blind, for the house lights, save those illumi-nating the action of the dramaup
front, were dark. On arriva at thelanding, | groped my way forward, pushing asde avelvet curtain to
enter asmal box holding four seats. Creeping dowly to the brassrail, ever nervous of greet heights, |
peered over the edge. | could see through the wide expanse of shadow benegath that | was the sole
audience member. The view of the stage was remarkable, and | now knew why these seats were so
expensive. | sat down and waited for the play to begin.

It was agreat pleasure of mine to witness these rehearsal's before actualy seeing the show. For
some, | imagine, it would ruin the experience of the drama, but | found the crestive process as enchanting
asitsultimate product. M. Sabott had taught me how to read a painting, to see benegath theillusion of
form and notice the brush strokes, the various pigments, and how they had been applied. Each picture
then became amanua on how to achieve a certain effect, how to employ aparticular tech-nique. At
times| could see so deeply into the confluence of color, texture, and canvasthat | caught aglimpse of the
artist staring back. It struck me at the moment the actors took the stage that this method of dismantling
and recon-gtructing was what | needed to perform on the emerging dramathat was my present
commisson.

A man in astraw boater and seersucker suit strolled across the stage, and when he opened his
mouth to spesk thefirst lines of the play, | felt ahand run through my hair. | jumped dightly in my sest but
asquickly redized it must be Samantha, having come up to sit with me until her first scene. Then the
fingersfiercely wrenched my hair to the point of pain, and at the same moment | saw her on the stage
beneath me. Before | could open my mouth to cry out, | felt acold sharp blade at my neck, either aknife
or agtraight razor, and heard a deep male voice whisper, " Quietly now, or | will haveto cut your head
off."

| was stunned into utter submission.

"Do you know me?' asked the voice.

My lips quivered, my throat was dry, but | managed to say,"Watkin?'

"Nonsense," said my assailant.

"Mr. Wolfe," | said.

"Youll wish it was Mr. Wolfe."

"Charbuque?' | whispered.

"What are your intentions?' he asked.

My mind was spinning, and swest was aready run-ning down my face. "What do you mean?" |
sad.

His grip tightened, pulling my head farther back, though not far enough for me to see my attacker.
"Why areyou seeing my wife?"

" She has commissioned meto paint her portrait,” | said.

| heard aquiet rasping sound come from his mouth, which was at most aninch from my ear. At first
| thought he was choking, but then realized the horrible noise was laughter. "Y ou'relogt," he said.

"Yes"

"I'll bewatching you," he said.

| said nothing.

"For now, | can't kill you, but the game may soon change,”" he said, and released me.



| spun around to try to catch sight of him but saw only the velvet curtains swaying asthey closed,
and heard his soft footfalls as he raced down the stairs. My hands were shaking terribly as| reached up
to rub my throat where the blade had touched me.

"Mr. Piambo," someone called from the stage below.

I turned back and looked down. The characters were frozen in various positions. "Please, Mr.
Piambo, we need slence,” said the director, smiling up a me.

"My agpologies,” | Suttered, trying to use my fingers as a comb.

The play then resumed, and the plot thickened, but | spent the rest of the evening looking furtively
over my shoulder.

The Monkey Queen

"l missed you yesterday, Piambo,” she said as| sat in the chair.

"Pleaseforgiveme” | told her. "'l was extremely tired."

"Itisyour prerogative," shesaid. Y ou shouldn't stay out so late, though, especialy in this season.
Youll catch your deeth.”

"Sound advice," | said, dthough | wanted to say much more.

"l know you want to know al about my time asthe Sibyl, so | have been trying to recall for you as
much of the origins of it as| can. | have agreat ded to tell you."

| remained dlent for along time.

"Hello, Fambo?' she said.

"Yes, Mrs. Charbuque, I'm here. Before you continue with your life, | have aquestion for you," |
sad.

"Veywdl."

"Thisisalittle odd. Hypothetical, so to speak. But if you could be any anima in the world, what
would you be?' | asked.

Now it was her turn to be slent. Finaly she said, "1've never thought of that. A wonderful question,
to besure. Likeagame..."

"Any animd," | repeated.

"l supposethisis somewhat of acliche, but probably abird. Specificaly, not abirdinacage. |
believe | would enjoy abird'sfreedom of flight. Perhgps atern, living by the ocean.”

"What about adog?" | asked.

"Areyoutrying to insult me?' she said, and laughed.

"No, certainly not," | said, laughing along with her.

"Too pedestrian. Too davish,” shesaid.

| paused for amoment and then asked, "A monkey?'

"Good heavens, Piambo, | think you areteasing me."

"I'm serious,”" | said. "What about amonkey?"

"Well, Mr. Darwin thinks | dready am one," she said.

"l suppose, according to him, wedl are.”

"Some more than others."

"What do you mean by that?' | asked.

"What do you think | mean?" said Mrs. Charbuque.

"Some, perhaps, have more primitive attributes. A jut-ting jaw, alow brow, more.... hair."

"Actudly, | was spesking metaphoricaly,” she said. "There are those who seem merely to mimic
others, those who are more foolish, getting into mischief dl thetime.”

"And your husband?' | asked, trying to catch her off guard.

Without missing a besat, she said, "Certainly not amonkey. A jackal, maybe. A hooded cobra,
certanly. Tha is if hewereill dive”

"Y ou aretdling me he is deceased?'



"Some years ago. Of hisbones are cora made,” she said.

"A shipwreck?' | asked.

"Y ou are astute, Piambo."

"Canyoutell memore?’ | asked.

"For you to understand the complexity of our relationship, | must go back to the Sibyl. Nothing in
my later life will make sense without your knowledge of it."

"The Shyl it is, Mrs. Charbuque. Asyou wish," | said, with the understanding that | was the most
pathetic of strategists. | sat back, holding the charcoal pencil at the ready, determined to capture an
image on paper that day. There was the sound of movement behind the screen— the scraping of her
chair againg the floor as she reposi-tioned it, therippling of her dresslike adistant flag blowingina
breeze. Then | heard something make contact with the cherrywood frame at the right side of the screen. |
looked quickly to catch aglimpse, for she was pulling it toward her an inch or two, asif what shewas
about to say made her fed more vulnerable than before.

The hand that gripped the wooden border, | tell you, was not human. | saw it from the lower quarter
of the forearm to the tips of the fingers, and the sight of that thick black hair covering every inch to the
second knuckle would have had Mr. Darwin reconfiguring histheory in amad swegt. Asfor me, | smply
gaped, wide-eyed, at that monkey paw with its dark cuticles and rough digits per-forming this human
task. My glimpse of it lasted no more than a second or two, but it brought immediately to my mind the
image of the Monkey Queen.

I might have sat there stunned all day, but another wonder followed hard upon the hedls of the
firss—ahalf-dozen large green leaves flew over the top of the screen and fluttered down to land at my
feet. To have had nothing but avoice for al those days and now to have something so substantia threw
meinto a state of confu-sion. | leaned over and lifted one of the leaves and found they were made of
green paper. As she began to speak, | redlized that they were the same as those we had discov-ered at
the warehouse tied in abundle in the crate of dry snow marked Londell.

"With my mother no longer casting her doubting glances, frowning those grimaces of disdain, there
was no impediment for my father and me. We rushed headlong into belief. The Twinswere our new
religion. Firmly con-vinced that they conferred the power of second sight upon me, we looked
everywhere for proof of prophecy and found it. The most insignificant happenstance was fraught with
multiple layers of meaning, and al the connections formed a spider's web of paranoiawe were ecstatic to
be snared in. | know how ridiculousthis all must sound, but when you are a child, and the one adult you
arein close contact with, a parent you love, tells you again and again that every dream you have, every
imagining, every word you pronounce is a va uable prophecy, this then becomes your truth.

"I'm not sure how it works, but | swear to you that there is something about this process of thought
that once embarked upon propagates happy accident, quirky twists of fate, and eventually leaves one
believing that sheis at the very center of creation. Perhgpsthe truth wasthat my father and | were
searching so diligently for these coinci-dencesthat in actudity we were willfully projecting them at every
turn. Bethat asit may, | became amagnet for feicitous circumstance.”

"Y ou need not convince me, Mrs. Charbuque,” | inter-jected. "I am arecent student of the
phenomenon.”

"Every morning hewould ask me what my dreams of the night had been. On one occasion | told
him, T dreamed of ahorse swimming in the ocean,' and | had. The day went on as usud, and then after
lunch, he called meinto his study to join him at the window. ‘L ook there, Lu," he said, and pointed
toward the sky. | looked but saw nothing. ‘At what? | asked. 'Look, girl," he said. | looked harder,
expecting to see ahawk or abuzzard, but there was noth-ing. 'I'm sorry, Father. What am | looking at?
'Dear God, girl, do you not seethat large cloud? It isin the perfect shape of ahorse. Don't you seeits
streaming mane, its galloping hooves, the blasts of steam coming fromitsnos-trils? 'l seeaship,' | said.
'No, no, pleaselook more closdly.' Then | stared hard for afull five minutes, and al of asudden theairy
white frigate revealed itsalf to be arunning horse. | clapped my hands. 'l seeit, | seeit,’ | said. He put his
hand on my shoulder and leaned down to kissme. Y our dream, you see,' said my father. 'A horse swims
in the vast blue ocean.’



"At other times, he would stop what he was doing and turn to me and say, 'Get a piece of paper and
apencil and jot down anumber between one and ahundred.' Of course, | did as| wastold. In the
evening, while we read in the Sitting room, he would say, 'l will now think of anumber, and close his
eyes. Sometimes he would lift his reading glasses and pinch the bridge of hisnose. 'Very well, | haveit,
he would say. Thiswas my signd to go and fetch the piece of paper with the number | had scrawled
earlier. 'Go ahead, read it to me," he would say. | would read, say, the number thirty-five. ‘Incredible, he
would exclaim, and then shake his head in wonder.

"In thefinal weeks before spring of the year my mother was taken by the wolf, my father devised the
stage act that would eventualy become my life and sub-sequently my cage. Even in my youthful
excitement owing to dl the attention he was lavishing upon me, | was overwhelmed by the fact thet this
previoudy unassuming man, ascientist who had been content to quietly study snowflakes hisentirelife,
should exhibit such an intuitive facility for, not to mention interest in, the art of showmanship. Maybe he
had his own premonition about how important the act would be to my surviva and knew that before too
long he would no longer be ableto help me.

"His plan was that the audience members would ask questions of me, and | would then concentrate
upon the Twins and offer up whatever images| was shown through their voices. Tell them nothing but
what you actudly see," he said, for when he introduced me, he would let them know that | would merely
give cluesto the future and it was the individua's job to understand the message or to keep awatchful
eye openfor itsredization in the near future.”

"In other words," | said, "there was no chance of your being wrong. The onusfor the prophecy
would beontheinquirer.”

"Precisdly,” shesaid. "And that was the beauty of it. They loved it because they were given the
opportunity to participate in the prophecy. No matter what question was asked and what images |
divulged, there was always away to reconcile the two, given time and a modicum of imagi-nation.

"When we finally returned to the city, it was my father's plan that we should test out my act a one of
Ossiak'sdinner parties. What was missing, though, in his estimation, was acertain air of mystery. After
again tak-ing up our summer residence on Fourth Avenue, we had afew days before the night of the
gda One afternoon after Ossiak had sent over my father'syearly saary, we were out shopping for a
dressfor me, and we walked into astore that sold al manner of exotic objects from around the world.
Therewere ogirich eggs, African masks, Eskimo harpoons. It wasin that shop that he found this screen
imported from lgpan. No sooner did he seeit and its design of falling leaves than he conceived the idea of
the Sibyl. Areyou familiar with this character of ancient lore, Plambo?'

"Only by name," | said.

"There were anumber of sbylsin ancient Greece and Rome. A sibyl was awoman who foretold the
future. The most famous was the Cumaean Sibyl, who lived in a cave, unseen by the populace. If
someone desired to know the future, he would go to the mouth of the cave and speak his question. The
sibyl would then write her answer on leaves and place them at the mouth of the cave. In our verson of
the legend, we reversed the procedure. The participants wrote their questions on paper leaves, and |
answered from my hiding place.”

"Interegting,” | said. "So the screen hasameaning.”

"Everything has ameaning, Plambo," she said. "That day in the shop, we aso bought another object
of mystery to usein the act, something from Zanzibar."

"What wasthat?' | asked.

She did not answer, but | heard her chair move again behind the screen. Brusgquely enough to make
me jump, the monkey hand appeared at the top of the middle frame, itsfingers curling around the
cherrywood. | pushed my own chair back at the sight of it. The ugly paw did not rest there long but
continued to rise up al theway to the elbow. Then abruptly, it fell forward over the screen and landed on
the floor in front of me. | jumped out of my chair and gave ashort scream. | blinked four times, my heart
racing, before | realized that the appendage was the work of ataxidermist. At the shoulder end wasa
wooden polewith which to hold it.

Mrs. Charbuque wasin afit of hysterics. She laughed so hard she choked dightly and gasped for



ar. "What about amonkey?' | heard her barely get out before exploding into another paroxysm of mirth.

| sood frozen for the longest time, trying to compre-hend thiswoman. Then | ssamped my foot
angrily like aspoiled child. Folding over my sketchbook, | prepared to leave, but when | put my pencil in
my coat pocket, | felt there the dry snow from the warehouse. | grabbed a mere pinch between my
thumb and first two fingers, walked up to the screen, and threw it high over the top so that it would
shower dowly down upon her. Thisdone, | turned away. lust as | was closing the door behind me, Mrs.
Charbuqgue suddenly went silent. When | was hafway down the hall, she screamed my name, and |
gmiled.

Happy Accident

"l tell you, | think sheismad," | said to Shenz. We sat at a streetsde table in a cafe on the corner of
Park Avenue and Sixty-fourth Street. The sun was beginning its late-afternoon descent, and athough
there was little wind, the air was quite cold. The waiter had looked at us oddly when we said we would
like to be served out-of-doors, but we needed privacy from the other customers who crowded the place.

"Piambo, you are aregular Auguste Dupin. Insane, you say? Heavens, how did you chance upon
such aremarkable notion?" he asked.

"Everyoneisabusing metoday,” | said, lifting my cof-fee cup.

"We have awoman who hides behind a screen and asks to have her portrait painted—awoman, no
less, who isin possession of amummified monkey arm. | don't think it takes an assiduous application of
ratiocination to determine that her reason has gonefishing.”

"True enough,” | said.

"But," said Shenz, closing hiseyes asif to concentrate, "this byl thing isinteresting in more ways
than one™

"How do you mean?' | asked.

"The Cumaean Sibyl lived avery long time. It seemsthat when she was young, she made hersalf
very attractive to the sun god, Apollo. Overwhelmed by her beauty, he offered her anything in exchange
for spending asingle night with him. Her plan dl dong had been to gain akind of immortality, so her wish
was to have as many years as the grains of sand she could hold in her hand. The sun god acquiesced, but
oncethe sibyl had her prize, she spurned his advances. In turn Apollo, not to be trifled with by amortal,
did not grant her as many years of youth, so asthe years swept by she aged and shriveled but remained
dive"

"Theré'saninconvenience,”" | said.

"Quite," said Shenz. "She withered to nothing but asmall lump of dried-out flesh, but the pulse of life
gtill beat within her. Her remaining form was placed in a hol-low gourd and hung from the branch of a
tree. Children would cometo her tree and ask her what she wished, and she would whisper that she
wished only to die. In one story, she petitions Charon, the oarsman who rows the recently deceased
acrossthe river Styx from the shores of life to the land of the dead. Charon, though, could not take those
who were either sill dive or not properly buried. These poor souls remained on the banks of the river
forever, flitting aimlessy about, unable to passto the underworld. At this point in the story thereisapart
| for-get, but asit turns out, the only time a person who is not truly dead or not properly buried can cross
the flood to the underworld iswhen heis granted a golden bough by the sibyl. Charon honors this bough
likeaticket onthe e and takesthem over.”

"Shenz, | don't know who trafficsin more of it, you or Borne. What does this have to do with
anything?"' | asked.

Helaughed. "It hasto do with you. Y ou have gone to Mrs. Charbuque for the golden bough so that
you can make the passage to anew land.”

"l was thinking more dong thelines of cash,” | said. "Let's not rush the Styx crossing.”

"In mythology, Degth is not dways death. Very oftenit is symbolic of agreat change. Y ou seek
freedom from thislife of portraiture you are now trgpped in.”



"At timesyou amaze me," | said with true admiration.

Shenz waved off my compliment and said, "'l checked the papers, and there was no news of our
break-in. It seemswe have pulled off the perfect crime.”

"Yes" | said, "but thereisanew wrinkle." | proceeded to apprise him of the involvement of
Charbuque, his mes-sage to me and my fearful meeting with him at Plmer'sthe previous night.

Shenz sat forward, alook of excitement in hiseyes. "We must find out who heis, where heis. He
could very well bethe key to discovering what hiswifelookslike."

"No doubt,” I told him, "but I'm afraid that will beimpossible.”

"Impossible, but why?" asked my friend.

"Mrs. Charbugue told me only this afternoon that heisdead. A shipwreck, | believe.

"A razor-widlding spirit?" said Shenz. "Interesting. Listen, find out what ship it was that he was on.
I'll look into it.”

| nodded. "If he doesn't kill mefirgt.”

"Y ou might want to start carrying awesgpon,” he said. "Thisis getting dangerous. A pistol wouldn't
be abad idea."

"No, Shenz, apistol would be avery bad idea,” | said. "Thank you, but I'll keep my toes.”

"Where are you with the painting?' he asked.

"Absolutey nowhere"

"You arein your second week. Y ou've amere two and ahaf weeks|eft," he said. "I'd better
arrange avist to the Man from the Equator.”

"What will he do for me?' | asked.

"Focus your vison, perhaps.”

"Perhaps,”" | said, and finished my coffee.

"Y ou said you are meeting Samantha?' asked Shenz.

" She has been spying on Mrs. Charbuque's house for metoday,” | told him. "I'm to meet her at five
on the steps of Saint James Church up at Madison and Seventy-firg."

"Theré'sawoman ready for canonization,” said Shenz.

"By theway, how arethe Hatstells?" | asked, circum-venting one of my colleague's lectures on why
| should marry Samantha.

"Walking, bregthing endorsementsfor the childiesslife. I'll be finished with them in another week or
0. I've probably spent my entire commission dready on cakes and candy. Thelittle one calsme Uncle
Satan, the older one, Grandfather Time. My opium consumption has doubled.”

We each had another cup of coffee, and before we parted | reminded Shenz of the yearly show Sills
had mentioned at the Academy of Design the following evening. We agreed to meet there.

Night had fallen by thetime | reached the steps of Saint James Episcopal Church. The sdewalks
had emptied somewhat, Since it was the dinner hour, and the traffic in the streets had thinned. A wind had
come up since | had |eft the cafe, and with it the temperature had dropped yet afew more degrees.

The church itself seemed deserted, and | sat down on the bottom marble step and lit a cigarette.
One of my favorite pastimes when roaming the city at night wasto sare at the lighted windows lining the
streets and wonder what dramas, comedies or tragedies, were playing just beyond those bright
rectangles. At times, given the archi-tecture of acertain building, its neighborhood, a hint of something
within visble from the street, | could even imagine the characters and their lives. My God, | could see
their faces and what they were wearing. Here anude, there aman in shirtdeeves bouncing achild on his
knee, afdlow drinking his pail of beer, agray-haired grand-mother in arocking chair saying her rosary.
If these people, completely unknown to me, could show metheir faces and forms, if | could readily see
the nuanced figures of the characters | merely read about in novels, then why did Mrs. Charbuque remain
such atantaizing blank?

| wasinterrupted in my reverie by the gpproach of awoman. She was of the same height and figure
as Samantha, and | was about to rise and greet her, but at the last moment | saw alock of blond hair
showing from benegth her hat. She nodded to me and said, "Good evening,” and | touched my fingersto
my hat brim. "Hello,” | said, and she passed down the Street. As her fig-ure disappeared into the dark, |



thought to mysdlf that it could very well have been Mrs. Charbuque spying on me, and concentrated on
remembering her face.

A few gentlemen passed by and another woman, too short. Then | saw afamiliar figure gpproaching
from the north. 1 had only to think for a second before redlizing how | knew this person. A big, burly
woman in alarge dark overcoat, she wore akerchief tied around her head, and as she drew closer, |
made out the thick crude features of her face. When she drew even with mewhere | sat on the step, |
sad, "Wolfe, isthat you?'

"Aambo," shesaid, "who isWolfe?'

| stood then and peered more closdly. Findly the voice registered at the precise moment | redlized
her face was devoid of Wolfésfacia har. "Samantha?' | said.

"How do you like my look?" she said. "Duennaof the night.”

| was giddy with what Mrs. Charbuque had earlier that day called happy accident. Leaning
forward, | kissed the wrinkled face and came away with greasepaint on my lips.

An Apology

In the hansom cab on the ride downtown to my house, Samantha used the kerchief to wipe the
makeup from her face. Seeing this paint removed gave me agreat appre-ciation of the artistic flair with
which it was applied, for mere strokes of the darker shades gave convincing indica-tions of thickness and
weight to the flesh, prominence to the bone structure, and afrightening depth to the eyes. One minute she
could have been Wolfe's sster, and the next she was her own beautiful sif, her eyes sparkling with a
kind of childish joy at the theatrics of having played aspy.

She then removed the overcoat to revea a set of small couch pillows secured with twine, oneto
each shoulder. Around her middle, fastened with a belt, was alarger bed pillow. Once shewasfree of dl
her prosthetics, and the ugly old woman lay in aheap on the seat beside her, she reached back, gathered
her hair together, and flipped it into asmple knot.

"A command performance,” | said, and we laughed.

"That was fun, but I wouldn't want to be that poor woman every day. The coat and pillows kept me
warm, but round about four o'clock | redly started to fed the extraweight. I'm exhausted, and my feet
arekillingme" shesad.

"When did you get there?" | asked.

"A little after noon," shesaid. "1 saw you arrive and leave the house. Y ou didn't stay long.”

"Mrs. Charbugque and | had abit of afdling-out. I'll tell you about it later, but first, did you see
anything?"

"Asfar as| withessed, no one came or went until you arrived. | dowly made my way up and down
the block, trying not to seem too conspicuous. Occasiondly | sat down on the steps across the Street.
Aimless Old Wretch was the character | portrayed.”

"And after | departed?’ | asked.

"Y ou passed directly by me on your way down the street and appeared to be having a heated
argument with yourself under your breath,” she said. "But ahdf hour after that, abad fellow with a
walking tick |eft the house, and | followed him."

"Did you see that he was blind? He's remarkable, wouldn't you say? Mr. Watkin ishis name.”

"Piambo," she said, and tarted laughing. It wasthat same type of mocking jallity | had heard from
Mrs. Charbuque earlier.

"l am hilarioustoday,” | said, somewhat piqued.

"Forgiveme. | hateto disillusion you, but if your Mr. Watkinisblind, I'm Evelyn Neshit."

"What are you saying?' | asked.

"Please, Plambo, that old fellow isthe worst actor I've ever seen. By comparison he makes Derim
Lourde seem worthy of playing Hamlet."

"But did you see his eyes? Deethly white, devoid of any color whatsoever."



"Yes, yes, agtagetrick. Thin lenses made of glass, cast in amilky white with pinprick holesin them
to dlow the actor alimited range of vision. | first saw them used five years ago in aproduction of The
Golem. They areafavorite of directors of playswhose themeis supernatura. Fitted up under thelid,
they are uncomfortable but effec-tive in giving that otherworldly look."

| was about to speak but found | had nothing to say.

"The man's conception of being blind ismerely barg-ing here and there giving things adight tap with
his cane. Did you think he had memorized the entire city and accounted for where each pedestrian would
be at any given moment, not to mention autos and streetcars and horses when crossing from one sdeto
the other? Occasiondly he will remember he is supposed to be blind and cock his head suddenly this
way or that asif attempt-ing to listen to the dark world around him. A pathetic, melodramatic
performance, for sure.”

"My God," | said. "l was s0 convinced. It was those eyes. I'm paralyzed when something isamiss
withtheeyes"

"Dont fed bad," said Samantha. "Everyone on the street believed his performance aswell, giving
him awide berth."

"Wheredid hego?' | asked.

"| passed close enough to touch him and then turned and followed him at adistance. Hewent into a
small corner market and bought a rather expensive little con-tainer of nutmeg. Then he went down the
dreet to aflorist. Hereiswhere | made my own mistake, though. I'm sure he noticed me when he lft the
market, and when | followed him to the florist, he turned, and | saw him look directly out at me through
thewindow. | got nervous then and scurried back to Mrs. Charbuque's. It had been in my mind al dong
that he might have been adecoy and that perhaps shewould dip out whilel wasfollowing him. | stayed
inthevicinity of the house until alittle beforefive, but he did not return.”

"Youreawonder," | said. "l can't thank you enough. But no more of this. | have afegling Watkin
can be dan-gerous, and | now suspect, with what you have discovered, that it was him at the theater last
night. Why, though, | havenoidea."

When we arrived a my house, | had Samantha stand on the steps while | searched for apossible
intruder. The darkness | passed through on the way to the light switch in the parlor was ominous, and
then what ardlief to be able to see. The modern age had its advantages, to be sure. | did along the wall
on theway to the bedroom and then legped around the corner to surprise any would-be assailant. The
room was empty, as was the closet.

By thetime | reached the huge shadowed expanse of the studio, my heart was pounding. Nothing is
worse than fedling like prey in your own home. | switched on the light and gasped dightly. Therewasno
stranger there to confront me, but there was something strange. Sitting on the table that held my painting
equipment was an enormous vase of flowers. The sudden vivid col-orswere what drew areaction from
me. A large faux Chinese vase held an array of blossoms—red carnations, yellow roses, acanthus, ivy,
and lavender. It was an odd assortment—either hastily chosen or fraught with meaning, | could not tell.
Leaning against the container was asmall violet-colored envelope. As| approached, | was swamped by
the lovely aroma of the arrangement.

| lifted the envelope and held it tentatively for amoment, recaling thefed of the straight razor against
my throat. Then | tore up the flap to find a card, whose front was blank. Opening it released afew flakes
of dried snow, which fel dowly to the floor. On the inner fold was written:

Dearest Piambo,
Please forgive my foolish joke. | will be waiting for you tomorrow.
Love,

Luciere

Of course, my attention was drawn directly to theword "Love," for this seemed to meto bethe
most bizarre development of the entire ridicul ous pageant that had been my dealingswith Mrs.



Charbuque. | sensed a gen-uine contrition and degp emation from the few words that made up the
message, and was contemplating thisin relation to everything € se when | heard something behind me. |
spun around to find Samantha standing there hold-ing her coat and pillows and soiled kerchief. | don't
know why, but | blushed asif she had caught me at something dishonest or illicit.

Asl havesad, it was difficult for meto hide anything from Samantha. She gave meacynicd smile
and said, "A secret admirer?”

| wanted to dip the card into my pocket unnoticed, but it wastoo late for that. Instead | tried to
convince her that my embarrassment was redlly befuddlement at this odd turn of affairs.

"A message of gpology from Mrs. Charbuque,” | said, and threw the open card on the table. "First
she abuses me, and then she sends me flowers. Does she take me for afool? 1 tell you, I'm beginning to
despisethiswoman.”

"No doubt,” Samantha said, and then turned and |eft the room.

Later we made love, but through it dl, | fdt asif someone waswatching me. | half expected Watkin
to pop his head out from benegath the bed and critique my perform-ance with the words " Strictly nutmeg
and mold, Mr. Piambo." The entire session was perfunctory and some-what unsatisfactory for both of us.
Welay sde by side afterward, and | told Samantha about the monkey arm. She did not share my now
trumped-up outrage, reacting rather blankly to the whole story.

When shefell adeep, | crept out of bed and returned to the studio. There | reread the card severa
timesand sat saring at the flowerswhile smoking acigarette. | imag-ined the room with the high ceilings,
the two windows, and the screen, darkened asit would be at that |ate hour, but thistime | was behind the
sacred boundary, looking a Mrs. Charbuque sitting naked, bathed in a danting beam of moonlight. She
turned and saw me and, in that soft lunar glow, held out her arms toward me. | clearly saw her face, and
she was beautiful.

I blinked and looked back at the flowers, but when | concentrated again on theimage in my
imagination, it was the same. Now she was motioning for meto cometo her. | got up and ran across the
room to fetch charcod and paper. Returning to my sest, | closed my eyesjust as she stood to embrace
me. Then the pencil touched the paper, and | drew without thinking.

Nothing is Safe

When | awoke the next morning Samanthawas gone. | vaguely remembered her having told me that
she had an audition at the Garden Thesatre for apart that would follow her present onein A Brief
Engagement. Neither of uswas a particularly early riser, and we main-tained an unspoken pact not to
wake the other unless there was a verifiable need.

| closed my eyes, deciding to deep for alittle while longer. No sooner were my lids shut, though,
than | remembered the reason for my late hours. | saw in my mind the sketch | had made while Sitting
before the vase of flowers on the paint table, and immediately rolled out of bed. As| got into my robe
and dippers, | clearly remembered the drawing, and my excitement over it was rekindled. The promise of
seeing it again sent me rushing through the house to the studio.

| had finally executed an actud picture of Mrs. Charbuque, and if | do say so mysdlf, itwasa
wonderful job. Granted, it was still merely asketch, but | had ren-dered enough detail in the face and
form of the body so that the sight of it triggered in my mind again that clear vison of her standing naked in
the moonlight behind the screen. Y es, even the specific features of the eyes and hair had reveded
themsdlves clearly to me. Thisthen would be my touchstone. One glance & it, and my subject would be
standing before my mind's eye, willing to posefor aslong as| required. | felt awarm glow emanate from
my solar plexus, a certain giddiness invade my bloodstream, and | truly believed that | had captured
precisely what she looked like. Mrs. Charbuque would have her painting, and | would succeed at the
impossible.

Staring at the sketch, holding that vision of her inmy mind, | dso felt atrace of sexud longing for this
woman | had created. " Could anything be more narcissstic?' | wondered, but | could not deny my



fedings. To do so, | feared, would transport me back to the other side of the screen. At that moment, |
looked around for the violet card from my patron. It lay on the table between the sketch and the vase of
flowers. As| reached for it, | noticed that its envelope lay next to it and that now there was writing upon
that aswell.

Dear Piambo,
I will meet you this evening at the Academy of Design.

Love,
Samantha

She had copied Mrs. Charbuque's handwriting and the format of her note precisdy. Obvioudy this
was meant as ajoke, but there are jokes and there are jokes. The place-ment of the envel ope directly
next to the card troubled me somewhat. | had been obsessing over the project of late, there was no
doubt of that, but it was work and amonu-mental turning point in my career. Morethan likely it was
evident to Samantha that my attention was aways keenly focused on it, athough in conversation during
our private moments | might pretend otherwise. Surely she was not jealous, or was she? Samantha, in full
daylight, could at times be more mysterious than Mrs. Charbuquein hiding. Perhaps she had meant to
remind me of thisvery fact, placing her note next to the other to claim akind of equal-ity. | shook my
head, not willing to be distracted from the task at hand. | instead turned my attention back to the sketch
and the unique pleasure of strategizing how | would convert it into afull-fledged portrait.

| spent the remainder of the morning and early after-noon preparing a canvas and jotting down notes
concern-ing color, placement of thefigure, propsif any, and so on, so that upon my return that evening |
could begin. One decision | made that excited me was the determination to show Mrs. Charbuque as|
had conceived of her—naked, asolitary figure adrift in a seaof deegp shadow. She would be the light
source of the painting.

| remembered Sabott telling me how the old Dutch masters had manufactured their own pigments
because they knew that certain substances, ground to certain tex-tures, would refract the light at specific
angles. They were aware that configurations of these angles of refraction would focus light in precise
areas of the composition and make it glow, seemingly of its own accord. | wished | had paid more
attention to Sabott'slectures on pigment and light. When | was younger, | thought using anything other
than ready-made paint was hopelesdy primitive, the drudgery of mortar and pestle nothing more than a
point-lessinhibitor of my artistic muse. That was before | cameto redlize that a good sable brush was
worth ten yards of emotive genius and that painting was a two-headed beast—part craft and part
ingpiration. What | would have given to have ligtened more closdly, for it wasthe magicd effect of light |
now hoped to achieve.

At one o'clock | made my preparations for the journey uptown. Formal attire was necessary, as|
would go directly to the opening at the academy from the day's meeting. | wasfull of energy and
goodwill, now that the project was so clearly defined. | put on my coat and hat, picked up my
sketchbook, and made for the front door. As| turned the knob | was reminded that someone had
entered my house without my knowledge twice in the past two days. Nothing was safe, | redized.

Returning to the studio, | carefully rolled up the sketch. Then | made atour of the rooms, searching
for aplaceto stow it where an intruder would never think to look. | findly settled on stuffing it into the
arm of adin-ner jacket that hung at the back of my bedroom closet. Thiswas not completely
satisfactory, but on the other hand no one but Samanthaand | knew of the drawing's existence.

It was abeautiful day, warmer than those of late, and | took the opportunity to let my ideas
percolate, choosing to walk abit before boarding an uptown streetcar. Thereis nothing like that steady
rhythmic motion, the fresh air, and open space to fan the creative spark into agenuine blaze. The
sdewakswere crowded, and | made agame of trying to wak as many blocks as| could without coming
to afull stop, dodging passersby here and there, looking ahead to anticipate tight gaps between



pedestrians, and dipping through at the last second. All the while | was contemplating whether or not to
depict Mrs. Charbuqgue from the waist or from the knees. Considering the ques-tion, | found that either
prospect thrilled me.

At the corner of Park Avenue and Twenty-sixth Street, the game was up. A crowd of nearly two
dozen people had gathered there, waiting for three automobiles and twice as many carriages to pass
before they could cross uptown. | joined the group and patiently waited for the vehiclesto move on.
When the street wasfindlly clear and the horde began to cross, my attention was drawn to the lft by the
blare of an auto horn. A mere second later, from theright, | could swear | heard afemale voice whisper,
"Piambo, | loveyou.”

I turned my head quickly, but no one wasthere. Either my ears had played atrick on me, or the
speaker had moved on ahead with the surging crowd. | hurried across to catch up. The group seemed to
be composed completely of women: hats and hairdos, parasols and handbags. Before | could reach them
and see their faces, they had gained the opposite sdewak and scattered, some entering shops and the
rest going east or west or continuing north. The inci-dent unnerved mefor two reasons. Thefirst was that
| was very possibly deluding myself, which, given recent events, would not be so unlikely. The second
was that the voice | heard, athough its message was very much the opposite, carried the same quiet tone
and inflection asthat of Mrs. Reed'swish for me.

| boarded a streetcar at Twenty-ninth Street and arrived at Mrs. Charbuque's house with agood ten
min-utes to spare before the gppointment. Watkin answered the door in hisusud dightly irritated,
perfunctory man-ner, but with what Samantha had told me, | saw him in acompletely new light. | now
had the courage to sare into those white eyes and found in them an unnatural quality of reflection. Upon
closeingpection, | could see they were not redl. Beyond that, though, they were so pathetically fakethat |
nearly laughed out loud at my naiveté. In order to dicit a performance, | asked him if he had seen the
lead story in the morning newspapers. "Surdly you are jesting, Mr. Piambo," he said, and his gestures
quickly corrobo-rated everything Samantha had said about his erratic manner. Either his movements
were those of anormally sighted person, or they involved ameodramatic position-ing of the head, likea
bird lisening to the cdll of itsmate.

Watkin escorted me to the antechamber and then went to check on the readiness of Mrs.
Charbuque. In those short minutes | concelved of aplan to disturb Mr. Watkin. Opening my
sketchbook, | turned it horizontally on my lap. | took out my pencil and wrote in large dark |etters
WATKIN ISAN ASS! Admittedly juvenile, but | wanted something that might get arise out of him.

When he returned, | was waiting for him, standing with the book open in front of me. He stopped
short at the entrance to the small room, and | saw ablush suffuse hisforehead and cheeks. "Thisway," he
sad curtly, but he did not append the phrase "Mr. Plambo™ to it as he usudly did. | followed him, trying
to congder the purpose of Watkin's threadbare disguise. Aswe passed through the formal dining room,
he pointed to hisleft and said, "Weve acquired anew piece.” He did not stop to give metimeto studly it,
but | turned my head quickly enough to see, framed and hung upon the wall, the daguerreotype from the
warehouse. While ushering me into the room with the screen, his visage sported awide, ugly grin.

TheRed Herring

"Shall I mark your presence here today as an accept-ance of my apology, Piambo?' she asked.

"Yes" | sad.

"I'm sorry to have tartled you with the monkey arm, but my sense of humor has grown strange from
my self-imposed isolation. | expect my words and schemes to be taken in acertain way, but | am often
disappointed with the results. After dl these years, | remain unable to cal culate how the presence of the
screen will dter my intentions™

"l undergtand,” | said. Asl listened to her words, | con-jured the image of the sketch in my mind.
The more she spoke, the more the minute detail s began to fill them-salvesin—the curve of her ear, the
inggnificant creases at the corners of her mouth, the length of her neck.



"We used the monkey arm in the act aswhat my father caled ared herring, something to both
confuse the audience and delight their sense of wonder. | don't know if you noticed, but the thumb hasa
goring inserted in it so that it closestightly againgt the pam. This festure had been added before we
purchased it. What its original use was God only knows, but for our purposesit acted as an eccentric
clasp to secure the paper |eaves people wrote their questions on. By thrusting out the fake arm to accept
the leaves from my father, | could remain completely hidden.”

"Reaction to it must have been intereting,” | said.

"Very. It led peopleto beieve that | was some kind of monstrous anomaly cursed with the attributes
of an gpe yet blessed with divine knowledge," she said.

"My mentor, M. Sabott, used to say, The public loves aneat package of contradictions," | said,
entertaining the notion that perhaps the arm had been ared herring for me aswell and that sheredly was
some bizarre creature. Having cometoo far to alow myself to be plunged back into the pit of doulbt, |
banished the thought as quickly asit had arisen, and focused again on my memory of the sketch.

"That first time, at Ossiak's dinner party, was exciting for me. | was just eleven yearsold, and
actualy quitetimid, but the screen gave me an uncharacterigtic courage. | sill remember thefirst question
asked of me. My father read it loud to the audience. 'Will it happen? he said, and | held out the monkey
arm. With an degant flourish, he clamped the green leaf under itsthumb. Upon retrieving it, | read it again
to mysdlf and then closed my eyesto concentrate on listening for the voices of the Twins. As| havetold
you, | was afervent believer, so there was no gpprehension. They cameto meimmediately, their
whis-persturning to imagesin my mind.

"'Itisraning,' | saidloudly in order to project my voice beyond the barrier. The path is muddy.
Thereisacat and acrowd. | see an open window through which every-thing passes. It will happen &t the
end of the day, and there will be peace.” When | wasfinished, afew moments of absolute silencereigned
inthe dining hall, and then the voice of ayoung man caled out, Thank you.'

"That evening | responded to the questions jotted on adozen leaves and subsequently read aloud.
When my father announced that the session was over, there came athun-derous applause. | 1eft the room
in the same manner as| had entered: the lights were briefly extinguished, and | fled through anearby
door, my father preventing anyone from following me. We had arranged to have a carriage waiting for me
outsde the building, and like some fairytale princess racing against the approach of midnight, | rushed to
it and was on my way before | could be spotted. Back at our apart-ment, | waited aonefor himto
return, hoping that | had done well. Eventudly | fell adegp on our parlor couch, for he did not return until
daybreak. As he explained to me, when the festivities were over, Ossiak met with him, and they
discussed the results of that year's snowfall.

"He was both troubled and delighted. The act of the Sibyl had been agreat success, but his news of
financid ruin did not sit well with hisemployer. Still, Ossiak was not so ignorant asto blame the bearer of
bad tidings. He entreated my father to put the question of the fate of hisfortune to the Sibyl.

"Our performance was an interesting entertainment, and | doubt that many of those present thought
of it asanything more, that isuntil three dayslater, when the daily paper brought some shocking news.
Thefirst person whose question | had answered was a young man who, owing to his economic gationin
life (1 believe he was awaiter or |aborer at some hotel or tavern), would not nor-mally attend one of
Ossiak's affairs. He was present that night because he had recently cometo the aid of one of Ossiak's
nieces on the street when she was accosted by aruffian. To repay this young man's galantry, Ossiak sent
him aninvitation to the gda

"Asit turned out, the young man had avision of hisown. Over aperiod of years, he had saved a
sum of five thousand dollars. The Tuesday following Ossak's affair, he took aday off fromwork and
went to Hanover Racetrack. There, at the betting window, he put al his money to win on ahorse by the
name of Calico. Calico was awell-respected Thoroughbred, but that day it rained, which turned the
track to mud, and Cdlico lost therace. Later that afternoon, the young man committed suicide by dit-ting
hiswristswith astraight razor, thereby finding peace from his overweening desire for success. Instead, it
was | who found success. All those who had been in attendance the evening of my first performance now
believed | wasimbued with specid powers.”



"A sad gtory," | managed to say, while my memory of the sketch of Mrs. Charbuque was replaced
by the har-rowing image of Ryder's The Race Track.

"Do you seetheirony init, Plambo? My prediction was pure fabrication, but at thetime, | believed
quite ardently inits veracity. The crowd alowed themselvesto be deluded in the name of entertainment,
and the young man, wanting so desperately to be awinner, took my words as an assurance that he would
be. Add to thisthe trumpery of the ape's arm, my father's sudden new guise as a huckster of marvels,
and Ossiak ignoring the warn-ings that his economic empire wasfragile. Thismaglstrom of illusion
coincided to produce not one but severa tragedies.”

"Besidesthe suicide, which probably could not have been avoided, what other misfortunes came of
it?" | asked.

"Well, most important to me, an innocent young girl was transformed into amongter. From thetime
my father told me of the young man'sdemisg, | fet the weight of the responsibility | carried. Hewas 0
jolly over it, it made him red in the face, and when | broached the question of whether my response had
in some way spurred the poor man to place the bet, he responded, 'Nonsense, dear. A fellow likethat, in
his situation, could hear a thousand messages of warning, and gtill they would al sound to hisaddled ears
like the same affirmation to proceed unto glory,’

"No one knew for certain that | wasthe Sibyl, athough I'm sure many suspected it from the tenor of
my voice and from their knowledge that my father had adaughter. We had numerous vistors following
the per-formance and its subsequent revelation. Friends of my father's, Ossiak's other employees, would
drop by the gpartment looking for achance to ask the Sibyl a question. My father told them that the Sibyl
had |eft town for aweek or two and would most likely give another perform-ance somewherein the city
the following month. These vistorswould eye me suspicioudy, and | would turn away. | felt that to return
their gazes would engage the voices of the Twins, and | would be forced to speak their fatesin cryptic
phrases.

"Eyes became very frightening to me. | felt their gaze dmost physicdly, asif they projected beams
that searched every inch of my body and soul for signs of their bearer's future. Each sighted orb waslike
that giant eyethat had stared down at me through the optical magnifier.

"With the help of Ossiak'sinfluence, Father found another venue for the act at one of the better
hotels. | no longer recall which one, but it was an upscale estab-lishment catering to society's dite. We
had our second performance there and thistime charged for it. Once more Situated behind the screen, |
fet safefor thefirst timein weeks. | again served as a conduit for the whisperings of the Twins, and we
took inasmdl fortune.

"What | did not learn until later wasthat Ossiak himsdlf wasin the audience, and one of the leaves|
recaived bore aquestion from him. My father read it: 'Does the future hold more? and my answer
involved images of asplintering throne, arotten apple, ahaf-empty glass. | heard from the other side of
the boundary a solitary groan rise from the audience and did not redl-izeit a thetime, but I, an
eleven-year-old girl, had tossed the pebble that initiated the avalanche of hisfinancid ruin.

"For the next month we performed at the hotel once aweek. In theinterim between shows | began
spending more and more of my time behind the screen. When people visited the gpartment | would run
and hide. My father never worried about or admonished me for my growing shyness, for having
dedicated so much of hislifeto his crystaogistics, he thought it only proper that | should become
dedicated to my profession.

"Then one day the police came to the house. | hid behind the screen asthey questioned my father
about the fate of my mother. When he told them that awolf had car-ried her off, they laughed a him, and
| heard one of them say, 'Come, come, Londell, do you take usfor fools? There werethings said that |
did not want to hear, so | shut them out, refusing to listen. Although | worked hard not to acknowledge
what was said, the onething | do recdll isthe sound of my father opening the chest within which he kept
the proceeds from the shows. Soon &fter, the police left. It wasimmediately following thisincident that
we began doing five shows aweek. That iswhen my fear of the world outside the protection of the
screen grew into amania. When | was caught in plain sght, | would tremble and cry hysterically, but
when | was safely hidden behind the fdling leaves, | fdt | was God."



Consulting the Twins

A single green leaf fell, sawing back and forth in the air past the static depiction of its autumna kin.
"I will demongtrate for you," said Mrs. Charbuque. "Do you have your pencil ?*

"Yes" | sad, il trying to digest her statement that she had felt hersalf to be God.

"Write out aquestion,” she said.

| leaned over in my seat and lifted the paper leaf from the floor. It took only asecond to think of
what to ask. Y ou do not have to be psychic to guesswhat it was. "'l have done s0," | said.

"Placeit carefully beneath the thumb," she said, and | saw that insane monkey arm inch its way
dowly up from the top of the screen. The sight of it now made me amile, and | heard Mrs. Charbuque
gigglequietly likeagirl in church.

| stood and secured the leaf in the hairy hand. Then it lowered with the same comic downess asit
hed risen.

"'Dol seeit clearly? " Mrs. Charbuque read aoud. "A moment now, Piambo. | am consulting the
Twins"

Knowing the entire thing was afarce didn't matter. | till felt akind of mild excitement tingling in my
chest as| waited for her pronouncement.

"l seefire" shesad, "... and snow. Thereisashiny coffin, asmile, and an angd on the beach a
sunset. That isdl." A few moments passed, and then she laughed. "How was that?'

"Curiousimagery,” | said, "but I'm afraid I'm no wiser than | was before asking.”

"Indl thetime| actively portrayed the Sibyl, | don't think | ever actualy answered anyone's
guestion,” shesaid.

"Y our record remains unbroken,” | told her. "How long did you perform asthe Sibyl? Y ou've
aready said that you continued with the act after your father passed away."

"I not only continued, Piambo, | became famous and, as you can see by the trappings of my life,
wedthy," shesaid. "Y es, for someone who for al intents and purposes did not exi<, | did quite well."

"Tell me about how that happened,” | said as | sketched the twin arches of her eyebrows.

"My father and | were to go to the mountains twice more, and in the summers following each season
of snow, we performed in the city. A goodly piece of everything we made on the act was handed over to
the police to keep my father from being prosecuted for the murder of my mother. Thisweighed on him,
not out of guilt but because he was|oath to share our wealth. As much as he enjoyed playing the assistant
tomy Shyl, hewas il first and foremost a crystaogogist. Once we were back in the mountains, he
buried himself in hiswork. Thetaetold by the snowflakes became grimmer with each reading, but
barring his obvious concern for the future, he was aways pleased to trudge out to the tin |aboratory and
climb the ladder to the optical magnifier.

"Then, at the end of the second summer, Ossiak caled father and dl the other diviners on his payroll
to ameet-ing at his estate on Long Idand. | did not attend, but when my father returned, he was pae as
death. He told methat Ossiak had never made an appearance, but one of his underlings had told al those
present that they were being let go and that their records and equipment would be con-fiscated. That was
it. With hiswork gone, my father had no will to continue. | told him we would make our way by
performing the act, and he sighed and nodded, but | could never get him to agree to set new dates at the
hotdl. Eventudly he took to staying indoors and deeping much of the day away.

"One afternoon, while ditting in hischair in the parlor, he asked meto take up my guise asthe Sibyl
and foretdl hisfuture. | told him | didn't want to, but he ingsted. He made me go into the bedroom and
bring out the screen. Onceit was set up, | dipped behind it and sat on my chair. 'Sibyl, what doesthe
future hold? he called out in awesk voice. | was quite upset, but | tried to calm mysalf and con-centrate
on ligtening for the Twins. Nothing came to me. He waited patiently for my answer. | got no sgn from the
benefactorsin my locket and felt they had abandoned me. Of course, | knew that Father wasin abad
dtate, so | con-scioudy fabricated pleasant imagery. '| see sunshine,' | said, ‘an ocean of sunshine and



great good fortune," and other such satisfying bits of nonsense. When | was done, | listened for his
response. | thought he might gpplaud or perhaps even say 'Eureka,’ but there was absolute sllence. When
| finaly came around the screen, | found him dead in his chair. His eyes stared with such frightening
inten-gity, and . .."

Mrs. Charbuque's voicetrailed off into silence. | had stopped sketching hafway through her story,
and only aday after wanting to strangle her, | felt the greastest sym-pathy.

"You werethirteen,” | said.

"Yes"

"Did you have any other family to take care of you?' | asked.

"Believeit or not, Plambo, | took care of mysdf. Y ou cannot fathom the struggle | went through to
make the arrangements necessary for my father'sfunera. Each individua | met with was an appointment
in hdl, but | wanted to be |eft alone eventually, so that no one could see me. If | were to seek out
relatives or depend on the relief agenciesfor assstance, | would never be free from ther glances, their
looks™

"That took courage,” | said.

The door opened, and Watkin entered.

"Good grief,” | said, my annoyance obvious.

"Your timeisnow up,” hesad.

| gathered my things and put on my coat.

"Tomorrow, Plambo,” said Mrs. Charbuque, and | read awealth of emotion in her salutation.

"Tomorrow," | said, trying to imbue mine with as much.

Watkin wore the same grimace as he had earlier when showing meinto the room. As| walked
toward him, | stopped short, suddenly remembering a question that nagged at me, and caled back, "Mrs.
Charbuque, you said your husband was lost in a shipwreck. | am curious to know the name of the
vesd."

"You will haveto wait until tomorrow for that,” said Watkin.

"Now, Peter, it'squitedl right,” she said from behind her screen. "If I'm not mistaken, it wasthe
Janus."

"Thank you. Good day," | said.

Out on the steps, | turned to Watkin and said, "Have a tedious evening, Peter.”

He, of course, dammed the door in my face.

I had agood two hours before the event | was to attend that evening. Even though the National
Academy of Design was on East Twenty-third Street, not far a al from my house on Gramercy, rather
than going home | choseto arrive early and spend some time wandering the halls of my old haunt. The
sun was setting as | gpproached the building, and the sight of the warm glow emanating fromiitstall
arched windowsinduced awave of nostalgia. | stood for amoment outside the low wrought-iron fence
and took in the building's architecture of gray and white marble and bluestone, before proceeding up the
|eft Sde of the double stairway to the entrance.

Classeswere dill in session, and | took great pleasure in roaming down the halls, peering in at the
earnest stu-dents, mostly young but some old, laboring in the fields of art. Many of theinstructors were
professond artists, and | knew amost al of them. Of the people who had passed through those hdls,
one could compilearoll of Americas most famous artisss—Cole, Durand, Ingram, Cummings, Agate;
thelist waslong. On that particular evening, though, | moved stedthily, not wanting to be discovered by
any old friends. From the moment | entered and smelled the familiar aromaof the place, | had a specific
dedtination in mind.

Onthemainfloor, inthe far corner of the east wing, wasasmdl gdlery in which the academy
displayed works from its private collection. Certain paintings hung therein that were perpetually on
digplay: a Thomas Cole land-scape, an Eakins portrait, and the one | had cometo visit. With my busy
career, | could usudly maketime only once every year or two to commune with this piece. Every timel
entered the gdlery | experienced amoment of trepida-tion in which | would entertain the fear that
perhaps the work had fallen out of favor and been removed to storage. On that evening, | was not



disappointed.

The gdlery was empty but for me, and | walked quietly to abench and sat down in front of Sabott's
mas-terpiece, The Madonna of the Manticores, the same work my father had taken me to see so many
long years before.

Because of what Mrs. Charbuque had just told me about the loss of her father, my thoughts were on
theloss of my own. | am speaking not of my birth parent but of Sabott. It wasjust down the hallway
from the very spot where| sat that | had first encountered him. He had been teaching acoursein painting
for the academy that season. | had been astudent for afew years, and at an early age, not so many years
older than Mrs. Charbugue when she had become the Sibyl, | had already devel oped adistinc-tive
panting Syle.

Luckily, the classes at the academy were free. Although my father had |eft usfairly well off when he
died, my mother had to budget this money carefully because no more would comein until | was ableto
make aliving. | was forced to dress poorly and could not always afford the necessary supplies, but | had
some innate talent, and the teachers usudly helped me out with extra expenses when they could.

Then Sabott cameto teach. | did everything | could to be accepted for his course, even though it
was reserved for more accomplished students, who were usudly older than 1. Mr. Morse, the man who
subsequently invented the Morse code, was the president of the academy at the time, and he happened
to be agreat supporter of mine, having known my father. He pulled the necessary stringsto get meinto
Sabott's painting class.

Sabott was a gtrict teacher, and many of the students did not like him. I, on the other hand, was
completely devoted to him because of my father's admiration for hiswork. Throughout the weeks of the
class, he said only the same two words to me again and again. He would come to look at one of my
paintings, point to something in the composition, and shake his head. Then he would lift the paette knife
and hand it to me. "Scrapeit," he would say, which meant | was to clean the canvas and begin again. This
| did without aword of protest. During the final week of the class, | worked on aportrait from alive
model, awoman dressed in only apink robe. Every day | expected him to tell meto clean the canvas,
but he didn't. It was the finest piece of work | had ever done. On the last day, as | was adding some
highlights to the robe—finishing touches—he discovered a problem with her hair. "Scrapeit,” hesaid. |
amost cried, but | did as heinstructed.

The class ended, and | had not even one completed can-vasto show for it. Sabott |eft, as he was
not going to teach the following season. Exactly one month later he arrived on the doorstep of our house
in Brooklyn. That day, he asked my mother's permission to take me on as his apprentice. From then on,
he clothed me, fed me, educated me, took me with him on histravels, and worked me like adog,
demanding that | become the finest painter | could be.

| discovered that his stern demeanor was an act he put on in the classroom, for he was dways a
wise and kind gentleman. Most important, he taught me how to see where the arts and literature and
science coincided with everyday life. Even histechnicd lessonsinvolved larger issues of human
philosophy.

Sitting there, staring up at that great work of the imagination, | felt his absence deeply, and through
this sense of loss found what struck me as an intense kinship with Mrs. Charbuque.

TheGallery

Shenz was dizzy with opium, three sheetsto the wind, asthey say, his eyes more glassy than the
fake orbs of Mr. Watkin. We stood with John Sillsin front of hisentry in the show, a set of miniature
portraits of criminas. The fete buzzed and whirled around us, wedlthy patrons hob-nobbing with
artistss—some students, some academicians, some reigning magtersin their fields.

"Amazingly well done," | said to John.

The police detective bowed dightly and thanked me.



"Thisdamsd looksfamiliar,” said Shenz, pointing to the last picturein the row, his entire body
tottering asif thrown off balance by the discovery.

| drew closeto the painting, bent down, and squinted. The portrait was of ahomely woman wearing
akerchief. | dso recognized the subject.

"Wasit an affair of the heart, Shenz?' asked Sills, laughing.

Shenz did not register the joke but merdly said, "No doubt.”

We chatted some more, and then Sills announced that he needed to see a gdlery owner who was
interested in representing hiswork. Before he moved away, he took me by the elbow and leaned in
close. "I haveto speak to you before you leave tonight,” he said in awhisper.

I nodded, and then he vanished into the crowd.

| turned to Shenz, who was il studying the portrait of Wolfe, and said, "Y ou look positively
lacquered tonight.”

"Yes" hesad. "Therésagood reason.”

"What'sthat?" | asked.

"Because | am," he said, hiseyesfocusing for the first time since he had entered the gdllery.

"Youll lose commissions,” | said. | hated to be prudish, but Shenz's career had taken a precarious
turn of late, and | felt hewas doing himself agrave disservice.

"The ship," he said, changing the subject. "Did you inquire the name of the ship?’

"TheJanus," | said.

"A figurehead a both prow and stern, | suppose,” he said. "Did you find out what port it hailed
from? What wasits destination?'

"All I could get wasthename," | told him.

At that moment | looked up and saw, of dl people, Mrs. Reed, making her way dowly toward us
along the row of paintings. | nodded in her direction, and Shenz turned to look.

"She may have aderringer in that purse, Plambo,” he said. "Dispersel” He laughed quietly and
staggered away toward the champagne.

I lit out in the opposite direction, keeping my eyes pedled for her husband, who | knew could not be
far off. For an hour, | made the rounds, meeting and greeting col-leagues and professors, catching up on
old times and talk-ing art for art's sake. It was dways a pleasure to hear of the various philosophies and
techniquesthat others were employing in their work. At one point | came upon afor-mer student of mine,
standing before what | surmised to be his painting. He was young and wore his hair long in the manner of
Whidtler.

"Edward,” | sad, greeting him.

Upon seeing me, he put his hand out and said, "Mr. Plambo, how have you been?’

We shook hands, and | stepped back, making agreat show of taking in hiswork. His painting was
of ahigtori-ca nature, vibrantly colored, in aclear, redigtic style that had been popular back when | first
garted in the field. The subject was Salome and the beheading of Saint John the Baptist. The
executioner's scimitar had just lopped off the saint's bearded head, which now lay at the feet of the
femmefatale. Sabott's influence wasin strong evi-dence, and it pleased me to see this young man
kesping my mentor's artistic memory dive.

"Wonderful brushwork and color,” I told him.

"Thank you," he said, bowing his head in embarrass-ment.

"But," | sad, "if | may offer acomment. . ."

He nodded.

"Thereisno blood. Thisfellow here hasjust had his head severed from his body, and thereisnot a
drop of blood in sight.” 1t wastrue. The end of the saint's neck still attached to the torso looked for dl the
world like ahedthy ham stesk.

Edward's eyes widened, and he brought hishand to hisforehead. "My God," he said, "l will haveto
put it back on the easel tomorrow.”

"Nothing to worry about, it'safine piece,” | sad. "When you fix it, leave word with the academy to
get intouch with me. | aminterested in purchasing it."



Seeing his smile was worth three times whatever | would end up paying for the painting. "Thisis
quiteincredible" he said. "Just thisevening | was dso commis-soned to do aportrait for agentleman.
My firgt."

| wanted desperately to tell him to forget the portrait. "Portraitureis atrap that will relieve you of al
your heart'singpiration,” | was about to say. Instead, though, | patted his shoulder and congratulated him
before moving off.

Samantha arrived soon after, looking particularly lovely dressed in ablue watered silk gown, her
hair done up in intricate braids. We had a glass of champagne together, but | was soon separated from
her by along line of her admirers. It amused me that no matter how revered some of the artists present in
the gdlery were, they could not compete with the interest generated by a popular actress. Samanthawas,
asaways, gracious, gpeaking can-didly with each of her well-wishers. At one point, whilel was il
standing at the fringe of her crowd, she looked up and smiled at me, asif to apologize. | nodded and
amiled, knowing | would have her to mysdlf later.

| turned away and was surprised to see Albert Pinkham Ryder. Although he had belonged to the
acad-emy for atime, he had dways had trouble showing his work. The other members were quite wary
of hisstyle and did not know what to make of it. Eventually this had caused him to join agroup of others,
who had aso met with the academy's intractable stuffiness, and form the Society of American Artigts.
They held their own juried shows, and of late their riva organization had grown in popularity.

He stood alone, dressed in asilk jacket, clutching an old-fashioned top hat, staring acrossthe
gdlery at asketch of an angd by Saint-Gaudens. | was delighted to see my hero, his presence giving me
the same thrill experienced by the students upon meeting me or the other professonads. As| moved
toward him, | conjured up afitting introductory line.

"Excuse me, Mr. Ryder," | said. "l wanted to gpologize for having nearly run you down on
Broadway this past Sunday.”

Heturned and looked at me, focusing hisweak eyes. For amoment he just stood there asiif recently
woken from adream. Then he smiled. "Piambo," he said. "Y es, it happened so abruptly, | did not redize
it was you until | was hafway down the block."

| was elated that he remembered me. " Are you enjoy-ing the show?' | asked. "There are quite afew
luminaries represented this year in the catalog.”

"It'snot the luminaries| cometo see," he said. "'l pre-fer the work of the novices. In their pieces|
find sparks of passion that have not yet been doused by the academy.”

"l understand,” | said.

"Which brings me to wonder why you have nothing hanging in this show. Cal it coincidence, but the
other day after | nearly collided with you | wasin agdlery uptown, and they were selling one of your
earlier works, apaint-ing of Tiresias. Y ou had captured him at the exact moment when he was being
transformed into awoman, and the figure showed attributes of both sexes. The sky wastorn apart by
lightning, and the whole composition, though obvioudy influenced by Sabott in the subject matter, was
raw and wild."

"I'd nearly forgotten it,” | said, thinking back to the dayswhen | had painted it. | had a brief memory
flash of Sabott nodding before that canvas and saying, "Thisistheway."

"Very inspirationa,” said Ryder. "It made me consider going back to the myths. | wasthinking of the
story of Siegfried, something I've toyed with before. | tell you, if | were flush with cash at thisjuncture, |
would have purchased that painting mysdf.”

Now it was my turn to bow my head in embar-rassment. | felt a surge of energy in methat | had not
experienced since my early days, when every technique and notion | learned was the discovery of anew
continent of theimagination.

Before | could reply, John Sillswasinsinuating himself between Ryder and me. "Excuse me,
gentlemen. Please forgive the interruption, but Piambo, | must speak with you."

Ryder nodded, smiled, and turned away. | wasin adaze as John put his hand on my shoulder and
led meout of the gdlery.



The Beheading of Saint John

Outsdethe gdlery agroup of artists stood gathered in conversation, smoking cigars. They nodded
to usand said hello as we passed. We walked to the corner of the hallway and turned Ieft. Sillswas
about to speak, but a couple cameinto view. It was aman and ayoung woman, obvioudly, like
oursalves, seeking privacy. To my surprise | saw that it was Reed. The young lady, though, was most
definitely not Mrs. Reed. | nodded, but my erstwhile patron looked through me as they passed,
pretending | was not there. We continued on to the smaler gdlery at the back of the building where| had
sat inreverie earlier that evening.

Once wewere aonein theroom, Sills asked mewhat | thought of the opening.

"Wonderful," | replied. "And | was pleased to see what progress you have madein your own
work."

"l nearly didn't makeit heretonight,” he said. "There was afire at awarehouse on Fulton Street this
afternoon. The building burned to the ground, and it was assuredly arson. It's not my digtrict, but they
were short of men and Wanted another detectivetofill in. | had to pull some stringsto get out of the
assgnment.”

| wanted to ask himif the burned building was one with afaint white circle painted on it but could
guesswhat hisanswer would be. "Isthislittle meeting about the inci-dent we discussed outside my house
last week?' | asked.

He nodded. "'l shouldn't be telling you, of course, but being sworn to secrecy about this matter
doesn't it right with me," he said. "1 think they're wrong to keep the pub-lic in the dark. Sincel've
aready told you what | know, | thought | would keep you apprised and aso relieve some of my
frudration.”

"There have been morevictims,”" | said.

"Yes," hesaid, and hisadmission came with alook of weariness and shame, asif he were persondly
responsible for the safety of the entire populace of the city. "Two more since you and | spoke. An
anonymous caller tipped us off to the whereabouts of a corpse last Sunday. And another was found in
her gpartment not too far from your address."

"And the newspapers haven't caught wind of thisyet?" | asked.

"Oh, they have, but the mayor has requested that they keep it quiet until moreisknown. They have
agreed, but barely. The editors said that if one more body is discov-ered, it will be on the front page.”

"Does the Department of Hedlth know any more about how the parasiteis tranamitted and where it
camefrom?' | asked.

He shook his head. "Earlier tonight | heard that they think they might have discovered acommon
denominator, but nothing more.”

| consdered telling him that it was | who had found the woman on Sunday, but decided againgt it.
There were enough mysteries circling aout in my head to nearly split it open. | did not want to declare
ownership of thisoneaswell.

"I'm sure," said John, "that we'll soon be reading about it in the World. It's definitly somekind of
exotic paragite, but it's odd that up to this point it has only affected women. If | wereyou | would find a
way to warn Samanthato be careful, and especialy to stay away from the waterfront.”

| couldntlie. "I've dready told her," | said.

I thought he would be angry, but instead he smiled and said, "Good.”

Aswe waked back to the main gdlery, | asked Sillsif he had made an arrangement with the gallery
owner he had sought out earlier. He told me nothing had come of it asyet. The halways were empty
now, and as we approached the exhibition hal, | was struck by the unnat-ural silence. It was asif the
party within had folded up and dipped away.

"Awfully quiet,” said John as he pulled back the door to enter the gallery. "Perhapsthe judges are
about to announcether decisons.”

We stepped inside and were met with ascene that could easily have been anillustration from apulp



story. The crowd had backed away to the perimeter of the large room, and in the middie, next to the
table that held the cham-pagne, stood Mrs. Reed, asmall gun, perhaps aderringer, in her hand. Her arm
was trembling as she aimed across a space of twelve yards at her husband, who was backed up against
young Edward's Beheading of Saint John the Baptist.

| should have been more surprised, but with the man-ner in which my life had recently been
swamped with synchronistic happenstance, | wondered why | hadn't seen it coming. "Did | redly haveto
cal for blood on that canvas?' | asked mysdif.

It probably wasn't that long, but it seemed asif whole plump minutes passed in silence as everyone
waited for the shot to sound. Reed was pae, dumped forward dightly, covering his face with one hand
and—this would have been amusing if the man'slife were not at stake—his groin with the other. "It's
redly you | love" he said, but hisusualy ingratiating voice now sounded more like a piece of rusty mill
machinery onitslast job.

That iswhen Shenz, as nonchdantly asif he were crossing the street, stepped out of the crowd and
stood between Mrs. Reed and her husband. "Madam,” he said, "it would be a shame to waste that
bullet." He smiled and began dowly waking toward her.

"Get out of theway," she screamed, her face turning bright red.

Shenz continued to advance. "1 have afeding your children will bewaiting up for you thisevening,”
he said. "And what'sthis?' He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled forth asmall paper bag. "I have
brought some candy for them.”

Mrs. Reed groaned, hesitated for another second, and then lowered the gun to her side. Shenz
stepped up and put hisarm around her. With hisfree hand, he relieved her of the wegpon. She put her
face down on his shoulder and wegpt.

John had dready moved into action and was at Shenz's side, confiscating the gun. The crowd broke
out in around of gpplause for my friend's heroism, while the reporters, who were plentiful, wasted no
time in descending upon Reed like aflock of vultures. Many of his business associ-ates were present that
evening, and between their eyewit-ness accounts and what would appear in the papers the following day,
he would be atogether finished.

Sillsushered Mrs. Reed out of the gallery, no doubt taking her uptown to police headquarters. As
he passed me he said, "Let me know if | get aribbon." Meanwhile, Samantha had poured Shenz aglass
of champagne. There were afew momentsin which the crowd, en masse, tried to decide if what had
happened was tragic enough to halt the opening or if they fdlt resilient enough to continue with the
merriment. A confused haf minute passed, and then there was a collective shrug, asign that as much as
sad "Oh, the hell withit," and the patrons and artists moved in from the perimeter of the gdlery, the
conversa-tion resuming asif someone had flipped an dectric switch.

When | saw Shenz dodge his new admirers and make hisway out the door, | followed. | did not
have to go far to catch up to him. He was sitting on the steps outside, smoking acigarette in the cold
night air. | sat down and lit one of my own.

"Well, shedid have aderringer after all, but it wasn't meant for you," he said to me, shaking his
head.

"Wasthat aderringer?' | asked. "Y ou have become as prescient as Mrs. Charbuque.”

Hesmiled. "I think it was the bag of candy that made her reconsider,” he said. "'I've been carrying
that candy around with mefor the past two weeks."

"A very foolishsunt,” | said.

"l know. It'sasin. | should have let her shoot him. I'll never forgive mysdf.”

"MPease," | said, "another Reed would pop up as soon asthey buried that one. They turn them out
ready-made these days. Besides, you probably saved her from going to prison or worse. Women who
shoot men do not fare aswell asthereverse.”

"True enough,” hesaid.

"What made you do it, though?' | asked.

"Wadl," he said, and puffed on his cigarette, "I looked around that room and thought to mysdlf, "Who
of every-one present hasthe least to lose? | won hands down.”



"That drug iswarping your mind."

"No," he said, staring across the street into the dark-ness. "All those fresh-faced youths with their
brilliant works. All the established artistswith their careers. | am like asnowman Stting in the sun. My
talent drips off me and streams away in rivulets, my desire to paint evapo-rates more with each hour, my
heart is cold to the whole endeavor.”

"Y ou've got to pull yourself together and work your way back to your old form," | said.

"Eader said than done" hetold me.

"You aregiving up?'

"Not quite yet. | haveto help you flush Mrs. Charbuque from her blind. After that, we shal see.”

Claws of Obsession

After the opening, Samanthaand | waked back to my place. Even though the episode with the
Reeds was the spectacle of the evening, and my dia ogue with Shenz on the steps had been somewhat
upsetting, being the un-relenting egotist that | am, dl | could think about were Ryder's words of praise for
my preportrait work. How | longed to relate the entire conversation to Samantha, but propriety would
not alow it. She would smile and say, "How wonderful," but it wasimpossible for me not to come off
sounding like a self-absorbed novice. Mrs. Charbuque had not cornered the market on lurking behind
screens.

Instead, as we strolled aong the sidewalk, we spoke about poor Mrs. Reed. Samantha seemed
particularly hor-rified at the woman's Situation.

"Y ou would never force me to shoot you, would you, Piambo?" she asked.

"There are moments when I'm surprised you haven't dready,” | said.

"What doesthat mean?' she asked, turning to stare at me.

"Good Lord," | said, "I'm not talking about philander-ing.-1 smply mean for being such aboor a
times”

"Oh, that," shesaid. "That | canforgive, but if | were to catch you making afool of me with another
woman, | would not be so helplessas Mrs. Reed. | can't tell you how many times | am propositioned,
either subtly or outright, in the course of ayear. | fend off the advances of other fellows because | have
chosenyou.”

"I'm glad to hear it," | said.

"Thisiswhere you are supposed to say that you have aso chosen me," she said.

"| thought that was obvious,” | told her. "Need | say it?"

"It wouldn't kill you," she said.

"Don't shoot,” | said. "Yes, | have chosen you. Areyou redly that uncertain?’

"Well, you seemed so very pleased by those flowers from your Mrs. Charbuque last night,” she
sad.

"Come, come," | said, "thewoman isinsane.”

"It wasn't o much the flowers," she said. "It was more the look in your face, asif you were hiding
some-thing."

"| was astonished that she would do such athing. | can't believe that after al the women whose
portraits | have painted, you are now becoming jealous. For heaven's sake, | painted Mrs. Reed. | didn't
hear aword about her from you."

"Thiscommissionisnot the same," shesaid. ™Y ou are completely preoccupied withit.”

"Itisrather unusud," | said.

" She has some hold onyou, | cantdl.”

"Nonsense,” | said.

"Y ou have not seen her?' she asked.

"l go to her house and communicate with ataking screen,” | said.

"Then why, in your conception of her, that sketch you made, is she both stunningly beautiful and
naked?’



| stopped walking. Samanthawent on and then turned to look at me. "1 don't know," | said.
"Perhgps sheislike amyth to me, being invisble and so forth. In the classicd style, nudity was part of
depicting the gods and goddesses of antiquity.”

"Goddesses?’ shesad.

"Y ou know what | mean," | said. "Think of Sabott's paintings.”

She cocked her head for amoment, asif reviewing in her memory acataog of hisworks. "I can't
think of one nude," she said.

"What?' | said, but in quickly reviewing them mysdif, | redlized shewasright. | started walking
again, snce standing till seemed to be making me stupid.

"| tel you, that woman has your mind, Piambo. If you are not careful the rest will follow," she said.

"She hasnothing,” | said, shaking my head. ""Except my money."

Silence reigned for the remainder of the walk to my house and till had not relinquished itsrule aswe
undressed in the bedroom. Findly | could stand it no more and, in an attempt to change the subject,
asked, "What did you think of Shenz tonight?

Samantha sat on the bed, removing her stockings. "His actionswere very galant, but Shenz himsdlf
appears old to me suddenly, asif he has aged yearsin recent months.”

| was thankful she had taken my bait and was willing to forget the earlier matter. "The opium hasits
clawsinhim, | fear," | said. "It istaking control of him. Ingdious"

"There's something you two have in common, losing control to an insubstantia entity,” she said.

| turned to her as| removed my jacket. "Please, Samantha,” | said. "l swear itisyou | love. | have
been devoted to you for fifteen years now."

"Twelve" shesad.

"Don't doubt me," | said.

She stared at mefor sometime and then smiled. "I'm sorry, Piambo,” she said. "'l trust you.”

"Weve got to trust each other,” | said as| hung my jacket in the closet. No sooner were the words
out of my mouth than | saw, hanging to theright of the jacket | had just put away, the onethat held
hidden in its deeve my sketch of Mrs. Charbuque. Before | could even consider thefolly of the act, my
hand reached for it. Luckily, | stopped mysdlf short, pulled back my arm, and closed the closet door.

The lights were turned off, the nutmeg candle, whose scent | had come to loathe, waslit, and we lay
there benesth the covers. My mind wasfilled with the image of the sketch, and it dternated with my own
complete vision of Mrs. Charbugue in the moonlight behind her screen. | did not want to disturb these
thoughts and prayed that Samanthawould quickly fall adeep.

My prayers, das, went unanswered, as Samanthaturned to me and | launched into it with a
pervasive sense of doom. My implement of desire was as uselessto methat night asit turned out Mrs.
Reed's derringer wasto her. | did not need the Twinsto foretell that therewas alot riding on this
misadventure. The pressure was intense, and out of it was born true American ingenuity.

It was not long afterward that Samantha’s breathing regulated to the dow, steedy rhythm of deep. |
lay still and waited for afew minutes, and when | was certain shewastruly out, | waited yet another few
minutes. Then, with stealth and grace combined, | dowly pulled back the covers on my side of the bed.
Exerting great control over the musculature of my body, which, believe me, was not easy, | more
levitated than sat up. | remained there on the edge of the bed for amoment or two, waiting to seeif | had
roused Samantha. When | could findly hear her steady breathing over the beating of my heart, |
contin-ued, carefully getting to my fest.

| literaly tiptoed around the bed and across the room, like one of Mr. Wolfe's compatriots dinking
through adarkened warehouse. | knew the hinges on the closet door were going to be murder and they
were, but | opened it quickly so asto not draw out their whine. | turned and |ooked back at the bed. She
lay facing me, but her eyes were closed. Reaching down the row of hanging garments, | found the
smoking jacket and dug down into the arm. The sketch wasthere. That wasamajor relief, as1'd half
expected it to be missing. With one quick pull | retrieved the tube of paper from its hiding place.
Common sense prevailed, and | |eft the closet door gar, not wanting to risk worrying the hinges again,
and turned to leave the bedroom.



Before | stepped out into the hallway, | redlized | should extinguish the candle. Leaning over the
dresser, | gave aquiet puff and then stood in utter darkness.

I nearly jumped when | heard her speak. " She has you, Plambo," Samantha said.

| hoped againgt dl odds that she was dreaming, that she had spoken in her deep, but | wasn't going
to stay to find out. Without so much as looking back once, | went directly to my studio. There, | turned
on the lights and built ablaze in the fireplace. Then | sat down and unrolled the sketch. | perused every
inch of it carefully until it reignited the origina vision in my mind, and that part of methat had but an hour
or so earlier proved despondent in the physical fray now stirred to attention.

Hands

By thetime| findly pulled mysalf away from the sketch, the fireplace had gone cold and daylight
was trickling in through the skylight above. | returned the sketch to its hiding place and crept back to
bed. Later, when Samantharose, | pretended to be adeep. Sheleft, but | remember that she kissed my
cheek before going. Then | did fall adeep and dreamed of my conception of Mrs. Charbuquein a
hundred sordid scenes, rendered in paint and hung on the walls of the main galery of the Academy of
Desgn.

When | woke later in the day, her image followed me out of deep, and | saw her projected, like one
of Edison’'s moving pictures, upon the day—amiasmatic phantom looking over my shoulder in the
shaving mirror, drifting through my parlor, hovering above the crowds on Madison Avenue. | spesk
neither metaphorically nor liter-ally here, but somewhere between the two. Samantha had never been so
right. Mrs. Charbuque had my mind the way the Sun has the Earth and the Earth, the Moon. For my
part, haunted as | was, | was certain that my vision of her was correct, and on my journey uptown that
after-noon | verily beamed with sdf-satisfaction.

| even had akind word for Watkin, complimenting him on hisviolet suit. It seemed to fluster him
more than when | was rude. On our usud jaunt through the house, he actualy missed acorner and lightly
hit his shoulder on adoorjamb. And then | was in the room, before the screen. | took out my
sketchbook, brought the charcod pencil to bear, and she spoke.

"It isthelast day of the second week, Piambo," she said.

"I'mawareof it,”" | told her. "I've begun your portrait.”

"Am | coming together nicely?' she asked.

"l should say. At present | am fleshing out the details of your hands. Hands are important to a
portrait; in their intringc physica character and their placement within the picture, they are second only to
theface. A person holdsthe story of her lifein her hands.”

"You know | can't describe my handsto you," she said.

"Of course not. Please just continue with your story from where we left off,” | said.

"1 will tell you about that time, but allow me to focus on one particular incident aswell. It has
everything to do with hands."

"Perfect,” | said as| drew the half-moon in athumb-nail.

"After paying for my father'sfunerd and settling dl hisdebts, | had a substantial amount of money
|eft over. Enough, in fact, to dlow meto subsst in amoderate fash-ion for two full years. In that time, my
days were like those of Thoreau at Waden Pond or Defoe's shipwrecked Crusoe before him. | remained
isolated, seeking out no acquaintances, forming no bond with any other person. Sitting behind my screen,
| read libraries of booksin those years. Asisolated as | was, the world flowed into me and reinforced my
belief that | wasits hub. The Twinswere my only companions, and they whispered to me daily, showing
metheir prophetic imagery, solidifying our mutua trust.

"My nights, on the other hand, were quite different. When evening began to fdl, | would put on a
kerchief, pull awide-brimmed hat down low to hide my looks, and sneak out of the building to buy my
groceries before the markets dl closed. | avoided people's glancesaswell as| could, but | went forth
with the knowledge that no one knew me. Anonymity isitsown form of invishility. After securing thefew



things | needed for my meals and perus-ing the bookstalls that remained open, | liked to walk the streets
for afew hours. Very often | would see enacted scenes and incidents that had been predicted by the
Twins. | returned home to the safety of the screen before it grew so late that the streets became
dangerous.

"I was completely content with thislife, but after two years had passed, Father's money began to run
low, and | wasforced to consider working. | knew all dong that | would again return to my role asthe
Sibyl. There was something about the performances that validated my sense of omniscience. | put an ad
in the newspaper and interviewed applicants for thejob of manager. The act needed a second, someone
who could deal with the audi-ence so | could remain an enigma. | aso required someone to book the
shows, atask that required face-to-face contact with the owners of the different venues.

"Remember, Plambo, | was no more than fifteen or so at the time, yet | understood clearly what was
required, and proceeded to arrange the Situation. | interviewed quite afew peoplein my apartment. Of
course, | remained behind the screen while | spoke to them. It had not been so many years since the
Sibyl wasthe talk of the town, and many of these gpplicants knew full well that procuring the position
could eventudly make them weslthy.

"The man | chose for the job was agentleman who had worked for someyearsfor P. T. Barnum
and before that had ahistory in vaudeville. His name was Carwin Chute, and he had al the attributes|
was looking for—a sense of the melodramatic, akeen mind for organization, awill-ingnessto perform his
dutieswithout ever actualy seeing hisemployer. It was hisideato insert pure white thegtri-ca prosthetics
in hiseyes and pretend to be blind. | had told him of my aversion to being seen and to the sight of eyesin
generd, 0 hethought that if | chanced to see him, the illuson that he was sightless would be acomfort to
me. Also, in relation to the act, he had said, Think how appropriate, Luciere. A man who cannot see,
bringing to the public a seer who cannot be viewed." | knew my father would have loved the
juxtaposgition. It was, like the mon-key arm, another red herring.”

"Chute, then, isWatkin," | said.

"Of course,” said Mrs. Charbuque. "I have paid him very wdll through the years, but no matter how
he has benefited monetarily, | owe him much more for his dedi-cation to service. The man has proved a
godsend. | will tell you honestly that what motivates him, and his persond-ity, are as mysteriousto me as
| must beto him. He has never laid eyes on me, yet he remains ever devoted.”

"1 will have to reassess my estimation of Watkin," | said.

"He booked us for the highest amount being paid in hotels, theaters, meeting hals, and at private
parties given by the wedthy. Once again the Sibyl was voicing her visonsto the populace and receiving
praise and adulation. By the end of thefirst year, | was wealthy. And beyond mere money, | was ableto
influence the powerful, to coax from them whatever favors | needed. From that, Plambo, comes awedth
that exceeds any to be made by laboring for an hourly wage, no matter how grand.

"After two years of working the city, Watkin—as | had begun to cdl him, for by then Chute had
completely dissolved and reformed as the blind person you now know—came to me and suggested that
in order not to sat-urate the public's desire for the Sibyl, we should take our performance on the road. |
thought it was awise move. We traveled anonymoudy by train, each of usat different times so that he
would not know me. He would go ahead and set up aroom for mein aparticular city or town, and |
would arrive later, either under cover of night or in some disguise. Remaining hidden from view wasa
chore, but my desire to do so was so gresat that | managed the ingenuity necessary to make it happen. St.
Louis, Chicago, San Francisco—the Sibyl took al these cities by storm, and in the small towns of the
prairie and the South, | believe | cameto be revered in amanner bordering upon the religious. We never
stayed too long in any given place, just long enough to satisfy the citizens gppetite for the future, and then
we moved on.

"It was somewhere in the Midwest—M issouri, Oklahoma, they dl seemed the sameto me; the
people al asked the same questions, reacted in the same manner to my pronouncements—that |
discovered | had become aWoman. | had recently turned seventeen, and when | caught sight of myself
inamirror one day, apracticel tried to avoid, for the sght of my own eyes disturbed me as much as
anyone e, it was evident that my body had changed dragtically from that of thelonely little girl who



had spent her wintersin the Catskill Mountains. Theredlity of it struck medl at once, more deeply than
even the actudity of mengtruation had two years earlier. Please excuse the candor of my language,
Fambo."

"l am not easily offended,” | said, but the charcod |eft the paper with her declaration.

"The Twins began to show me imagery of avery graphic nature, o to spesk. My reading had
included romances aswell as smutty dime novels, and dl of this had been digested by my mind without
my conscious acknowledgment. Now it al seemed to fall into place. | wanted to remain behind the
barrier of the screen, but at the same time my body longed to explore the physicality of theworld at
large. Do you understand?

"Sexuality?' | ventured, and felt a certain heat rising beneath my collar and dsewhere.

"I'm s0 pleased | can speak openly to you," she said. "At night, in my bed, after the shows, | would
fantasize about the mae voices from the audience that would offer aword or two of thanks after one of
my predictions. From those few meager words, whole men sprang to life in my imagination. They were
every hit asvivid as the images sent me by the voices of the Twins. Their hands, Piambo, became mine.
Their fingers groped in the dark like those of the blind, and what thrilling discoveries were made.”

I heard Mrs. Charbuque movein her chair behind the screen. Then came the rustling of materidl,
and if | was not mistaken, the rhythm of her breathing changed from its usua measured paceto an admost

inaudible panting.

Shoutsand Murmurs

L ong seconds passed in silence. There was then a soft sigh, and Mrs. Charbuque began speaking
againin adreamy voice, the emphasis of certain wordsfalling in the wrong places, unforeseen pauises,
more panting.

Good Lord, | thought, should | leave? But she contin-ued with her story despite dl this breathy
interference.

"One night in one of those wretched towns, | was giv-ing the first performance of our engagement,
which wasto last for aweek. | thrust out the monkey arm and retrieved agreen leaf on which was
written the question 'Will shereturn? | forget what my response was, but when | had given it, the
gentleman who had obvioudy written the question said, Thank you so much, Madam Sibyl, you have
forestalled my heart from bresking.' | was struck by the earnest tone of this man's voice, his ability to
speak candidly about a private matter before a packed audience. | continued with the show but
remembered hisWords later and built agrand scenario that evening con-cerning lost loveand a
passonate reunion. | can ill see..." Her voicetrailed off into heavy exhdations.

"Pleasegoon,” | sad, leaning forward in my chair.

"The next night the same man asked the same question of me again. | conjured for him areply that
had more to do with my imagined scenario than with the imagery whispered to me by the Twins. He, in
turn, said something equaly enchanting, ason thefirst night, and thisfired even more my interest in him.
Wheat came of it wasthat | decided | had to see him. | could easily have asked Watkin for a description
but felt my infatuation with this stranger was somehow illicit, and so instead devised another way.

"Excuse mefor amoment,” shesaid, and | heard her chair begin to squed dightly asif shewere
rocking back and forth init. "For the third night's show | dressed in black and carried a black shawl. |
aso took ahat pin with me onstage. Before the event got under way, while the audience was taking their
sedts, the lightswere usudly very low.."

There came a noise something like wet kissesin rapid succession followed by agasp. If there had
been othersin the room, | would have been the first to appear scanddized, but knowing we were done
meade dl the difference.

"That iswhen | reached forward from my chair and made a pinhole in the screen. This hole would
never be detected by someone sitting only afew feet away, but if | leaned forward and put my eyetoiit, |
could view awidefield, taking in agoodly portion of the seats. .. and ..."



Frustrating seconds passed filled with brief murmurs of delight. When she spoke again, her voice
had adight edge of urgency. | looked over my shoulder and wiped the sweat from my brow. | shooed a
disturbing image of the monkey arm from my thoughts.

"l was unusudly nervous about the performance, hop-ing al thetime that the fellow with the
question 'Will she return? would return. Hiswasthe very last leaf passed to me. | pronounced the
imagery of hisfuturejust asthe Twins had dictated it to me, and then leaned forward to see who would
speak. | saw ... |... | saw ahandsome young man in the second row with wavy hair and atrim
mus-tache. | hoped it would be he who would speak. Asredlity would haveit, though, it turned out to be
agentleman five seats away, somewhat older than mysalf, who stood up. Impeccably dressed in atweed
auit, he had sandy-colored hair and aruddy complexion and wore smal glasses with circular lenses. He
spoke, andohh . .."

"Oh?' | sad.

"Ohhh..."

"y e

"I knew what he looked like. As soon asthe show was over, | |€ft the theater before the patrons
and went outside into the street. There, | ducked down an alley, wrapped the shawl around my head,
and waited for him to pass by. Hefindly camewalking past, and giving him plenty of dis-tance, | began
to follow him. Thewak was brief. He entered a small shop afew blocks avay. After he had gonein and
locked the door behind him, | passed by it in order to mark the spot clearly. It was, of al places, atiny
museum of somekind. The... Museum ... of Phoenician Antiquities, read thesign . .. above..."

An unladylike grunt rose from behind the screen. Then it sounded asif she were beginning to weep
until that crying quickly transformed itsalf back into her story. Her words now came forth with
desperately increasing speed and volume. "Thenext day .. . yes.... | went there dressed in normal attire.
Made believe | was visiting from another nearby town. Staying only afew days. Interested in the contents
of the museum. Involved in aconversa-tion. Told me hewas .. . yes.... an amateur archaeologist. HEd
beento Carthageonadigand had . . . oh. . . these treasures. A golden mask ... asmal, armless statue
of ayoung woman with half itsface broken off... soneswith ancient writing ... asilver lamp with along
Spout..."

She hit acrescendo, and | got to my feet. | swear, she let |loose agroan that sounded to me asif she
were expir-ing on the spot. The panels of the screen raitled. She spoke no morefor atime, but her
breathing was rapid and pro-nounced.

"Areyouill, Mrs. Charbuque?' | asked, fanning mysalf with the sketchbook.

Her answer did not comeimmediately, but eventualy after catching her breath, she said, "I'verarely
felt better." | heard her again shift her position in her chair and then the faint sound of materia being
maneuvered about. "Now wherewas |?' Her voice had returned to its norma tone.

"A lamp," | said, returning to the chair.

"Oh, yes. He was a charming fellow, very serious. While he spoke, he used his hands agood ded,
especidly to indicate amotion, like aboat sailing on the vast ocean, when explaining how the Phoenicians
were the magters of the seain the ancient world. He believed they had cir-cumnavigated the entire globe.
| listened with feigned interest to how they warred with Rome and eventualy lost the city of Carthage.
The Romans destroyed every-thing, killed al the men, carried off the women, and sowed salt into the
earth so crops would not grow there. | was somewhat bored with hislecturing, hisrattling off of dates,
but | liked to watch his handsin motion. They werelike paleleavestaling and rising in an autumn wind.

"| was amazed that | was not more frightened at hav-ing |eft the safety of the screen, that | willingly
let his eyes gaze upon me. | wasin akind of trance, asif | were outside of mysalf watching me play the
part of this shrewd young woman. In any event, he made me a cup of teaand told me he did not have
many visitorsto the museum. The peoplein thistown know nothing, nor do they care about the ancients;’
he told me. They think of me as some kind of fool, but I have more money than any of them. And
athough | have no officia degrees, | am highly thought of inmy field. I'll have you know that | was asked
to contribute to the research of FrancisBorne!'

"That evening he again attended my performance. The next day | again returned to his museum, and



he confided to methat hisfiancee, whom he hoped to marry upon histriumphant return from northern
Africa, had run away to New Y ork City. | comforted him with words, and with this coddling he
appeared to take ared interest in me. As| made ready to leave his place that second day, he fleet-ingly
placed his hand upon my shoulder when | said good-bye. He asked if | would be returning, and | told
him | would have to see what the future brought. Histouch wasthefirst | had felt in years, and it roused
my passion.

"After that day on which he touched me, he did not return to my performances. | did go to see him,
though, each and every afternoon that | remained in town. On thelast day, | told him | would be leaving
the following morn-ing. He wanted to know my name, which | had not told him, where | was going,
wherel lived. | told him nothing, save that | would return that night, late, and say good-byeto him.
'Leave the door unlocked and the lamps unlit,’ | said. With that declaration, he reached for me, but |
backed away, giggling, and left the museum.

"It was midnight, and | sneaked dong the empty streets, staying to the shadows, dressed only ina
black dress and my shawl. | had forsaken any undergarmentsfor that assignation. My desirewas at the
boiling point. The chain of my locket was searing hot, and the Twins were sending out a steedy stream of
imagery, speaking unspeskable scenesto me that made me dightly dizzy. | arrived a the museum and
found the door gar. | entered into the darkness and crept dowly up the main aide. Near the back of the
place | saw one smal candle burning. | went toward it, and as| did, | felt hisarms close around me. He
had been there, waiting, behind arow of shelves.

"His handswere al over me, asif he had a dozen more than two. | felt them on my breasts, my face,
my stomach, between my legs, and when heredized | was wearing nothing benegth the thin dress, he
whispered, ‘Mother of God." It was then that he forced hislips upon mine, and the Twins, at that exact
moment, ended their hours-long discourse of imagery with one clear picture that formed with the force of
an exploson and remained in my mind. It was of my father. With the presence of that image, the trance
was broken. | returned to myself and was repulsed by this groping hundred-handed beast. Frantically |
tried to escape his clutches, but he forced himsdlf againgt me yet more ardently. | felt every inch of him
pressing on me, fat hisinanity infecting me, and thought | would be suffo-cated.

"My armsflailed out to the sides, and my left hand grazed against something in one of the displays. |
lunged in that direction and grasped a heavy metd object in my hand. With all my fear and my revulsion, |
struck himin the side of the head with the object. He quietly grunted, his body went limp, and hedid to
thefloor. | fled the museum and made my way back to the hotdl.

"By the time he probably awoke from the blow the next day, | was on atrain, traveling swiftly away
from that accursed town. Sitting in my lap was the object | had used as awespon, for | would not
relinquish my grasp on it. The lamp was made of silver or tin or pewter, | could not tell, and was covered
with the most amazing filigree— looping knots of design. At the end of itslong spout was a stoppe,
capturing whatever doshed around ingdeit. | once had abook of fairy talesasachild, and thislamp was
much like the onein anillugtration from that volume. The lamp in the story held an evil djinn. | resolved
never to remove the stopper.

"Do you know whet | learned from thisincident, Piambo?"' she asked.

At thispoint | had to clear my throat and wet my lipsin order to answer. "What would that be, Mrs.
Charbuque?’ | said.

"It made methink of my mother. | redlized that she had every reason to want more from her life than
alunatic husband who cared less about her than about the insub-stantial marvel of snow. She wanted the
present, not someillusory future. | saw thingsfor thefirst time from her perspective. | dlowed mysdf to
recognize that she deserved the pleasure she sought with the tracker, and that for thissmall comfort my
father had murdered her. Being acloistered child, | could never have known that she wanted nothing
morethan ared life and that my father had enlisted me early on to aid him in keeping her apris-oner.
From that moment on thetrain, fleeing my jackass of an archaeologist, | knew that my act was afraud
and that the voices of the Twins, though they continue to plague meto thisday, wereaddusion.”

"Thenwhy," | asked, "do you remain behind the screen?

"l seek akind of freedom awoman cannot find in soci-ety. When | don my disguise of anonymity



and venture forth into your world, | seeinamillion ingancesthat | am right. In my world, here, asyou
witnessed today, | can do anything | want. | can satisfy any whim at any moment, from the most basic to
the most complex.”

She said nothing more that day. Five minuteslater, when Watkin appeared, | wished her a pleasant
weekend and |eft the room. "Be careful now, Mr. Piambo," said the old man before closing the door
behind me, and hisverba send-off was eerily devoid of cynicism.

A Knock Unanswer ed

Following my meeting with Mrs. Charbuque, it took quite afew minutes out in the cold wind for my
temperature to fal within itsnormal range. That day'sinstalment of her story had required, on my part,
the consumption of so many inordinately large drafts of theincredible, | was drunk on the stuff and
moved through the crowds on the street like one giddy from excess of spirits. In regard to the, shal we
say, heated aurd side-show that had gone on during her recounting, it wasimpossibleto tell if she had
been merdly fulfilling awhim, as she had said, or if her lustful demonstration had been ahbit of cunning
subterfuge meant to distract me. Perhapsit was, as her father might have put it, asizable red herring;
nothing, of course, on the order of the one that had so urgently crowded my trousers.

| took the streetcar down to Twenty-seventh Street and made a bedline to Broadway, where |
entered Kirk's Saloon. The company of gentlemen, the oak paneling, the famous ail paintings on the
walls, thewhiskey, dl served to subdue me and return my system to its mundane homeostasis. Luckily
there was no one therethat | knew, so | sat by the main window, looking out onto the avenue, and
watched the city performitsdaily rituds. | lit aciga-rette and tried to rationdize dl that | had been told.
Asl reviewed Mrs. Charbuque's story, small disconcerting contradictions erupted and blew me of f
course. For ingtance, the mereidea of Carthaginian remainsin asmal street-front museum out in the
wilds of the Midwest was difficult to believe. But could she have manufactured that detail on the spot?

She had dropped amention of Francis Borne and her archaeol ogist's donation to the excremental
oracle. That wasaturn of the screw that had momentarily spun me once and passed by in aflash aswe
rushed headlong toward her satisfaction. Watkin was actualy afdlow by the name of Carwin Chute,
who had readily accepted as hisliféswork arather shoddy portraya of aheinous affliction. The Sibyl,
prophesying below the Mason-Dixon line, had gained akind of religious satus. The sudden ascendancy
of her mother and the corresponding fall from grace of her father. All of these bread crumbs she had
dropped adong the path were compressed sagas in which atraveler could lose himsdlf for days.

By my third whiskey, | redized that, unlike the Phoenicians, | would not be circumnavigating Mrs.
Charbuque's experiences. With my fourth, | was content to drift aimlesdy in the placid Sea of Confusion.
It wasthere, becalmed by my inability to undo the Gordian knot of her confession, that | cameto the
concluson that it didn't matter, for clearly shining in my mind was my vision of her, a night, behind the
screen. My conception of her had come through the tempest unscathed. | paid my bill and headed home
to paint.

After alengthy nap, | rose around eight o'clock, retrieved the sketch from its hiding place in the
closet, and went directly to my studio. I did not sit down and stare at the drawing as | had the previous
night, knowing that it would again enchant me. Instead | prepared my palette, chose my brushes, and set
to applying adark base to the canvas. | wanted the foundation of the piece to contain the colors of
night—purple, blue, gray, and green—akind of iridescent, blended indigo, darker than black in its mood
and more dive with swirling mystery than the flat absolute. With oils one works from dark to light—a
fitting metaphor, | hoped, for my pursuit of Mrs. Charbuque.

Once the ground had dried somewhat, | roughed out the basic form of the nude figure in chromium
green, which would eventually be a counterpoint to the flesh tones gpplied later. Another painter might
sketch the sub-ject in charcod, or in this case, since the ground was so very dark, chalk, but | preferred
to work only with the brush. | then set to ddlineating the structure of the face with titanium white. Using a
dry-brush technique that alowed meto create halftones, | indicated the lines, prominences, and hollows



that formed her unique expres-sion. Once her fundamental visage had been rendered, | layered white on
certain areas to add depth and more com-pletely depict shape. Then | had to let the canvas dry more
thoroughly and so ceased work for the night.

It was after three o'clock, and | should have gone off to bed, but my entire system was abuzz with
the dectricity that attends the act of creation. Thereis nothing better for one's health than that surge of
energy, for it isthe unmit-igated essence of life. | knew better than to battle againgt it. Instead | sat before
the easd with acigarette and adrink and contemplated the physical attitude of the pose | had chosen.

It had come to me from out of the blue to portray her from the knees upward, her shinsand calves
disappearing into the shadows. Shewas ever so dightly bent at thewaist, the right arm thrust out in front
of her and the left held so that her hand on that Sde was at shoulder level. Her breasts did not lieflat
againgt her chest but hung for-ward at aminor angle. The head was turned a bit to the sde, cocked in a
manner not quite as pronounced as Watkin's rendition of the blind, listening, chin thrust dightly upward.
She would peer from the painting with asideong glance and amile, not mischievoudy, but like achild
who has successfully lacquered a snowflake for her father.

Eventualy | staggered to bed and dept for afew hours. It was ill early, but | was drawn from
deep by my desireto work on the portrait. | would have forsaken breakfast and begun immediately, but
the piece still needed more drying time, so | went out to Crenshaw's and ate. There, while | dined on
hash and eggs, | read in the paper about the failing economy, Cleveland's Sance againg "free dlver,”
which led to hisresultant ill hedlth in the polls, and about a group called the Anti-Saloon League, who,
God save us, wanted a prohibition placed upon acohal. | could see that, snce coming under the
influence of Mrs. Charbuque, it was asif | had dipped behind a screen of my own that separated my
consciousness from the doings of the world at large. | loitered, drinking too many cups of coffee and
chatting with Mrs. Crenshaw. Two hours had passed before | finally paid my bill and returned home.

| probably should have waited afew more hoursto begin work, but | was anxiousto lose mysdlf
again in the timelesstrance that envelops mewhen | am painting. Back in the studio, | reconnoitered my
plan of attack. | smiled at the prospect of spending the entire day with Mrs. Charbuque'sflesh, for that
was, with the exception of hair and eyes and the surrounding night, the totality of the portrait. | do not
brag when | say that | was amaster at depicting materia, its folds and myriad creases, the texture of
velvet, the smooth sheen of slk. People often commented to mefirst about the clothing my subjects
wore, only later mentioning the expression on the face or the overal likenessto the origina. Now,
though, there was something liberating about discarding the clothes and embracing the naked form. | had
painted a thousand nudes, but none like this, and the prospect titillated me in a profoundly sensua
manner.

Where else to begin but with the eyes? Burnt senna, of course, to form the outer ring of theiris, but
when it cameto their actud color, | had to stop for amoment and think about what | had envisoned. At
that juncture | heard someone knocking upon my front door. | knew it must be Samantha, but how could
| et her in just then? | went to the parlor and peered out from behind the drapes of the window. From
my hiding place | could see her on the front steps, dressed in her long winter coat and wear-ing awoolen
hat. Her appearance annoyed me. " She mogt likely wants me to go somewhere with her," | thought. Then
there would be all the necessary explanations once she saw my progress on the portrait. She knocked
again, and when | did not answer, her expression turned, with a nearly imperceptible movement of her
brow and lips, from her usua one of good cheer to one of subtle sorrow. She obvioudy knew that |
knew she wasthere. | had never locked her out before. Eventually she turned and dowly walked away
down the street. Just before she moved out of my line of sight, she shot aglance over her shoulder, and |
saw alook of betrayd in her eyes. | fdt it in my heart but made no move for the door.

It made little sense, but | used Samantha's eyes, that woeful glance, to stand infor Mrs.
Charbuque's, copying the color, the subdued gleam, and capturing in the aper-ture of the lids that 1ook of
loss. With thissmall part of the portrait complete, the project took on aredlity that drove me forward
with increasing confidence. It was asif my painted subject were watching mein the process of creating
her. At timeswhen agrain of uncertainty would hat the gear work of my imagination, | would ook to
those eyesfor ether gpproval or ahint toward anew direction.



Asl have sad, | wanted the flesh to glow, and though | knew that much of this effect would be
ganed through the various glazes and varnishes | would gpply during the process of rendering thefigure
and after its comple-tion, it was necessary for me to make the skin lighter in tone than usud. Toward this
end | mixed the usua por-tions of cadmium yellow pale and cadmium red but a greater than normal
amount of titanium white with just adab of Windsor blue as a concession to the night and the moon.

Time must have passed, though | never fdt its pres-ence at al. When | findly stepped away from
the work on Mrs. Charbuque, | redized that night had falen and that a some point, though for the life of
me | could not recdll it, | had switched on the lights and built afire. Aswas my custom, | poured adrink
and lit acigarette and sat down before the easdl to view my work. There was much to fin-ish, but there
was a'so no mistaking the persondity and looks of the figure that stood before me on the canvas. | was
pleased to seethat the effect of her coming out of the night like a dream was working so far, and could
foretell how the varnishes would enhance it. Thiswasthe finest portrait, if not the finest painting, | had
ever done.

Again | let the excitement disspate from my blood-stream at its own pace before retiring. Oncein
bed, | fell directly adeep. My last thought, though, was not of the portrait but of Samanthawalking away.

Shenz of the Poppies

| was awakened by the creak of afloorboard and opened my eyesto the dark. Leaning up on my
elbow, | listened intently, trying to remember if the noise had been part of adream. It did not come again,
but as my pulse settled | became aware of another, quieter sound emanating from the hallway outside my
room. At the same ingtant that my eyes adjusted somewhat to the murky night, | recognized what it was|
heard—the sound of someone breathing. A silhouette of afigure stood in the doorway. | could make out
no distinguishing feetures of my vigtor.

"Samantha?' | said.

There was no response, and my heart began to pound.

"Who'sthere?' | said. | grasped the cover to throw it back.

"Stay whereyou are," he said.

I recognized the voice from the theater box. "Charbuque,” | said. "What do you want?' My hands
began to tremble, and the rest of my body went weak with fear.

"l have apistol amed at you," he said. "It would be asplendid ideafor you to remain where you
ae"

"Have you cometo kill me?" | asked, expecting at any moment to hear the report of the gun.

"Not yet," he said. "Perhgps sometime soon. I'm hereto tell you that your painting isal wrong."

"Youveseenit?' | asked.

"Rather licentious, Mr. Piambo."

"A classcd pose, | said.

"My ass" hesaid. "In any event, the woman you have depicted is not my wife."

"You've seen her?' | asked.

"I'm her husband, you fool."

| couldn't help mysdlf. "Where have | gonewrong?' | said.

"The question is, Where have you gone right? I've taken the liberty of adding afew strokes of my
owntoit. And the sketch—youll find it in ashesin the fireplace. | will giveyou ahint,” he said. At that
moment he moved, and | was able to peer through the darkness and make out the vaguest detail of the
guninhishand.

"What can you tel me?" | feared my impertinence might anger him, but | waswilling to risk it for just
oneclue.

"My wifeisstunningly beautiful," he said. Therewas along pause. "And the most manipulative bitch
thissde of the Rillars of Hercules."

"Yes?' | said, expecting at least one precise physical characteristic to follow.



| waited for his response until | realized he was gone. Asthisfact dawned on me, | heard the front
door in my parlor open and close. | rolled out of bed and dashed down the hall. As| reached that room,
| could hear the dimin-ishing sound of boot soles on the sidewalk outside.

He had |eft the light onin the studio. | went in and sat before the easel. The painting was completely
mutilated, the canvas punctured and diced. Shreds of canvas hung down showing their white backs.
Scraps of it littered the floor. | tried to reflect upon the anger that had fueled his attack, but instead broke
down and cried. Thereisno other way to put it but that | wept like a child. What was worse was that the
image | had carried so clearly in my mind for the past few days had also suffered irreparably. When |
looked within my memory to find it, | saw the dark room, but instead of Mrs. Charbuque, | discovered
that her fig-ure had fragmented into awhirling gyre of snow.

Here was utter defeat. | had but two weeks remaining to assemble another image and complete the
portrait. The task, a that moment, seemed impossible. Charbuque had spared my life but daughtered my
confidence, my hope, my will to continue. | was no better off than when | had begun. Infact, | wasa
damn sight worse off. My nerves were frayed, Samanthawas gravely disappointed in me, and | doubted
whether | was worthy to reach beyond my present station and further develop my art. Hours passed, and
| sat rigidly till, staring at the tattered remains of my dream.

The sun had been up only briefly, the raysthet fell through the skylight having just turned from red to
gold, when | heard aknocking at my door. | got to my feet and staggered through the house to the
parlor. Upon opening the door, | found Shenz standing on my front steps.

"You look haggard,” he said.

“I'mfinished,” | said.

He brokeinto asmile. " ou've completed the por-trait?"

"Come," | said, and led him to the studio. "Thereitis" | sad.

"Wereyou painting with arazor?' he asked.

| told him al that had happened, about my work and the visit from Charbuque. When | had finished,
he shook hishead and sat in the chair | had recently vacated. To his credit, | could see that he clearly
shared my grief, for helooked as distressed as | felt.

"Thisrompisover,” | said.

Hetook out one of his cigarettesand lit it. The strange, sweet smell of the opium soon wafted
around us.

"Grim," he said, and handed me the cigarette.

| hesitated for amoment and then took it. It wasthefirst taste of thedrug | had ever had. We
passed it back and forth two or three times, and then he held on to it and smoked it down to anub.

"How did it look before Charbuque carved it up?' he asked.

| glanced down a him from where | stood. He had removed his hat and rested it on hislap.
Something about the way he looked struck me. The sun was shining, golden, upon him, and with his
graying beard, thinning hair, and the distinctive linesin hisface, he appeared for dl the world like some
biblica prophet as depicted by Caravaggio.

"Youlook likeasaint just now, sitting there," | said.

"Saint Shenz of the poppies,”" he said. With this he rose, stepped forward, and pushed the easal
backward onto the floor. It landed with acrash, lifting aminor dust cloud. For some reason this struck
me as comical, and heand | both laughed.

"Roll your cart over the bones of the dead, Piambo," he said.

"What?' | asked.

'In other words, onward!" he said. "Pull yourself together. Perhaps Charbuque has done you a
favor.”

"Why would he do that? From the way he has talked during our brief encounters, he thinks he will
probably have to kill me sometime in the near future.”

"Then you'd better get moving. Y ou have apainting to do. I've come today, at the perfect moment it
seems, to take you to see the Man from the Equator. In him, | guar-antee you, you will find help."

"We're going somewhere?' | asked.



"How do you fed ?" he asked.

"Light," | said. "My head isfilled with light, and everything appears somehow clearer than usud .

"Y ou may see and hear some odd things," hetold me. "The effectswill only last for an hour or two.
Then you will want to deep. So hurry. Get out of your nightshirt, get dressed, and put on your coat and
hat."

At the sametimethat | knew Shenz was cgjoling me, | till felt acertain sense of excitement about
the prospect of our journey. Why? | couldn't begin to tell you. For al this newfound verve, though, |
seemed to be moving twice asdowly asusual.

Out on the street, as we walked over to Broadway to find a hansom cab, the world appeared
unusudly liquid, the outlines of the buildings blurring and mixing with the sky. At one point | thought | saw
Mr. Wolfe, dressed in hisfemae disguise, coming toward us on the side-walk.

"Shenz, therés Wolfe," | said, and pointed.

"Look again," said Shenz. "That'sapolice officer."

In actuality, when the figure passed us, | could see we were both wrong. 1t was a handsome young
woman dressed in ablue coat and hat. Shenz and | exchanged glances and laughed.

"Well," said Shenz, "at least | knew it couldn't be Wolfe. Didn't you read in the newspaper the other
day that he was shot dead by the husband of that woman he went to meet in the Village after our caper?”

"No," | said. "Poor Wolfe. | rather liked him."

"The husband discovered hiswifée's high jinks and, shall we say, persuaded her to draw the
locksmith into atrap. Thereisarumor in the Kitchen that his body wasinterred sansthat remarkable
hand of keys and that there are those now seeking ataxidermist to preserveit.”

"How postic, in away. Hewill continue to gain entry to secret places even while his spirit cavorts
abovein heaven.”

"Or below," said Shenz as we reached Broadway. He raised his hand to signal to apassing driver,
and we had our ride. The address he gave was somewhere in Greenwich Village.

"Shenz," | said aswe headed downtown, "'l am, as| speak, seeing the city dternately asit usudly is
and theninruins, asif it were the remains of an ancient kingdom."

My friend laughed. ™Y ou see al manner of bizarre curiogities when under the influence of the poppy.
Noneof it isred, though much of it isinteresting. For instance, as we passed Nineteenth Street, | thought
| saw awoman standing on the corner, weeping blood.”

| was about to dide off my seat and put my head out the window to look back up the avenue, but |
caught mysdlf, remembering that | had not divulged my knowl-edge of this disease to Shenz out of
consderation for John Sills. My concern lasted only amoment until | noticed ablue djinn issuing from the
exhaust pipe of amotorcar.

TheMan from the Equator

We stopped in front of asmall shop on Twelfth Street. Above the entrance was asign on which the
letters making up The Man from the Equator had not been painted but instead appeared to have been
gouged with achisd. A wooden figure stood out in front, but it was not an Indian, which is often seen
standing guard at the entrance to atobacconist's shop. This statue was of avery thin man or woman, |
couldn't tell which, draped in arobe. The head, with high cheekbones and a pointed chin, faced forward,
eyes closed in an expression of ecstasy. Ringlets of hair hung to the shoulders. In each of the hands, held
palm up, there sat a miniature replicaof theworld. | wasintrigued by the piece, for it was very deftly
carved.

"Nicework," | said to Shenz, nodding at the statue.

"Yes" hesad. "l believeitisEagerninorigin.”

We entered the shop's dim front room, its floors made from wide, coarse beams. Thefirst thing |
noticed was the various scents that filled the air, combining to create athick, spicy perfume. Inverted
bunches of dried flowers and weeds, pale twisted roots, and sprays of brittle fern hung from the low



ceiling. There were rows of shelves holding varioudy shaped bottles. These contained a panoply of
different-colored concoctions—some black astar, somelike liquid chocolate, others of beautiful clear
blues, greens, and violets. Some of the shelves were stacked with boxes, labeled with odd titleswritten in
grease pencil—Ox Brain Flakes, Powdered Adder Venom, Queen Hebspa's Footstool,
Gdlstones’Puma. . . . Hanging everywhere on the walls were hand-drawn maps of countries and
territories | did not recognize.

"Come," said Shenz, leading the way into the shadows.

| was about to follow when something flew directly over me. | could fed the sweep of wings, and
when | ducked and reached up to cover my heed, | knocked my hat off. "What in hell?" | yelled.

Shenz laughed. "That'sthe blasted owl," he said. "I forgot to warn you. Thefirgt time | came here
the thing nearly frightened me to desth. Don't worry, it's harm-less”

I lifted my hat off the floor and put it back on my head, meager protection against another low pass.
Aswe moved toward the back of the place, | spotted the bird perched atop a coatrack. Sitting there
withitswingsdrawnin, it looked for dl theworld asif it were stuffed, ablunt-shaped creature about two
feet high with arounded head and white face. Aswe passed it, though, it suddenly twisted its head to
watch mewith large round eyesthat reflected the faint light from the front window.

Leaving the main room of the shop, we passed down along hallway, lined on both sides by
floor-to-celling shelves of old books. There was aright-hand turn, another hallway of books, and then
we stepped into aroom drenched in light. With the exception of alow wall running around the perimeter
of the space, the rest of its structure was made of large panes of glass. The minute | passed into this new
area, | could fed the warmth. Tablesran along each wall and upon them sat rows of potted plants, more
plants were suspended from twine above. Inthe middle of it dl, asif awaiting our arriva, sood atal,
wiry man with close-cropped hair. Thefirgt things | noticed about him were the smoothness of hisskin
and the clarity of hiseyes. He exuded asense of vitdity.

"Shenz," he said to my friend, and stepped forward to shake his hand.

"Goren," said Shenz, "meet Plambo, thefelow | told you about.”

"The painter,” said Goren as his hand clasped mine.

"Y ou are the Man from the Equator,” | said.

He nodded.

"From where along the equator do you hail?' | asked.

"Brooklyn," hesaid.

"l grew up there myself. Some of its parts, | would guess, are as exotic as Madagascar,” | said.

"And you would beright,” he said, smiling. "Come, we can tak in the shop.”

The effects of Shenz's cigarette were still upon me but had settled into afeding of weary comfort. |
thought the optical curiosities | had witnessed during the cab ride had abated, but as we left the sunlit
plant room, | turned to glance out-of-doors, and just then, framed by along pane of glass, | saw a
configuration of brown leavesfaling that was the precise image on Mrs. Charbuque's screen. With my
sudden recognition of the design, the leavesfroze in midfall for agood two seconds before continuing to
the ground. | shook my head and followed Goren and Shenz back into the dim cave of homeopathy.

Goren sat behind alow tablein the rear corner of the shop. Two chairs were positioned nearby,
indicating that people occasionaly stopped in to chat. Shenz and | sat down, and when we were al three
settled, the owl flew in and perched atop alarge globe that rested upon a colum-nar stand.

The Man from the Equator began by giving me a brief resume of his accomplishments. | suppose
thiswas to persuade me that his words had merit. In short, he was a doctor trained at the University of
Pennsylvania. He had, from youth, been aloner who liked to wander. Once he had become a physician,
he could not settle down but decided to travel the world. He moved off the beaten path, to wild and
remote corners of the globe, and in these places witnessed the medica practices of shamans and witch
doctors who rendered remarkable cures. When he returned to civilization, he brought back with him the
cures he had collected, and set about a course of locating and studying ancient textsin order to cull more.
Heinter-spersed dl thisinformation with snippets of hermetic and transcendenta philosophy that | could
not follow and a which it gppeared even the owl wasrolling itseyes.



"And s0," Goren finaly concluded, "for some reason our mutud friend, Shenz here, thinksthat | can
offer you away of thinking about this commission of yoursthat will enable you to be ultimately
successtul.”

"Canyou?' | asked.

Let me begin by saying that the entire pursuit strikes me as being wonderfully absurd. | have found in
the past thet it is often extremely worthwhile to contemplate the seemingly impossible. Thereismuch to
be gained by it. Oneis presented with abrick wal, and the firgt thing one thinksis, 'How am | going to
get around thisbrick wall? Instead, you must change your thinking. Meditate upon the existence of the
brick wall. Study the brick wall past the point of frustration, until it becomes fascinating. In short, become
the brick wall."

"Atthispoint, | am at least asimmobilein the face of this problem asabrick wal might be" | said.

"He's dways been asthick asabrick wall," Shenz added.

Goren did not smile. "Do you see thisimage behind me?' he said, pointing to a page ripped from a
book and affixed to the wall with anail. It was acircle, containing equal parts of white and black. They
were not divided down the middie but swirled around each other while remaining distinct. In the largest
dollop of each lay asmall circlefilled with the color of its opposite.

"Yinandyang," said Goren. "Do you know what they mean?"

| shook my head.

"Ancient Chinese symbols meant to describe the sun and moon—the fundamental concepts of the
universe— but aso having implications for the nature of the human drama. The white and the black are
the opposing forces that make up the universe. They are constantly moving, changing, affecting each
other. Thisaction isthe heart of existence. Light and dark, good and evil, yes and no, male and female,
hardness and softness, intelligence and igno-rance, you see?”’

"Twinsof atype," said Shenz, "yet opposites.”

"When they are balanced, there is hedlth, there is understanding, there isthe potentia for crestivity.
Hence one desires dwaysto resde at the equator. When that balance is disturbed, thereisillnessand
chaos," said Goren.

"My yin and yang are out of balance,” | said.

"Now noticethis" said Goren, tracing the boundary that contained the yin and yang. "Think of it as
an atom, the smallest particle of matter. Each atom contains the full nature of the universe, just aseach
individud, like agod, containswithin hismind the entirety of the universe. Think of theinggnificant size of
your brainin relaion to the immensity of the ocean, yet your mind can encompass the vastness of that
entity in asingle thought, with room left over for the Parthenon, the entire layout of New Y ork City, the
pyramids, and more. To quote Emily Dickinson, ‘A brain iswider than the sky.' This concept goes asfar
back as the earliest recorded human thought. It can be traced from the Rig Veda to the Tao Te Ching to
the teach-ings of Buddhato Pythagorasto Plato to Averroe to Giordano Bruno to Emerson and my
persond friend Wat Whitman."

Here the owl had had enough and roseinto the air.

"Doyou seewhat | amtdling you?' he said.

"No," | whispered, fedling asif | were back in school and forced to decipher outlandish numbers.

"Y ou, Piambo, contain al the knowledge of the uni-verse, as do both Shenz and I. The portrait of
Mrs. Charbuque dready exists within you. Y ou must merely discover it. Think about when you have
painted a picture for yourself and not acommission. Did you place each brush siroke asif you were
laying the bricks for that wall we spoke of earlier? Or was each application of your brush uncovering
something that was aready in existence in your soul? Wasn't it Michelangelo who spoke of releasing the
figures from stone? He chose his blocks of marble for the human forms he knew they aready contained.”

This, | have experienced,” | said. "But how do | uncover Mrs. Charbuque? Y ou don't know her.
Sheisquite an dusve woman."

he norma course would befive years of exile, isola-tion, and intensve daily meditation dong with a
diet of green vegetables, figs, and aliquor made from the pulp of the quince.

"Thereyou go," said Shenz.



"I've got two weeks," | said.

"| am aware of this. So we will need something to catalyze the process. Therefore | have prepared
thisdixir for you." Goren reached beneath the table, out of sight, and brought forth alarge round bottle
with acut glass stopper. It wasfilled with some duggish yellow crud. "Ten dollars” he said.

Awakening

In the cab on the way home, with my eyelids nearly closed, | held fast to my bottle of yellow goo.
Goren had told me that this tonic had been used in the realm of Prester John to inspire court-gppointed
artigsto redize the cosmic in their work. He had found the list of ingredi-ents and recipein afacsmile of
avolume said to have been brought back from Asiaby Sir John Mandeville and more recently trandated
by aprofessor at Oxford. The trans-lated name of the ancient brew was Awakening.

Shenz, who sat across from me, could have used some awakening, for he had nearly passed out.
My mind was now unbefuddied enough to redize that my friend had saved me from a dangerous
depression resulting from the ruined portrait. For this| was much in hisdebt. Although hisdrug wasa
boon inthat it diverted my anguish, | was amazed that he had the vitdlity to takeit daily and yet withstand
itsravages. That day's one fling with the poppy was enough to make mewish to avoid it for the rest of
my life

| was on the verge of deep, and my mind had moved on to a consideration of yin and yang.
Picturing them enclosed in Mrs. Charbuque's locket, | saw their black-and-white forms swirling round
like two fish chasing each other'stails. Just as my eyes closed completely, Shenz awvoke and leaned
forward.

"FAambo," hesaid.

| opened my eyes.

"I didn't tell you, | found some information about that ship, the Janus. A couple of old seamen down
at the har-bor knew of it. Abouit fifteen years ago it left London on areturn voyage to New York. It
never arrived a its desti-nation, and itstrue fate was never completely established. In other words, it
completely disappeared. Thetheory isthat it went down in ahurricanein the mid-Atlantic. The story was
in al the newspapers, and when they mentioned the detailsto me | seemed vaguely to remember it. One
of the old sdtstold methat from timeto time thereisareport of it being sighted and then vanishing from
view, likeamirage. His partner, though, laughed and said that was al malarkey concocted by bored
sailorsto frighten women and children and keep one another amused.”

"Funny, | don't have any recollection of it," | said.

"Thetwo gentlemen | spoke to were most helpful because they directed meto an officia building
nearby where aregistry of al shipswas kept. There, | was alowed to go through the papers concerning
the Janus. The pas-senger roster for itslast voyage listed no Charbuque.”

"Interesting,” | said. "Mrs. Charbugue seemsto be deding in alittle maarkey hersdlf.”

Werode on in silence until we arrived a my house. Before leaving the cab | asked Shenz to remind
me what dosage of Goren'sdlixir | wasto take.

"| forget what he said. Take afew snortsevery day. If someisgood, moreis better. But if | were
you, | would serioudy consider what he told you about Mrs. Charbuque adready existing in your mind."

"I thought | had found her," | said.

"Think of that attempt as nothing more than asevered monkey arm. Y ou are getting close, I'm sure
of it," he said, and then was off.

| was exceedingly weary, but not wanting to awaken later to the messin the studio, | spent some
time cleaning it. After digposing of the murdered canvas and setting my painting thingsto rights, | decided
to take adose of my medicine. Half of me considered it afarce, and the other desperately hoped that it
would fulfill its promise. When | removed the stopper, a sulfurous aromawafted from the bottle like an
evil djinn. | held my breath and downed agoodly portion of it. After amoment | became conscious of the
taste, like asugary syrup made from rotten eggs, and gagged twice. My eyeswatered asthe sdiva



retreated to the corners of my mouth. There was abrief period dur-ing which | thought my stomach was
going to rgect it, and then things settled down.

Going to my bedroom, | removed my shoes and pre-pared to disrobe when | felt something shift
violently in my bowes. | tell you, Awakening was not the word for it. Rude Awakening might have been
more apt. | literally sprinted for the outhouse and proceeded to spend asolid hour there. Thereisno
telling what passed for cosmic in the realm of Prester John, but the effects of Goren's dlixir seemed, at
begt, acircuitous route to its discovery.

After my orded, | did then go to bed and dept soundly. At some point during the night, | roused
very briefly to the dark and again had a sense that someone was with mein the room. My fatigue was o
grest, though, that | could not muster the gppropriate fear and fell immediately back into a dream of
walking through a snow-covered wood at daybresk. In Goren'sfavor, | have to confess that when |
woke on Monday morning, | felt completely refreshed and more at ease than | had since beginning the
commisson.

With thissaid, | ill took the bottle of Awakening to the outhouse and dropped the whole thing
down into that place where it wasin any case ultimately destined to rest.

Later that afternoon | sat before the screen. At thismeeting | had adefinite mission and did not
bother with the sketchbook.

"I saw your friend Samantha Rying on the street yesterday, Piambo,” said Mrs. Charbuque. "'She
looked somewnhet forlorn.”

| ignored her comment. "Tell me now about your hus-band,” | said.

"Moret Charbuque," shesaid. "Yes, thelove of my life."

"Do | detect anote of sarcasm?' | asked.

"An entire symphony might be moreto the point,” she said.

"Hewas untrue?' | asked.

"Y es, but not in any mundane sense. Charbuque was complex if he was anything. We were, for a
time, desper-atdly in love. Actualy, we remained desperately in love, but our love became something
dangerous. If anyone wereto seeit, they would immediately describeit as hatred, but it wasn't. I'm sure
of that."

"From the beginning, please" | said.

"The beginning may be hard to trace, for thistype of affair ways startslong before the participants
become aware of each other, but | will tell you how we met.”

"Veywdl," | sad.

"After having crossed the country and returned to New Y ork yet more wealthy and famous, Watkin
and | spent quite anumber of years performing in the city During thistime | was gpproached now and
then by any number of gentlemen who let it be known that, no matter what my appearance or strange
gifts, they would be inclined to enter into matrimony with me. Mot of them | dismissed without granting a
private audience. When | say private, | merely mean away from the crowd of an audience, mind you, not
free of the screen. Occasionally | would get one of my urges, aswe have discussed, and | would have
Watkin show afellow to my room, where | would engage him in conversation. To aman, they dl failed
my review. | was not about to enter into arelation-ship with afool, as my mother had done. Of this, |
was particularly wary.

"Bethat asit may, when enough time had passed that Watkin and | thought the act was again about
to reach itslimit of interest in the city, we began to cast about for places that might offer new patrons and
new revenue. All the time, we were making lavish amounts of money and our venueswere growing in
sze Sincel lived avery con-tained life, | had only minor expenditures. | put some of my earnings away,
and therest | invested in burgeoning indudtries. Like Ossiak in hisprime, | could not perpetrate afailure if
| tried. Eventudly Watkin came to me and sug-gested we head to Europe. ‘Madam,” he said, ‘your
abilities of conquest can only be done justice by afresh continent.’

"And so we went. Madrid-Rome-Munich-Paris-London was to be our itinerary. We began with
those cities that were not English-speaking. It was our plan to end with the easiest, London, because we
knew we would be exhausted by that point in the tour. We hired trandators, who stood in front of the



audience aong with Watkin and let my words be known in the loca tongue. America has not cornered
the market on enjoying being hoodwinked, Although I denied the authenticity of the Twins whis-pered
prophetic imagery, believing that it was merely my own mind playing tricks on itsdlf, the snowflakes did
not fail me even once. The phenomenon continued as it dways had with great ease, no matter what the
surround-ings, no matter how fatigued | was by travel."

"If you had not experienced their illusory messages, would you have continued?" | asked.

"It would have been impossible," she said. "When you have a quiet moment, try to conjureup alist
of random imagesthat hint at portending the future. Perhaps you could do it once, or maybe even twice. |
doubt it. But to do it again and again, night after night, without repesting yoursdlf, now that would be
something. | had enough money. If | were forced to conscioudy formulate driveling strings of
mind-pictures, | would haveimmediatdly retired.”

"And you were popular in Europe, | takeit?'

"The Spanish viewed me mainly as an oracle of romance. The Italians couldn't have made my job
easer, wanting first and foremost to learn about the fate of their relativesin the afterlife. The French saw
the entire thing as a brilliant, complex entertainment with metgphorica sgnificancefor lifeitsdf. | rather
think the Germans were frightened of me and therefore were the most adoring. Was | popular? Look
around you, Piambo. This house and my estate on Long Idand were both built on the gullibil-ity of
Europe. Had | the mind to go to China, | would most likely now be an empress presiding over my own
province."

I laughed, but she did not. "What of London, though?'Y ou did not mention the British,” | said.

"London, the city we thought would be our smplest engagement, early on threatened to be colder
than the mutton they served. The British are not easily frightened or amused. | thought, from theinitia
meager audiences, that we would have to fold up and return to the States. Then one night a
pronouncement of mine in response to awoman's question could have been construed, | suppose, as
hinting at her husband'sinfidelity. Her husband hap-pened to be amember of Parliament. What the
British loveisascandal, and asit turned out, my words prompted the woman to dig into her husband's
affairs. Alas, shefound not one mistress but three, and in an attempt to ruin him, she went to the Times
with the story. Had | dis-tributed amillion broadsides announcing the show, it couldn't have been better
advertised. Another monumen-tal success was on the brink of dawning, and then | fell inlove."

HisLittle Cocoon

"It may be true that the sun never sets on the British Empire, but whilein London | wondered when
it was going to rise. We arrived there in autumn, and the westher was perpetudly cold and
damp—miserable fogs and drenching rains. Because of having to exit swiftly from the heat of whatever
theater we were performing in into the chill night air, | had developed abad cold by the end of the month.
| did my best to ignoreits effects, but it remained with me and became serious. Eventudly | found | could
not draw adecent breath, and my voice could not penetrate the thin boundary of the screen to reach the
audience. We had two weeks of shows remaining when | finaly told Watkin to reschedule them.

"l was now shipwrecked, S0 to speak, in my hotel rooms, so absolutely drained | barely had the
energy to crawl out of bed to a chair to watch the goings-on in the street below. | tried the usua
assortment of home reme-dies—steam, herbals, compresses—but nothing seemed to aleviate my
symptoms. Watkin wasfrantic, fearing that something might be serioudy wrong with me, and indsted that
| seeadoctor. | told him | was seeing no one and no one was seeing me. But he perssted, and
eventu-aly | gavein to hisdemands—only on my own terms, of course.

"Careful to protect my anonymity, he found an American physician who was visiting London at the
time. Thisyoung man had recently graduated from medical school and was on the grand tour of Europe
and places beyond. He had been at one of my shows afew nights earlier and had chatted with Watkin,
merdly by way of wishing to speak to someone who had been more recently in the States. My manager
assured me that the young fel-low was in need of cash and that we could buy hissilenceif it proved



necessary for him to have adirect audience with me. | told Watkin that a direct audience was out of the
question but to bring him to me.

"He arrived at my hotel suite on anight when | was at my lowest. | had dept straight through for two
daysinarow. My spiritswere as drained as my body, for with al that inactive time on my hands, now
adding up to two weeks of static maundering, | had far too much opportu-nity to reconsider my life.
Memories of my father and mother, my almost fairy-tale existence on the top of the mountain, came back
to me both nostalgically and stripped down to redlity. What was left was a dark and twisted mess. | wept
profusely at never having experi-enced truelove, at my utter loneliness, the curse of the Twins, the
murder of my mother, the designs of my father to trap mein thisfoolish sdeshow existence. For al it
mattered, | could very well have been ahairy she-ape of aProphet and it wouldn't have made awhit of
difference.

" 'Hello, Madam Sibyl, came a voice from outside my bedroom. | swear, the mere sound of that
phrase did some-thing to me. There was alight innocence in the voi ce accompanied by areal sense of
concern. | answered imme-diately before | even knew what | was doing, not in my trumped-up stage
voice but in my red one. The doctor introduced himself and gave his name, teling me that he was anative
of Boston and that hisfamily had originally emigrated there from France. | remember telling him that he
had alovely name. And do you know, Piambo, | was certain | could hear him blush.

"Heindsted that | dlow him to see me. 'Y our secrets are safe with me, Madam Sibyl,' he said. 'l
have taken an oath of confidentiaity concerning my patients." We bar-gained back and forth, and he
won. | opened my bedroom door the width of adime and strode quickly back and forth in front of it
three times. When | was finished, he asked meiif that was to be the extent of it. 'Of course,' | said, and
thisdrew aped of laughter from him. He then went on to inquire asto what my exact symptoms were
and what my schedule had been like of late.

" 'Y ou are more than likely smply run-down," he said. 'l believe you have abad cold and that your
body is requiring you to rest both physicaly and mentaly. Y ou are exhausted.' His words made me
redize how hard | had been pushing mysdlf and how the strange surroundings had contributed to my
weskened nerves. 'Y ou may call meLuciere,’ | told him. That ismy true name. | am areal woman and
not an ancient cresture.’

"'Yes, Luciere, hesad, 'l quite suspected that. | want you to stay aswarm as you possibly can.
Cover up so that you can swest. Drink hot teaand soup. Tomorrow | will bring you some medicine and
check onyou.' | thanked him, and he told me how miracul ous he thought my per-formance was. He
returned the following day bearing his medicine, which was akind of hot soup made of cabbage, carrots,
and garlic. | had dready begun fedling a bit better by then, but | did not let on, because | wanted him to
con-tinueto vigt. Thishedid, and on the third day | had Watkin set up the screen for mein the parlor of
my hotedl suite. | held an audience with him there, thus alowing meto peer through the pinhole and view
him. I liked very much what | saw. He was neither large nor small but of perfect stature. Hewore his
dark hair long, had a mus-tache, and was dressed casually in amaroon jacket. He wore neither tie nor
het.

"On that day wetalked of things other than my hedlth. He told me of his childhood and of his
medical studies. | inquired asto his age and found that we shared the same birth year. Hisfavorite
pastime was reading, as was mine, and we soon discovered that we had read many of the same works.
Our conversation veered into adiscus-son of Nathaniel Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter, and he
concurred with me about how wrongly Hester had been treated by society. All the time we spoke at this
meeting, Watkin sat nearby as both an interested party concerning my health and akind of chaperon.

"On the following day, when Charbuque was dueto cdl, | sent Watkin out on an errand that | knew
would last quite afew hours. It was when he redlized that Watkin would not be present that M oret began
to press me about my relationships, as ameans, no doubt, of determining whether | was engaged or
married or had asweetheart. | let it be known that | was altogether unattached, and this pleased him very
much. Then he told me he had brought something for me. | reached out the monkey arm, and he dipped
beneath the grip of the thumb asmall box deco-rated with colored paper and a pae yelow ribbon.
Struck dumb by this gesture, not knowing whether it was too forward or smply an act of kindness, |



opened the gift. It turned out to be a cameo; somewhat odd.

"Hetold me that when he saw it in ashop, he knew it should belong to me. Inwhite relief on aroyad
blue back-ground was the image of a handsome woman whose hair consisted of writhing snakes
emanating from her scalp like asunburst. "'The Gorgon Medusa,” he said. At first | was shocked,
knowing that the M edusa had been a mon-ster in ancient legend. 'And like Perseus,’ | said, 'do you plan
to cut my head off 7 'Never, Luciere, but | long to beimmobilized by your gaze,' he said. 'If you
remember the tale, her blood gives birth to the winged horse Pegasus .. . as your voice has given wingsto
my heart.’

"Utterly trite, I know, Piambo, but when you are ayoung woman asisolated as | was, such poetry
can bethe loaves and fishes of your days. Thiswasdl it took to win me over. From then on, after only a
few days of knowing each other, | was committed to Mr. Charbuque. Watkin never interfered. | think he
hoped that the young man would draw me out from behind the screen. He had waystold methat | did
not need to be arecluse for the act to work and that he thought it unhealthy that | should be forever
hidden.

"Our relationship advanced and, if | may speak plainly, as before, reached apoint of physical union.
It was not that | had decided to reveal myself—that | felt | could not do—but methods for intercourse
were devised. Wherethereisawill, thereisaway, you know. | would not allow him to put his hands
upon me, but he wore ablindfold, and with me giving directions, | would alow him to gpproach me from
behind. | wrapped mysdlf in alarge blanket with a perfectly placed hole cut init. He caled me hislittle
cocoon. We practiced these unusua connections and others yet more exotic with agood dedl of
frequency

"The shows that had been canceled owing to my ill-ness were never rescheduled, but | stayed onin
London, my time consumed by my new relationship. Two short months following our meeting, we were
married in my hotel suite. | sat behind the screen and spoke my vows. Watkin wasthe witness. It was a
joyous day, and we three drank champagne along with the public official who mar-ried us. Charbuque
had promised me before the ceremony that he would respect my wishes not to be seen and that he
thought our lives together, though not run-of-the-mill, could be very happy.

"By the end of thefirst week together, though, he began demanding that | show myself to him. He
told me that when we were together intimately he needed to touch me. Believe me, | considerediit. In
fact, | wanted it, but my ways were too ingrained by then. There was too much fear, too much, | thought,
at stake. My hushand's mood then began to grow very dark indeed. He became increasingly belligerent
until one afternoon as | sat behind the screen in the parlor arguing this very issue with him for the
hundredth time in two days, he dashed the screen aside and lunged for me. The instant he saw me, his
eyes seemed to tear right through me. Asareaction to that pain, | lifted the monkey arm, which sat
nearby, and batted him across the side of the head. He went down upon the floor, which gave mea
chance to retresat to the bedroom and lock the door.

When he rose from my blow, he spent along time showering me with the most horrible curses. He
cdled me a ghost whore, a succubus. Hefindly left, but not without steding from me—alarge sum of
money, my ancient lamp, and some expensive jewdry that | had received from the mayor of Parisfor a
persona performance | had donefor hisfamily and friends. | was distraught and could easily havefalen
again into depression, but | too desperately wanted to return to New Y ork. | had Watkin arrange things.

"Charbuqgue never left me done. He stalked our every move. At any time of the day or night | could
look out my window and see him standing in the street below my win-dow. Daily he sent me lettersfilled
with the most depraved descriptions of sexud violation, mayhem, and murder. One night, while we were
awaiting the day of our departure, he attacked Watkin in the lobby of the hotel. The staff managed to
subdue him and toss him into the Street.

"On the day we wereto leave, ever-resourceful Watkin hired someloca toughsto, shall we say,
detain Moret. Still, he followed as soon as he was able. Luckily we had enough of alead to eude him,
and our ship sailed leaving him behind. He took the very next ship headed for New Y ork, which left port
two days after ours. That vessd, the Janus, met the slorm we had barely missed in our own crossing,
and waslost at sea.



"Y ou are sure he was on board?' | asked.

"Pogtive,” shesad.

"How can—7?" | wasinterrupted by Watkin's entrance.

"1 never performed again,” she said, and that was dl for the day.

Party Mask

"My little cocoon,” | said under my breath as| waked away from Mrs. Charbuque's house. For
some reason her tale of romance gone awry made me think of visiting Samanthato beg her forgiveness
for hav-ing been so absent recently. At the sametime, that blasted deadline, now less than two weeks
off, loomed large. | took the coward's path and decided to return to my studio and work for the
remainder of the evening. Asit turned out, work consisted of polishing off half a bottle of whiskey and
two dozen cigarettes as | sat at the drawing board searching my thoughts for anew image of my patron.

| could easily picture her as a snake-haired demon. It was no problem at al for meto see
Charbuque, neither large nor small, severing the head of that demon and watching as the spilled blood
gave birth to the winged horse, Pegasus. Y es, my mind was a carniva of bizarre scenes, but to summon
the face of ared woman, any woman, had become an impossibility. | was so frustrated that | even briefly
considered consigning the bottle of Awakening to the pit agrave error. Findly | gavein to exhaustion and
went to bed.

The next morning | rose late and went to Crenshaw's for breskfast. While | was drinking coffee and
perusing the newspaper, ayoung fellow carrying abag with ashoulder strap and wearing a messenger's
cap approached me.

"Areyou Mr. Plambo?' he asked.

"That'sright,” | said.

He handed me alime-colored envelope. As soon asthelad |eft, Mrs. Crenshaw moved in to see
what it was | had received. Using greet tact, | ordered another plate of stew so that infilling the order she
would have to give me some privacy. | opened it with one tear and took out the card inside. The
message reed:

Piambo: A change of venue this afternoon. The Hotel Logerot at Fifth Avenue and
Eighteenth Street. Room 211. There will be a blindfold on the doorknob. Put it on before entering.
Say nothing.

Your Creature,
Mrs. Charbuque

Before| even had the card and envel ope stuffed into my jacket pocket, | began to fed agrowing
sense of excitement. | surmised that either | wasto stand in for Charbuque as aravisher of cocoonsor,
equaly titillating, she was going to reveal some clue to me concerning her secret visage. "Calm down,
Piambo,” | told myself. "Proceed with caution.” | knew | would eventualy rebuke her sexua advances, if
that was what she had in mind, but | could not forgo the opportunity of doing so. What interested mein
thisregard was, if only for amoment, to hold the reins of power in our grotesque relationship. Before
Mrs. Crenshaw returned with the stew, | had aready paid and left. The day wasfrigid, but | did not
notice the temperature, for | was glowing from within— adynamo of expectation. | went directly home
and washed and shaved.

Whilel dressed | considered Mrs. Charbuque's use of the word venue. It was aword she had used
frequently in her descriptions of the places she had performed. Wasthis, then, to be a performance? Or
had they all been perform-ances? It seemed now, with the change in our meeting place, that she was
taking her act, as she had put it, on the road. Throughout al my appointments with her there had aways
appeared some connection, like an dlusion, atype of metaphorical link, between what happened in my



own life and what happened in her stories.

Thisline of reasoning led meto believe that perhapsthe Hotel Logerot, with its European name, was
to stand in as her trip acrossthe Atlantic. If thiswere the case, then | was, in my role as her gentleman
cdler, Charbuque, being summoned to atryst away from the purview of Watkin. The only question that
remained was whether | was the Charbuque she wasfdling in love with or the Charbuque she bdieved
hed betrayed her. Not knowing which man | was, | could not be sure which woman she would be.

The Hotd Logerot was arather new establishment, founded by Richard de Logerot, abonafide
marquis, who moved in the stratosphere of New Y ork society's famous Four Hundred. | arrived at the
address afew minutes before our usua two o'clock appointment time. The attendant at the desk asked
mewhat my businesswas, and | told him | wasthereto vist room 211. He smiled and told me that | was
expected.

| passed up thelift for the stairs. Besides the fact that | was only going to the second floor, |
regarded al mechanicd contraptions with the same sense of suspicion | had for Reed and his Industrial
Revolution. The carpets on the halways and the stairs were wonderfully thick. The entire place was
lavishly gppointed with crystd light fixtures and highly polished wanut paneling.

Trueto her word, there was a blindfold hanging on the doorknob of room 211. It was black and
looked much like a party mask sans eyeholes. When | tied itstwo strings at the back of my head, | made
sure they were securdly knot-ted. The last thing | wanted wasfor it to dip off and negate any chance |
had of finishing the commission. Once | was blind, | decided to try the doorknob before knocking. To
my surprise, it turned. | opened the door, walked five paces into the room, and stood perfectly dill,
listening intently for the presence of another. | heard the floor creak quietly and the door closed behind
me. It was only then that | realized | could have been playing directly into the hands of Moret Charbuque.

A few tense moments passed during which | waited, not knowing whether | would be knifed in the
back or invited to enter into one of Luciere'singenious games. Then | felt ahand on my shoulder, and its
touch waslight. She removed my coat and hat. | learned that day that the loss of the faculty of sight does,
infact, increase the acuity of one's other senses. | smdled lilac perfume, heard the excitement in her
shallow breathing, felt the heat of her hands just before they touched me. What | wanted more than
anything at that moment was to speak just oneword in anormal tone of voice asaway of establishing
my pres-encein redlity. | knew better than to reach out, | had been warned to say nothing, and | could
not see. When those hands removed my jacket, and then my vest, my desire to speak turned into a
desireto shout.

There was no mistaking what her intentions were when she began unbuttoning my shirt. The
objection | had to her actions was not the only thing on therise. | knew that to continue any further would
bewrong. Moistening my lips, | prepared to speak my aforemen-tioned rebuke, but then my shirt came
away and | lost my voice. When | felt her lipslightly graze my stomach, | knew | wasin trouble. Thetug
at my belt spelled certain doom.

Sheworked quickly then, andinno time at al | was standing completely naked. There was
something about the inability to respond to her advances that exponentialy increased my desire, and from
where she stood I'm sure that was more than evident. | felt her walking around me. After three complete
circles, | heard her stop directly in front of me. Before she even touched me, | felt her fingers close
around my member, and then they did.

"Piambo,” shesad.

| quietly gasped at her touch, but at the same ingtant athought rosein my mind, dowly asabubble
in maple syrup, making itsway inexorably through the thickness of my ecdtatic confusion. When it
reached the surface and broke, | realized something was wrong. Her voice.

"Samantha," | said, just asthe blow to the left sde of my head landed, knocking meto thefloor. |
reached up, not wanting to look but having to. | lifted the blindfold and saw her glaring down a me. My
first reaction wasto say, "l knew it wasyou dl thetime," but . . . Need | say more?

"My new namefor you is Reed,” she said. That state-ment hurt nearly as much asthe kick to my
groin that followed. She strode past me and out the door.

| lay there long minutes before the open door, not caring it | was discovered. There was no avoiding



the truth; in mere minutes | had become what | despised. It might have been possible to construct an
argument that | had not, in the physical sense, done anything untoward. Another man might even accept
the crippled logic of entrapment, but for awoman, intention is everything. Thereis no cha-rade of
pleasing actions, no matter how deftly presented, there are no kind words, no matter how postic, that a
woman will not eventually get to the bottom of. | roundly cursed Mrs. Charbuque, for her commission
was costing me more than al her money could buy. Then | got up, closed the door, and dressed.

| sneaked out aback entrance of the Hotel Logerot—a pox on it—and made for the closest saloon.
| can't even recall the address of the place, | was so beset with the sit-uation | had alowed mysdlf to fall
into. All that remains clear to mewasthat | took a seet far back in the shadows, where| could talk to
mysdlf and weep without anyone noticing me. There | sat for who knows how many hours, steedily
drinking and concocting e aborate plans to win Samantha back. Even though | becameincreasingly
ine-briated as the afternoon faded into night, | ftill could not convince mysdf of the viability of any of the
foolish schemes | had worked out with charcod pencil on linen napkins.

Eventualy | passed out, and the waiter brought the manager to evict me. As soon asthey had
awakened me from my stupor, | assured them that | would leave on my own accord and they would not
have to throw me out. "Very wel," said the manager. | staggered to my feet, and eyes bleary, head
spinning, | tottered toward the door. My recollection is somewhat dim, but | recdl actualy making it
through the door, barging through a group of gentle-men who were just entering, and then tripping and
diving headlong into the Street.

| pushed mysdlf onto my elbows and looked up to see that the group of men had stayed outside to
watch my spill. When my eyesfindly cleared, | recognized &t |east two of them. The portly older
gentleman was Rensald, the art dedler. Then therewas atdl thin blond youth | did not know. The third
was of al people Edward, whose painting of the beheading of Saint John had nearly been the back-drop
for Reed's execution. | must have appeared ahorrible mess, but till | thought one of them might give me
ahand and help meto my feet. Since | did not think | could man-age standing, | reached out to them.

"Edward, don't you know that old sot? Wasn't he your teacher or something?" asked the blond
fdlow.

My onetime student couldn't meet my eyes, and he hesitated ever so briefly before saying quickly,
"I've never seen him beforein my life" Then they turned and entered the saloon.

| scrabbled to my feet and limped through the cold night toward home, the dirt of Fifth Avenue il
in my mouth.

The Medusa

| weaved and stumbled through the night, so nauseated that | had to stop and rest for minutes at a
time in shop doorways. Since young Edward's denid, my troubled thoughts of Samantha had given way
to fitful memories of M. Sabott. | recalled him telling me once, "Piambo, always keep a clear conscience
or your colors will become muddied, your brush strokes erratic.” It was far too late for that, though, as|
finaly fell againgt thewall of an gpartment building somewhere around Broadway and Twentieth Street
and vomited. | came ever so close to passing out completely but managed somehow to hold myself
together. As| pushed off that wall and began again on my hdlish journey, | heard someone behind me
sy, "That'shim."

| looked over my shoulder and saw two large, shadowy figures lessthan ablock away, quickly
approaching. When they were aware that | had seen them, they brokeinto arun. | did my best to flee,
but my condition alowed meto go no more than afew feet before | stumbled and sprawled upon the
sdewak. By thetime | managed to regain my fet, they were on me.

Each of them took me by an arm, pinning my back against the nearby window of a shop. They wore
their hatslow and their collarsturned up, so | could not get agood look at them. All | could make out
were squinted eyes, rot-ten teeth, and stubbled jaws. With my bleary vision and frayed nerves, |
registered them as twins, each a hideous doppelganger of the other.



"Charbugue sends his greetings,” said the one on my right in ablast of foul, fish-smelling breath. |
didn't see the blow coming, but he punched mein the side of the head. Then the other hit mein the
stomach. Once the beating started, | retrested to some safe place inside my mind, and there | thought to
mysdf, "They aregoing to kill me." The next thing | knew, | was on the ground, and they were kicking
me. That iswhen | passed out. | did not cometo until | heard the gunshot.

Asitsecho diminished, | heard my attackers running off. | lay there surprised that | wasdive and
yet more sur-prised that, given the night's circumstances, | counted that a good thing. A gloved hand
reached out of the dark and touched my shoulder.

"Areyou dl right, Mr. Piambo?" said avoice.

Terrible achesand painsin my ribs and legs were just then beginning to make themsalves known. |
could fed that my face was somewhat swollen on theleft sde. All indl, | did not believe anything was
broken or irreparably damaged. The two thugs had beaten much of my drunken stupor right out of me. |
managed to get to asitting posi-tion, and then | looked up into the white eyes of Watkin.

"Good of you to save me, Watkin,” | said.

Hedipped apistal into his coat pocket and said, "All in aday'swork, Mr. Piambo."

"Can | ask what you are doing here?' | said.

"My employer worried when you did not show up for your appointment today. She sent me out to
make sure there was nothing wrong. | searched everywhere and was about to give up when agentleman
in asaloon on Fifth Avenue said he had seen someone who fit your descrip-tion not too long before,
drinking likeafish. | followed alogica coursetoward your home and came upon you being mercilessy
pummeled. | drew my pigtal, fired it oncein theair, and your friendsran off."

"What did Mrs. Charbuque think had befallen me?' | asked as he held out a hand and helped meto
my fedt.

"She told me she was speaking to you the other day about her husband, and any thought or mention
of him makes her generadly uneasy. She has made a certain investment in you, and her uneasiness, |
believe, spilled over and mixed her past with her present, and she just wanted me to make sure you were
well. | hopethat explainsit.”

"Yes" | sad. "Andtotell thetruth, the past has spilled over into the present, in the form of
Charbuque. Those men said they were his representatives.”

If Watkin had not been wearing hiswhite eyes, | know | would have been ableto read hisfear
there, but just by the sudden rigidity of hisbody and theraising of his shoulders| could tdll thiswas bad
newsto him. He shook his head.

"Thisisadangerous development, Mr. Flambo," he said.

"I thought Charbuque had gone down with the Janus,” | said.

"If only that weretrue, but I'm afraid it iswishful thinking on Mrs. Charbuque's part. That ship did
sink soon after we returned to New Y ork, and she took the news story and inserted her husband into it
for her own peace of mind, but there was nothing to indicate that thereisany truth in her belief.”

"Iseven the smdlest bit of any of it true?’ | asked.

"In al widespread error thereisa particle of truth," said Watkin. "If you were supposed to have
died tonight, you would have, allow meto assure you of that. If Charbuque has returned, asthe events
this evening indi-cate, that is serious business. The game has changed, my friend, and you are auseful but
ultimatdly disposable pawvn.”

"And what of yoursdlf, Watkin?' | asked.

"l, dr, an a0, asdways, expendable,” he said, and flashed agrim smile.

"Youd better tell me everything,” | said.

"I've dready told you too much," he said. Then he whispered, "1'd abandon the commissioniif | were
you." Hetook something from his coat pocket and put it into my hand, saying, "In order to keep things
clear." With this he turned and was off up the street, madly tapping the shop frontswith hisstick. "Take
care of yourself, Plambo," he caled over his shoulder.

Looking down at the object that Watkin had handed me, | discovered it wasasmall bottle with a
plunger top, like the kind used to hold Indiaiink. | hobbled over to the closest street lamp and ingpected



it. Inside was an amber-colored liquid. | unscrewed the top and smelled it. It would have been as easy to
cry asto laugh, but | did the | atter, for the aromawas none other than that emitted by Samanthas
candle—nutmeg.

| stood for afew minutes breathing deeply the cold wind of the night, wondering if what had just
transpired was al that it seemed. The thought of my attackers soon returned to me, and | limped off at as
brisk apace as| could manage, what with al my new aches and pains. Traversing those few blocksto
my house was absolutely harrowing. Every passerby, every dog moving in the shadows, made me jump.

| was never so pleased in my life to return home. Onceingde, | checked each of the roomsfor
lurking assassins and, when | found none, went directly to bed. Thetrids| faced were till many, but
there would be no more alcohal, of that | assured mysdlf. | was still beset by troubles to match the
plagues visited upon Egypt in the Bible, but that beating had been somehow therapeutic. | went to deep
resolved to lift myself from the dough | had volun-tarily leaped into.

Late the next morning | was sitting at Crenshaw's working on my second seltzer water, trying to
determineif food was actually going to be an option or not, when someone took a seet a my table
directly acrossfrom me,

"Y our head is somewhat larger than usud today,” said Sills.

"l was brutally attacked on the street last night,” | said. "Where were you?"

"Werethey after your wallet?' he asked.

"No, just some sport, I'm afraid.”

"| was out retrieving another body, awoman whose eyes had turned to blood,” he said. Here he
lifted the newspaper | had not looked at yet, and turned it over to show methe headline.

"The cat isout of thebag,” | said.

"The pressure from the higher-upsto get to the bot-tom of thisthing is crushing,” he said. "And
listen, I now know what the common denominator was among al these women.”

"They dl were having affarswith thesame sallor?' | said.

"That would be some fellow," he said, "but no. | can't believe they didn't pick up on this sooner, but
then they had to be rather hasty in cremating the corpses out of fear the thing would spread.”

"Wd|?' | sad.

"Thiswasn't told to the press. So of courseit's fill asecret.”

"Of course” | sad.

"We arefairly sure that each woman was wearing an identica cameo. A pin with theimage of a
woman with snekesfor hair," he said.

| leaned forward in my chair and asked, "What color was the background of the cameo?”

"I believethey said it wasadark blue," he said.

| pushed back my chair and stood. Reaching into my pocket | pulled out acoin and threw it on the
table to cover my hill. "Are you checking with jeweersto find out where the cameos came from?" |
asked.

"Even aswe spek,” he said. "Where are you going?"

"l have an errand to run. Are you working tonight?' | asked.

"Y es. Do you know something?' he asked, suddenly suspicious.

"l believe these deaths are murders. Something | can't yet prove, but if you're smart you'll Sart
searching for afellow by the name of Moret Charbuque.”

"Where do we find this Charbuque?' he asked.

"l don't know. Look inthe dark. I'll contact you tonight, John. Find Charbuque,” | said.

"Piambo," he called after me, but | was on the street in an eyeblink, limping toward the nearest
streetcar headed uptown.

An Insdious Curse

Even though | arrived at Mrs. Charbuque's address two hours before my alotted time, | was



determined that she would have an audience with meimmediately. Women were losing their lives at the
rate of three aweek. Owing to thistragic fact and the development of my own current Situation, the
promised commission money no longer held sway over me. Injust one day | had gone from
self-absorbed, sdlf-interested artist to defender of public safety. Watkin was going to open up, and
Luciereand | were going to have alengthy chat about a subject we had not covered as of yet; namely,
redlity.

It was with amarked determination that | took the path to her front door and with grest vigor thet |
worked the brass knocker. There was no immediate answer. | waited some time and then tried the
knocker again. Putting my ear againgt the door, | tried to discern Watkin's gpproaching footsteps. | heard
nothing. Under norma circumstances | would never have considered entering ahome uninvited, but |
thought the Situation was of suffi-cient importance to warrant it. | first played the long shot and twisted the
doorknob to seeif the house was unlocked. Imagine my surprise when the thing turned and the door
pushed back with no trouble at al. | stepped inside.

"Hello?' | cdled in ahalfhearted voice. There was no answer, so | tried again, louder. A strange
echo returned to me. | could not decide why it didn't sound as | had sus-pected it should until | stepped
into the small room off the foyer and noticed that nearly al the furnishings were gone.

"My God," | said doud, and walked quickly down the halway. All those rooms that Watkin always
led me through on our twisting journey to reach Mrs. Charbuque had been emptied of most of their
furnishings. The pieces that remained wereleft in haphazard positions asif the place had been hagtily
sacked. | went quickly through the dining area, through the study, both rooms disconcert-ingly empty. |
was o used to it at thispoint, | could have made the jaunt to our appointed meeting room blind-folded.

It was only when | flung open the final door and stepped into the high-cellinged space that | was
certain she was gone. The screen was not there. All that remained was my chair, sitting like alondly atoll
amid the sea.of pol-ished floor. "Luciere,” | yelled, and the name bounced around the empty room for
quite awhile before dying out.. | walked over and sat down, utterly confused and broken.

| haveto say that for al the trouble she had caused me, | truly missed her presence. At that very
moment one of her stories would have been acomfort. | pulled mysdlf together and decided that since |
had aready entered the houseillegdly | might aswell search the premisesfor any clue to where she had
gone or whatever else| was ableto discover. Of course, the first place | thought of going was through
that doorway and up those stairs at the back of our room. This had always seemed to meto bethe
ascent to Mrs. Charbuque's private sanctuary. | had no reason to believe my perceptions were correct,
but that iswhere | knew | should start. | got up from my chair and stood till for amoment, looking out
the window at the beautiful blue sky, listening to the wind. Then | headed for the stairswith the same
sense of trepidation and excitement as might attend peering behind the screen itsdlf.

The upper floor, | am sorry to report, was not the treasure trove, the bower of secrets, | had
envisoned. Merdly four large rooms, aso emptied of their furniture. Asfar as clueswent, there were
none. All I could take away with me wasthe view of the park Luciere must have enjoyed from timeto
time. It was dawning upon me that with Watkin's knowledge of the return of Charbuque, Mrs.
Charbuque had probably fled into hiding, forgetting my commission and everything ese. For her to know
he was back must have been like being haunted by a mai-cious ghost.

On my way from the second floor front of the house to the stairs at the back that led down to our
meeting room, | passed in ahallway adoor on my left | had not opened. Upon investigating, | found that
it gave accessto yet another short flight of stepsthat led up to what appeared to be asmall attic not
discernible from the street. At first, | was going to forsake the dreary-looking loft but then put my foot on
the first creaking step and proceeded.

My head rose above the floor of the attic as | ascended the steps, and the first thing | noticed was
that, thankfully light was coming into the low-ceilinged space from win-dows at either end. If | had found
only darkness, | would no doubt have abandoned my search. The next thing | noticed was afamiliar
aroma. This| recognized dmost instantaneoudy asthe smell of dried il paint. When | reached the attic
floor, | had to bend over dightly, asthe room was not tall enough to accommodate my full height. What |
found there were rows of painted canvases leaning againg either wall. | had only to perusethefirst few in



each stack to know they were dl portraits.

"Incredible” | said as| gazed at each onein turn. The screen with faling leavesfigured prominently
in many of them, some depicted the monkey arm, one or two the green leaves Mrs. Charbuque used in
her act, but dl of them were portraits of women. The single femae figurein each was, of course, my
patron. | knew the signature tech-niques of the different artists and identified them before reading their
names—Pierce, Danto, Felatho, Morgash. These works were marvelous, done in every conceivable
style that had been popular throughout the past twenty years. The women represented in them were dl
beautiful and al remarkably different. Redheads and blondes, raven blacks and chestnut browns, tall,
short, dim, full-figured; wearing expressions of lust, contrition, sarcasm, joy, weariness, anguish. They
wore kimonos and bathrobes, evening gowns and billowing summer dresses, but none, may | add, was
depicted naked, as mine was to have been. There must have been twenty Mrs. Charbuquesthere, if not
more. Aswith some innocent young lover, my curios-ity wastinged with jealousy at the fact that | had
not been thefirgt.

| kept digging through the stack, found a Spensher, aTillson, avery nice Lowell, and then onethe
sight of which made my knees buckle dightly: Mrs. Charbugue as a knedling, haloed penitent in agarden,
surrounded by crumbling Roman statuary and lit from above by asilvery beam bresking through the
clouds. The piece was painted in a Pre-Raphadlite style that could belong to only one artist. | did not
have to check the sgnature to know it was by Shenz. This revelation was enough to floor me, but the
canvas behind my friend's was even more devastating, for it had been created by none other than M.
Sabott.

| let go of the stack of pictures, and asthey banged back against thewadll, | turned away and made
for the stairs. As| descended at breakneck speed, it cameto methat al the work represented in Mrs.
Charbuque's private gallery had been done by painterswho had either fallen out of the profession,
committed suicide, gone mad, or lost their touch and could no longer attract patrons.

I reached the main floor and ran through the house, wanting now only to escape the place. All |
could think of was how many artists had been donein by Luciereé's game. They had tried their hand at
depicting what was impossi-ble to know, and failed. Y es, most likely they wereal paid for their
interpretations, but their lack of successin the face of the ultimate challenge had | ft them broken.
Perhaps, like me, they thought they would exceed their present circumstances, extend their reach to
scrabble up with the great masters, but in the end they redlized they could never be any more than what
they had origindly been. The commission was aningdious curse.

I'm surprised no one noticed me as| fled the place, looking for al theworld like athief leaving the
scene of acrime. | hailed thefirst hansom cab | could get and gave the driver Shenz's address. Once
settled ingde the conveyance, | began to review what | remembered of the sudden diminution of my
friend'sand my mentor'stalents. It struck me that Sabott's madness descended after aperiod in which he
had taken up portraiture once the galleries were no longer interested in his mythic paint-ings. | was not
staying with him anymore but had struck out on my own with his approva. Just before the insanity took
hold of him, | remembered him telling me that he was working on avery important job. He became very
scarce for quite afew weeks, and when he emerged, he did so raving.

Likewise with Shenz, ayear or so back he had vanished from the scenefor atime. | was too busy
to inquire what he was up to, and thought | would soon see him standing in my studio, but when hefinaly
did show up after some months of absence, he looked haggard and had begun his affair with the poppy.
Now it became clear to me why he was so adamant that | succeed at this commission. Somehow he
must have suspected what had happened to Sabott, and after he himself was beaten by the conun-drum,
he saw me astheir agent of revenge. Perhaps | should have been flattered by hisbelief in my abilities, but
| could fed nothing other than remorse for what Mrs. Charbuque had made him believe about hisown
taent.

The greater question, the ultimate mystery, was whether Luciere was truly hoping the commission
would produce a portrait that would in some way discover her as hersdlf or if she knew of its corrosive
effects and the power she could widld through it and was using that influence to play God. With her gone,
| was |eft in aless enviable state than my begaten brethren, for | could no longer achieve heaven and had



not been officidly con-signed to hell. In the absurd world of the game, | was now even less substantia
than her phantasma, Snister husband.

Finish It

Shenz appeared absolutely decrepit. He left the door open for me to enter and retreated away from
the afternoon sunlight. | followed him into his exatic parlor and took my usual seet ashedid his The
atmosphere was thick with the scented smoke of the dragon and the exha-lations of the drug.

"I had aminor setback yesterday, Plambo,” he said, "and it has |eft me feding rather weak." His
hands clutched the chair arams asif he feared he might float away.

"What wasthat?' | asked.

"Can you imagine, the HatstelI's refused my work. They would not purchaseit, saying it was shoddy
and no redl likeness of their children." He shook hishead. "Pigs at the pastry cart,” he said. "I've spent the
last weeks squandering my time and talent on dolts.”

"I've heard Hatstell has had arather severefinancia reversal in recent days. Perhapsthat isat the
bottom of it," | said.

"Piambo, thank you for your kindness, but | happen to know he was just promoted.”

| looked down, ashamed at having been caught inmy lie.

"One good thing," said Shenz. "As | was sent packing from their home, the children came out of
hiding and accosted me with hugs and kisses. The horrible dumplings and | have become thick asthieves.
| will missthem. | gave them the last of the candy before departing.”

| did not know how to broach theissue | had come to discuss. It could not have been aworsetime,
but a the rate Shenz wasfalling apart | redlized there might not be a future opportunity. "I've been to
Mrs. Charbuque's,” | said.

"How ismy favorite enigma?' he asked.

"She'sgone”

"Thered question concerning her is, Was she ever there to begin with?"

"The house is empty, Shenz. The front door was left unlocked. | walked in and scoured the place
for any cluesto what had happened.”

"And what did you find?" he asked.

"Inthe attic, portraits of her by some of my favorite painters,” | said, and watched as his jaw went
dack.

He sat ill for aminute and then took acigarette off the small table next to his chair. Reaching into
the pocket of hisjacket, he retrieved abox of matches. Helit up and exhaed a perfect ring of blue
smoke. "So you know," he said.

"It'sabeautiful piece” | said.

"| hated it when | was done and had my meager rec-ompensein my pocket,” hesaid. "l was at first
50 certain | had accomplished theinconceivable."

"Who isto say you didn't? All we haveto go onistheworld of adisturbed woman,” | said.

"No, Piambo, | knew | had missed the mark once she gave me her assessment. | could fed it, and
that feding continued to grow, like avoid dowly consuming my desireto paint again.”

| wanted to tell him that the commission had nothing to do with painting, but | was just beginning to
know that feeling he had described. "Why did you let me enter upon this doomed escapade without
warningme?' | said.

"l regret that | did,” he said. "1 had such faith in your abilities. | believed so wholeheartedly that you
could actu-aly succeed. When | went about it, | played it straight without trying to find any outside
sources on which to base my portrait. All | used were my meetings with her and the contents of her wild
stories. | thought if | helped you, coaxed you to roam outside the bounds of the game somewhat, and
directed your progress asbest | could, you would surdly trap her."

"Shenz, I'm afraid your opinion of my abilities, though | gppreciate the vote of confidence, may bea



bit inflated.”

"No," he said. He shook hishead, and | detected anote of anger in hisvoice. "It wasn't just me.
Sabott had that same faith inyou, if not more. That day | met him in the Player's Club, years ago, just
before his death, he told me about the strange commission that had addled his mind. So when | was
approached by the blind gentleman, | knew what | was getting into. Sabott had advised meto steer clear
of the Sibyl, but when the opportunity arose | could not refuse, even though he had warned that it would
destroy me. Do you know what else he told me?* asked Shenz.

| said nothing.

"Hetold me, ‘Leave that oneto Plambo. Heis cagpable of it.' | thought nothing of it at thetime. Asa
matter of fact, | thought it was just more of hislunacy. But as| said, when the commission was placed
before me, it was at ajuncturein my life when | wanted atest in order to know that | wasnot diding. |
wanted to prove to mysdf that | could accomplish what Sabott believed only you could do. Foolishness,
Il admit."

"Forget it, Shenz," | said. "Let it go, and you will be back ontopinnotime.”

"Believeme, | havetried to forget it. | actively pursued the poppy in an attempt to smoke it out of
my mind. What has happened, though, isthat the opium has destroyed everything else and |eft that one
haunting notion intact.” When he finished speaking, | could seetearswelling in his eyes. Helooked
ancient. After tamping out his cigarette in the ashtray, he covered hisface with hishands and gaveinto
hisgrief.

"You are not dlowed to give up, Shenz," | said. "Pull yourself together. Hereiswhat wewill do. |
will pay for your medica treetment. We will enlist professonasto rid your system of this cursed drug.
There are sanatori-umsfor thiskind of affliction. Then we will proceed from there.”

"My God, | don't think I've cried in years," he said. "And now | don't think | can top." He removed
his hands from hisface, and the pdmswere bright red.

It happened at once, my redlization that he was crying blood and my recognition of the cameo
pinned to hislapd. "Where did you get that piece of jewdry?' | asked. "The cameo.”

Hetried to wipe his eyes clear but only smeared the gore across hisface. " Some pleasant fellow
smply gaveit to me on the street today. Walked up with asmile and pinned it to my lapel. With my
defeat at the Hatstells yesterday, | was receptive to this smal unwarranted kindness.”

"You'recrying blood,” | said, and rose from my chair.

Shenz looked at hishands. "So | am," hesaid. "Am | having ardigious moment here, or havel
blown a pipe? Oh, no, that'sright, | remember reading about thisin the newspaper today. It'sal the
rage.”

| was dready running for the door. "Sit fill!" | caled. "I'll be back with hep." My leg was till bad
from my besting the previous night, but | ignored its throbbing and raced down the steps and out into the
sreet. Even as| ran, | knew hewas going to die. If | reached a doctor, a police officer, what could they
do?1 knew very well there was no phone nearby in Hell's Kitchen, so | headed for Seventh Avenue.

Twenty minutes had passed before | found a saloon with atelephone and caled police
headquarters. | gave them Siliss name and told them where Shenz was. When the officer on the desk
heard that | was reporting an instance of the newly disclosed illness, he became very attentive and said
they would send men to Shenz's addressimmediately. Before hanging up, he told me not to return to the
gpartment but to stay where | was. | told him | had to go back, but he said, "'If you do, we might very
well have two more desths. Stay put.”" Then he took the address of the saloon | was calling from, and
hung up.

Asit turned out, | did not return to Shenz's place. | will regret my decision until theday | die, but the
unmitigated truth of the matter wasthat | did not have the courage to watch my friend die. In the past two
days, | had been forced to face the worst of my persona flaws. | had betrayed Samantha, and my
betraya of Sabott had been brought home rather pointedly by young Edward's response to my pleafor
help when | lay in the street. | dunk over to a corner table and sat down, burying my facein my arms.
Having heard my phone conversation and witnessing my tears, the bartender brought me awhiskey. |
drank that and many more whilewaiting for Silisto show up. In my distress, | believed that the quicker |



drank, the faster Shenz's blood would flow, and the sooner the gruesome event would come to an end.

Two hourslater, Sills appeared in the doorway of the saloon. He walked over, took me by the back
of the coat, and pulled meto my fest.

"Come, Piambo, we must walk. Y ou've got to tell me everything.”

"Isitover?' | asked.

He nodded. "It was over soon after we got there. At least | got to say good-bye to him.”

Wewalked out of the place into the golden light of the setting sun and headed south. When my step
fatered, Slis supported me. He stopped at a coffee stand and bought two cups of the black street swill.
But it was hot and brought me around somewhat so that my speech wasless durred. When | was done
with it, he bought me another and told metofinishit.

"Now," he said aswe Started to walk again. "Tell me everything, whatever you know about this
Charbuque. | need every last detail.”

I held nothing back. We walked down Seventh Avenue along way, over to Fifth, and then back
north. Wetaked into the night, and | told him the story of my acquaintance with Mrs. Charbuque. | even
confessed to him what had happened with Samantha.

| finished with the tale only two blocks from my house, and Sillswaked with meto the front steps.
We stood there silently for afew minutes, and each had a cigarette.

"I shouldn't tdll you this, Flambo. But Shenz gave me amessageto giveto you. Hislast words."

"Why shouldn't you tell me?' | asked.

"Because | want you out of thismess now."

"A dying man'slast request,” | said.

SilIslooked away for amoment asif deciding. "Very well," hefindly said. "Shenz told meto tdll you,
Fnishit.'"

Tearsof Carthage

Asaprecaution, Shenz's body was cremated the after-noon he expired. | don't know where | found
the strength to arrangeit, but | organized and sponsored asmall gathering in hishonor at the Player's
Club two dayslater. News of his degath traveled fast throughout the art world, and | tried to get word of
the impromptu memorid affair to dl who had known him.

Shenz was one of those people who moved in many circles. In attendance the day of the gathering
werefine artists, commercid artists, hansom cab drivers, bartenders, politicians, opium peddlers, ladies
of both the drawing room and the night, thieves, and palice officers. Quite anumber of hiswedthy
patrons made the trip downtown, and al in al, metaphorically spesking, the lion lay down with thelamb
in hishonor. There were no speeches given, no prayers intoned. People merely mingled and conversed,
and occasiondly the crowd fdll slent. Tears were shed, and there were many long hard staresinto the
distance before things would eventualy wind themsalves back up. There was alittle food and alot of
alcohol. | spoketo afew of our closest and oldest colleagues out of respect, but for the most part |
stayed to myself and remained silent. | had sent an invitation to Samantha, but she did not attend.

The event lasted well into the evening and did not break up until near midnight. By that time | had
stopped drinking and was Sitting in achair wrapped in adaze. Some of my friends said good night to me
asthey departed, and when | looked up from my trance, | saw afamiliar face. Goren, the Man from the
Equator, pulled up a chair and sat down across from me.

"Thank you for sending word to me, Fiambo," he said.

"Have you been here dl dong?’ | asked.

"For quiteawhile" hetold me. "I've been waiting to have a private word with you."

"Yes" | sad, and straightened up in my chair.

"From what | picked up in conversation with othersthis evening, you were with Shenz when he
died. Canyou tdl me, wasit theillnessin the newspapers that he suc-cumbed to?"

"Bleeding from the eyes, yes," | sad.



"l know afew things about this horror," he said. " Some years back, when | first opened my shopin
theVillage, | was visited by an odd felow, pretending to be blind, who offered to pay mefor any
information | could supply him with concerning thisocular igmeta.”

Now | camefully awake. "That would be Watkin," | said. "What did you find?'

"All I had to go on was adescription of the symptoms, which | had never encountered mention of
before. | told the fellow | would seewhat | could come up with and that | would get in touch with himiif |
discovered anything. He said he would return in afew months and that if | had something for him he
would pay mewell. Theimage of the disease was astriking one, and | kept it in the forefront oi my mind,
turning my attention to it as often as possible-Thisis the manner in which | bring a subject closer to me.
Sinceredity istwo thirds a product of consciousness, | began to attract information like amagnet. | had
opened mysdf tot, invited it—"

| didn't mean to be so impatient, but | said, ™Y ou can bypass the metaphysics for my sake, Goren.
What wasit you found?"

He looked momentarily startled, then smiled and con-tinued. " There are anumber of referencesto
this affliction in ancient texts. Pliny the Elder, Herodotus, Gaen. It had anamein the ancient world, the
Tears of Carthage. When that great Phoenician city was sacked by Rome, itsfields sown with sdt, some
of the women who were spirited away by the attacking force carried with them small vids of what was
thought to be arare perfume. They anointed their new masterswith it, and lo and behold, tears of blood
ran until the men's hearts had nothing | eft to pump. A parasitica Trojan horse, in so many words.

"The Phoenicians had made deep inroads into the African continent, and my guessisthat thiswas
some kind of river parasite, for there are rare diseases that involve this type of drastic exsanguination
which have been recorded by explorers of that mysterious continent. It isinteresting that the Phoenicians
used it as awegpon. The technique must have been learned from the native peoples who had first
introduced them to it. From my own travelsin Africal learned agreat deal from the shamans of various
tribes, who possess a knowledge of natural phe-nomenathat exceeds anything the Western cultures have
accumulated. | believeit wasthe Tears of Carthage that took Shenz."

Goren's disclosure excited me, and | told him in as truncated a manner as possible, not wanting to
again recount the whole long saga of Mrs. Charbuque, about the lamp full of liquid that Luciere had
stolen from the archaeol ogist. " Could the stuff still be potent after al these centuries?' | asked.

"It doesn't seem likely, but | suppose it depends on whatever the parasite was mixed with,” said
Goren. "Perhaps the organism can lie dormant indefinitely and then awake when it comesin contact with
the heat of alarger organism. Onceit findsitself awake, it invariably movestoward the eyes. Thelamp
sounds Arabic and is probably much older than its contents. The Phoenicians dso traded extensively in
the Orient. Asamatter of fact, they most likely circumnavigated the entire globe, though | doubt you
would find a professor of antiquities who would agree with this stlatement. But hereisakernd of proof.
Along with some of the later descriptions of the Tears, there was aso mention of an antidotefor it. The
spice known to us as nutmeg, when made into atincture and used to bathe the eyes, repdsthe vermin
that feast on the soft ocular tis-sue. Specimens of this spice have been found in the ruins of Carthage and
other Phoenician sites. The only place they could have procured thiswasin what we now cal the Spice
Idands, Zanzibar, in the Indian Ocean, thousands of miles away from their cultura centers.”

So much ran through my mind a the moment, | could not respond at first. Findly, "Did you givethis
informartion to the man who requested it?" | asked, remembering the small bottle Watkin had given me.

"Yes," said Goren. "He paid me well, as he had prom-ised.”

"Someoneis using these Tears of Carthage as amur-der wegpon,” | said.

"| suspected thiswhen | read about it in the news-paper,” he said. "That iswhy | wanted to tell you.
| was hoping you would relate thit to the proper authorities. My personal philosophy prevents me from
directly aiding the gate.”

"It'salmost too convoluted to be believed; there's too much circumstance and such vast oceans of
timeinvolved,” | said.

"An ingtant to the cosmos," said Goren. "A last piece of information: There was one isolated case of
this disease reported in the medical literature. Abouit fifteen years ago, in London, ayoung woman who



worked asamaid in acertain hotel. A mild panic ensued, but when no other cases emerged, the fear of it
died, and it was written off as some kind of aberrant condition."

"I'm not sure if what you tell meis more astounding or disturbing,” | said.

"It'sboth," said Goren. "By the way, have you been sticking to the prescription | gaveyou?" ;
"Religioudy,” | assured him.

"Results?" he asked.

"Absolutely explosive” | said.

"If you need anything ese, you know whereto find me" he said, and rose from hischair. "'l will miss
Shenz. Hewas adevilishly fine man.”

"I can hardly beer that heisdead,” | said.

"Degth isardativeterm, Piambo. Think of it asachange. Thereisno death.” Goren leaned over
and shook my hand, holding it tightly for an instant. Then he walked out into the dark.

Later that night, | lay in bed thinking about Shenz'sfind pleafor meto "finishit." That isprecisdy
what | was determined to do. | would find Charbuque and avenge my friend's death. | did not buy for an
ingant Goren's bdief that there was no death. His exacting equilibrium had left his mind anesthetized to
the truth. Life was not about the perfection of balance. That kind of stasiswas adeath initself. Lifewas
the chaosthat tipped the scales.

What | wanted more than anything at that moment was Samantha next to me. Asimportant asit was
for meto find Charbuque, | dso had to find away to regain Samanthas trust. Both these tasks would be
at least as dif-ficult as portraying Mrs. Charbuque from her mere words, if not more so. Nonetheless, the
successful completion of both was essentid for my future happiness. The commis-sion was gone, and |
wished it good riddance, pleased to haveit cleared from my conscience so | could concentrate on what
was now important. That night | dept little, so beset was| by afeding of londliness. | had experienced
nothing likeit snce | wasachild and my father waskilled by his own cregtion.

They areall Her

In the days that followed the disappearance of Mrs. Charbuque and the death of Shenz, | roamed
the city in the pretense of hunting down amurderer. | wandered on foot, uptown and down, keeping a
lookout for anyonefitting his nebulous description. | stayed away from saloons and whiskey, for | knew
that path would lead me pell-mell to ruination. Aslong as| kept moving, | did lessthinking, felt less of the
anguish that aways hovered nearby, and that was all for the good. My daily sojourns aso left me
exhaugted at night and facilitated the wel come oblivion of deep.

The stories in the newspapers did not cause the wide-spread panic expected by city officiads. Much
of the populace had lived through the conflict between North and South and its aftermath, in which the
casudties were so monumentd that, in comparison, the fewer than one dozen deaths caused by this
strange disease hardly seemed something to get excited about. Every day there were hundreds more
faling victim to murder, work accidents, consumption, and poverty, and the struggle to avoid those
tragedies through the acquisition of wesalth took prece-dence over al ese and reinforced the importance
of the usud routine. If anything, the tales of victims bleeding to deeth through their eyes were fascinating
aswdl ashorrifying.

Sillswas pleased with theinformation | had passed along from Goren, and the New Y ork Police
Department put a strain on the local nutmeg market. The tincture described by the Man from the Equator
became regular issue for all men working the case. The police had checked with the Jewelers Association
and found the fellow, aMr. Gerenard, who had created the cameos for Charbuque. Apparently two
dozen of the expensive pins had been purchased. They were described as being carved from angel skin
cora with aroya blue painted background contrasting with the Medusahead in relief and set in
fourteen-karat gold with atwo-inch pin attached. These were probably exact replicas of the one
Charbuque had given Lucierein London.

Gerenard remarked that he had balked at painting them, but the buyer inssted, saying, "She must be



sur-rounded by darkness." One thing that can be said for Charbuque, he wasn't playing cheap with his
victims. Thelot had cost him asmall fortune. Thisinformation was usdless, though, for the buyer had
given no name or address, paid for them in advance, and picked them up many months earlier. The old
artisan could not clearly remember any digtinguishing details about him.

In the few minutes of rest | gave mysdlf each day from my pointless meanderings, | could not help
but wonder why Charbuque had infected Shenz. All his other victims were women who seemed to be
picked at random. My only conclusionswere that it was an attempt to hurt me, or that Shenz, having had
experience with the commis-sion and having encouraged me to research outside the bounds of what was
readily offered by Mrs. Charbuque, represented awild card in what both Charbuque and Watkin had
termed "the game."

| went many nightsto the theeter, paid, and hid in the back row, smply to see Samantha. There | sat
in the shadows, trying to screw up my courage to approach her and beg her forgiveness. | couldn't even
tell you what the play was about, so intent was | upon her every movement, each expression of her face,
the sound of her voice. When the performance was over, | took up apostion in the alley acrossthe
street from the playhouse to spy on her briefly as she got into a hansom cab.

Then, on the night on which | had assured mysdlf that | would finally make my move and show
mysdf to her, | was standing in my miserable dley, awaiting her exit from the theater, when | felt
something cold press againgt the back of my head.

"Careful, Plambo, or I'll put aholein you," Charbugque whispered.

Thiswasthe moment | had waited for. So often in the past few days| had told mysdlf that if only |
had just one more chance to meet Charbuque, | would throw caution to the wind and wrestle him into
submission, perhaps even sirangle him with my bare hands. Now the time had come, and | stood there
pardyzed, dl my imagined courage indantly disintegrating with thefirgt hint of dan-ger. The grestest show
of defiance | could muster wasto say, "Y ou murderer.”

"Areyou dwaysthisclever?' he asked.

"Why Shenz?' | managed to ask.

"He was rooting around too much, the meddlesome old goat. It is my habit to make only the ladies
cry, but | alowed this one exception.”

"Very wdl," | said, thinking that if hisintention wereto kill me, he would have done so dready.
"Why those women?'

"Revenge, of course,' he said.

"Uponwhom?'

"My wife. My witch of awife."

"Those women were not your wife," | said.

"Where is she? Where has she gone, Piambo? | want her to witnesswhat | an doing,” he said. |
could hear hisanger building and fet the barrdl of the gun wobbling dightly against my scap.

"l don't know," | said.

"Youarelying.

"I'm telling the truth. She left no word of where she was going. I've been prevented from finishing my
com-misson.”

"If | discover that you know where sheisand do not tell me, I'll seeto it that your actress friend
crieslike ababy."

"Why don't you just confront your wifeinstead of involving innocent people?!

"Thereisapassonate forcethat bindsus. Cal it supernaturd if you will. It both attracts usto each
other and repels us a the same time. The closest we can get is but adistant orbit. From that frustrating
perimeter, we commit acts against surrogates, meant to wound each other. | believe this devotion can
only be described aslove.”

"What has Luciere done?" | asked.

"Soyou cal her Luciere, eh? Don't you know about al the men she has robbed of thelr creativity
through her ruse of that impaossible commission? To aman, she hasfilled them with doubt, made them
useless, as shetried to do with me. Which isthe more terrible crime, to end alife or to torture the living



and leave them empty husks, dried gourds forced to bear witnessto their own emptiness?

"So you fedd somewhat righteous about killing those poor women?' | said, and could not hel p but
laugh out loud at the absurdity of hislogic.

"Y ou're wrong, Piambo. Those women | killed are her. They are all her. Every last one of them.”

| felt the gun barrel leave my head, and in that instant made my move. | began to turnin order to
seize him, but | did not get even aquarter of the way around before aheavy object smashed against the
base of my skull. | stag-gered forward out of the alley, into the street, waiting to hear the shot that would
finish me. | was till conscious when my legs buckled and | landed on my knees. | listed to the Sde and
fdll into unconsciousness.

I woke with blurred vision and an ogre of a headache, aware at first only of the fact that I'd been
beaten and spent alot of time on the Street of late. When my vision had partidly cleared | managed to
look up, and seeing the vague forms hovering above, | redlized a crowd of people was standing around
me. | was groggy, and when | tried to speak, my words came forth asincoherent grumblings.

"Ishe drunk?' amale voice asked.

"Help me get him to the cab. | know where helives," said awoman. It was Samantha.

| felt two sets of hands lifting me benesth the arms, pulling me upright. Soon | was moving along,
diding my feet asbest | could, but the pain in my head doubled in strength, spreading like awildfire, and |
passed out again.

When | next awoke, sunlight was streaming through the lace curtains of my bedroom window. |
tried to St up, but the mere attempt a movement made me dizzy. Shifting my position, | turned onto my
Sde and found Samanthalying next to me. "Perhapsit was al adream, the whole bizarre thing—Mrs.
Charbuque, my betraya of Samantha, Shenz's death,” | thought. Then | saw that shewasfully dressed
and lying atop the covers. | reached my hand out to lightly touch her hair, but when my fingerswere no
more than an inch away from her head, Samantha's eyes opened and she sat up. She saw me reach-ing
for her and got out of the bed.

"What happened to you last night?"' she asked.

"| was pistol-whipped on the back of the head by Mrs. Charbuque's husband.”

"Servesyou right,” she said. "And why did it happen in front of the theater | just happened to be
performing in? It was embarrassing having to, first, admit that | know you and, second, cart you off the
dtreet and bring you here. If Shenz hadn't just died, | would have left you whereyou lay.”

"l was hiding in the alley across the street, hoping to get aglimpse of you, and he sneaked up on
me" | sad.

"Wereyou at the show?"

"l have been at every show for the past five nights,” | said.

"Why don't you just leave me done?’ shesaid. "'l don't want you anymore.”

"Yes, but | want you. Look, | know | waswrong to have gone along with you when | thought you
were Mrs. Charbuque. | was weak. A weak moment. But | swear I've not betrayed you with her. You
know aswell as| do—I can't lieto you."

"Y ou aso told me that she meant nothing to you."

"l was caught up in the commission. | was confused, and my nerves were frayed.”

"Your nerves," she spat, and turned away in disgust.

"| thought you would come when Shenz died,” | sad.

Shewassilent for atime, her back to me. "1 wanted to," shefindly said, "but | couldn't see you.”

"My lifeisso incredibly lonely without you,” | said. "All | doiswalk up and down Broadway and
hide in the shadows to catch glimpses of you."

She again turned to look down on me. "1 am lonely too, Piambo."

"Forgiveme," | said.

"Areyou feding better?'

“I'l live"

"What's happening to you?' she whispered, and | saw tearsin her eyes.

| told her asquickly as | could al that had happened since I'd last seen her. Sheld read about the



murdersin the papers.

She stood up, smoothing her deep-wrinkled dress. "I'm leaving now," she said.

"And about us?' | asked.

She shook her head. "I don't know."

| watched her walk out of the room, but when | tried to get up to follow her the pain in my head
returned, bringing with it agrave weariness. Thelast thing | heard before falling adeep was my parlor
door closing.

Night Train to Babylon

| believe | have read somewhere that it is dangerous to deep with a concussion because of the
possihility of dip-ping into acoma, but deep | did. Infact, | did not wake until the afternoon of the
following day. When | findly got out of bed, the lump at the back of my head was ten-der, but the
interna headache was gone and my vision was clear. | dressed and went out to find something to eat, for
| was ravenous.

On the way home from Billy Mould's Delicatessen, | decided to forgo my search for Charbuque for
that day. | wasfilled with akind of hope: Samantha had said she would think about our getting back
together. Her demeanor had been rather bellicose, and her statement was far from aresounding
affirmation of our relationship, but even the dim possibility that al was not lost afforded methe only ray
of sunlight | had had in weeks. | wanted to relax and reve in that possibility for afew hours.

At home | rummaged around the studio, trying to recall my career before Mrs. Charbuque had
interrupted my life. It had only been a matter of weeks, and yet my life as a painter-for-hire seemed far
away. It would take some doing to get back to work, since | had reneged on several important
commissions. Although it had been only afew weeks, | had been absent from the socia scene and I eft
without patrons who would recommend meto their wedthy friends.

From the studio, where | wasrelocating my lost self and conjuring fitting literary alusions, | heard a
knock at my front door. Asyou canimagine, | was hesitant to answer it. | had had al the beatings | redly
needed for thetime being, and as | said, | wanted nothing to do with the Charbuque case for the day.
Stll, I thought perhaps it might be Samantha, so | went to answer it.

What | found was not avisitor, desired or otherwise, but an ultramarine-tinted envelope lying on the
top step, secured against the autumn wind by alarge rock. | hesitated, remembering Samanthasforgery.
Of course, eventualy | picked it up and brought it insde. Standing in my parlor, | dit open the envelope.

Dear Piambo,
I have not forgotten our arrangement. Please forgive me for temporarily abandoning you,
but the sudden reappearance of my husband caused me to flee the city. | hope you will
under stand. Take the Long Island Railroad to Babylon station. Once there, arrange con-veyance
to the La Grange Inn. | have reserved a room for you. Further instructions await you at the inn. If
you do not check in within the next few days, | will cancel the reservation—and the commission. |
look forward to completing our work together.
Fondly,
Luciere

I had no doulbt that this missive had been penned by the real Mrs. Charbugue. Only someone as
unhinged as she could address mein the tone of abank manager proffering aloan after al | had suffered
at her hands. Now | had a decision to make—tear the letter to shreds, ignore it, and try to reassemble
my old life, or as Shenz had requested, plunk my five thousand down at Hanover, so to speak, and "finish
it

When my suitcases were packed and | had assembled the painting supplies | would need to execute
the portrait, | wrote aletter to Sills, asking him to keep a close eye on Samantha. | gave no hint of where



| was headed. My sup-position was that the minute | made amove, Moret Charbuque would learn of it
and follow me. | planned to go quickly so that he would be unable to work his evil beforehand. In this
manner | hoped to put as much dis-tance as possible between him and Samantha.

Late that afternoon, | left the house looking like a pack mule, toting my bags, afew rolled-up
canvases, my paint box and easdl. | went directly to Crenshaw's and asked Mrs. Crenshaw to have a
messenger deliver my letter to John. The old woman may have been nosy, but she was devoted to her
regular customers, and | could be assured that my message would arrive, even if she had to take it to him
hersalf. Then | caught ahansom cab and pleased the driver with the prospect of agrand fare by
requesting that he take me to the Flatbush depot. We traversed the Brooklyn Bridge as the sun was
Setting, casting agolden glow upon that marvel of engineering. | could not help but contemplate some far
future in which the remnants or New Y ork would be unearthed like those of Carthage, and what silver
lampsfull of horror and wonder it might yield.

| caught the late train to Babylon. There was a change of trains at Jamaica, where most of my fellow
riders dis-embarked, after which | settled back and closed my eyes. My head ill ached, but my
conscience was at ease; | had decided to act. My thoughts turned to Sabott, and my memories of him
followed meinto deep and mingled with my dreams.

| sat with my mentor in his studio at night, two candleslighting the scene. Each of us held aglass of
claret. Sabott smoked his Dutch pipe and | acigarette. | felt comfortable, at ease. The master scratched
his beard and yawned. Outside, a horse and carriage rattled by on the cobblestones. Somewhere a
cricket chirrupped. | closed my eyesfor amoment, and when | opened them Sabott was smiling a me.
Hetook his pipe stem from his lips and whispered something.

"I'm sorry, Sr, but what wasthat?" | asked.

He laughed to himself, whispered again, and then glanced over each shoulder asif searching for
gpiesin the shadows.

| knew that he was trying to tell me a secret. | put my wineglass down, stubbed out my cigarette,
and leaned acrossto him. He motioned for me to come yet closer, so | got out of my chair and kneeled
before him. After taking agreet draw on his pipe, heleaned forward, and | could fed him blowing the
smokeinto my ear. Asit passed into my head, | heard but one word, "Idiosyncratic.” Then he sat back,
and | roseto my feet.

When next | looked at him, to my horror, he had melted into apuddle of colors, a swirling cataract
of paint. Histransformetion frightened me, and | tried to cal hisname, but al that issued from my mouth
was along stream of smoke. | knew it was the smoke he had put into my head. Before my eyesthe misty
blue exhdation took shapein midair, finaly coaescing into the image of Mrs. Charbuque, naked,
standing behind her screen. But now | was behind it with her. | meant to regain what | had believed was
irretrievably lost, and lunged for it. | dammed my chin againgt the train seat in front of mine and came
awake just intimeto hear the conductor yell, "Next stop, Babylon.”

It was late when | disembarked from the train. The only ride | could get to the inn was an open
horse-drawn wagon with wooden bencheslining its sides. The young man who piloted the rig was
pleasant, though, helping me store my things on board. | wasto be his only passenger for thetrip. Early
November was not exactly tourist time at the Long Idand shore. He gave me a blanket in which to wrap
myself againgt the cold night, and we set off. The moon wasfull, and the arswere clearly visble. What
arelief to be out of the city. | breathed deeply, savoring the fresh air tinged with the scents of acre upon
acre of farm-land and wood.

| had vigted thisareaafew years earlier for aparty at the Willet etate. The Willet family had been
the origind ownersof most of thisland, and | had done aportrait of the clan's patriarch the previous
summer. There were many large estatesin the vicinity, owned by such families asthe Uddls, the Gereks,
the Magowans, and the Vanderhilts. A bit farther east was the Gardiner estate. What interested me most
about the southern shore was the proximity to the bay and, beyond it, the ocean.

Eventudly the driver ran out of thingsto say, and werolled dong in silence. | stared up at the moon,
blue-white in the night sky, and its hue reminded me of the phantom Mrs. Charbuque who had returned
to mein my dream of Sabott. | concentrated on recovering the image, amost afraid that | would not be



ableto find it in my thoughts. To my utter joy, it regppeared in my mind, as clear asthe portrait
Charbuque had destroyed. | decided then and there that this wasthe figure | would paint for my patron.
Asddusond asit might sound, admittedly no less unbe-lievable than Luciere's advice from the Twins, |
was certain that Sabott had come to mein my dream to say, "Trust yourself." Although he had never
spoken thosewordsin life, it struck me that they defined the spirit that animated every lesson he had ever
taught.

TheHouse on the Dunes

While egting breakfast the next morning in the La Grange dining room, | was approached by the
desk clerk and handed a peacock blue envelope.

"Sir, | anto givethisto you from the gentleman who arranged for your room," he said.

I thanked him, and once he was gone, | opened the letter. Onething | could say for Mrs.
Charbuque, her sationery was firg-rate even if her choice of husband was not. The message was written
in her familiar looping script: aset of directionsto her summerhouse. Apparently | wasto travel by water
whether | liked it or not. Her place was halfway across the Great South Bay, on Captree Idand. | wasto
take the ferry from Babylon, disembark at the idand's boat basin, and then strike out eastward over the
dunesuntil | cameinto view of atwo-story yelow wooden house with white trim.

| determined on the spot to make the trip that day-There was just one other matter | had to deal
with. The room at the inn waslovely, but it was rather small and would not serve asa studio. | needed to
rent aplacein which to paint. If the weather had not been so frigid | could have made do outdoors, but
asit was, my paintswould freeze in the late-season temperatures of morn-ing—and | liked to begin work
ealy intheday.

When the waiter approached to refill my coffee cup, | told him | was apainter and asked if he knew
who might rent me a space for aweek or two to be used asa studio.

"Y ou might have some luck in Babylon," said the man, "but nothing comesto mind immediately.”

| thanked him for his advice and turned back to my meal. After he moved off to attend to other
guests, an older gentleman wearing aclerica collar and black priestly garb approached my table and
introduced himself as Father Loomis. He was arather portly little man with round spec-tacles, adrinker's
nose, and ashock of white hair ever so lightly tinged with color asif it had been stained by wesk tea. |
had never had any greet affection for the church, but | dwaystried to be palite. | gave him my name and
held out my hand.

"I could not help but overhear that you are looking for aplaceto paint,” he said.

"Only for afew weeksa mog," | said. "I'm from New Y ork but have acommission from alocal
patron."

"My church is about ahaf mile down the road from here. Right off the Montauk Highway. Cavary
Church," he said. "Out in the back field is an abandoned carriage house. A fireplace was put in afew
years ago. Would you liketo rent it?"

"It sounds perfect, Father,” | said, "but it must meet one criterion. | need light. Are there windows
that let in agood amount of light?*

"The structure islike alarge box. There is one good-sze window on the east wal and another on
thewest. If you're interested, | would charge you only adollar aday, and that would include wood for
thefireplace.”

"It sounds asif wehaveaded," | sad.

"Also, apath behind the building winds down to the bay-sde shore.”

"Perfect,” | said. "1 hopeto be ready to paint by tomor-row morning, the day after at the latest.
Where can | find you?'

"l livein asmal room behind the church sanctuary. The front doors are ways unlocked.”

"I will pay you adollar and ahdf aday if you can promise methat you will tell no onethat | am
working there," | said.



He agreed to my further stipulation, and we shook hands on the dedl.

After breakfast | dressed warmly for ajourney by water and arranged aride to the ferry in Babylon.
The day was bright and crisp, and the autumna country scenes were as beautiful by sunlight asthey had
been by moon-light. | arrived at theferry a approximately noon and waited with asmall group of people,
mostly sightseersfrom what | could gather.

The boat finally came, and we boarded. There was asmall cabin to keep passengers out of the
weather, and my fellow passengers took advantage of this shelter. | stayed out on deck and took in the
immengty of the Great South Bay, watched the boatsin the distance, and felt for al the world like one of
Melvillessailors. That day, gliding over the choppy water, | felt aneed to paint directly from Nature and
promised mysdlf that when | was finished with Mrs. Charbuque | would do just that. My pipe dream of
seagoing adventure did not last dl that long; the entire trip to theidand took no more than forty-five
minutes

| easly found Luciere's summer residence, the lemon yelow house nestled amid tall sand dunes.
One had to descend from the path to reach the walkway leading to the door. The front of the house
faced toward the remainder of the bay, beyond which lay Fire Idand and the Atlantic Ocean. It was
much warmer standing there on the white stone wakway, the height of the surrounding dunes breaking
the wind. Whereas most of the other dwellings | had passed closer to the dock were shacks and shanties
used by fishermen and clammers, thiswas ared two-story house with awide porch, atileroof, a
widow'swalk at the top, and intricate lacelike gingerbread bordering the eaves. A wind chime consisting
of tin monkey figurines hung on the porch and jingled in the breeze. | took this as my cue to proceed.

| had barely had a chance to knock before Watkin was opening the door.

"Mr. Fiambo,” hesaid. "Glad you are well."

"No thanks to Charbuque,” | said.

"Why, did you run into him again?' the old man whis-pered.

"He cracked me across the back of the head with apistol afew nights ago.”

Watkin shook his head and sighed. He quickly recov-ered from his concern and said, "Thisway,
ar.”

Aswe made our way through the house, | recognized some of the furniture from the New Y ork
resdence, but the place was far more sparsely appointed than the city mansion. | was led to another
door, again at the back of the house. Watkin tapped on it and then opened it and ushered mein. |
thanked him and stepped forward into a barren room. It was not quite as large as our old meeting place,
the ceiling was not as high, but it was sizable. Here, the wallswere bare of paper and the gray plank
floors were unpolished. There were windowsto either side, one look-ing out toward the bay and one
onto the dunes| had just crossed. The screen stood in the center of the room asif waiting for melike an
old friend, and | could not help but smilewhen | saw it. Also present was my chair. | sat down, taking up
my familiar pogtion.

"Hello, Luciere” | sad.

A floorboard popped, the chime on the porch tinkled, and the wind beyond the dunes whistled.
Afternoon light poured in, casting a vague shadow on the screen.

"Piambo," shesaid, "l am so very pleased you have come. My agpologies, but ..." Therewere afew
moments of sllence, and then | heard amuffled sob.

"Notrouble" | said. "l understand after having met your husband.”

"Y ou have met him?" she asked, her voice giving way to darm.

"Oh, yes, he seems arather violent fellow. Very adamant about something, though | am not exactly
surewhat that is"

"People are dying because of histwisted obsession,” she said.

| considered telling her about Shenz but did not want to add to her grief. "1 told no onel was
coming here," | said. "Does he know of this place? It seems perfectly remote.”

"l have alwaystried to keep it a secret. Even back when | was performing, | used it as an escape
when the public became too curious about me."

"l am hereto finish the portrait,” | said.



"That makes my heart lighter,” she said. " Since there has been adisruption in our progress, | was
wondering if you would want afew days compensation.”

"1 will deliver the painting to you in exactly one week'stime, no more. Y ou will tell me how close or
far off the mark | have hit, and then you will pay me appropri-ately. After that, Mrs. Charbuque, we will
part company, and | will resume control of my life."

Shelaughed. "Very wdl," shesaid. "Do you think you will succeed?"

"At thispoint, just finishing the commission will be agreat success.”

"Do you have any more questions for me?" she asked.

"Why so many portraits by so many artists?’ | asked.

"What are you dluding to, Flambo?'

"I went to your house for our last scheduled appoint-ment. No one answered when | knocked. The
door was open. | entered and had alook around.”

"Youwereintheadttic," shesaid.

"l knew agood many of the artists,” | said. " Strange coincidence. Many of them cameto a bad

"Theartistic senghility isadelicate one,” she said. "What | want to know is how the world seesme,
even though | cannot be seen. Ogtensibly, | wasfor atime each of the women those painters
concelved—hbut only on their canvases. The reason the commission is so large—if the artist achieves an
exact likeness—isto push the artist to think deeply about his subject, about me. More important, my
belief isthat if onewereto match my secret looksto my persondity, my intelligence, my experience, my
words, then it would be time for me to shed the screen and emerge into the world.”

"Why only then?' | asked.

"Inaworld ruled by men, awoman's |ooks are more important than her moral character. Women
areto be seen and not heard. That iswhy my audience was always so enchanted and somewhat afraid of
me. | had attained great power as awoman smply because | wasinvisible yet possessed something men
desire: knowledge of their fate, their destiny. | will not join the world until my outer form and inner being
can be perceived at once, each equal to the other. So | wait, and test the waters now and then by hir-ing
aman to show me what he sees."

She ddlivered thisexplanation in avoice full of heart-felt righteousness, but for thelife of mel could
not quite grasp what her point was. "Interesting. | see what you mean,” | lied.

"Isthere anything es2?" she asked.

"l can't think of anything more, but since thiswill be our last session, tell me something just for the
sake of it. Whatever you like," | said.

A few moments passed in near Slence, the only sound the londy tinkling of the tin wind chimes.
Finadly shesad, "Very wedll. | will tell you one more story. Thisis not about me, but it isfrom abook of
fary taes| read and loved asayoung girl, when | lived on top of amountain, learning the language of

The Boon Companion

"I remember the name of thistale as being The Boon Companion,’ and | believe it was Austrian, but
it could very well have been Turkish. Not even 'Red Riding Hood' or ‘Aladdin and His Wonderful Lamp'
fascinated and pleased me as much asthis story. It conveyed a sense of terrible londliness, and for this
reason it seemed to befriend me, and | read it again and again.

"Therewas ayoung man, Po, living in aforeign city, who dreamed of being afamous snger.
Although he worked during the day as a salesman in a shop that sold mirrors, he spent hisnightsin the
cafes, listening to hisfavorite vocdigts. If truth be told, hisvoice was not very good, and he could not
hold atune. More than anything, what he wanted was to be up on the stage, garnering the admiration of a
great crowd.

"Hewould have grown old believing that he could have been agrest singer if only he had been given



achance, but something unexpected happened that turned his life upside down. War broke out, and he
and dl the other young men were conscripted into the army. After harsh and rudimentary training, he was
sent to the fron-tier to fight. Upon arriving in an inhospitable land of rocky hillsand little water, he was
attached to a company and issued his wegpon. His government was hard-pressed by the war, so instead
of agun to take into battle, he was given nothing but arusty old sword.

"Thefirg action Po's company wasinvolved in wasto be, by al accounts, the deciding battle of the
war. The two armies faced off across awide plateau. Thousands of men on each side waited for the
order to charge. Our hero understood when he was put in the first row with only his sword that he was
meant to be nothing more than cannon fodder. There came agreat shout from his own ranks and from
those on the opposite side of the plateau, and then both armies charged at each other. Tears streamed
down hisface as he ran with his sword held out straight, for he did not know why he was fighting, and
did not want to die.

"Po had run forward no more than a hundred yards when a cannonbal | exploded nearby. Shrapnel
flew every-where, and apiece of it hit him on the head. He fell, and as he lost consciousness he believed
he was dying. The battle raged on al day around him, but he did not die. The wound to his head was
minor and had merely left him unconscious. He was so deeply adeep that he could not hear the din of the
battle and the death cries of soldiersal around him.

"The young man woke the next day to the sound of crows cawing. Hewas dizzy and hishead
pained him, but he was aive. When his eyes cleared, he looked around and saw the battlefield littered
with dead bodies. Asit hap-pened, the warring sides had completely obliterated each other. Po wasthe
only survivor. Or o he thought.

"Hisfird inclination wasto flee. The sghts surround-ing him were horrifying—mutilated corpses
being eaten by the carrion crows, smoldering fires giving off the stench of burning flesh, battle animals,
elephants and horses, hacked to pieces or blown to shreds by artillery. He started picking hisway across
the plateau but soon found himsalf running, trampling on the remains of the battl€svictims.

"As he neared the edge of the battlefield and could see a path that led down from the high plain, he
heard some-one call to him. At first he thought it was a ghost, so anguished wasthe cry. Then hesaw a
hand reaching up, fingers groping out of atangle of bodies. He went hesi-tantly to it. It was an enemy
soldier. The man was gravely wounded and begged for water. Our hero, feding great empathy for the
dying man, took out his canteen and held it to the enemy soldier's lips. When the man had quenched his
burning thirst, he then begged Po to kill him. 'Finishme," he said. 'Please. Do it quickly with your sword.'

"The young man wanted to help the dying soldier and did not want him to suffer, but he did not think
he could dedl akilling blow. 'If you sever my neck, | can promise you agreat reward,’ said the enemy
soldier. 'What can you possibly give to me once you are dead? asked the youth. 'My spirit will watch
over you when | am gone and make sure you return to your home safely.’

"Po wanted desperately to be on hisway, but to leave the enemy soldier there to suffer would be
the greatest crudty. Hefindly lifted his rusty sword, and swinging it now as he had never donein battle,
he brought it down on the dying man's neck. The head rolled away, but no blood cameforth. Instead,
black smoke issued in astream from the corpse's neck. It rose up like the smoke from the smol-dering
firesbut did not waft away on thewind. Instead it coalesced into ahuman form.

"When Po saw what was happening, he was terrified. He dropped the old sword and ran from the
battlefied. Once he gained the path that led from the plateau, he traveled at top speed and did not ook
back. All the time he fled, he wondered if his surviva was a stroke of good for-tune or acurse.

"That night Po found a cave in which he managed to light asmall fire. He had run nearly dl day and
was exhausted. Leaning back againgt arock, he sat shivering, trying to decide which direction he should
takein the morning in order to reach the city.

"Just as he was about to doze off he noticed something moving near the cave wall. What he saw
there pardyzed him, for it was a shadow creeping closer and closer to his own shadow cast by thefire,
The worst part was, the shadow that approached did not belong to anyone or any-thing. He wanted to
run but found he couldn't move. The intruding shadow wrapped its dark hands around the neck of his
own shadow. The young man could fed anicy cold-nessfilling hisbody. His breathing grew |abored.



When he thought the strange apparition was actualy going to kill him and he hovered between lifeand
death, he heard avoice whispering in his ear, 'Y ou don't need this old shadow. Itsignorance allowsiit
only to mimic you likeamonkey. 1, Shathu, will serve you as your new shadow.’

"Immediately the young man was able to bresthe again, and he gasped for air. Ashis breathing
returned to normd, he heard asweet song coming from al around him. The beautiful tuneindilled in him
adeep sense of peace. Hefdl sound adeep and rested in tranquillity for the remainder of the night.

"When he woke the next morning, Po shrugged off the bizarre visit of the dlien shadow asabad
dream. He felt otherwise refreshed and resumed his homeward jour-ney. It was only after he had been
walking for afew hoursthat he noticed that, athough the sun wasto his back, his shadow moved
aongsde him, not in front of him whereit should have. He stopped in histracks and turned to regard the
dark patch on the ground. It flew to him, and he heard in his ear, ‘Do not worry, for | am with you.'

"Asthey traveled many miles on the road together, Po and his new shadow, Shathu, became fast
friends. Whenever he needed money for food, our hero would go to atavern and bet the men drinking
there that he could make his shadow do unusud things. No one could pass up the opportunity to win
such an easy bet, and many people were coaxed into putting their money down againgt the seemingly
impossible. Then Po's shadow would remain standing while he lay down, or it would turn in profilewhile
he faced forward. Even when the young man's pre-dictions came true, the crowd of onlookers could not
believeit. Many atime Po had to run for hislife from avillage, chased by an angry mob that cursed him
for being possessed by the Devil.

"After long hardship and much perseverance, the young man reached the city of hishbirth to find that
the war was now over and had been won by his government. He decided to return to the mirror shop to
seek aposition, and that is when Shathu whispered to him that they should turn their tavern trickery into a
performance.

"They named their act The Boon Companion. With astrong light projecting its beam upon him and
casting his silhouette onto a white screen, Po would address the audi-ence and explain to them that his
shadow often became impatient with him and had recently decided to do what-ever it liked. Thefirst few
things the young man did were closely mimicked by the shadow, and then dowly it would start to change
itsdirection and movements dightly. Eventually the two were performing wildly divergent acts. The
crowds loved the show. Adults aswell as children were enchanted by the idea of ashadow with amind
of itsown.

"Our hero's reputation grew far and wide, and he and his boon companion performed constantly
and became enormoudy popular and exceedingly wedlthy. Po had findly achieved hisgod in life—to
have throngs of people admire and respect him. Still, deep insde himsdf hefelt avery smdl kernd of
uneasiness about his Stua-tion. He was never done because aslong as there was light, Shathu was with
him, and yet he was a so very lonely because the shadow was somewhat jealous and did not like the
young man getting close to another real per-son. If Po met someone he liked and wanted to strike up a
friendship, the shadow would spy on that person until he discovered someimmorality or misdeed. Shathu
delighted in divulging the secret, hurtful knowledge to Po, ruining his chance for human friendship.

"One night after a show, ayoung woman named Ami approached Po and asked him to sign her
program. He signed it and struck up a conversation. They went out for dinner together and found they
had much in common. Shewas not gtrikingly attractive, but Po ingtantly fell in love with her innocence
and charm. As he walked her home through the dark city, where Shathu could only join them beneath the
street lamps, she sang a song. Herswastruly abeautiful voice. Po asked her if shewould liketo sing
before his act on the following night. Ami was shy-but Po did everything in his power to convince her,
and shefindly accepted hisinvitation.

"The next morning when the sun rose, the shadow was livid that the young man had spent so much
timewith the girl. All day the dark form whispered into Po's ears rea-sons why Ami was no good for
him. After lunch Shathu went to spy on her but found that she was an even-tempered, loving person to
oneand dl. Still, he flew back to the young man and told him lies about her. Our hero refused to listen,
and the shadow went mad with envy.

"That night Ami sang in front of a huge audience and was o admired, the spectators called for



another song and another. The girl kept singing, and by the time her voice finaly gave out, it wastoo late
to begin The Boon Companion. Po was not concerned, even though Shathu whispered that the singer
would ruin them. 'Sheisred,’ said the young man, 'and we are not. It isonly right that the crowd
appreciate her more.”

"L ater that evening after awalk through the city in the dark, the two new lovers cameto ahdt
beneath a street lamp. As Po kissed the girl with the golden voice, he did not notice that projected on the
wall behind them his shadow held hers by the throat. The kisswaslong, exceed-ingly long. And it went
on too long, for Po felt Ami go limp in hisarms. When he pulled her away from him, he discovered she
was dead.”

Calvary Church

"Po turned on his own shadow and tried to avenge Ami's death, but how could he? Shathu laughed
asthe young man smashed his bleeding fists againgt the brick wall. A passerby saw Po acting violently
and the body of the young woman lying dead at hisfeet and screamed 'Murder!” And our hero fled into
the night.

"The only place he could think to go for help that was dark enough to escape his shadow wasthe
confessional booth at theloca church. There he sat, waiting for the priest to appear on the other side of
the small screen. Findly the priest came in the morning and blessed the young man, asking him what were
hissins. Po told the old priest everything. The priest told him, T cannot help you, for you are possessed
by an evil entity. Y ou must travel up Ossinto Mountain and find the saint who livesin the cavesthere. It is
said that she has the power to face down such wickedness.'

"Po spent the rest of the day hiding in the confes-sonal. When night fell, he gathered supplies
quickly and fled the city before daybreak when he would certainly be discovered and arrested for Ami's
murder. Whenever he passed through an area of light, he could hear Shathu laughing at him. When the
sun rose and Po had reached the base of the mountain, the shadow's laughter and insults raged
condantly.

"Although he was weary from lack of deep, the young man began the ascent. By afternoon he stood
in the snow outside the saint's cave and called to her. The saint, whose heart was always open to pleas
for help from those who sought her, emerged from the cave. She was radiant, dressed in a blue cloak the
color of the sky. Light emanated from and encircled her head of long blond hair.

"While Shathu berated him, Po recounted histae for the saint. When he had finished speaking, the
saint told him, 'Don't you see, my poor friend, that you are troubled? This shadow is merely an invention
of your mind. I know you didn't mean to, but it was redlly you who killed Ami. It was your jealousy of
her beautiful voice, avoice you had desired since childhood.'

"Po was horrified to hear the words of the saint. He could not bear the fact that he had strangled
Ami. Without another word, he walked to the edge of the precipice and egped to hisdeath. The saint felt
great sorrow at the young man's decision, for she knew she could have saved his soul. Then, as shewas
about to return to her cave, she noticed that Po's shadow was still standing before her.

" Shathu came forward and wrapped hislong dark fingers around the shadow neck of the saint. The
sant, fedling her lifeleaving her, cdled on her savior and wasfilled with agreat cosmic energy. She
glowed like agtar, attempting to burn away the existence of the murderous dark form. When Shathu was
on the verge of incineration, he called on his savior, and his pervasive gloom increased. A terrible battle
between light and dark ensued.

"In the last rays of the setting sun, Shathu was victo-riousin extinguishing the flame that wasthe
saint. Her body dropped dead upon the ground as darkness prevailed. Only two small sparks of her
sacred fire escaped. They flew into the night sky, turning into brilliant snowflakesthat fell on the town
below."

Here, Mrs. Charbugue went silent. Some minutes passed before | realized she was finished.
Although she said nothing more, | bid her agood day and left without having to be told to go by Watkin.



| found it disconcerting when | |eft the beach house and stepped outside. Where | was used to
leaving Mrs. Charbuque and stepping out into a crowded street, with the noise of traffic and the sight of
huge buildings crowd-ing out the view of the sky, | found instead sand dunes and sea grass and utter
tranquillity. | shook my head to get my bearings as| took the stone path and began to ascend the dunes.
By thetime | wastraveling through the hills of sand back toward the ferry dock, | waslaughing out loud.

All I could imagine was some parent reading the tale of "The Boon Companion™ to hischild at night,
using that sweet affected voice grown-ups sometimes use when addressing the young. If that story
actually appeared in the book of fairy tales, | swore on the spot | would eat my hat. | made amental note
to check the volume, which was now in my possession, when | returned to the city.

If she had not acquired the story from the book, which was more than likely, then from where? And
what was her reason for telling it? Of course, there were bothersome parallels to her own fractured
autobiography, but asfor absolute connections, they were as elusve asreal under-standing oftenisin
dreams. For now, | crumpled the thing up in my thoughts and tossed it out onto the seawind, for | did
not need its confusing symbolism mucking up the vison | intended to paint. " A laudable attempt to
bewilder me, Luciere" | said to a seagull whizzing by overhead, "but | have transcended your insane
shenanigans”

Thefollowing morning | woke before the sunrise and | eft the La Grange, carrying my paint box, my
easdl, and, rolled up in three swaths of canvas, the pieces needed to congtruct a stretcher. | didn't want
anyoneto know where| was going, so | did not bother to arrange for aride. Luckily even the night clerk
had dozed off and was lean-ing back in his chair, snoring. | made my way to the Montauk Highway and
headed east as Father Loomis had ingtructed. My baggage was cumbersome—the paint box aone,
which held everything | would need, weighed at least thirty pounds—but | had lugged just such supplies
around o often in my youth that my now much older body findly recalled the task and settled down to it.

Cavary Church was not large, but it was beautifully constructed with asmall steeple and tall doors.
Panes of stained glass depicting biblical sceneslined the length of the Structure, while the pews and atar
were made from highly polished cherrywood. Asthe priest had said, the doors were unlocked. | entered
the dim space. The sun wasjust then rising, and it set the colorful scenes adong the right side of the church
to glowing. An aroma of incense lingered in the dreary atmosphere. My mother had made me attend
sarviceswhen | wasachild, and | remembered that distinctive smell of mystery, of ritual, of death. It was
Sabott who turned me away from incorporated religion by saying, "At the heart of the ancient inception
of it liethe quintessential questions and answers, but the present-day dogmalit comes wrapped in can
only weigh an artist down.”

| strode up the aide toward the dtar and called out the name of Father Loomis. A few minutes | ater,
he gppeared from an incongpicuous doorway to the left of the dtar. "Piambo,” he said, smiling.

"I'm sorry to come so early, Father, but as | told you, | am trying to retain my privacy and needed to
escape the inn before the other guests had risen.”

"No problem, my boy. | rise every day with the sun. Come, I'll show you your sudio.”

The old carriage house out behind the church was an ideal spot, alarge empty space with plenty of
light. A good blaze in the fireplace would effectively heeat the areaagaingt the November temperatures,
which of late had been rather bitter until late into the morning. Luckily there was also a cot in the corner
that | could rest on and asmall table. The old man showed me where the woodpile was and told me not
to hestateto call himif | needed any-thing. He invited meto join himin the church for aglass of wine
when | was done working in the evening, and then he left me to my own devices.

After building anicefire, | set to work immediatdly, setting up my easdl and unrolling the canvas. On
the smdll tabletop, | began constructing a stretcher from the lengths of wood | had carried from New
Y ork. Thiswas one aspect of thejob | could do in my deep. Although | carried asmall onein my box, |
hardly ever even used a square to check the angles. Once the basic frame was com-pleted, | stretched
the canvas over it and cut it to fit with arazor. In mere minutes | had the materia folded and nailed in
place and had hammered the keys into the back cornersto keep the painting surface as taut as possible.
It was no later than nine o'clock by the time the rectangle was primed and drying on the easdl. | sat down
on the cot and smoked a cigarette, fedling very pleased with my work and my new studio.



While the canvas dried, | set to remaking a sketch of the figure of Mrs. Charbuque. The image came
clearly to me, and the charcod pencil moved over the paper with the ease of flowing water. The drawing
did not take very long to complete. When it wasfinished, | stared at it for longer than it took to creste it.
| knew then that | needed some time to consider it more fully. Putting on my coat and hat, | 1€ft the studio
and took the path that led back through the trees toward the bay.

At the water's edge, | found a section of atree trunk, driftwood that had long before rolled ashore
and dried inthe sun. There | sat for hoursin the cold, staring out across the bay. | found it surprising that
the mystery of Mrs. Charbuque, the constant threat of her husband, and the enigmatic part that Watkin
played in the whole charade no longer interested me much. In the sublime presence of Nature, | was able
to circumvent that sideshow and find the dements of my lifel cared most about. | spent agood bit of
time remembering Shenz and Sabott, and even longer thinking about Samantha. Now the commission
had become smply a professond arrangement that | would execute in my usua accom-plished manner.
Damn the money and damn my artistic insecurities. | redlized it was not worth bartering away the present
for afuture no one could foretell.

Her Bewitching Form

For thefirgt timein weeks, | worked with intensity and clarity, approaching the portrait of Mrs.
Charbuque with utter poise. | lost mysdlf in the process, executing every painterly technique with the
greatest unconsidered facility. With each pae explosion of color on canvas, her bewitching form dowly
cohered asit had out of smoke in my dream of Sabott. Even though | followed the same methods | had
during my firgt atempt, it al seemed new to me, startlingly fresh and dive. Nothing was mundane, from
the depiction of the fingernailsto the pupils of her eyes. Every strand of hair was rendered with agenuine
sense of joy and accomplishment.

My days started early, before sunrise. Each morning | struck out in adifferent direction to throw off
any inter-ested onlookers, but | ways doubled back and made for the church. After stoking thefire, |
would smoke a ciga-rette and begin work. Usudly around ten o'clock Father Loomiswould cometo
visit and see how | was getting on. He brought coffee, and we would sit and chat for ahalf hour or so.
Hewasthrilled to witness each day's progress and offered just the right amount of praise and
speculation. | would work for afew more hours until lunch, when | walked to the bay and ate the
sandwiches prepared for me the previous night by the cook at the inn. And when day was done, and the
sun was leaving the sky, | would go over to the church, Sit in the sacristy with Loomis, and have aglass
of wine.

The schedule suited me perfectly and pushed the thought of trouble from my mind. On the third day
of the week, though, when | returned to the La Grange in the evening for dinner, the clerk told me that
two gentlemen had called that day looking for me. When | asked him to describe them, he said, "The
firg, thismorning, was blind. An older fellow. Very polite

"Did heleave amessage?" | asked.

"He said he would return to speak to you."

"And the second?’ | asked, with afedling of dread.

"A younger man, perhaps your age, with amustache. He seemed rather annoyed when | told him |
could divulge neither your room number nor your where-abouts.”

"Ligten carefully,” | told him. "If the younger man returns, do not accept anything from him. Tell the
rest of the gtaff too. He might be dangerous.”

That night | dept uneasily, knowing that Charbugue wasin town, expecting him to emerge from the
shadows of my room at any minute. | also wondered why Watkin was looking for me and why he had
not left amessage. My thoughts turned to the portrait, and | resolved to take stepsto protect it whilel
was away fromit.

The next morning | left my bed even earlier than usua and went out into the cold predawn air. |
cannot describe my relief upon reaching the carriage house studio and finding the painting exactly as| had



|eft it the previous night. That morning, while we shared our morning coffee, | asked Father Loomisif he
would store the piecein the church at night. He was more than happy to comply and told me | could hide
it behind the dtar each night before taking my leave. That evening aswe sat having our wine, hetold me
he was thinking of having an dtarpiece painted depicting stories from the Bible. "A beautiful backdrop to
the Mass' was how he put it. We discussed what subject matter would be appropriate. He was leaning
toward the story of Jonah, but | told him he should choose a scene from Genes's, because creation was
the only proof of God's existencein the world. He shook hishead, called me aheathen, and refilled my
glass

That night on my return to the inn there were neither messages nor taes of vistorsto distressme. |
dept soundly with no interruptions. But the next morning, after sarting thefirein the sudio, | cameto the
church to retrieve the portrait and to my horror found that it was missing.

"Loomid" | ydled.

"Easy, Plambo,” | heard behind me.

| turned and saw the priest stlanding in hisrobe, hold-ing the picture.

"What are you doing, Father?' | asked.

"Well, my son, last night there was avisitor to your studio. | woke sometime after two and heard a
voice com-ing from the carriage house. | loaded my shotgun and went out back there to see what was
about. Therewas no light other than the moon, but | could make out a shad-owy form pacing back and
forth in your studio. Whoever thisintruder was, he was wild with anger, curang likethe devil. | aimed the
shotgun inthe air and fired, and he took off into the trees. | yelled that | was going to summon the police.
| redized he must be looking for the painting, and so when | returned to the church | took it from behind
the atar and hid it under my coverswith meto protect it. Of course, the gun lay on the other side of me."

"| can't thank you enough,” | said to him.

"It was nothing," he said. "Just don't tell anyone | spent the night with anaked woman in my bed.”

"I'll take the painting with mewhen | leave tonight,” | said. "I don't want to put you in any danger.”

"Nonsense," said Loomis. "I'll keep it safe herefor you. | don't usualy like to lock the doors, but
once they are secured, one would need a battering ram to force them open. It will be safer here than at
theinn.”

I reluctantly agreed, knowing Charbuque was as dip-pery a character asthe Boon Companionin
hiswife'sincongruous story, but the priest had made agood point and seemed honestly committed to the
task.

The night of the fourth day, upon returning to theinn, | sat down and wrote two letters. Onewasto
Sills, derting him that Charbuque was no longer in the city but now roaming around Long Idand. | wrote
the second letter to Samantha and told her where | was and the whole story of my stay on the south
shore. | told her | loved her, and asked her to come back to me. | wrote that if | did not hear from her, |
might stay on to paint land-scapesfor atime.

On the morning of the sixth day of my fina week in the orbit of Mrs. Charbuque, | finished the
painting. One last brush stroke to adjust the expression at the corner of thelips, and then | stood back,
redlizing it needed nothing more. | lay the brush and palette down on the small table and staggered back
to St on the cot. Shewas exactly theway | had pictured her in my mind. The sight of it, the sense of
completion, brought meto tears. It was by far the best painting | had ever made. Now that it was
finished, | felt empty. | had worked so diligently for so long; the abrupt cessation disconcerted me.

| varnished the canvas, only once, to bring out the glow of the solitary figure without making the
surface reflec-tive. After completing thislast step, | lay down on the cot and dept for the remainder of the
day. That night | did not return to the La Grange but stoked the firein the studio and stayed there,
gtanding guard until morning.

Finally, after anight spent staring into the fireplace, conjuring ghosts and scenes of my past inthe
flames and watching them dance about in the hearth like moving fig-ures on amagical painting, | saw the
sun show itsdf. The portrait was dry enough. | put it in acheap frame | had bought in town, and wrapped
it in paper. After the paper, | wrapped it again in oilskin to protect it from the weather and tied the whole
package securely with twine.



| then returned to the inn, ate breakfast with the pack-age sitting next to mein the dining room, and
afterward went to my room to rest for an hour or two. At noon | arose, put on my coat and hat, and
went down to arrange for a carriage to take me to the docks. While | was stand-ing in the lobby waiting
for my ride, | happened to notice a copy of the late edition of the Babylon Gazette lying on the counter.
The headlinefairly screamed at me: LOCAL WOMAN DIES, CRYING TEARS OF BLOOD.
Beneath that, in dightly smaller type, ran: mysterious disease PLAGUING NEW YORK CITY
STRIKESLONG ISLAND.

At that moment my ride pulled up. Before | could get into the conveyance and be on my way, | was
shivering uncontrollably with the redlization that Charbuque had begun his game again. What was more
distressing was the thought that it was | who had forced his hand.

Phantasm in the Flesh

When | arrived at the dock the ferry was there, but | wastold that there was some engine trouble
and it would be awhile before they got it up to snuff. | was directed to a nearby establishment, a shack
whose sign said The Copper Kettle. It was only atwo-minute walk back up the road to the bay, and |
was assured that some-one would fetch me when thingswerein order. | was peeved, to say the leas,
anxious to put an end to the affair, but | had no choice. As| walked to the tavern, | noticed that the sky
was growing overcast and the air smelled of impending snow.

| spent much of the afternoon nursing awhiskey in that hovel. To befair, the old fishermen and
clammers who were the place's regular patrons were a good bunch. They looked and sounded like a
gaggle of pirates, bearing scars and tattoos and using foul language, but they treated me kindly and told
me many tales about the history and lore of the bay. When | informed them | was a painter and on my
way to ddiver aportrait to apatron, they laughed asif thiswas the funniest thing in theworld. Findly a
lad cameto the Kettle to fetch me. | shook hands dl around and thanked them for their hospitality.

| hadn't redlized how lateit was until | stepped out of the tavern and saw that the sun was aready
well on the wane. | hurried along the dock and boarded the boat. There were no other passengers, but
the ferry captain seemed more than happy to take me across. The water was choppy, and the skieswere
heavy with dark clouds save for adiver of red at the horizon. | stood on the deck with the mate aswe
made the crossing. He took out asmall spy-glass with which he showed me the different sights back
onshore. "It's blowing up pretty good now," he said to me above the wind. "Y ou can see the clammers
headingin."

| took the glass from him and turned it on the boats making for the dock at Babylon. | noticed a
gmall skiff with only two peopleinit. | could barely believe my eyes, but | waslooking at Watkin. A
young man was rowing, and the old fellow was sitting facing the pilot. " Perhaps he is coming to fetch me
or tdl methat if | am not finished, the commissoniscanceled,” | thought.

Although the sun had not yet set, the sky was so over-cast it might aswell have. It was early night as
| eft the basin at Captree Idand and, portrait under my arm, headed east over the dunestoward the
summerhouse of Mrs. Charbuque. As| crested the last dune and looked down into the valley of sand
that hid the house, | was struck by how different the same place could fed depend-ing upon the
circumgtances. Gone wasthe warm feding of tranquillity | had felt when visiting during the daylight hours,
for now the house appeared dark and forbidding. | saw no light from where | stood, and the tin chimes
on the porch were ringing with an insstence that might wake the dead. | descended the dune and made
my way up the stone path to the porch. Drawing closer, | saw that the door had been left somewhat gjar.

The dark house and the open door made me nervous, reminding me of my discovery when Luciere
had fled the city. | prayed she was not gone again. Although the situa-tion darmed me, my desireto
deliver the portrait was even greater. | would not be denied my opportunity to ful-fill the commission. |
went up the steps and knocked on the doorframe. No one came, and | heard no sound from inside the
house. The wind was blowing rather wildly now outside the valey of dunes, and it was difficult to hear
aboveits keening.



"Oh, hell," | said, and stepped into the house. The floorboards creaked mercilesdy as| advanced
one step at atime, trying to remember the layout of the place from my previous visit. The roomswere
draped in thick shadow. | called out, "Luciere. When | got no responsg, | felt my way adong thewalls
and around furniture to our meeting room at the back of the house. By thetime | reached the door, | was
quaking like a child, not even completely aware of what it was that had me o frightened.

| breathed agrest Sgh of relief when | saw adiver of light coming from benesth the door. "Sheis
waiting for me" | comforted mysdlf, "but cannot hear my cal because of thewind." Standing for a
moment outside her den, | gathered mysdlf together and then opened the door and stepped inside. The
scene | had grown so used to—the screen, the solitary chair—was made lurid by the addition of an oil
lamp on the floor beneath the left-hand window. Its guttering glow cast long shadows upon thewdl and
caling.

"I've come with the portrait,” | said.

I heard rustling behind the screen and the sound of her chair creaking.

"l hope you will be pleased,” | said, and set to undoing, with my penknife, the wrapsthat held the
painting. When it was free, | walked forward and lifted it up over the top of the screen. | was reassured
when | felt another pair of hands take the weight from mine. With atempest of butterflies svarming in my
solar plexus, a sense of antic-ipation that could have cut adiamond, | sat down in my chair and waited.

"I saw Watkin making the crossing to town," | said, unable to contain my nervousness.

She sighed.

| did not know whether to take this as aresponse to my statement or a critique of my work. My
answer came afew long minutes later when something flew over the top of the screen and landed on the
floor at my feet. | looked at it before retrieving it; amonumental stack of cash tied up with string. |
grabbed it up and began counting. Not only wasit a huge number of bills, but the denominations were
staggering. My thumb flipped their cornersthreetimes, and | gloated with each pass.

"Luciere” | said, "doesthismean | have doneit?'

| waited, and then saw a black-gloved hand grab the side of the screen. The seemingly immovable
barrier was violently cast aside with the ease of aleaf being buffeted by a November gae. It happened
so quickly, | could barely follow. But before the thing had crashed to thefloor, | knew | was looking
directly at Moret Charbuque.

"Yes, Piambo,” hesaid. "Y ou've certainly doneit and doneit for thelast time" Heheld agunin his
gloved hand. | could not move, but still | was curious to see this phantasm in the flesh. He was aman of
somewhat younger years than mysdf, with refined festures, amus-tache, and long locksthat fell to his
collar in back. He was dressed in ablack jacket and black trousers, and hiswhite shirt was opened at
thetop.

"What have you done with your wife?" | managed to ask.

"Let usjust say, shewill not bereturning,” he said, and smiled.

"Il be going, then," | said.

Heleveled the gun at me and laughed. "I'm afraid you will not be returning ether,” he said.

"| thought you were unable to gpproach your wife," | said. "How did the game change?!

"l knew dl aong that you were seeing her. Y ou were making love to her. And the painting provesit.
She broke the rules. She gaveinto infiddity, and that, my friend, gives me license to seek revenge.”

"But you haven't seen the painting until now," | said.

"Sorry, Piambo. | saw it in the church. When that old fool of apriest came out to fire his shotgun, |
doubled back and went inside. I'd seen you placeit behind the dtar ear-lier. All | needed was a quick
look at it, and | was off before the priest returned to the church. And that showed methe truth.”

"l swear to you, | have never laid eyes upon your wife" | said.

"Come, come," he said. "In any event, you have your commission, and alittle something extraaong
withit."

"A bullet?" | asked.

"Those hills have been doused with the Tears of Carthage. Before too long your remorse at having
treated me so shoddily will give way to tears. Y ou will cry blood for me, Piambo."



Thisreveation made meingantly frantic, and in rgpid successon | saw in my mind'seyethevictim |
had dis-covered in the dleyway and Shenz, weeping hislife away, | lashed out in fear and anger.
Throwing the hefty stack of money at Charbuque's head, | lunged for him. He was taken by surprise but
managed to fire the gun. | felt the bullet whiz past my ear, but that did not deter me. | wasonhimina
flash. Grabbing the bottom rung of hischair, | tipped it backward, and he sprawled onto the floor, the
gun faling from his grasp. Before he could retrieveit, | booted him in the head asvicioudy as| could.

He was not unconscious, but he was groggy. Wasting no time, | searched my coat pocket for the
amall bottle of tincture of nutmeg that Watkin had given me. | found and opened it. Tilting my head back |
poured aliberd dosageinto both eyes. It wasimmediately evident why the parasite that brought the tears
found this solution inhos-pitable. My eyes stung asiif being attacked by wasps. There was an inferna
burning sensation, and no matter how much | rubbed them my sight would not clear. For dl intentsand
purposes, | wastotally blind.

| turned and ran for the door, but my sense of direction had abandoned me, sending me headlong
into thewall, knocking me off my feet. | was stunned and scrabbling to my kneeswhen | felt aboot force
me back to the floor. Before | could make another move, the gun barrel was pressed againgt my cheek. |
could see nothing but could fed my hands being tied behind my back, my ankles being bound together.
Struggle was now useless.

Charbuque waswinded. | could hear him heaving-"Y our painting will burn with you, Plambo," he
said, but there was something wrong with the voice. It modul ated with the pronouncement of the words
and ended in ahigher register. My eyes cleared then, and | blinked them repeatedly to gain more focus.
What | saw was Charbuque across the room, leaning over to pick up the lantern. His glove was off, and
the hand that reached down was most assuredly feminine, and when the locket swung out on itschain
from ingde the open collar of hisshirt, | knew it was Luciere.

"l know who you are," | said.

"Y ou know nothing," camethe reply, but thistime the voice was missing its gruff affectation. It was
most assuredly the voice of Mrs. Charbuque.

Thenext thing | saw was the lantern smash and shat-ter againgt the back wall. Fiery ail flew
outward, and each of thelittle puddles of flame took hold on the dry unvar-nished wood. Strangely,
before departing, Luciere leaned over, lifted the screen, and set it up initsusua pogition. "I don't want to
have to watch you die," she said, and, with this, stepped over my body and left the room.

Blind Devotion

The flames spread quickly as| struggled against my bonds. Smoke billowed up, gathering against
the ceiling like astorm cloud, and | knew that the entire house would soon be engulfed. | found it difficult
to bregthe, the heat from the fire making the air incredibly heavy. My plan wasto roll onto my back and
then bend my legs at the knees, bringing my ankles up within reach of my bound hands. | managed to get
onto my back, and that was about dl | could manage. That smple movement left me drained, and |
gtared up at the celling and screamed for help with thelittle strength | had left.

My throat was soon parched from the heat, and my cries were little more than hoarse, whispered
pless. Eventudly only my lips moved, producing no sound at al. | was disgppearing. My money, infected
asit was, was burning, my painting was being incinerated, | had stepped away from my daily life, lost my
friend and my lover. | was, indl, now no more substantia than Charbuque. | imagined the fire consuming
me and the combustion of my being offering little more than adull burp. My origina reason for having
taken on the commission wasto test my art, but asit turned out, much more had been tested and found
sadly wanting. Then | thought | was hdlucinating, for | saw Sabott standing over me, staring down,
holding what looked like a paette knife.

"Madter," | said.

"Good evening, Mr. Plambo," he said, but now | could seeit was not Sabott. | blinked my eyes
once and then once again, and the form above metamorphosed into Watkin. He was not holding a paette



knife but along hunting knife. He grabbed me hard by the left shoulder and flipped my body over. Ina
moment, my wrists were free. Another pass with the knife and my ankles came apart. He put the knifein
ascabbard on hisbdlt and helped me to my fest.

The fire was nearly everywhere in the room. It had crawled adong the walls and now blocked the
exit. Watkin was searching frantically with those pure white orbs for an avenue of escape. "Follow me"
he said, stepping for-ward and lifting my chair from thefloor. "When | clear the window," he called over
the roar of the flames, "you've got to move fast because the incoming draft will fan thefire" | didn't have
time to so much as nod. He ran at the window to the right, the only passage not choked off by the blaze,
and tossed the chair. The glass shattered, and he ydlled, "Now!"

Yet | good helplessy dazed until | fet his hand on my back, shoving me. When | reached the
opening | dove, my armsout in front of me. It seemed asif | flew for afew seconds before coming down
hard on the sand outside the house. | had only enough timeto roll clear before Watkin followed, landing
only afew inchesfrom me. After help-ing meto my feet, he supported me with an arm around my
shoulder, and we made our way to the top of the dunes.

There we sat, watching the inferno below us.

"Thank you, Watkin,' | said.

"My agpologies, Plambo. | was on my way to town to try to find you and warn you to be on your
guard. | knew things were coming to ahead. As soon as| got over to the dock, | asked if anyone had
seen you and they told me you had taken theferry. | told the oarsman | would double his pay if he would
take me back immediately.” He put his hand to his eyes and, one after the other, plucked out the white
prosthetics that had been the false proof of hisblindness. "I won't be needing these anymore," he said,
and tossed them away.

"Canyou explain any of this?" | asked.

"I'll try," he said, and turned to look at me, hisfacelit by thefirefrom below. | couldn't believeit,
and Hill can't upon recollecting it, but | swear, Watkin was cross-eyed.

"I loved her, Piambo. | loved her asif she was my daughter, but by the time she hired meto help
her, she was dready damaged, I'm afraid.”

"Damaged?’ | asked.

"Troubled," he said. " She was dready more at home behind the screen than in the everyday world.
There, she had asense of power and confidence, and her perform-ances reinforced that feding. Still, |
could tell shewas not right and was moving dways closer to acrisis.”

"London?" | asked.

"Yes," hesaid. " She was weakened by thetour. | thought the travel would do her good, but it only
exacer-bated her mania. Shetook physicdly ill, and in that time had a breakdown.”

"And was Charbuque alover who lft her?' | asked.

"There never was any Charbuque savein her mind," said Watkin. " She concocted Charbuque, not
asalover. Shedid not want alover, she wanted a persona she thought would give her the same power
and confidence in the world that she had behind the screen. From what she knew of the world, one had
to be aruthless, manipulative man to be safe.

"What brought it to ahead was that one day a clean-ing woman at the hotel we were stayingin
cameto her room. The maid did not know she was behind the screen, and L uciere watched through her
secret pinprick asthe woman pulled the stopper from the ancient sllver lamp, something Luciere had
never dared do, and sniffed the opening. The maid most likely thought it held expensive perfume and
dabbed it on her neck before going about her chores.

"Twenty minutes later, the woman sat down in the chair facing the screen and began to cry, and you
know what happened next. L uciere watched the woman expire before her eyes. She wanted desperately
to help her but could not venture out from behind the screen. The police ruled the death the result of
disease but were gtill skepti-cal about it. We had to leave London quickly.

"Luciere did not want to accept respongbility for the desth of the woman, so she invented
Charbuque and awhole story to go dong with him. From time to time, he would surface. Since | had
worked in the theater, she begged meto tell her about costume and disguise, and | did. She made hersdlf



up to beaman. Eventually, in 1886, she settled upon the guise of the writer Robert Louis Stevenson
because she read hisnovel The Srange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, which came out that year.
Charbuque was her Mr. Hyde. Y ou see, they were the Twins.

Sometimes she would go monthswithout avist from him. But each time he came, he had more
power. Shewould go out a night in that getup and do terrible things to surrogates asaway of hurting her
feminine sAlf. In order to regain her power behind the screen, she would hire painters, dl men, and play
with their minds. They are so egotiticd, they make perfect subjects,” shetold me. The best that can be
said isthat she suffered agrotesque sickness. It istruly beyond explanation.”

"Was this recent spate of murders the first time she used the Tears of Carthage as aweapon?” |
asked.

"l think s0," he said. "When we returned to the States, she had me research what the substance in
the lamp could be. A young fellow from Greenwich Village, ascholar of such things, told me of itsorigin
and how it had been used in antiquity as aweapon. And fool that | was, | could refuse her nothing. | told
her, which makes me as guilty asshe”

"Wherewill shego now?' | said. " She seemsto have made afull break, leaving her screen behind to
burn."

"I don't know, but now | owe it to theworld to stop her. | can't let thisgo on. Too many have
suffered; too many havelog therr lives.”

I had athousand more questions for Watkin, but he rose and swept the sand off histrousers. "1 will
find her before shekills again, Piambo,” he said, his determination punctuated by the partia collapse of
the roof. There was aloud groan, a crash, and then amillion sparksflew into the air and were carried
away on thewind.

Helooked asif he was making ready to leave, so | asked him one last thing. "Did you ever see
her?'

"Of course," he said, and took my hand and shook it-"Good-bye, Piambo. Forgive me." He turned
and walked out eastward across the dunes where there was nothing but beach. | watched him until he
was swallowed by the night.

Then | wasdone. It sarted to snow, and | could not help but wonder if what had just transpired
was dso not just an enormous red herring. | had nothing left save my life, but | deemed this the perfect
condition for an artist seeking to create something beautiful. As| headed back through the snow toward
the shacksto look for shelter for the night, it seemed to me that the flakes were faling two by two, in

perfect pairs.

My Self-Portrait

The next day, after making my way back to the La Grange, | telephoned the local police and told
them everything | knew. They told methat just the previous evening they had heard from Detective Sills
in New Y ork. Two days later, John and afew other men from the force came out to Babylon to search
for Mrs. Charbuque and Watkin. It was good to see my old friend, and we spent anight drinking
whiskey at the Copper Kettle before he had to be off in search of hisquarry. | asked after Samantha,
and he told me shewasfine. | had hoped perhaps she had sent a message with him, but none was
forthcoming.

When dl the hullaba 0o associated with the strange case had findly died down, | made adecision to
stay on instead of returning to the city. It was my desire to paint for afew monthsthe natural scenes| had
become so enamored of during my time at the carriage house. Father Loomis made me adedl. He
offered to let me stay in the studio free of chargeif | would paint an dtarpiecefor him. | told him | would,
but the theme must be from Genesis.

"Very wdl," hesaid. "Y ou can do me afavor, though."

"And what isthat?' | asked.

"When you paint Eve, give her the face of the woman in your other painting, whoever shewas" he



sad.

| made the priest this promise but did him one better, because | painted both Adam and Eve so that
they bore the visages of Mrs. Charbuque.

Except for missng Samantha so terribly, | had what wasredly quite anidyllic life. After moving my
things from the La Grange to the carriage house studio, | set up adaily routine. In the mornings | walked
through the woods and down by the bay carrying my sketchbook, making preliminary drawingsfor
landscapes | would later execute. The weather was colder than ever, and | could not take the easel
outsde. In the afternoons | worked on the church atarpiece. After egting dinner and having a glass of
winewith Loomis, | returned to the studio to light another fire and two oil lamps and create, from my
sketches and my memory, those scenes | had witnessed on my morning walks.

Landscape painting was new to me. Gone were the fig-ures and the need to render an expression
precisely. In the manner in which | gpproached them, these pieces were more fluid in nature, offering
greater room for interpre-tation. | was not working in the classical style or the Pre-Raphalite or the
Impressionist. There wasn't amoment's thought about where | might sell them or to whom. | was smply
painting what | felt and what | saw. The experience was most liberating. After afew weeks| lined them
al up againgt thewalls of the studio and was amazed to see that they represented my thoughts and
emotions more vividly than any portrait might have. They were, in asense, dl together, my sdf-portrait.

It was near the end of November, and | wasin the church one afternoon laboring on the image of
Satan as the serpent. My snake had a human face, and in honor of Shenz, | used him asthe model. | had
just finished his beard when the doors of the church opened wide and two men from the local funerd
parlor entered pushing awheeled cart upon which sat a coffin. Usudly such a ddiv-ery was attended by
the deceased's loved ones. Today, however, the casket was accompanied only by the two deliverymen
and the priest.

He approached the dtar and said to me, "'Y ou can keep working, Piambo. | don't think anyone will
be attending this Mass. From what |'ve been told, the man who brought this poor woman's body to the
funerd parlor said she passed away from abroken heart, dthough the officid certificate says
consumption. Do you find that odd?" He looked a me sdeways, asif wanting to say more. When |
didn't respond, he continued. "The stranger | eft arequest with the undertaker that | say aMassfor her
before sheisburied, but he was not ableto stay for it. He left quite a nice sum as payment, though.”

"What was hisname?' | asked, afraid to hear the answer.

"Hedidn't say," said Loomis softly. "But the deceased's nameis Sbyl."

All I could manage was anod.

"Well," hesaid briskly as| placed my hand on the smooth wood of the coffin, "I haveto go to town
for an hour or so. When | return, I'll say the Mass. | suppose I'll be praying to the rafters. Unless, of
course, you want to stand in asamourner.”

"Perhaps,” | said.

"That would be good of you, but either way isfine, my son,” said Father Loomis. He turned, walked
down the aide, and then left the church accompanied by the two workers.

| hed my hand over my mouth asif stifling ascream.

Thewood of the coffin gleamed with the colored light that streamed in through the stained glass
windows. | moved my fingers acrossits smooth surface. "Luciere” | said. "Luciere.”

Here shelay behind her screen. | wasno longer in her power, no longer striving to fulfill a
commission. | knew that what | should do was complete my work for the day and leave. "Don't givein,”
| said aloud. | wondered how Watkin had actualy done her in and made it look like con-sumption. Did
thistoo fal into the category of hisexpert-isein disguise and costume?

Asl told mysdf it wastime to go, my hand moved aong the edge of the casket to find the latch. |
dowly pulled it back. The lid popped open adiver, free now fromits clasp. | took two deep breaths and
then whispered, "I am here, Mrs. Charbuque.”

Thereisno reason to believe me, | know. What were the chances? But | tell you that the figurein
my portrait and the woman in the coffin were one and the same. Y es, they weretwins. | cried upon
seeing her. Perhapsit was for her and her tortured existence, perhaps for me and al I'd been through.



Whatever the reason, | felt asif | were weeping blood. She was dressed in awhite gown, and around her
neck wasthe locket that held the future. Very carefully | reached in and undid the chain from her neck.
Holding the heart-shaped pendant before my eyes, | pic-tured the two snowflakesinsde, unmelting,
congtantly swirling around each other in endless predictions of tomorrow. | dipped it into my pocket and
closed thelid, taking sure that it was latched.

| stayed for the Mass that afternoon, and | was the sole mourner at the funeral of Mrs. Charbuque.

Epilogue:
The Angel on the Beach

Two days later | took alate-afternoon walk along the beach. | could not concentrate on work, and
Father Loomiswas away for the day. | strolled down to the shore and sat on my driftwood log. The sun
was setting on the horizon, and the air wasfrigid, the water of the bay nearly frozen over inicy waveets.
| smoked acigarette and thought about the city and how much | missed it just then. With only afew
minutes of light left in the day, | rose and was about to start back to the studio when | saw afigureinthe
distance, approaching adong the shore. At first glance, the person seemed to possess white wingslike an
angel. They beat wildly and glowed in the last rays of sunlight. A tremor of fear ran through me. Perhaps
it wasthe spirit of Luciere returning to clam her locket. When finally those wings reveded themselvesto
be the wide ends of along white scarf, | recognized who it was and went to meet her.
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