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To Phyllis Wstberg.

Here is another box for you
It is the only one I knew how to nake by
hand.

Part One

The Axe Boy lived downstairs. We were friendly because he was forever
wal king an ugly little dog | patted when | bunped into themin the hall

As you've seen fromthe pictures, he was nothing special to look at. The
only odd thing | noticed was his eyegl asses: they were al nost always dirty --
t hat foggy, snudged | ook which nmakes you want to take out your own hanky and
gi ve them a good cl eani ng.

"A good boy." Wiy do newspapers al ways use terms |ike that? "Everyone
who knew hi mt hought of the nmurderer as a good boy who | oved his parents, was
a nmenber of the Eagle Scouts and spent his spare time collecting Asian
stanps. "

Even ny wonderful husband Danny said that after nost of the grisly
details canme out. "He seemed |ike a good kid, didn't he, Cullen? ' Axe Boy'?
Jesus, what a thing to call someone!"

"Danny, our young friend ' Axe Boy' Alvin WIIlians chopped his nother and
sister into _pieces_ exactly one floor bel ow our apartnent. A good boy he is
not . "

Danny had that quality and nost of the tinme | |oved himvery nmuch for
it: the world is to be forgiven. Axe Boys, dogs that shit in the mddle of the
si dewal k, dangerous drivers . . . they know not what they do.

I _ forgive nothing. If you stole ny orange crayon in the fifth grade,
you're still on nmy hit list, buster

W were eating breakfast and Danny was reading the story to ne fromthe
paper. The thought of that murderous creep snoozing bel ow us not |ong before
still made ny fanny tingle.

"He says he didn't know what cane over him"

"Ch, really? Well, | hope the next thing that cones over himis a
noose!"
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"Cullen, you've interrupted ne four tinmes since | began reading this
article to you. Wuld you like ne to go on, or would you rather do a
nonol ogue?"

But he smled when he said this because he wasn't really angry. Wen
Danny got angry, he becane quiet. Then you ran and hid under the bed for a
very long time until he spoke again.

"You can go on, but he doesn't deserve any synpathy."

Danny ruffled the paper and cleared his throat. "He said he didn't know
what came over hi m because he | oved his nother and sister very much." He shook
his head. "My God, what would it be like if that was your kid?" He | ooked at
me as if | had the answer. "Whenever you see the parents of a kid like this on
tel evision, being interviewed, they always |ook so hurt and confused. Al that
time and effort they've put in over the years. The new bicycl es they bought,
trips to the doctor, packages fromGandma . . . So what ends up happeni ng?
Mom borrows his pen and for sone reason he goes totally berserk. | wonder if
it was this bad in the old days?"

"Danny, please don't start. 'The old days' were probably just as bad as
now, people just use them as an excuse to condem things."

"I"'mnot going to 'start'. It's just that whenever | read about
something like this, | get all guilty. You know what | nean? Wy shoul d we be
so lucky? We still |ove each other, the baby's great, | make good noney.

He shrugged and drank his coffee. There wasn't anything |I could say

because he was right -- we _were_ lucky people, and if | could do anything
about it, it would stay that way for the next fifty years. | fell in love with
Danny Janes when it was unfashionable to fall in |Iove with anything but

causes. Spell that with a capital "C " please. That was back in the 1970s when
everybody hated the war in Vietnam and stores sold only incense and tacky
Indian clothes by the million. | shouldn't be so snotty, because | wore too
much patchouli perfume and carried nmy very own copy of _The Prophet_ with ne
wherever | went. Thank God things change. |Is there anyone around whose past
doesn't make them cringe?

W net in college in New Jersey and were introduced by the girl Danny
later married -- Evelyn Hernuss, who was ny roommate in freshman year

He was in love with her. But at the tine | was in love with Jim
Vanderberg, so | didn't pay nmuch attention to Danny Janes. Jimand | were
convinced we were destined to get married and go off to a Peace Corps posting
in sone ravaged section of the world, where they woul d desperately need us and
we would go around feeling like little saints for a couple of years. But the
wor m t ur ns!

Jimand | later broke up over an advanced case of apathy. And three
nmonths after their marriage in junior year, Evelyn Hernuss Janes died in a car
crash with her nother and father on their way home from one of Danny's
basket bal I garnes.

| had taken the senester off to canpaign for a Presidential peace
candi date and was in Chicago when | heard about her death. There was little
could do besides wite Danny a letter telling himhow sorry | was. Evelyn was

one of the good ones -- all the way down the I|ine.

In what seened a week, | received a thick letter back from Danny,
spilling every gut he had on to the page. | wote back and he wote back and
wote back. . . . And when | returned in the winter, he met me at Newark

Airport |ooking |like someone who had barely survived Dachau. He | ooked so bad
he scared ne.

Al of nmy "Earth Mother" instincts woke right up. Believe nme, | had no
intention of loving him-- | was there to be his friend in need. | had al so
decided I was going to be "off" | ove that senester. | was going to be serious,
chaste, industrious, unapproachable . . . and eat only whol e-grain foods.

W spent a lot of tinme together. He needed someone he could cry in front
of; | needed soneone who would nake ne feel a little | ess self-involved.

Thi ngs wor ked out fine.



That was the year he set a school record for scoring and, hate sports as
much as | did, | went to as many ganmes as possible. At the beginning I sat in
the stands and did ny homework, but | couldn't help admring how snooth and
graceful he | ooked on the court. Soon | stopped doing nmy homework, becane a
great fan and knew nore about basketball than a serious girl should.

When col | ege was over, Danny was offered two tryouts wth professiona
teans, but true to his Marco Polo nature, he decided to play for a teamin
Ml an instead. | thought it was a nice idea but nuts at the sane tine -- and
had no hesitation in telling himthat. He shrugged and said he didn't want to
pl ay basketball for the rest of his life anyway, so here was a way he coul d
pl ay and see things at the sane tine wi thout the pressure and worry of
big-time American pro sports

Eur opean pro basketball turned out to be rough and often about as subtle
as a brick over the head. The finesse and ballet of the gane at its best in
the United States is |lost. Anerican players who cone over are often appalled
at the steanroller way they go at it in the "elegant” part of the world.

Danny's letters to ne that first vear abroad were full of wonderful
descriptions of ganmes played in youth centers, mlitary bases, gymasi uns that
doubl ed as town halls. The team gave hima car that blew up, and just enough
nmoney to keep his el ephant's appetite at bay.

I was working for a magazine in New York as a researcher and feeling
lonely nost of the tine. Live in New York when you're rich or in |love, but
avoid it when all you have is a job, a snmelly apartnment on Tenth Street and an
enpty dance card. That was the year | spent devouring all the books you're
only supposed to read at the beach in the sunmer. | |earned how to cook, and
t hanked God soneone had had the conpassion to invent tel evision

During the day | would call places |ike Al aska and ask di stant-voiced
scientists about the mating habits of the nmusk-ox. | was good at ny job
because | had too nuch time on ny hands and didn't mnd putting in extra
hours, asking a nmillion extra questions and maki ng perfect copies of ny
research reports.

| dated a bunch of nen with nanes |like Richard and Chri stopher
(rmul tisyllable names were "in" again) who, when taken together, didn't add up
to one Danny Janmes. His letters fromltaly were full of freshness and life.
The guys | was seeing were trying their damedest to be cool and w se and
infallible. They took me to grimBulgarian novies (in the original |anguage)
and then explained the story to me afterward in | ousy coffeehouses. Danny
liked to tal k about the funny m stakes he'd made and how silly he'd | ooked or
felt as a result. He would wite a whole letter about a nmeal of bad pasta that
woul d make ne | augh out |oud. So many of the sentences had his face.

Unfortunately for the Richards and Christophers, | would inevitably receive
one of these treasured letters a few hours before a date with one of them and,
as aresult, 1'd be a grunp all night.

Yet, just before sumer arrived that year, | did sonmething incredibly

stupid. Tired of being efficient by day and lonely by night, | went to bed
with a beautiful German phot ographer named Peter (pronounced "Pay-ter") who
made ne swoon in ny seat the first tine he entered the office. Casual affairs
had al ways repelled me, but | had never really experienced lust at first
sight. | slept with himon our second date. He took ne out for dinner in a
very tall building that had a view over all of Manhattan. W ate the nost
delicious things on the menu and he tal ked about the ruins of Petra, the gane
the Afghanis play called _bushkhazi_, an evening he'd spent at a caf? in
Al exandria with Lawence Durrell

He never | ooked ne in the eye once in all the times we went to bed in
the next nonths. He preferred to rest his handsonme chin on ny shoul der every
time we "nade |love." He wasn't good and he wasn't bad: he was just "Pay-ter"
who told wonderful stories and expected you to do nore than he did once you
were in bed. Since there was little else in my life then besides letters from
t he di stant Danny Janes, | convinced nyself | was in |love with Peter

Psychol ogi sts say you should never go food shoppi ng when you' re hungry,



because at that point everything you see | ooks delicious and you buy strictly

on inpul se. Popcorn, oysters . . . it doesn't make any sense because your
stomach is saying yes to everything, whether it's logical or nutritious or
just junk. | net Peter when | was hungry and everything he was | ooked like a
f east.

When | found out | was pregnant, it took ne three days to get up the
nerve to tell Peter. He told ne | was lovely and a wonder, but it wasn't |ove;
he said he had a friend who knew a good abortionist. | said | would do nmy own
shoppi ng around and did. | was too young and sure of my wonderful future to
t hi nk about losing the child. Somewhere far-off in my mind |l knew | wanted to
have children later in life, but not now Not with a man who didn't |ove ne --
and not with my mind full of fear and anger and blinking red |ights.

What | renenber nost about the whol e experience was the serene sense of
confort and soft calml felt when | woke up in a hospital bed |ate one August
afternoon, childless again. | never wanted to |l eave that bed with its
crunchy-white sheets and buttery light pouring in through the w ndow.

| went back to ny snall apartment and opened a mmgazi ne. The first thing
| saw was a photograph of a famly having a picnic in a bright green neadow. |

think I |1ooked at that picture for ten mnutes. | had left a child in that
hospital. |I didn't want the child, even with that photograph in ny aching | ap
but that didn't matter. | felt like there was nothing left -- not someone
| oved, not a child of that |ove, nothing.

| didn't go mad or anything so dramatic, but | did fall into a
depression as deep and dark as the sea at night. | becane even nore efficient
at nmy job and started readi ng books on advanced mat hemati cs and architecture
when | went honme at night. | wanted to keep my mind filled with things that

were clean and sharp and | ogical: pictures of buildings that rose straight off
the earth |ike rockets.

| went to a woman anal yst who told ne | was beautiful and witty and
absolutely right to abort because ny body was nmy own. But her fem nist

pep-tal ks only made me sadder and | ess sure of nyself than before. | didn't
want to be independent; | wanted to | ove soneone and feel confortable with ny
life.

One night | realized that the only person | knew who could cone close to
under st andi ng my confusi on was Danny. So | sat down and wrote hima ten-page,
singl e-spaced letter telling himabout nmy relationship with Peter and the
abortion and how it was affecting ne. | so vividly renenber going to the post
office the next day to mail it. After I'd slipped it into the box, | closed ny
eyes very tightly and said, "Please, please, please."

A week later | received a telegramfrom M | an saying:

VWHY DID YOU WAIT TO TELL ME? THE FI RST THI NG
"M GA NG TO DO IS PUNCH YOU | N THE NOSE
ARRI VI NG TUESDAY FLI GHT 60/ TWA/ KENNEDY.

| spent the entire weekend rushi ng around shoppi ng, cleaning ny
apartment (twi ce), shaking nmy head in disbelief that Danny was actually
arriving in a few days. Wat was even nore unbelievable was that from al
accounts, his trip was in response to ny confused letter. D d people stil
rush to another's side to help and confort? My whole spirit clapped its hands
at the thought.

Riding out to the airport on the bus, | kept snoothing the winkles in
my new dress and said again and again under ny breath, "Flight 60 TWA. Flight
60 TWA. "

The plane was forty-five minutes late in arriving and by the tinme people
started energing through the gate, | think I'd gone to the bathroomthree
times. | waited and waited; had gone up and down on ny tiptoes a hundred times
before | saw this wonderful, famliar giant energe behind all the other pygny
passengers.

He bent down and gave ne a big kiss on the lips. Hs snile was |ike



sitting by a warmfire with the best book you've ever read.

"That's the first tine | ever kissed you like that, isn't it? How come |
wai ted so | ong?"

"And how cone you're so tall? | forgot, sort of."

W wal ked toward the exit and | had to take two steps to match his every
one. | kept looking up at himto make sure he was really there and not just in
nmy best dreans. | envied no one else in the world.

Qutside, waiting for a cab to take us back to the city, he towered over
everyone with both his height and his pure calm People screeched and ran by,
buses bl atted snoke thick as | ead, planes carved the air overhead. Danny stood
there and smled at it all

"You know, it's nice to be back in horrible old New York, Cullen."

| got up on tiptoes and gave hima big smooch on his sandy cheek. "Only
you woul d get a kick out of this ness."

A shabby Checker cab ranbled up and the driver cane out so fast |
t hought he'd been catapult ed.

"The city? You goin' inna city? Hah?"

"How much?"

"W go the nmeter! What, you think I'ma crook or sonmethin' ? "

Cabdrivers in New York are either autistic or philosophers; there's
rarely an in-between. W' d happened on a phil osopher-conpl ai ner who kept
yakki ng the whole forty mnutes into town. That was not hi ng new, but Danny
yakked right back. The driver's name was MIton Stiller and by the time we
wer e shi mryi ng over the Tri-Borough Bridge, Danny was calling him"MIt" and
asking pertinent questions about his wfe, Sylvia.

There are people who will talk to anyone and find sonething interesting
in them |'mnot one of them but | |learned fast that Danny was. People felt
confortable and at home with him innately sensing he'd neither judge nor
betray their confidences, no nmatter what they were. Qur new friend MIton had
probably been griping his woes at captive custonmers for twenty years. But
Danny |istened and tal ked and was the kind of human being we all want to
ki dnap and take hone forever and never share with anyone else. MIt invited us
over to dinner just before we got out in front of our apartment house. He said
he knew Syl via would | ove us.

Danny paid and overtipped so much ny eyes bul ged out of ny head. He
pi cked up his bags and noved toward the sidewal k.

"Hey, Colon. Cone here a mnute."

I'd never been called "Col on" before. Colin, usually. Even Collar once,
but Col on was a new one.

"Yes, MIt?"
"You take care of that big boy, you hear nme? Christ, | wish _ny_ son was
like him"

Fast tears canme to ny eyes and | had to turn away quickly or else he
woul d have seen ne with a very wet face

"I will. | promse."

Danny stood at the door with his suitcases and his snile. He was waiting
for me: Col on.

The table was set. | brought out the only _piece de resistance_ | knew
how to make well -- spinach |asagne. As | walked to the table, | suddenly
realized somet hing and woul d have smacked nyself on the forehead if |1'd had
anot her hand.

"Ch _hell!_"

Danny | owered his glass of beer fromhis lips, |leaving a white foam
nmust ache. "What's the matter? Did you forget somnething?"

"Ch Danny, | made _lasagne_! | conpletely forgot about what you eat in
Italy. You nust have this three tinmes a day therel™

He shook his head and gestured for ne to put it down. Then he bent his
head over |ike a |ong-necked bird and scrutinized it.

"CQullenit's . . . _green_." He smled beatifically.



"OfF course it is! It's spinach | asagne."

" _Spinach_? Onh."
"Yes, spinach. |I'ma vegetarian. That doesn't nmean it's not good."
"Uh . . . oh." He was about to take a sip of beer, but put the gl ass

back on the table very gently.

"What's the matter with that? This is the first time |I've felt like
crying all day."

"Don't do that. It's just that vegetarians make ne nervous."

" _War_ woul dn't make you nervous, Danny Janes. Do you enjoy eating dead

fl esh?"

"Uh . . . oh." He took his fork and poked at ny masterpiece as if he
were inspecting a mnefield. "Is it _really_ good?"

| squinted flame and acid his way and forked himup a piece as big as a
manhol e cover. It sat firmand proud . . . and green on his plate.

"You eat that!"

"But it might be hot. Green things stay hot |onger, you know "

" _Eat! "

Hs smle fell but he began to eat and three hel pings later he was stil
goi ng strong. He hadn't said another word, but his face had rel axed and his

cheeks stayed full. | know because | watched himlike a hawk.

"So howis it, Popeye?"

He patted his tumry. "I stand corrected; spinach | asagne wins! So what's
for dessert, kelp cake?"

"I should feel insulted now, but I'mstill too glad to see you. You're a

wonderful friend for com ng, Danny."

He bowed his head ny way and pushed a spoon a little to the left. "Are
you okay, Cullen?"

"I"'ma lot better since | got the tel egram saying you were coning
Overall? I'"mnuch better now. | think about the child sonetinmes, but that's
only natural ."

He put his hands in his lap and | eaned forward as if he were about to

whi sper a secret. "I knowit's easy for ne to say it, but I don't think you
shoul d worry about that if you can help it, Cul. You aborted because you had
to. You didn't Iove the man, |'m assumi ng. \What better reason could you have

had than that?"

"Ch, Danny, | know. I've run all that through nmy mind, but it was_ a
person in there. There's no way | can get around that." Tears cane to nmy eyes.
It seened | wasn't over anything yet.

Danny shook his head and | ooked at ne very sternly. Then one of his
hands canme up fromhis lap and he placed it on the table in a tight fist.
"You're wong, Cullen. The seed _isn't_the flower. I"'mnot trying to be
facile either. What kind of Iife would that child have had? Huh? Even if you
_had_ wanted it, there would have been so nmany tinmes you' d have resented the
poor thing and your decision to have it. Look at our parents and how many
times they wanted to brain _us_ when we were growing up. All nmy life |I've
heard people say it's a nip-and-tuck battle for parents to love their kids al
t he way through. As good a person as | think you are, | do think you would
have scarred the kid sonehow. It may not be a very nice thing for ne to say,
but we really _don't_ need anynore wal ki ng wounded on this earth, you know?"

"I"mnot saying you're in any way wong, Danny, but life just isn't that
sinmple. If it was as easy and clear cut as you say . . . If it was as |ogica
as that, | wouldn't continue to feel as bad as | do. | know what you're
saying, and you're absolutely right in a way. But_logic and rationality only
go so far. Then you know what happens? Ha! Then your old heart adds its two
cents and everything reasonabl e goes right-out-the-w ndow. "

| took out a cigarette and lit up. W were quiet, confortably quiet for
a while. Even with talk of the baby, | felt nore at ease than | had in ages.

Danny sighed and frowned. "You're right, Cullen. A hundred percent
right. Remenmber how | was after Evelyn died? Every tine | tried to tell nyself
to just cal mdown and get back to living ny life, my enotions said, 'Fuck you,



Buddy, we hurt!’

It was not a funny thought, but the way he said it nade ne grin. He
grinned back and | reached across the table and took his hand.

"You know sonet hi ng funny? You al nost al ways bl ow snmoke out of the side

of your mouth, Cul. | remenber that frombefore. Are you aware of it?"
" Huh?"
"You shoot the snmoke out the side; like you're naking a little coment

or sonmething. Never in front."

"Now |'m going to be sel f-conscious."

"Cullen, you're the prettiest woman | know. You have every right to be
sel f-consci ous. "

He said that without any hesitation, but wouldn't |ook at nme when he
did. How many good nen are there in the world who are both shy and
conplimentary at the sane tine? The nen |'d gone out with recently were ful
of both conplinments and eye contact, but | often got the feeling neither meant
a dam.

He took a coin out of his pocket and did a lovely little trick with it
-- flash, whoosh, gone! -- just for ne.

"That's neat, Dan. Do it again!"

"Nope! Never ask a magician to do his tricks twice in a row. You'l
figure themout and they' |l lose all their magic that way."

I went into the kitchen to get the dessert -- a giant, horrendously
gooey chocol ate cake that | ooked great and broke all the rules.

Danny's whole face |it up as soon as he saw it. That night marked the
begi nni ng of our many-year contest to see who had the greater madness for
sweet s.

When | put it down on the table, he reached over and pulled the whole
thing in front of him "Ch Cullen, that was really nice of you to get this for
me. And what are you having for dessert?"

Over coffee and cake we tal ked about everything. His words were so |like
his letters; taking their time to get wherever, funny, self-deprecating. It
was plain he saw hinself as a hell of a lucky guy who had been pl opped down in

a fascinating, illogical world for no reason other than to have a good | ook
around, hands in pockets and a little surprised whistle on his lips.

Years before, | had taken his "way" for naivete when | first knew him
but it wasn't that. It was a healthy, magnificently unpolluted sense of
wonder. Life was wonderful -- or at least full of wonders -- for Danny Janes.
He woul d | ook at a junkyard and be thrilled by the weird mx of colors in
there. When he prodded ne into | ooking, | would see a junkyard. Not a good or

a bad one, sinmply a junkyard! Yet his wonder was not annoying or particularly
contagi ous either. Mdst of the tine you didn't even know it was there unti
you | ooked up at him and saw those qui et brown eyes staring at whatever it
was, a slight, pleased smile on his face.

| grewto hope for that snmile; it was really the only way | could tel
what was going on in his mnd. As |'ve said before, it was very hard to tel
when he was mad about sonething, and only slightly less difficult to tell when
he was happy. H s wasn't a stone face, exactly, but rather a handsone one with

a set, benused expression that rarely changed, and kept secrets -- both his
and your own -- like no one else | had ever known.
"Well, Dan, now you're going to have to spill the beans: have you been

gallivanting around Italy with contessas?"

"No, no contessas. Not nmany of them go to basketball ganes. There _is_
this one wonman. " Hs voice trailed off and he | ooked away. Enbarrassed?

"Yes, all right; there's this one wonman. _And_?" Unconsciously | took
out another cigarette. | was snmoking up to two packs a day and cli nbing;
before the abortion it had been | ess than one.

He | ooked at me, smiled, shrugged. "It's very hard for me, Cullen
Believe it or not, since Evelyn died | have been very | ow keyed with wonen. |
go to bed with sone and sone go to bed with ne -- if you get the difference --
but a lot |less than some people think. Until recently |I've had no desire to



junp into any . . . pool and get wet. There've been other interesting things
to pay attention to, like living in Europe for one. | think it's going to be a
very sl ow process, finding someone else to be with for the rest of ny life."

| had the cigarette in nmy mouth and was squinting agai nst the snoke that
curled up the side of nmy cheek. "But now you sound |ike you think you found
someone. "

"I don't know. |'ve spent a lot of time thinking about it, believe ne.
To tell you the truth, nmost of the time wonmen nake ne nervous. Really! | often
feel like I'meither saying the wong thing or acting the wong way -- even
when | know they like nme. Isn't that silly? | feel like a kid going to dance

class for the first time; which hand do | put where on the girl's body?"

W sniled at each other and the room hummed with confort and
conpani onshi p.

"But you were married once, Danny. You should know all the ropes."

"Maybe sone of them but really | was only married | ong enough to know I
liked it, Cul. Then it went away."

"Danny, you're smart and you've got a good heart, so answer ne this,
will you? Wiy do all the jerks do so well in life? And why do so many nice
peopl e get stomped on? If anyone didn't deserve to lose their wife, it's you."

"It's not that sinple, Cullen. Sonetimes it works out fine." Hi s voice
was soft and sad.

"Ch yeah? Well, | don't think it works out fine too often. Do you want
nore cake? Say yes, please.”

"Of course.”

The new woman' s name was Drew Conrad. \Whoever heard of a girl naned
Drew? But she was a nodel and that explained a | ot about her, as far as | was
concerned. Every guy | knew in those days was going out with a nodel. M
definition of a nodel? Airheads with nice teeth.

"What's she doing in Italy, besides posing?"

"Are you telling me that you don't |ike nodels? Wiy don't you do it,
Cul I en? You sure could nake nore noney than you do at that magazi ne. God
knows, you've certainly got the |looks for it!"

"Yeah, |I'mpretty, but when people look it nmakes me extrenmely nervous.
What's nmore, | wouldn't want to spend ny life posing on a car hood in a pair
of purple underpants. Hey, guys, |ook what you can have if you buy that Fiat!
It's tacky, Danny. |I'msure not the world' s best person, but | work hard to
avoid being tacky if | can. Mdeling _reeks_ of tack. Look, I'msorry if I'm
squashi ng your Drew Conrad. Are you going to tell nme what she's |ike?"

"She's tall and dark. W met at a party in Mlan."

" And?"

"And . . . well, um the sex is nice."

"And?" For the first tine, the question of what Danny Janes woul d be
like in bed crossed ny mind. |I |ooked hard at himand i magi ned he guessed what

I was thinking because he quickly averted his eyes and scrooched around in his
chair like he had ants in his pants.

But | liked sex. | also liked ny aloe plant and the International House
of Pancakes. My experiences with sex remi nded me of a great new novie that
everyone tal ks about and | oves. You go al ong hoping, _hoping_ it wll be
everything they said it was. But then it's over and you wal k out of the
theater, blinking hard at the sudden light -- tired, and sort of disappointed
and confused by all the hoopla the thing has received.

Most of ny bedroom stories could have been divided into two sinple
categories: "Bunny Rabbit Sex" and "Blackmail Sex." |I'd had scads of Bunny
Rabbit Sex -- crazily eager, jackhamrer stuff so repetitious and unorigi na
that your nose started twitching in frustration after a while.

O there was the ever-popular Blackmail Sex: do it with me right now or

else I'll be depressed for the rest of ny life . . . or at least the rest of
tonight. "Pay-ter" was a great one for that and | fell for it each tine.
Now, sizing up Danny in a sexy light, | couldn't imagi ne himbeing

guilty of either approach, but like himas nmuch as | did, |I still had ny



doubt s.

"Cullen, did | say sonething wong?"

"No, nothing, Danny. | was just thinking about sex."

H s eyes smiled and he wi nked the nicest wink that ever was. "Cullen,
woul dn't know what to do if you and | went to bed. You know why? |I'd be too
busy staring at you to think of anything else.”

It was said with such great hunor and warnth that the only thing
wanted to do was get up and give hima hug, which | did. He hugged back and
the next thing I knew, | was crying all over his gigantic shoul der

"I don't want to cry, but | can't really help it."

He squeezed me tighter and stroked the back of my head agai n and agai n.
It was a wonderful feeling. He also had that man's bouquet of smells -- heat,
col ogne, sweat, summer earth. It made you hot, confortable; assured you that
for a noment or two you would be safe fromthe snapping alligator jaws of
life.

Don't get me wong -- good smells or not, putting your arnms around npst
men was either like enbracing a chinp or a tonbstone. Men either "let" you hug
themor quickly tried to turn that nicest of things into an orgy.

Not Danny James. Hi s hands ran down my back in innocent rills that |
wi shed woul d go on forever. Hands are wonderful; they can di sappear coins, or
they can iron out winkles in blue, runpled souls.

"Are you crying because you're so sad to see ne, Cul ?"

| smled and sniffed into his chest. Hi s words, his hands on ny back
his _presence_ there was |ike soneone had opened a trapdoor in the top of ny

head and poured warmmlk in, filling my body, soaking all of ny cells,
soothing themall with its life, vitam ns, whiteness.

| told himthis and he chuckled. "I've never been called a glass of nilk
before. "

Jet lag caught up with himan hour later and he started yawning. |
steered himinto the bathroomand told himthat by the tine he was finished in
there, 1'd have the couch made up and he could flop right down and go to
sleep. He shuffled out a few mnutes later wearing a pair of cute flanne
paj amas as big as an Indian tepee.

"The couch is all made up. 1'Il get out of here and let you go to
sl eep. "

"Cullen, I"mgoing to sleep with you. Don't say no, and don't think I'm
going to try anything. | canme a hell of a long way to see you, so we're not
going to play any ganes with each other. W'IlIl sleep and be good, but we'll be
sl eepi ng together. Ckay?"

"Ckay." | couldn't look at himand nmy heart was beating very fast.

"That 'okay' didn't sound so good."

" OKAY! "

"Good. |I'mconpletely exhausted. I'Il see you later. Thank you for

dinner, even if it was green." He turned and started out.

"Danny? I'mso glad you're here."

"Me too." He half-turned and gave a little tired wave.

| watched him scuff off into the bedroomand lie down, Gulliver-style,
on ny surprised bed. Then | went into the kitchen and did the dishes with
wor ri ed hands.

Nat ural Iy, nothi ng happened when | did get into bed. Danny was sound
asleep. Rolling over on nmy side, | smled into the darkness and listened for a
long time to the hiss of his breathing.

| awoke when | felt a hand on ny face and opened ny eyes to see Danny
| ooking at me fromten inches away. H s face was puffed and crinkled into a
sl eepy snmile.

"I think I"'mjet-lagged. It's nine in the norning where | live so I'm
wi de awake!"
Wthout a thought, | slid over and put ny arns around his big

sl eep-warned body. We lay there for a little while and then fell asleep again.



The next time | awoke | snelled good things in the air, but was
di sappointed to di scover he wasn't there to snell themw th ne.

| like men's shoul ders. Al ways have. The first thing | saw of Danny t hat
nmor ni ng was his shoul ders noving and junping around as he worked at the stove
cooki ng breakfast. | |eaned against the door and watched whil e he noved here
and there ami dst cooking sounds and flying hands. He seened to know exactly
what to do. And he had great shoul ders. Hi gh and broad, they spanned the top
of a thin, well-kept body. | had spent the night with that body and the
t hought made nme snile; | had never slept with anyone w thout fooling around
before. | felt like a newly mnted coin. Wat had happened | ast ni ght reni nded
me of a story out of the Mddle Ages: one of those great ones, where the
virtuous knight sleeps with his lady-fair in the sane bed, only he's placed
his trusty sword between themon the sheets to keep them both virtuous.

The only part of the story that didn't fit so well was that Ms. Drew
Conrad was Danny's lady-fair at the noment, while | was just his pal in need.
Had | fallen a little in love with himonly because part of ne was
nasty-conpetitive, or because everything he'd done since he'd arrived the day

bef ore had been suprenely adorabl e?

W thout knowing | was there, he turned on the radio to a disco station
Spatul a in hand, he started dancing around. He was pretty good.

"Do you have any pictures of you when you were a little girl?"

| was startled that he'd known all along that | was there. He turned
around and, flipping the spatula, caught it with two fingers.

"You're a real bag of tricks, aren't you? Pictures of me when | was

little? Yes, | have a big bunch of them sonewhere in a drawer."

"Terrific! Let's eat first and then you can get themout for ne."

"How cone you want to see then?" | sat down at the table. He'd al ready
taken ny usual spot, but | liked to see himsitting there.

"I want to see if you were as pretty then as you are now. "

He said this while putting a plate of scranbled eggs, toast and sliced
tomato in front of nme. There was even a thin sprig of bright green parsley
| aid over the eggs. It added an unnecessary, albeit lovely touch of col or and
care to the whole thing that made it a hundred times better. Danny _cared_;
for the food he cooked, for ne . . . for everything.

"I"'mnot used to being told I'm good-I|ooking." Very unprettily, |
shovelled a large | oad of food into ny nouth.

"Men don't tell you because they don't want to admit your advantage over
them The better-looking a woman is, the nore insecure a nan gets."

"Why's that? How ridicul ous! Wuld you pass the salt?"

"Because it's hard to wal k down the street with someone who nakes ot her
people walk into walls when they | ook. Plus, no one |ooks at _you_ when you're
with that pretty person. It's very hunbling.”

"I's Drew Conrad pretty?" | stopped chewing and realized nmy fork was
hanging in mdair.

He hesitated a nonent, then nodded bashfully, but he wouldn't | ook at
ne.

"\What advertisenents has she done? Anything over here | would have
seen?"

"I don't know -- all of the big ones, | think. They brought her over
from New York, so | guess she's known over here too."

"Do you bunp into walls when you see _her_?"

"Every so often.”

| pushed my plate away a little too hard and it skidded across the table
like a hockey puck. "Ckay! Al right, I admt it -- I'mjealous. No, | _hate_
her, Dan! | look at you and |I'mthinking there are neat nen in the world.

Look, there's one right here in front of me. So where the hell are they? All
ever meet are squeenys and mud-balls.”

"What's a squeeny?"

"Hey, just walk into any Singles' Bar and take your pick. Computer
dating. The New York Revi ew of Books Cl assified Section: 'Docile Virgo seeking



intrepid Lion to run through the dunes with.' After some tinme in that world,
'"Pay-ter' seened like Clark Gable."

A big silence followed. | was beginning to worry that once again I'd
somehow put ny foot in ny big nmouth, when Danny finally spoke.

"Cullen, there's no Drew Conrad!"

" _What?_"

"Just what | said. She's what you nmight call a fignent of ny perverse
i magi nation."

"Danny, what _are_ you tal ki ng about ?"

"Nothing. It's just that there's no Drew Conrad. | made her up. _Basta_ .
That's all!"

My spirit hoisted five flags. "But why? \Whatever for?"

"What ever for, Cullen? Because the truth of the matter is, |'mscared to
death of you!"

"OfF ne? Janes, are you cracked? Look at ne, dam it!"

He sighed and | ooked at ne with the saddest expression in town. "It's
very sinple, don't you see? If | had a woman like Drewto tell you about, then
we woul d be on safe ground. You wouldn't have to worry about soneone el se
being forward with you. And if | pretended convincingly enough that she _did_
exi st, then I was hoping you woul dn't see how gone | amfor you. See, Cullen
| had it all figured out: | would just rhapsodi ze about you, but call you Drew
Conrad, and I'd be all set."”

H s face had the cal mess of truth init. He looked ne in the eye while
he spoke and after a while _|_ was the one who began to feel unconfortable.

"When you wrote nme about your abortion, | realized | had been in | ove
with you for a long tine. Maybe even when we were in college, right at the end
of senior year! Anyway, when | got your letter over there and | started
i magi ni ng you alone in that hospital bed having to go through such an ordea

I was a few feet away fromhimbut | could plainly see there were tears
in his eyes. Tears for nme! Who had ever cried for ne? What man had ever cared
so nuch?

My heart turned in ny chest, but the tears and obvi ous depth of his
enotion scared ne and made nme want to be alone so | could catch my breath and
think all this over for a mnute, an hour, a few days.

"I"'msorry, CQullen. I _really_ don't want to create any nore problens
for you. | prom sed nyself | wouldn't tell you any of this.” He got up tiredly
fromthe table and wal ked into the bedroom closing the door behind him

Lovi ng someone is easy. It's your car and all you have to do is start
the engine, give her alittle gas and point the thing wherever you want to go.
But being loved is |ike being taken for a ride in sonmeone else's car. Even if
you think they'll be a good driver, you always have the innate fear they m ght
do something wong: in an instant you'll both be flying through the w ndshield
toward i mm nent disaster. Being |loved can be the nost frightening thing of
all. Because | ove neans good-bye to control; and what happens if hal fway or
three-quarters of the way through the trip you decide you want to go back, or
inadifferent direction, and you're only the codriver?

DUMB! You wanted to be | oved, Cullen? Loved by a special, wonderful man?
kay, here you are -- right in your hand. \Wat happens? Wat's your reaction?
You get scared. Dunb!

| rubbed my face with both hands and snorted at ny stupidity.

"Danny?"

No answer.

"Danny! "

The door opened slowy and reluctantly. He stood there stooped in his
dandy green paj amas, vulnerable and fromthe | ook on his face, expecting the
wor st .

"Pl ease don't say anything sweet, Cullen. Don't be sweet or pitying;
couldn't take that."

"Come in here and finish your breakfast."



Hs . . . | don't know what you would call it . . . declaration? Anyway,
it did funny things to us. Made us shy of each other, but very intimate at the
same time. When we were wal king down the street a few hours |ater, he took ny
hand, which sent a bolt of flam ng orange |ightning across ny brain. \Wat
courage it nmust have taken for himto do that! To reach right over and take ny
hand, after what he had said with no response from ne one way or the other

I'd wanted to grab hold of his hand too, but hadn't had the guts to do it in
that still, tense interval in our relationship between nothing and everyt hing.

W did too many things that day. \Wal ked everywhere, saw this, saw that,
ate everything. Both of us knew the whole tine that if we kept good and busy,
we could tenporarily skirt the issue at hand. | think that's what we both
want ed.

New York is good for that. It has everything to show you and never
enough tine in any day to do it all. W took a subway to the Brooklyn Bridge
and wal ked al ong the Pronmenade, | ooking at the harbor. W were hol di ng hands
by then and both of us held on tight, but nade as little eye contact as
possi ble. W were acting like fourteen-year-old jerks, and since both of us
were suddenly so shy with each other, it rem nded nme of how peopl e nust have
courted back in _Friendly Persuasion_ tines.

For the first tine, | asked Danny about his famly. Hi s father was dead,
but his nother and sister lived in North Carolina. This was surprising,
because he spoke with no southern accent at all. Wen | nentioned this, he
said he had lived in New Jersey until he was fifteen. Then his father -- who
was a furniture designer -- was offered a job in North Carolina at one of

those big furniture firms down there. The fanmily noved to a small town naned
H ckory which was the hone of the factory. Nine nonths later, M. James had a
cerebral henorrhage at work and that was that.

Ms. James got a job teaching at a |l ocal private school and her incone
-- along with her husband's lite insurance noney -- enabled the famly to
settle into a confortable, sad way of life. Danny went to college on a
basket bal | schol arshi p.

The boats in New York harbor shuffled and steaned and chuffed from side
to side in the open water and in their dark berths. Boats that had been on the
hi gh seas for nmonths, | oaded down with enough bananas or Spani sh shoes or
Japanese watercol or sets to keep the city going forever. | |ooked on those
boats and realized for the zillionth tinme that | had never been anywhere in
the worl d outside of Chicago, New Brunsw ck, New Jersey and New York City. The
only Greece | knew was _souvl aki _ and posters of the Parthenon in a tired
Greek restaurant | liked on 46th Street. | had never owned a passport, never
needed a visa. The only Europe | had ever known was through sleeping with a
Eur opean. The only adventure | had ever had was an abortion.

"Danny, what's it like living over there?"

"Li ke? Well, you always find odd coins in your pockets. You'll be
| ooking for a hundred lira and you'll find five francs in there instead. You
think you're giving a guy five schillings for a newspaper and it turns out to

be five drachma."”
" Drachma_. Have you been to G eece too? God, | hate you. What's it

i ke?"

"Athens is loud and nessy. But the islands are exactly what you'd hoped
for."

"And London?"

"Dirty."

"Vi enna?"

"Very clean and very gray. Are we playing ' Twenty Questions'?"

W were sitting on a bench watching the day's traffic float by: those
boats in the harbor, parents with baby strollers, old men noving slowy and
conplaining to the air.

"No, but Danny, what's it _like ? Is it all that different? Is the world
really different over there?"



"Why? What's the matter, Cullen?”

"Ch, | don't know. | want things to change, Danny. You know? | want to
| ook out of my window in the norning and see . . . and see orange streetcars!"”

"Those are in Mlan." He sniled and took nmy hand in both of his.

"Al'l right, see, they do exist! | want orange streetcars, or booksellers
along the river selling books in Italian or Hungarian or some other |anguage
can't understand. | want to sit in a caf? with marble tables and eat a rea
croissant. Ch Danny, | know I'mbeing a big brat, but I'd do anything to see
those things. | really woul d!"

"Then why don't you go to Europe?"

"Because |'ma chicken, that's why! | don't want to be di sappoi nted. And

| never had anyone | wanted to go with, but basically because |I'm a chicken."

He |icked his lips and then pressed themtightly together. \Whatever he
was about to say was going to be hard for him

"Come and stay with ne in Italy, Cullen. W'll do all the things you
want, together. You keep saying you don't like your job or living in New York
So come to Mlan for as long as you want and 1'll treat you to as nany rides
as you want on orange streetcars."

"Thi ngs sure happen fast sonetinmes, don't they?"

"Uh- huh. But you know, I'mtotally serious about this. | want you to
cone, if _you_want!"

I took hold of himand hugged him right there on that park bench
Hugged himwith all of the strength | had. Not because it was the end of the
nmovi e and we were about to live happily ever after. And not because it was his
way of proposing to me and both of us knewit. Mstly it was because he had
reaffirmed to me that there _were_ such things as orange streetcars in the
worl d and some time soon, no matter what finally happened between us, we would
be seeing those things together.

W didn't make love until the night before he left. W kissed a | ot and
touched and _slept_ together, but none of the big stuff until we only had a
few hours left. That fact -- notw thstanding the happi ness and excitenent (and
speed!) of our new bond -- scared us into the final, ultimte act of
affirmation.

There's no reason to go into any detail about that night, but there were
a few things he did that knocked nme for a | oop

The first was that he didn't actually enter ne for ages. For the |ongest
time he seened content just to touch and kiss and, true to his word, |ook at
me. | wasn't used to the sl owness of everything. Peter and ny other horizontal
acquai ntances were always hurrying. Hurrying to get undressed, hurrying to get
hot, hurrying to begin the "Main Event." But beside the fact that hurrying
often hurt me physically because | wasn't ready for them | kept thinking that
there ought to be sone subtlety in it; subtlety and gentl eness, and nany
m nutes invested in an act that _could_ nean a very great deal if you really
worked at it, rather than just bounced on it. Too often |I had spent nmy tine
staring at designs on different ceilings while a hot little human | oconotive

pounded his way inside me toward . . . who knows where?
Danny was not the best lover | had ever had, but he was by far the nopst
generous. He touched and stroked nme until | was slick with sweat and hope. And

when he finally did enter me, | had to urge himto do it. As he did, he asked
me two or three tines if he was hurting ne. The expression on his face said he
was very concerned about that. | touched his cheek and said it felt great.

He put his head next to mine and whispered in ny ear, "'It' doesn't fee
great. _You_ feel great!"

When he came, he arched his back like a driver going off a high board.
But he was looking right at me and | don't think he took his eyes off ne the
whol e tine. As he noved very hard up and through nme he said, he hissed with a
smle on his face a nile wide, "lIt's a _song_, Cullen!"

The next norning he was | eaning up on one el bow and smiling at ne when



opened ny eyes. | sniled back and reached out nmy arnms for him He came over

and | took hold of himand rocked himback and forth. He was twi ce as big as
me, but right then he felt weightless; as if | could hold all of himin one

hand.

"How do you feel, Cul?"

"Terrific. I'"'monly sad that you're going."

"And | ast ni ght?"

"Sleeping together? It was lovely."

"You're sure?"

"Absolutely."

W | azed around for a while and then he got up. "Stay where you are.
have a surprise."

A half hour later he cane in with a tray full of fresh croissants,
fruit, hard-boiled eggs, and coffee in two ceram c rmugs | had never seen
before. One was red, the other green. Best of all, there was an old book of
Italian fairy tales -- in Italian

"See, you don't even have to go to Europe to get the croissants and
books in Italian! The mugs are a goi ng-away present. You get the green and
get the red. If you |l et anyone else drink fromny nug, I'll poke you in the
nose!" Hi s voice was playful, but the expression on his face was the first and
| ast hint he ever gave that said he fully expected me to remain faithful to
him Not faithful so nuch in body, although that was part of it, but faithful
nore to the idea of what had been growi ng between us since he had arrived.

"I know what you're saying, Danny, but please don't nake little veiled
threats like that. They're not necessary and you nake ne feel sleazy. |I'm not
_that _ bad."

He put the tray beside nme on the bed and sat hinmself down on the floor
W ate in an unconfortable silence that made nme quickly | ose nmy appetite.

He shouldn't have threatened and | shoul dn't have snapped. The sound of
a spoon stirring coffee never rang so loudly as it did in those few | ong
m nutes of grimsilence. Happiness, contentnent, peace: all three of those
t hi ngs bal ance perched on the point of the thinnest pin. The slightest
nmoverrent of the earth knocks them off -- and boy, how they crash when they
hit!

"Cullen, I want to tell you a story because the last thing | want is for
you to mi sunderstand what |'mgetting at.

"When | was a little boy, ny father took nme for a ride in the country
one day, just the two of us. We drove alongside a |ake for a few mles and
t hen suddenly, out of nowhere, a bunch of ducks flew | ow out of the trees by
the side of the road. My father hit the whole bunch, square on . . . all of
them™

Bot h of us had our hands wrapped around the coffee nugs. | | ooked down
at Danny to see what this story had to do with the argunent of a minute ago
But he was | ooking off into space and the steam from his coffee was being
bl own here and there by the strength of his breath.

"Dad pulled the car over and we got out to see what had happened. It

was a nmess. Real carnage . . . blood and feathers were splattered across the
whole front of the car. Even as a little boy I knew the sight upset him He
pi cked up the bodies -- there were four of them-- and threw themas far off

the road and into the woods as he could. W were out in the mddle of nowhere,
so there was no way we could clean the car, which by then | ooked as if it had
cone through sone kind of massacre. Qur ride in the country was ruined, so Dad
turned the car around and drove us straight hone.

"But here's the real macabre part. As we drove up our driveway, ny
not her was com ng out of the house with a | oad of washing under her armto
hang up on the line. She took one |look at the front of the car and started
screamng. And | nean _screaming_, Cul -- not little 'ohs' and 'ahs' or
sonmething like that. These were screans and shouts, real hysterial Dad and
were so shocked by it that we forgot for a noment what she was so obviously
scream ng about -- the blood and guts that were still splattered across the



front of the car! W sinply thought she had flipped her 1id.
"Dad sl ammed on the brakes and both of us junped out. Mom started
shouting, 'Who did you kill? Chn God, who did you kill?" Then she fell down on

her knees and started noaning. Ww, |'Il never forget that scene as long as |
live! Sooner or later it dawned on us what she was raving about and we got her
cool ed down. But for a while it was frightening as hell. She was conpletely

out of control."

He sipped his coffee and silently | waited for himto go on. The picture
of his nother down on her knees and the bl oody, dripping car grille made ne
uneasy and trenbly.

"The reason why I'mtelling you this terrible story, Cullen, is because
nmy father was a horrendous driver. Seeing all that blood on the car wasn't the
only reason ny nother had just gone crazy. For years she had been on at Dad in
a nice way to be careful, because he was so bad behind the wheel. He never
| ooked at the road, always drove too fast, never used his indicators. .
Even as a kid | knew | was taking nmy life in nmy hands when I went out riding
with him although he Ioved to have us all in the car with hi mwhenever he
went somewher e.

"What happened this time was that ny nother took one | ook at the front
of the car and all of her years of fearing the worst cane together in that one
mnute. He'd done it: she was sure he'd done what she'd been expecting himto
do for years. She was sure he had killed someone. The bl ood told her
everyt hing she needed to know. Do you understand?"

| nodded slowy, still not seeing how all this connected to us.

"Cul l en, everything you've been telling me these past few days adds up
to your being confused and unsure of who you are in the world. The
rel ati onships you' ve had in the past -- especially with that stupid Peter --
have only nade you _nore_ unsure. Then the abortion thing topped it all off.
What ever sel f-esteem or conviction you had left went flying out of the wi ndow.

You want everything to change now, |ike you said the other day, because you
don't like where you are, either physically or . . . well, spiritually. Am]I
ri ght?"

"I don't like hearing you say any ol this, but you're right."

"Don't feel that way. I'mnot trying to hurt you. If you come to Europe,
things will_ change. |I prom se you that. You'll have your streetcars and
you'll have soneone who'll take care of you. Me! But in the nmeantime, | don't

want to be like ny nother with nmy father, constantly worrying about you."

"Wrry? Wiy would you worry about ne? What are you sayi ng, Danny?"

"I"msaying that you have got to start knowi ng that you're good and
smart and capabl e. You can't keep thinking you' re a beautiful flunkey who only
deserves another flunky like Peter. I'mnot worried about your remaining true
to _me_, Cullen; I"'mworried about your remamining true to yourself. For CGod's
sake, you're a wonderful woman. | don't know anybody el se like you and that's
why | love you. But | also know | think nore of you than you do of yourself,
and that's bad. It's dangerous.

"I don't think I need to say any nore, do you?"

In April | flewto Athens and on the plane I met a G eek naned Lillis,
who invited me to visit himon the island of Skiathos. He described how the
poppi es were just coming into bl oomnow, and how he would love to take me to
Koukounari es beach in his boat to swmin the Aegean. "Koukounaries" neans
pi ne cones in Greek and the Aegean _was_ Greece, and half an hour into the
flight | realized | was flying to _Geece_ ! Geece, as in Plato and Sparta and
Henry Mller's favorite country. Danny Janmes would be there to neet nme and
after a two-week tour, we would fly to Mlan and take life fromthere. | was
so proud and excited to be doing this and | didn't even mind too nuch when
Lillis got fresh during the novie a few hours |ater

| told himit was very nice of him but | was being net in Athens by ny
seven-foot-tall husband, and that calmed Lillis right down. | |ooked out of
t he wi ndow several hundred times, although it was dark out there and you



couldn't see a thing. W were flying over the Atlantic Ccean to Europe. | had
quit my job, enptied out ny savings account, had several yelling matches over
the tel ephone with ny nother, and essentially taken ny life in my hands. There
was courage in those acts, courage and gunption, and | felt reckless and brave
and magnificent all at the sane tine.

When we | anded early the next norning, | saw the sea, old propeller
pl anes painted in canouflage and white buil di ngs everywhere. Danny was
standi ng at the gate.

Part Two

Because G eece was the first "Europe"” | had ever known, | loved it like
you | ove your first child: you demand everything of it and what you receive
swel s your heart |ike a balloon

When we returned to Italy after those first two weeks, | had the secret
fear that nothing could he as good as those first days overseas. Afternoon
light couldn't possibly fall on broken walls the sane way as it did in Geece.
Where el se on earth woul d soneone think of using giant rubber bands to hold
the tabl ecl oth down at an outdoor restaurant? On beaches of black sard, nen
wal ked al ongsi de ancient mules that carried nelons for sale. The nen cut the
melons in half with one swat of a big knife and the red fruit tasted so sweet
and cool in the hot afternoon sun

And | was right -- those things belonged in Geece's house and
gradual ly I earned not to | ook for them el sewhere. But that was the npst
wondr ous surprise of this new world: you didn't have to | ook for them because
"el sewhere" you | ooked out of the wi ndow of your _auberge_in Brittany and saw
sheep grazing in salt narshes by the gray ocean. El sewhere you saw fresh bl ood
on men's faces in Dublin and it made you realize that what you' d once read
about the scrappy Irish was true. El sewhere you felt the cogwheel train carry
you up the craggy side of the _Schneeberg_in Austria; halfway there, the
train stopped at a tiny station so they could pour water into the boiler of
the turn-of-the-century steam | oconotive

M1l an was a bunch of bustle and beautiful hidden courtyards. | got a job
at Berlitz teaching young Italian go-getters how to speak American. The hours
were odd and the majority of nmy students were snazzy young guys who coul dn't
deci de whether to pay attention to the lesson or try making a little pass at
the teacher. W got used to each other and | began | earning not to be nervous
when |ife wasn't going exactly as pl anned.

But getting used to European life was hard. Getting used to European
life _and_ living with sonmeone for the first tinme was often a | andslide of
frustration, responsibility -- and days when all | wanted was to quietly go
of f and ram ny head agai nst a wall.

A sanpl e? Danny was a slob, while | was Mss Neat. The first tinme he
shed his clothes as he wal ked across the roomto bed, |eaving themin colorful



little piles where they fell, | gawked but said nothing. The next tinme he did
it | picked up the things in the norning and put themin his closet. The third
time, | screamed. He snmiled Iike he didn't know what | was tal king about; said
| sounded like Gscar in _The Qdd Coupl e_.

Anot her thing that drove ne crazy about himwas that he had no facility
for | anguage, but that didn't stop himfor a second. He would walk into the
corner store and ask in his nice Anerican English for two yans, tabasco sauce,
a bit of fresh basil and two Cokes. Then he would conme hone with the two Cokes
and shrug sweetly: "I guess they were out of yans, Cul." I'd be in the niddle
of making fresh pesto sauce, and nore than once found nyself throw ng the
stirring spoon at his retreating head. "Get back in here and stir this stuffl”
I'd grab my Italian dictionary and head for the door, knowing it was partly ny
fault for sending himin the first place.

When | got mad at Danny, | yelled. When he got mad at ne, he either said
four concise words or else wote a note and taped it to the bathroommrror or
nmy dressing table.

But the chemistry was right and | |earned you can survive w thout basi
so long as you like the person sitting across the table fromyou at di nner
He becane | ess of a slob and studied his vocabulary. | grew |l ess

hysterical and learned to stop worryi ng about everything twice.

O her problens? Two o' clock in the afternoon in Italy is fourteen
hundred hours. _Quattordici_. Figure that word out when you're in a hurry.
Everything was neasured in neters and _ettos_. Od friends -- words I|ike
butter and hot water -- had had radical plastic surgery and were suddenly
unr ecogni zabl e strangers nanmed _burro_ and _aqua calda_. Doesn't _calda_ sound
like _cold_? It didto nme. | nade that m stake for two weeks running.

You get the gist. | ran around |ike a squeaky nouse in a cartoon, trying
to learn this new | anguage and culture in five mnutes, and getting things
straight with the man | was falling nore and nore in love with by the nonent.

In the nmeantinme, Dan was tearing up the turf for his basketball team As
with so nuch else in Italy, the Italian basketball games were raucous, funny

and loud as hell. I went to as many as | could. Fans junped up and down in the
stands, slapping their heads in nock dismay and yelling things |ike
" _Mascal zone senze Cal zone_!" ("Filth without pants!") at the referee. They
brought picnic baskets full of food to the ganes and shared their things with
whoever sat near them | think | gained four pounds that season, because
al ways sat in the sane section at hone ganmes and got to know ny nei ghbors, who
al ways had some new sausage or sweet to eat along with the action. | think
they secretly felt that if they fed ne, it would give Danny nore energy.

Danny said he did so much better that year because of ne, and | |oved

that, but | think he scored so many points and played so wonderful ly because
he was young and good and living his first adult days in Europe with someone
he | oved. There isn't much nore you can ask for in life, and we often said --
in our different ways -- how very lucky we were to be there together

In between ganmes and | anguage cl asses, we travel ed whenever we could: to
Fl orence, Siena, Assisi and Rone. W spent Christnmas in a villa on Lake
Maggi ore with a wonderfully Catholic team nmenber of Danny's who took us (al ong
with his huge famly) to mass every nmorning and told us we had to have at
| east el even children

One night during our stay there, | suddenly started crying like a fool
Very calmy, Danny put down his book and asked what was up

"I don't know. It's so stupid. I'"'mjust feeling very sad."

"Anything I can do for you?"

"No, you go to sleep. I'Il be all right."

"Cul, was it sonething | did?"

"No, of course not! I'mjust being a baby. | just want everything to
stop right now and never _never_ nove again: like a picture you carry in your

wal [ et. You know those? The kind people carry in their wallet to show you?
Whoever it is, is always smling and so happy. But you _know_they were al ways
sad after that. Maybe five minutes or a day after the picture was taken



someone they loved died, or they lost their job . . . and everything got
screwed up. | just want to freeze everything right now, so nothing will ever
change or go wong with us."

After basketball season was over, we spent a nmonth driving through
Europe in Danny's schizophrenic car. In between breakdowns and new nufflers,
we went everywhere. We returned to MIlan broke with thirty rolls of
undevel oped filmand nenories gal ore.

W were married that autumm and prom sed our parents to fly honme the
next sumer to visit.

The second year started out as gloriously as the first. There was
not hing reluctant about life with Danny. He woke up nost nornings sniling and
ready to go, no matter what day it was. He taught ne by his constant exanple
how to charge forward and hope for the best. After much | ate-ni ght discussion
and some tearful scenes, | stopped taking the pill in January. A nonth |ater
found out | was pregnant. Wen | told Danny, he put his hands to his face and
said through his ringers that it was the happi est news he had ever had.

I nevitably, the pregnancy made ne think about ny abortion. | wondered if in
some cosm c schenme of things, there was any way that | night be giving birth
to the child | had purposely lost. The idea was |oony and | wasn't about to
tell it to Danny, but why wasn't it possible? Wwo said things |ike that
couldn't happen in life?

I went around feeling great, and eating half of Italy. | felt no
hesitation in gorging nmyself at any time of the day or night, particularly on
goodi es. Danny once caught nme with a candy bar in each hand. | gai ned ei ghteen
pounds in four nonths.

Unl i ke many pregnant woren, | felt fine and full of energy. | even took

on nore students at Berlitz and the flirting of the year before quickly
di sappeared when the snazzies saw | was _incinta_.

The first of what Danny called ny "Yasnuda dreans” came on a night in
early spring in Mlan, when we were able to | eave the w ndows open in our
bedroom for the first tine.

It began with ne | ooking out of the window of an aircraft as it circled
some unknown airport. | turned and | ooked at a child sitting next to me, who
knew i medi ately was ny son. H's nane was Pepsi. He looked like a little
Irishman: curly brown hair, blue eyes full of curiosity and the devil.
Instantly, | put my armaround himand pulled himover so that he could | ook
out of the window too. | started talking as the plane began its sl ow descent.

"I remenber when the sea was full offish with nysterious names: Muidrake,
Cornsweat, Yasnuda, and there wasn't nmuch to do in a day. d ouds noved |ike
bows over the sky. Their rnusic was silver and sad. Your father drove a fast
little sports car that sounded like a happy bee and he drove ne wherever
pl eased. "

That was it. That was all that happened, or all | could remenber of the
dream when | woke the next norning. Danny was already up and after | excitedly
told himeverything, his only comment was, "Yasnuda?"

| was proud of ny unconscious acconplishment and told himhe was just
jealous. | got out of bed and wote down every bit of the dream which wasn't
hard because the words and scene were still so vivid in ny mind. | didn't know
what any of it meant, but | didn't care. Creating Yasrmuda the Fish and a son
naned Pepsi made nme feel strange and very ori ginal

Sonetimes dreanms bite like fleas and leave little itchy bunps all over
your skin. But you know they're not real; you know your brain is only cleaning
out its closet. . . . But that does no good. The vision, like the flea bite
raises a bunmp that is alnost inmpossible to ignore. I wanted to know where the



pl ane was | anding | wanted to know nore about Pepsi . . . Pepsi Janes?
Danny said it was probably ny body chenistry moving around, but | didn't

buy that. | was convinced something nore interesting than that was going on
and | wanted to know what.
A few nights later some of the questions were answered. | had two

gl asses of wine with dinner, which normally nade ne feel only pleasantly warm
This time they laid a | ead bl anket over nmy head and sent ne spinning into bed.
"WIl there be snow, Mmy?"

"Yes, Pepsi, and the animals. Al of the animals you'll | ove _and_ snow.
They' ve been waiting for us."

The plane -- | realized only nowthat it was propeller-driven -- was
droppi ng quickly through the air. Its rapid descent nade nme uneasy and
slightly ill. I |ooked out of the wi ndow and saw somet hi ng stunni ng
electrifying: the airfield was covered with enornmous animals -- larger than
life, larger than even dreans coul d imagi ne. From hundreds of feet up, | could

see their faces turned toward the sky, toward us. Their eyes, the snmallest the
size of COctober punpkins, were happily expectant. They weren't just waiting
for this plane; they were waiting for _us_.

Pepsi was stretched across ny lap, his face all wonder and gl ee.

"And you know all of them Mmmy? You know each one?"

| put one hand on his springy hair and pointed with the other. "Do you
see that big dog there?"

"Yes! He's wearing a hat!"

"Well, that's M. Tracy. He's the guide."

"M. _Tracy_? Cullen, light of ny Iife, only one glass of wi ne at dinner
until the baby comes, okay?"

| looked at my bowl of breakfast food and nodded sheepishly. Danny had a
big dunmb grin on, but out of pity or something he took nmy hand across the
tabl e.

"Well, maybe you're lucky, Cul. Sone peopl e dream about being chased by
nmonsters. At |east Yasmuda and M. Tracy are friends. But you' ve got to be
very careful of dogs wearing hats!"”

The dream cane and went |ike the spring breezes. Mst nights nothing
happened; | dreanmed of Danny, or silly uninportant things that had no neani ng.
One night | dreamed M. Tracy was putting on a nagic show for us and | woke up
right after he said, "Never ask a magician to do his tricks twi ce. Then they
lose all their magic."

But now and then anot her epi sode appeared on ny "dream screen" and by
turns I was drawn and repelled by a new world which was growing and filling
out before nme. | didn't know whether or not it was comon for people to have
conti nuous dreans; each night a different but contiguous part of somne
nmyst eri ous whol e.

Everything there was unusual, sonehow wonderful. The island was naned
Rondua. The only inhabitants | had seen so far were the big animls: M.

Tracy, Felina the Wlf, Martio the Canel and others. | learned to set ny
expect ati ons aside and be open to the waves of new stimulus that were forever
washing over ne. It was a lesson simlar to what | had | earned in ny waki ng
life with Danny, only Rondua was allowed to be and do whatever it pleased
because it lived on the other side of sleep, where all bets were off and gi ant
canel s spoke Italian.

Danny appeared anused by it for a while, then concerned. He asked nme to
go to a doctor, which | did. A very spunky _dottore_ Anna Zegna told ne | was
fine and who was ny husband to say | shouldn't dream what | wanted? She got so
heated about it that | ended up having an argunment with her and nore or |ess
storm ng out of her office. No one was going to talk about _ny_ husband t hat
way!

What | did was keep a notebook about Rondua and what happened when | was
there. | kept thinking that what | saw had all the makings of a dandy



children's story, but something held me back fromwiting anything nore than a

few shorthand notes to mysel f about the amazing -- or the _nore_ ammzing
things | encountered. There were times when | even felt frightened by the
continally unfolding story, but | rationalized it by saying it was all in sone
way connected with ny pregnancy. | ate candy and | dreamed of ny Rondua twi ce

a week. What was so bad about that? | considered nyself |ucky.

The | andscape around the airfield in Rondua was bl ack and surrounded by
high black rolling hills. Vol canoes lived here once and had left their mark
ever ywher e.

W stood and watched as the plane started its engines and began to nove
away. Just as it passed us, the pilot stuck her head out of the w ndow and
gave us a big wave

"Good | uck, Pepsi! Cullen, don't forget your book report!"

It was Ms. Eigl, ny dreadful sixth-grade teacher. | hadn't seen her fat
old face in fifteen years, but | knew it in an instant as one renenbers the
face of an old nenesis. What the hell was _she_ doing here? She even wore one
of those old-tine leather flying hats with the flaps over both ears, like the
Red Baron

The pl ane picked up speed and gunned down the black gravel runway. W
watched as it lifted up and oft and banked hard into the sea-blue sky.

| turned and | ooked at the funny sad brown face of Martio the Canel.

"Where's that plane goi ng now?"

"To the Happiness of Seals. That's in the south of the Second Stroke."

"Ch." | nodded and tried to look as if |I knew what he was tal ki ng about.
Seal s? Stroke? Wl cone to Rondual

M. Tracy and Pepsi were already wal king toward a |large nmetal building
that | ooked Iike a hangar for small planes. | wal ked fast to catch up, but
they had already stopped at the door by the time |I reached them

"Cullen, do you want to tell Pepsi what's inside or should I?"

"Un Why don't you? I'mstill pretty confused."

"Al'l right." The dog was so tall that both Pepsi and | had to bend our
heads way back to see his face.

"Pepsi, inside here are all the toys your nother owned when she was a
girl on the other side. If you' d like, you may have two of themto take al ong
with you on our trip. They have none of the magic of the Bones, but because
they were your mother's when she was your age, they may confort you if you are
frightened sonmetine. Whuld you like to see thenf"

"Ch yeah! What kind of toys?" Pepsi reached for the |arge door but
couldn't pull it, so Felina the WIlf took the clasp carefully in her nmouth and
didit for him

There were no wi ndows or electric lights inside, but sonehow it was
bright as day in there. It took several seconds for the sight to register on
me, but when it did, all | could say was, "Ch, ny God!"

On a wooden table in the mddle of the hangar were hundreds of toys of
all sizes. Imrediately | saw the tan stuffed dog with the bl ack nose | had
slept with for years when | was a little girl. Every night | would put ny arns
around it, kiss its nose that squeaked, and say, "Good night, Farfel."

" Farfel ! Wiere did you get hin®"

"W have all of your toys here, Cullen."

It chilled and excited me -- they were a treasured, |ost picture al bum
or time capsule. | walked to the table and slowy touched the things | had
| oved and | ost and forgotten; things that had nmeant the world to nme once and
now, with a heart-pulling jolt, rem nded nme of that world. The ballerina | had
left in a hotel roomin Washi ngton DC, the green sea nonster whose yell ow
t ongue popped out when you squeezed him A "W nky-Di nk"
draw on-your-tel evision-screen kit, a cerise clay statue | had nade of ny
father holding me in his arms: both of us were bald and round and had
t oot hpi ck holes for eyes, noses and nout hs.

Pepsi chose two things | didn't remenber at all -- a white "Sky King"



cowboy hat and a rubber Popeye doll. It intrigued ne to know why _those_ two
t hi ngs, but when | asked he shrugged. He wanted to know who Popeye was; he
liked the sailor's funny arns.

"He's a guy in cartoons. He eats spinach."”

"What's a cartoon?"

What kid didn't know about cartoons?

On the other hand, what kid was naned Pepsi ?

| asked M. Tracy if | could take one of the toys. For sone reason, of
all the things there, | nost wanted to have the small baseball glove I'd used
daily one sumrer when | was six and very nuch the tonboy. To my surprise, the
big dog said a very firm"No."

Qut si de the hangar the sun had just gone down and the sky was the col or
of peaches and plunms. The wolf and the canmel sat waiting for us with two
| eat her knapsacks at their enornmous feet. The air snelled of dust and dying
heat. The only sounds were those we made.

Pepsi slid on his cowboy hat and carefully adjusted it. W picked up the
heavy sacks and started wal king north. | _think_.

One night not long after | had this dream a six-foot nine-inch jerk
naned DeFazi o cane down full force on top of Danny in a game and turned his
knee into nush. | wasn't there but they told ne that, true to form Danny
i medi ately forgave DeFazio for maimng him

What followed was the Italian version of a hospital emergency room --
_Pronto Soccorso_ -- where the only pronto thing was conpl ete confusi on about
what to do about ny poor husband' s |eg.

No one called ne, so the first | knew of the disaster was Danny hobbling
t hrough our apartnent door on a pair of alum num crutches, his knee taped and
bundled . . . and ruined.

| didn't know whether to yell or cry, but | kept ny mouth shut because
was afraid either reacti on woul d make Danny feel even worse.

W went through the next few days very carefully, each of us trying to
be as kind as possible to the other and not letting them see how very scared
we were. | had felt all along that the greatness of the |ast few nonths
couldn't go on forever of course, but who is ever prepared for disaster? Life
is full of villains and villainous nonents, but who wants to think about that?
Anyway, what kind of life is it when you are afraid of every knock on the door
or every letter in the mail box?

Danny pretended to take it in his stride, but his worry about what we
were going to do next was pal pable: his wife was pregnant and his successful
career as an athlete was conpletely finito_. Life had hit himright in the
head with the ball and even sane, cal m Danny hadn't a clue about what to do
next .

Hs teampaid for the two necessary operations, but then it was, "Here's
your |ast check, pal. See you around.” Their quick, albeit understandable
i ndifference nade ne livid and made a | ot of the days that followed pretty
damed dar k.

Luckily, by then the season was al nost over and we had been planning to
visit America anyway. But sitting down one night over the kitchen table, we
revi ewed everything and deci ded we woul d be better off noving back there for
good.

W packed everything in a week and said good-bye to a life both of us
had grown to like very much. If | had been by nyself | would have been in bad
shape, but | had Danny Janes and our baby and | was sorry things had gone
wrong, but big deal

Danny was trenmendously cheered by the fact that after naking exactly two
overseas calls, he landed a job. It was a lovely thing with the New York Parks
and Recreational Departnent, organizing prograns |ike sumrer basket bal
clinics for ghetto kids.

" _Two_ phone calls! Danny, if | made two phone calls, one of them would
be a wrong nunber! How on earth did you do it?"



He took a coin out of his pocket and "di sappeared” it for me. "It just
happens you're married to a very nice magi ci an, honeybun."

Wth the help of ny parents, we found our apartnent in "The Axe Boy
Arms," as | began calling it after our illustrious downstairs nei ghbor made
his debut. It was on 90th Street near Third Avenue and was a good, sunny pl ace
wi th room enough for both for us as well as the baby when it arrived.

Danny was able to walk normally again by the time we'd nmoved back and
had conmpletely settled into the apartnent. But in that time something big had
changed in ny man. Perhaps it was realizing he too was human -- conplete with
br eakabl e bones, twi stable knees, etcetera. He was quieter during those first
days back in America and sonetines it was obvi ous he was broodi ng, which
wasn't like Danny at all. That's not to say he becane nean or phil osophical or
. weird. Just a little quieter and nore . . . self-contained. Wenever
was able to make himsnile or |augh about sonmething, it was one of the day's
victories.

The good thing was he liked his job fromthe start and | ooked forward to
going to work every norning.

W began spendi ng weekends with ny parents at their house on the Long
I sl and shore. As expected, they |loved Danny fromthe nmoment they net and the
four of us spent good days together, feeling confortable and eating sumer
fruit and doing little else besides sitting in the sun and being glad we were
all together.

One of the many di scoveries | made that sunmer was realizing | would
never again swmin the sea with my father. He was seventy that year and
afraid for his heart; a recent operation had left himtired and fri ghtened.

Every year when | was a girl, we spent the entire nonth of July at ny
parents' house on the Island. It seenmed all we ever did then was swmin the
ocean. W had inner tubes, water wings, rafts; a flotilla of things to keep us
buoyed up after we'd grown exhausted fromdoing it with our own |inbs.

In ny menory, all that remained of those | enony-bright days at the shore
were picnic baskets full of beach food -- cold fried chicken, |ukewarm gi nger
al e, "Hostess Snowballs" -- and my father's hair plastered down to his head,
gl eam ng, as he swam al ongside ne in the surf. It was as if he owned the
ocean.

My father and | took a lot of walks both when | was a girl and the
sumer we returned from Europe. My nmenories of the good old days nade him
snm |l e and shake his head slowy; the kind of smle you get when you're
t hi nki ng back to sonething particularly foolish you did a |l ong tine ago.
Particularly foolish, but you' re glad you did it anyway.

One day he surprised nme by touching ny stomach gently and famliarly.
"Soon you'll be swimmng with your own, eh?"

| smiled and hugged hi mvery hard. He rem nded me of Danny in that
nei ther of them showed their emptions much. W ki ssed when we said hello and
good- bye, but that was about it. Sometines | thought ny grow ng-up had made
hi m shy and uneasy around ne. He could touch and kiss and jiggle me on his

knee when | was small, but once | grew breasts and started tal king to boys on
t he tel ephone, | becane someone to | ove and continue to support -- but at a
di st ance.

But his operation, and both Danny's di saster and ny pregnancy, had
brought us cl oser together. The operati on because he had been faced with his
own nortality and how everything could di sappear in a second; Danny's crushed
knee and the coming child because . . . well, maybe because of the sane thing.
Everything _can_ di sappear in a second, particularly happiness and structure,
but the nore you're able to face it square-on, or the nmore you m ght even be
able to add to the earth that will remain after you' ve gone, the better
Besides. it would be ny father's first grandchild, and | secretly prayed he
woul d I'ive long enough to walk by the sea with this child. Maybe not sw m
whi ch was Pop at his best, but at |east poke at a few horseshoe crabs
t oget her.

M racul ously, Danny and | had | anded safely again. | was unused to



recoveries like that and it took almobst all sumrer for me to get accustoned to
the fact that we were going to be all right after all

Rondua returned. Pepsi and | rode across uninterrupted plains, seated
confortably on the heads of the animals. There were sal non-colored pyramds in
t he di stance which contrasted sharply with the still-black vol canic ground we
passed over.

Felina the Wl f told us the story of her ancestors; of how they rose
fromthe sea as red fish and gave their scal es back once they had reached
land. It turned out that all of the animals in Rondua had netanor phosed from
one speci es to another when they came here. Cever Pepsi asked if we would
have to change too, now that we were here. M. Tracy, his velvety hat glued to
hi s bobbi ng head, said we al ready had.

Martio the Canel often acted as tour guide, pointing out blue
pterodactyls that flew in the distance one norning, telling us to watch
cl osely, another day as the sun began to split in half to nmark the end of
anot her Ronduan nont h.

Many of those early dreans were | ong, panoram c views of the
countrysi de. There was conversation, but | often lost track of what was being
sai d because | was nore interested in what | was seeing. Also, | later
realized | paid nore attention to the countrysi de because | al ready knew many
of the stories. Like jokes we hear and then forget until someone begins
telling themagain, | could have interrupted the aninals many tinmes and told
my son what came next: how the nmountains had | earned to run, why only rabbits
were allowed pencils, when the birds had deci ded to becone all one color. This
know edge notwi thstanding. | still hadn't a _clue_ of why we were in Rondua.

Qur first sumrer back in Anerica nmoved by with a genial smile onits
face and despite New York's torturing heat and hum dity, we got used to the
pace and once-fanmiliar way of life. It was nice to be able to go to the newest
novi es that were once again in a |language we didn't have to battle to
under stand. There were bookstores and museum exhi bits, and once a week ny
not her and | would sneak off for lunch at one of those expensive restaurants
where all the waiters and waitresses were beautiful, but the food tasted the
same whether it was supposed to be Turkish or Cantonese.

To ny enmbarrassment, | grew bigger and bigger. | once asked Danny if it
were possible to give birth to the G af Zeppelin. He said it was nore |ikely
to be a fourteen-pound Hershey bar

Sonetimes, but only sometines, | thought about the boy in ny dreanms and
wondered if we would have a son. Then what would | do? Name hi m Pepsi Janes?
No. We di scussed nanes for the child and deci ded on "Wl ker" for a boy, "Me"
for a girl. Both of us |iked ol d-fashi oned nanes.

I bought five books on how to bring up a child and so nany baby cl ot hes
t hat Danny thought | secretly knew | was due to give birth to triplets, but
hadn't told himyet.

On the night of the birth, we watched tel evision until about el even and
then went to bed. A few hours later | woke up, wet and unconfortable. My water
had broken, but both of us were cal mand ready as we gathered ny bags and
headed for the hospital

The doctor was nice, the |abor horrible . . . and the baby canme out
wai ling, red and | ooking |ike sone kind of live ripe fruit. Mae Janes. They
cl eaned her up and put her in nmy arnms for a little while. | was in that

euphoria you feel just after a baby is born; right before the pain and
exhaustion return in tidal waves. On first glance, she | ooked pretty tough and
spry. Danny appeared out of nowhere and stood on the other side of the room
shy and beaming like a |ightbulb.



"Come over here, Pop, and see your daughter."

He started over, his long arnms already stretching out for her. Suddenly
| felt this tremendous "whoosh" of fatigue washing over me and | bl acked out.
Danny later told me he | ooked at me at the | ast noment and luckily
guessed | was a breath away from droppi ng our brand-new child on the floor. He

| unged and caught her at the |ast second.

I woke up in Rondua, ny head on Pepsi's |lap

"Mormy, you slept so _long !'"

In the dream | _knew_ | had just given birth, but I was dressed as
before and nmy body felt fine and fit. | was ready to nove on once again. | sat
up and | ooked toward the nountains of Coin and Brick which, it we were | ucky,
we woul d be crossing in a few days. Beyond that, | didn't know where we were
goi ng. None of the animals were willing to talk about it.

Marti o and Felina stood a few feet away, a giant canel and wolf calmy
waiting for the sign fromus to go. They were so large they bl ocked out a
great deal of the sky fromwhere | was sitting.

"Al'l right, Cullen is awake. Now we can head for the nobuntains." M.
Tracy sat nearby, his soft eyes set on the faraway cliffs.

"Is it because of Mae, M. Tracy? Are we going over there because of the
baby?"

"Cull en, you have three questions that you can ask. You' ve already asked
two, and the answers weren't inportant. They weren't necessary. Your third
qguestion may be very hel pful to Pepsi later, so be careful."

He waited tor ny reply, knowing I wouldn't waste this third, _ny_third
guestion on sonmething like this. It seened |like a question that would be
answered in time once we got there, we'd know. | would have to think | ong and
carefully before asking the third.

"Qur shortest way is across the plains, but that's also the nost
danger ous. Wat should we do?"

The question was addressed to ne, and three animals and a little boy
waited for ny answer.

| |1 ooked out across them and could barely nmake out, flat nmles away, the
di m but om nous shapes of the Forgotten Machines. Inventions froman age when
anyt hi ng mechani cal was consi dered both positive and nagical, they had once
easily turned stone into steel; green plants into nedicine, cloth, brown fuel
Abandoned | ater because of failed dreans or newer and better conbinations,
they had been left to stop and die. But they hadn't. Machines don't die .
they wait. Like so many other things in Rondua, they had sinply appeared there

one day.

Trying to | ook courageous, | threw back nmy shoul ders and said strongly,
"We've got to go past them Come on." | had no idea what | was tal king about,
but | sensed this was the response they wanted. | wal ked to Felina and cli nbed
her _paw_and leg up to her sleek, angled head. | |oved that head al ready, and

her yell ow wol f eyes both sharp and ki nd.

When | was growi ng up, there were three giant cement lions in front of
our town library. Al of us kids would clinb up and over them and never cone
down until we were either exhausted or their stone col dness had passed into
us. | renmenber loving those lions both for their solidness and size. They were
as dependabl e and permanent as our parents. \Wen | grew ol der | missed them
and ny feelings for them

The Ronduan animals were as large as those lions. But here giant aninals
spoke and nmoved and when you clinmbed on to their backs, their body heat was
tropical, often intense. But | felt no fear of them Fromthe beginning, they
were as trustworthy and famliar as the library lions so many years before.

To give us all courage as we nmoved toward the plains, | began to sing
the song of the wooden mce who went to war. | don't know why | remenbered it
| didn't even know where it cane from but | certainly knew every word of the
song. The others joined in (Pepsi hunming after he had |istened a while), and
we noved a little |l ess apprehensively toward the nachi nes.



"There she is! She's comng round!"

For the first tine since the dreans of Rondua began, | woke wi thout
really wanting to. | was afraid of what was about to happen to us over there,
but al so excited and curious. After the gorgeousness and hubbub of this new
phase of the Yasnuda dream waking to my white hospital room-- even the new
wonder of little Mae -- was even at that fortunate tinme a bit of a |etdown.

And then there was so nuch pain! Mae had decided to enter the world
feet-first. Consequently, with all the pushing and pulling and turning they
did before she actually nmade the scene, a good part of ny |ower innards was a
di saster area

Sone tine later, the doctor said he had had to put fifty stitches in ne
just to repair the danage. For days afterward | wal ked around bow egged and
slow and _very_ carefully, rem nding nyself of those pictures of astronauts on
t he moon, wal ki ng through wei ghtl essness. Except that those guys got to bounce
fromhere to there in big cartoony |eaps. Wenever | stepped wongly, every
pain bell in ny systemwent off with a jangle.

Needl ess to say | wasn't at my best, but Danny treated me marvel ously.
He brought flowers and candy and a pair of green velvet bedroom slippers so
ugly that they made nme cry for love of him

In between all this, | would hobble slowWy down the hall to see the
baby. 1'd hobble back to my rooma few mnutes |later, astounded that she was
still there. She actually existed and was ours!

A cloud over all of this nice sky was renenbering one night in bed that
the last tinme | had been in a hospital was when | had had the abortion. |
| ooked at the black ceiling above ne and said a prayer for everyone -- Mae,
Danny, the dead child, nyself, ny parents. Saying the prayer didn't make ne
feel any better, but the words al one were soothing conmpany and they hel ped ne
to sleep. | renenber dream ng that night of nagicians with giant hands naking
babi es appear and di sappear like the coins in Danny's tricks.

| didn't dream of Rondua again until a few days after Mae and | went
hone. That's where it all began

It began. Yes, _it_ began on one of those nornings when everyone you
pass on the street seens to be wearing nice col ogne.

Cctober is a tenperanental nmonth in New York. It can be as courtly as
Fred Astaire or as surly and mean as a summons server. It was on its best
behavior the first week we were back, but then it turned. | spent hour after
qui et hour by the window in a rocking chair, feeding Mae, watching the first
hard rains fall

You can | ose yourself watching rain as easily as you can watching a
fire. Both are deliberate yet whinsical, conpletely engrossing in no tine at
all.

After Danny left for work, | would cart Mae and a white bl anket over to
the window in the living room plop us down in the chair with the bl anket over
both of us, and settle in for my daily ration of rain watching. She would
slurp her breakfast while | watched the silvery-blue, wet w ndows |ighten as
the day came to earth. The rain swept and bl ew back and forth angrily, but I
liked it and felt protected by it.

One norning the clouds cracked open and the sun slipped through Iike a
big yell ow egg yolk. It decided to stay around for a while too. By that tinme |
had fallen into such a state of sitting and gazing that the gl eam and bri ght
snap of vell ow everywhere nmade ne sit right straight up -- as if sonmeone had
cl apped their hands behind ny head.

| bustled around the apartment getting ready and had us out on the
glistening street in no tine. Mae wore a peach-colored suit and appeared very
pl eased by the change of surroundings.

"Hi, Ms. Janes. Strange weat her, huh?"

Alvin WIlliams came out of the door behind ne and started tal king before
I'd even turned round. Hi s voice sounded friendly enough, but when |I turned to
| ook at himthere was no expression on his face. He mght just as well have



been | ooki ng at a door

"Hi, Alvin! Were's Loopy?"

"He's a pain sonetinmes. | wanted to go out by nyself and | ook at these
clouds. WII you look at those colors! It's like they're having a fistfight or
somet hi ng up there, huh?"

I liked that image and smiled at himw thout |ooking at the sky. | knew
what he was tal king about, but Alvin Wllians with his dirty gl asses and Buddy
Holly haircut didn't seemthe kind of fellow who would cone up with inmages
l'i ke that.

"Well, Alvin, this is an historic day for us. This is the first tine Me
| anes here has ever gone for a wal k. "

He smiled and | ooked into the carriage. "ls that right? Wll,
congratul ations. You and M. Janes shoul d have chanpagne or sonething tonight
to celebrate.”

We chatted for a few nore minutes, but then he becane sort of nervous
and said he had to go. That was okay with nme, because | wanted to get noving.

"So now Welcome to 90th Street, Mae. There's the market where | shop
for us. Over there is the bookstore your Daddy Iikes. "

| gave her the quick guided tour of our neighborhood and besides Alvin,
everybody _did_ snell of good col ogne.

It still hurt me to wal k much, so | stopped after fifteen mnutes in
front of Marinucci's Ice Cream Enmporium-- a favorite watering hole of the
James family. | went in and ordered coffee and checked to see if Mae was stil

tucked up tight in the right places.
A waitress | had never seen before brought the coffee to ny table and
didn't even peek at the baby.

"Cretin." | picked up the cup and nade a face at her retreating back.
The cup wasn't hot and the coffee was barely warm when | sipped it.
| clunked it back down on the table and | ooked out of the window | hate

| ukewarm coffee. It has to be hot, _hot_; al nost enough to burn your tongue.
The waitress was reading a magazi ne at the counter and | was about to call her
over and conpl ain when |I |ooked at the nug. Steamswirled up fromit and
carried the good snell of fresh ground coffee in it.

Huh? | touched it to be sure. Hot . Hornones? It nust have been
hor mones, or ny body, or sonmething inside readjusting or calibrating after the
shock of the birth. O else | had becone so stoned | ooking out of the w ndow
at gray and blue rain that 1'd grown dull or wobbly or even just _off_ about
certain things; things |like heat and time and menory.

Shrugging it off, | picked up the cup and blew over it to cool it. It
was _so_ hot | could barely keep nmy finger crooked through the ceram c hole.
Hey Danny, guess what happened to nme today? | shook my head, know ng
woul dn't tell himabout this because it would nake ne | ook very silly.

So | had ny coffee, paid and left. Passing the w ndow on the way hone
again, | glanced in at the table where I1'd sat, but the cup was gone. Funny.

As we approached across the plains of Randua, the sound of the forgotten
machi nes becane gigantic, oiled and precise. | began to nake out their
separate parts: pistons and levers nmoving in a glistening stormof chrone,
brass and tight conpression. They no | onger _nade_ anything, but continued to
function. The ground they sat on was theirs, inviolable to others.

Wien we were within a few hundred feet of the first one, it slowed
suddenly like an old steam | oconptive coming into a station. On its side was a
| arge red and gold plaque that said "Lieslseiler: Prague." Its separate pieces
sl ackened down to hal f-speed, although it hissed and cl anked even nore than
before. | was sure it had somehow sensed our presence. Its nmessage and then
its pace was quickly -- frighteningly -- picked up by the other nachines. As
one, they worked down to the sane rhythm despite each being entirely
different fromthe other.

| felt the wolf's body trenble beside ne and | knew it was ny place to
speak.



"Let us through. You know who we are. W're not your enem es. W have to
cross the plains and then the mountains.”

The machi nes nocked ne by clacking their |evers up and down in perfect
time to nmy last words. Wien | stopped, they went back to their own nysterious
r hyt hirs.

"Leave us al one."

C ack- d ack- d ack- d ack.

Toget her, they sounded like the largest typewiter in the world.
| ooked at Martio, but his round canel's face gave no hint as to what to do.

"Pl ease, just _stop_."

G ack- d ack- d ack.

M nut es passed. Their novenents and pace stayed the sane so |long as no
one spoke, while their steam whistled savagely up into the dry air.

"They want the word, Cullen."”

| looked at M. Tracy, shocked that he had even nentioned it here in
front of the others, in front of the machines! But they had renai ned silent
after he spoke.

Pepsi had his arns wapped around the wolfs front leg and his face was
scared. He looked at ne as if _|I_ knew what to do.

"But why, M. Tracy?"

"Because it's the only proof of who you are. It proves why you' re here."

"But won't we need it later?"

The machi nes' tenpo qui ckened; they were offended by my hesitation

"You need it now Use it!" M. Tracy's voice was quiet but firm | had
no choi ce.

"Koukounaries!"

They st opped.

An hour later, the wolf came up al ongside and Pepsi broke the sullen
sil ence which had been with us since we passed so quickly and anxi ously across
the rest of the Plain of Machines.

"Mom what does it nean? Koucarry?"

| looked at M. Tracy; he was a few feet ahead of us but he had turned
when he heard the boy's question. He nodded for ne to answer. It was the first
magi ¢ | ever gave my son

"Koukounaries, Pepsi. It means _pine cones_ in Geek."

The doctor's name was Rottensteiner and his office was decorated with
cheerful photographs of his famly and their Golden Retriever dogs.

| sat in a chair across the desk fromhimand told himthe whole story
of my Rondua dreans. It nmade me nervous to be spilling these sane beans again
for the second tine in a year, once on each side of the ocean, but the
Koukounari es dream had scared ne. | wanted to get this whole thing out of ny
system or at least find an angle on it that | could accept and live wth.

When | had finished, he steepled his fingers and shrugged. "I honestly
don't think anything is wong, Ms. Janmes. |'ve never heard of this happening
before, but that's nothing newin this field. Your doctor in Italy was right,
so far as | can tell. Dreans do what they want. You can't put a |leash on them
and tell themwhere to wal k.

"Peopl e usual ly have repetitious or sequential dreanms after sonme kind of
traumati c experience -- they've been in a bad car accident, or soneone they
| oved recently died -- sonething bad that the systemjust can't let go of.
Now, the fact that you seemto be both happy and well-adjusted tells ne that
you' re dream ng of Rondua because a part of you enjoys it. Nothing nore or
less. To tell you the God' s-honest truth, |I don't _know_ why it has gone on
for so long, or why it's so clearly episodic. But as a doctor, that doesn't
make ne concerned. Obviously the nost recognizable thing is that you're
i ncorporating parts of your conscious world into Rondua. The G eek pine cones
is the best exanple. Why? | don't know For some reason, your subconscious has
decided to use that particular bit because it likes it. It _is_ a strange
word, but there's no rhyne or reason for how that part of the mind works. It's



both a stubborn and a mysterious thing and it really does end up doing or
t hi nki ng exactly what it pleases."

"And | shouldn't worry?"

"OfF course you could cone and talk to nme once a week about your life and
what may be on your mind that day. But | would be cheating you. You sound
fine, fromwhat you' ve told ne. You |like your husband, you're enjoying your

child. . . . To nme, your life sounds like its nmoving along in high gear. If
anyt hi ng bad does cone of the dream eventually, then by all means conme back
here and we'll talk. But | don't think that will happen. If | were you, 1'd
| et Rondua do what it wants. Maybe if you really dislike it, the less you
resist it, the nore apt it will be to go away."

| was a greenhorn in the I and of psychiatry and psychol ogy, so having
heard the same judgment fromtwo doctors, | slid the "Am|-mad?" worries to

t he back burner of ny overactive m nd.

Danny knew nothing of ny visit to Rottensteiner, or the fact that the
Rondua dreans had been continuing. But sonme weeks after | had returned from
the hospital, he did ask how Yasnmuda and the gang were doi ng.

I handed hima wet child and refused to |l ook at him He took Mae, but
stood there waiting for nmy answer. He was concerned and that concern
i nvariably made nme want to hug him | told himl still dreaned about Rondua
once in a while, but nothing Iike before. He asked if that made nme _sad_,
whi ch | thought was a queer question, com ng fromhim

"Sad? Weren't you the one who was so worried when I was having them
bef or e?"

"Yeah, | was, Cul. But it's just that you seened . . . really happy when
you dreaned of them | even |iked hearing what was happening in the next
exciting adventure: Felina the WIf; M. Tracy, the dog with the hat on .

"You renenber thenP"

"How could | forget?"

The real winter days came and things grew cold and blue and very still.

Bei ng a not her was nuch harder and nore nonotonous than | had originally
i magi ned. In ny pre-Me nusings, | had envisioned days pleasantly full of
pragmatic duties that led to a snmling, happy baby and ny feeling worthy for a
series of small jobs well done. But there was always so much _to_ do, and it
had to be done over and over again. Things were only conplete for a nmoment. As
soon as you turned your back or closed your eyes for a second, the bottles
were all dirty again and the nappy needed changi ng, and what about that | oad
of laundry you put in an hour ago? Mae was a very good kid and fussed only
when she had reason to, but there were a |ot of reasons and sonetines her
fussi ng made ne short-tenpered and frustrated as hell

And then | always tried to have our small world all shipshape and spic
and span by the tinme Danny canme hone fromwork in the evening. It was
i nportant to ne that he shouldn't walk into the kind of ness some friends of
ours all owed because of their kids. | recoiled at the idea of toys everywhere,
chocol aty faces, that repugnant snell of cooped-up child | knew fromvisits to
ot her houses.

Maybe down-deep | wanted Danny to think | was Wnderwonman in every
concei vabl e way. Attractive, bright, sexy as the devil, but nost of all --
conpetent. W want to be loved for what we are, but also for what we want
others to _think_we are.

Weekends were best, because Danny was around to pitch in and hel p out
wi th the washing and the shopping. Sonetinmes we'd arrange for a baby-sitter
and go out to dinner and a novie. It was a big hel p and what was nicest about
t hose breaks was that we'd both come hone renewed and excited to see the baby
agai n.

It snowed all the tinme. It was too cold to go out nost days and too warm
in the apartment. One particularly gloony afternoon, | sat with Mae on ny |ap
and felt suddenly that if | didn't find sonething to do fast the walls were
going to eat me. | had not dreaned of Rondua for a while, which was too bad



because it woul d have given me sonmething to think about during the endl ess
feedings. As an exercise while sitting there. | tried to remenber the finer
details of what | had seen and experienced: the mysterious col or conbinations,
the way anber light fell across the Ronduan nountai ns at daybreak and sunset.

Remenbering daily life is difficult enough, God knows. Renenbering
dreans days or even nonths later is a wee bit more difficult.

When Mae had had her fill and dozed off, | put her in her crib.
Rumagi ng around in a desk drawer, | dug up the notebook | had kept when the
first dreams started. | hadn't put anything in the book since our return to
America nonths before, but this time | set to work putting down these newest
Ronduan scenes before they slipped away fromme conpletely. The nmore | wote,
the nore | remenbered: the color of the canmel's eyes, the sound of Felina's
| eat hery feet paddi ng across sandy ground.

My m nd, which since Mae's birth had fallen into a kind of sleepy
stupor, stretched and began shaking other parts of itself awake. It was |ike
"Reveille" played in an Arny barracks; one guy got up, then another, and soon
t he whol e pl ace was clattery noi se and bl ankets thrown aside, feet hitting the
fl oor everywhere.

| filled a few sides without worrying whether it was sequential or
chronol ogical or logical. It was a diary and diaries are conversations with
yourself. _|_ understood what | was trying to say, so it didn't matter whether
the entries nade perfect sense or not.

The hours didn't "fly by," but | did spend a |ong afternoon at it,
wor ki ng nyself into a kind of tiredness |I hadn't known for a long time -- the
kind of tiredness that conmes at the end of good hard work whi ch neans
somet hing to you

When Danny came home | was very animated and glad to see him | didn't
say anything about the notes, because | wanted to think about why | was really
witing them Wre they catharsis, or just a way of passing tine? Perhaps |
was even | aying the groundwork for the children's book | had thought about
witing earlier. | didn't know what was at the heart of this and until | did,
| decided to keep it all quiet.

A few days later | bought a very sharp | eather notebook at a stationery
store and started transferring everything into it. | knew | was getting
serious when | forked out twenty-seven dollars for a notebook: | hadn't kept a
real one since college. | was both stirred and intim dated by the vast nunber
of unfriendly white pages in there. |I don't have very nice handwiting, so
wote slowy and very carefully, enjoying the act in itself and understandi ng
for the first time why nonks had once devoted so nuch time to illum nating
manuscri pt s.

The first thing | tried to do in that pretty book was pull all ny
Yasrmuda dreans together and sonmehow shape themup. | began with the first
dream and ny first words to Pepsi when we were in the plane, descending on
Rondua.

"I remenber when the sea was full offish with nysterious names; Muidrake,
Cornsweat, Yasnuda, and there wasn't nuch to do in a day."

VWhile Mae slept or lay in her bassinet, eyeing her pink ow nobile, |
wr ot e.

My not her took Mae and nme out for lunch to "Anmy and Joe's": one of those
presunptuous "really American" restaurants where they served us okay chili for
seven dollars a bow .

Wal ki ng home through breezy cold, Mominsisted on pushing the baby
carriage the whole way. She tal ked about how one day all three of us girls
woul d be having lunch together. Her face was one big snile after she said
t hat .



The thought intrigued ne. What woul d Mae Janes be |i ke when she was old
enough to sit at a restaurant table, Iegs |ong enough for her feet to touch
the floor, her face interesting enough to draw the | ooks of nen?

"What are you thinking about, dear?"

"About how ki ds get gypped by their parents. Their birth is _our_ second
begi nni ng, but then our death is the beginning of their end."

"That's very poetic, but don't be norbid, dear: it's bad for the
conpl exion. Isn't that your building? Wat's going on down there?"

Alarmngly, five police cars stood at strange angles to the curb in
front of our apartment house. The drivers had been in too great a hurry to
worry about proper parKking.

Thank God in heaven | knew Danny was safe at work. | had called ten
m nutes before to warn himthat dinner would be late due to "lunch-w th-Mm"

"Cullen, it |looks Iike sonething bad has happened. Should you come over
to our apartnment? We'll get a cab and call Danny fromthere."

"No, Mom | want to see what's happened. It could have sonmething to do
with our apartnment. Maybe | didn't turn the gas off. "

W canme to the barriers the police had put up to keep peopl e back

"Officer, | live here. What's happeni ng?"

"Had a couple of murders, lady. Sone nut killed his nmother and sister
Sonet hin' real bad."

People like to say that imrediately after they heard the news they knew

who did it. but I'd be lying if |I said that. At the monent, | didn't even
renmenmber Alvin Wllians _lived_in the building. He wasn't the nost nenorabl e
guy you'll ever meet, apart fromhis crines.

"Holy shit, look at that damed guy!"

W had been chatting with the policenman, who knew not hi ng nore about
what had happened. He was the first to see that they were bringing Al vin out
of the house. It was the mddle of the day, but he wore a plaid pajam top
over what | _think_ was a skirt. | couldn't tell because | was too shocked,
then too drawn by the expression on his famliar face. Calm absolute and
total calm Hi s hands were handcuffed in front of himand he kept stumbling as
he wal ked out of the building to the first police car

"Look at the fuckin' blood, man!"

Two bl ack teenagers in identical w ndbreakers and green watch caps stood
next to us, taking everything in.

"He nusta fuckin' cut the shit out of evvabody _in_ there."

"Mot her _fucker , man! Were's his knife at?"

"Cullen, come on. Let's go to our house."

We had started back fromthe barriers when Alvin shouted, "Ms. Janes!
Hey!"

H s excited hoot grabbed ne like a lasso and | froze where | was, but
couldn't get up the nerve to turn and | ook at him

"How re you, Ms. Janmes! How s the baby!"

A man in a ski jacket cane up to me and showed his police badge. He was
a nice-looking man. | heard doors close behind ne, a siren start its wail.

"Do you mind if | talk to you for a mnute, |ady?"

"Want to know somet hing strange? One of the last times | ever talked to
Alvin, | cane in here afterward for a cup of coffee.”

W were sitting in Marinucci's |Ice Cream Enporium The police
detective's name was Gabe Fl ossmann and he had a soft voice wapped around a
thick New York accent.

"How wel |l did you know him Ms. James? Did you ever have hi mover or
anything, or go to his place?"

| shivered involuntarily. "No, nothing like that. W were just
hal | -friends, you know what | mean? 'Hello, good norning. How s your dog?
Not hi ng beyond that."

"And you say the dog's name was _Loopy_?" He looked at the pad in his
hand. 1'd been surprised at how nuch he'd witten down so far

| nodded, then turned ny head fromside to side to ease the tension knot



which sat in the niddle of ny neck

FIl ossmann put down his pencil and | ooked out of the window "I tell ya,
Ms. Janmes, this city's become a real bees' nest of crazies. Wen | first
joined the force twelve years ago, you'd have sone |unatic doing sonethi ng
like this maybe once every few nmonths or so. Then you throw in a few horrors
fromthe Mafia and you'd get -- | don't know -- maybe ten or twelve really bad
murders in a year. But _now_, hell, it's like every night some bongo goes
bananas and every night it's sonething else. Last week, down on 84th Street?
Sonme wonan got nad at her baby and crucified the poor thing on the bathroom

door! | mean, can you inagi ne? That takes a big imgination, right? And you
know what el se? She nust have had ten different crucifixes up in that
apartment. CGold ones, ones that lit up. . . . How do they think these things
up?"

Horribly, | couldn't stop nmy mind fromflashing a picture of Mac
crucified on a wall in our apartment. My heart started beating really hard in
my chest. | closed nmy eyes and told nyself to stop it. Taking very deep
breaths, | squeezed ny hands together and | ooked at Fl ossmann.

"What will happen to Al vin now?"

"He'll be arraigned and they'll get hima |awer and then probably send
himover to Bell evue for observation. Are you okay, Ms. Janes? You're | ooking
alittle queasy."

A week | ater Danny was watching a Forrmula One car race on television. |
was puttering around the apartnent acconpanied by the too-loud snarl of car
engi nes fromthe set.

Coming in fromthe kitchen, |I had a direct view of the TV when one of
the cars -- driven by a Col onbi an naned Pedro Lopez -- flew off the road, hit
a wal |l and expl oded.

| froze in the doorway, unable to | ook away fromthe blaze or the
burni ng pieces of racing car flying up and scattering all over the track

"He's a goner." Danny said it in his quietest, saddest voice.

There was great courage shown in those next few mnutes. Men, some in
fireproof suits and sone just wearing shorts and T-shirts, came running toward
the fire. They conpletely disregarded the soaring flames and the danger that
was everywhere. Some of them had fire extinguishers, others nothing but their
hands and hope. They fought the flames, fought through themto the hapl ess nan
still visible but conpletely notionless in what was left of the cockpit of his
car.

The conmmentator tried to be calm but the sight of the poor driver
burning to death nmade even the professional's voice quaver and finally drop to
al nost a whi sper.

After a few seconds, | realized | was standing there saying to myself,
"Don't die. Don't die."

They finally killed the fire with extinguishers that bl ew chenical snoke
everywhere and coated everything a chal ky, dead white. A helicopter |anded on
the track and attendants ran out with a stretcher and nedi cal bags.

"Don't die. Don't die." It was a litany; an incantation only | heard.
I"msure of that, because Danny never turned round the whole time | was saying
it.

The announcer said that Lopez was twenty-four and this was his first
season driving a Formula One car. They eased himout of the weck, laid himon
a blue stretcher and flew himaway to the hospital

Danny turned off the television and we waited there in its cooling,

di sappearing gl ow for somet hing we knew was inpossible: the man's life to
conti nue.

On the news that night, the sports announcer tal ked about the race and
showed replays of the accident too many tinmes. They showed a smiling picture
of Lopez and said he was still alive, although in very critical condition. It
was a nmiracle he had survived that |ong and the doctors were not at al
optimstic about his chances.



When | got into bed | prayed for him | have said the Lord's Prayer
every night for years before | go to sleep, but | rarely pray for anyone or
anvthing in particular. 1'mconvinced God exists, but he doesn't need us to
tell himhow to run his show He knows. But this time | asked that Lopez be
allowed to live.

In the Rondua dreamthat followed, all of us stood at the base of a
mount ai n, staring unbelievingly at a small dead-white thing that |ooked Iike a
pi ece of driftwood. M. Tracy turned to ne and spoke in a barely restrained,
excited voice.

"You were right, Cullcn, there it is! Go and pick it up."

"What is it, Monmy?" Pepsi's voice, behind me and suddenly very far
away, sounded scared.

Wt hout answering himl| noved forward, stooped and picked it up. It was
heavy and solid -- not any kind of wood at all. |I turned to the others and
held it out toward themw th both hands.

"It's a bone, sweetheart. One of the Bones of the Myon."

I felt nothing special, nothing different. I knew what it represented,
but I held and regarded it as sonething that made little difference
Felina, surprising us all, let out a cry that was hal f-wolf snarl

hal f-jubilant bark. It echoed up across the nountain and sent a gigantic flock
of metal birds racketing off their perches, out on to the plains we had just
crossed.

M. Tracy and | | ooked at each other and he smiled and nodded his
approval . This was why | had returned to Rondua -- to help themfind the first
Bone of the Moon. | knew that now, but | knew nothing else. | |ooked at the

bone and had a terrible urge to throwit as far away fromne as | could. The
longer | held it, the nore | realized what _it_ was and how strong it could
be. It had taught ne nagical words, had once given ne magi cal powers | neither
want ed nor understood. It had alnost killed nme. | remenbered that too. The
Bones neant too nuch and | doubted again, after so many years, if anyone was
capabl e of controlling them

"What _is_ it, Momy?" My son | ooked at me, unconprehendi ng and stil
very afraid. Only now his fear had noved fromthe puzzling thing in ny hand to
me. He was too young to understand what it all meant, and | was incapabl e of
explaining it to him | was also very afraid for all of us, but | didn't know

why. | felt like an animal, like a bird which suddenly feels the violent urge
to fly out to sea. An earthquake is com ng, but birds don't have words I|ike
that in their vocabulary -- only the mysterious good sense to know things are

about to go wong and it's tine to | eave.

Bees the size of coffee cans flew silently over the river. It was dusk
and the water had abandoned the light. The color of brown |eather, it noved
sluggishly, as if sonething was hol ding back its flow

| took Pepsi's hand and | ed himdown to the shore.

"Look hard and you'll see the fish in there, Pepsi. Tonight we'll al
swi mtogether with them™

It was too dark to see through the deep flow | didn't want himto be
frightened, but | had forgotten children's willingness to accept anything, so
long as it is wonderful. The thought of a night swimwth nysterious, unknown
fish was heaven to him his small features beaned.

| undressed and left nmy clothes where they fell. Pepsi was in such a
hurry that in two seconds he was a tangle of sleeves and pants in an angry
knot at his ankles.

The animals waited until | had freed himand we were ready. Then they
wal ked first into the water. | held Pepsi's hand and followed Marti o' s high
hunp. The water was cold but not unconfortable. | felt the first snooth nud

beneath ny feet, between ny toes. Pepsi squeezed nmy hand tight when the first
shock of cold ran through his body.
The fish rose as one to nmeet us. Their shapes and colors were inpossible



to describe. You could say that this one | ooked like a headlight with eyes,
that one like a key with fins, but it would be pointless.

W dived deep and were able to stay under as |long as we pl eased -- Pepsi
too, who earlier had said he didn't know what "sw nmi ng" was.

The animals stayed near and let us ride on their backs for great |ong
di stances. W raced and di ved and nade fast, sharp turns back to where we'd
started. | clung to the wolf's warm fur and watched fish slip and glide across
each ot her's phosphorescent paths. Water conets, they grouped and fled and
returned to us.

When we had been under a long time, M. Tracy swamto nme with the first
Bone in his teeth. It was very warmwhen | took it fromhim Holding either

end, | pushed down and the thing snapped easily in half. |I felt a charge of
energy or power go up either arm |ike bubbles in a glass of ginger ale.
Hal ved, the two pieces were much lighter in my hands. On land, it had been
rock- heavy and hard, but here in the water -- the only place where the noon
hel d sway -- the Bone could and _had to_ be broken for us to succeed.

I swamto Pepsi and gestured for himto take one half. Wen he did, |
swama little away, then turned and faced himagain. | held up ny piece and

nodded for himto do the same. \When both our arms were up over our heads, an
arc of purple light floated easily between the two parts of the Bone. There
was no sound at all, no Van de G af generator snapping static white
electricity fromone ground to the other. Between the pieces of bone, only a
soft arcing purple light swamsilently. It was very beautiful and not
frightening at all.

Later we dried off in our clothes and sat by a fire Felina had brought
frommles away. The dog gave ne two knives of obsidian and | handed one to
Pepsi. He took it and stabbed it into the earth a few tines.

"Pepsi, tonight we're going to nake our wal ki ng sticks with these pieces

of bone. Watch ne and you'll see howto do it."
The animals retreated back into the darkness and we set to work carving
t he Bones of the Mbon. Now and then | | ooked toward the water and saw that al

the fish were near, watching us fromjust beneath the surface. Their eyes
gl owed.

Pepsi watched and learned three lifetines' worth of carving in a few
hours. Leaves and ocelots, a little man who | ooked Ilike Alvin Wllianms, a
worman' s upturned hand filled with stones and frogs. . . . These figures and
nore wound up and around the pale, crooked sticks and ended up all entering
the noon's broken face.

The canpfire light flickered yell ow and orange across our busy hands. |
kept | ooking up to see if Pepsi was doing it right, to make sure he didn't cut
hinself. My heart junped like a dolphin in ny chest to see his little boy's
face so tight with concentration and concern. The sharp winkles that were
only visiting now woul d soneday own his face and he would be a nan. W woul d
talk intelligently then and I would be the one to ask too many questions and
want his constant attention. | |oved knowi ng he would be a man. | hated
knowi ng t he boy woul d di sappear into photograph al bunms and small worn-out bl ue
jeans that ended up as w ndow cl eani ng rags.

He was finishing the figure of a racing car when he felt either ny gaze
or ny sadness. Looking up abruptly, he asked if he could lick his stick when
we were finished.

"Why woul d you want to do _that_ ?"

"Because it looks like it'll taste good."

| laughed and said yes and felt better. He wasn't a man yet!

The racing driver Lopez lived. | found an article in the newspaper which
said he was burned everywhere and that they were keeping himplugged in to al
ki nds of machinery while he slept on in a deep coma. But he lived. | kept
t hi nking of the racing cars we had carved on our sticks in Rondua.

One afternoon, sitting by the window with Mae, | envisioned a figure in

a bed wapped like a munmmy. The only sounds around it were the jitter and hum



of life-support systems. It was death in life and I knew who it was and it
made ne shiver uncontrollably. | thought of Lopez's famly; their present pain
and i nmpossi bl e hopes for the future. Wuld he continue to live for years,

al ways at the mercy of transparent tubes and yell ow dials which marked snooth
brain waves and a change in body tenperature of one degree?

I thought of nmy husband Danny and tried to i magi ne how | would feel if
he were Lopez and his |life was being kept on only by inperceptible electric
currents which entered his body every few seconds. Life was certainly
preci ous, but death even nore so in some cases. In the quietest whisper,
said, "Let himdie."

He di ed the next norning.

Eliot Kilbertus and | becanme great pals because we kept bunping into
each other in the basement |aundry room One |ook at himtold you he was as
gay as Dick's hatband. He'd often arch his left eyebrow up into his scal p and
his hands did little fan dances when he spoke to you -- but oh, how he spoke!

"I have been _spying_ on you and your husband ever since you noved in,
you know. You're Cullen Janes, right? I"'mEiot Kilbertus. Actually, ny rea
nane is Clayton _Drury_, but | changed it when | was seven. | nean,
Drury-Dreary, right? | refuse to go through nmy life sounding |like a Dickens
character. Were did you get that sweater?"

"Bl oonmi ngdal e' s. "

"I thought so. You should buy only Italians, honey. They _|ast _.

"Coul d you nove over a little, Eliot? | can't see ny dryer."

That first day we tal ked, he was so "on" that | thought he was trying
out for a part in sone show and had m staken nme for the casting director. He
didn't stop for a mnute and his nonol ogue ranged fromthe genius of Italian
designers to his pug dog, Zanpano, who was at the tine suffering fromthe flu.

"OfF course dogs get flu, Cullen. Are you mad? | nagi ne wal ki ng down the
si dewal ks of New York in bare feet. Wat you'd pick up! AIDS galore. Plague
Par adi se, _kinder_. Wuld you like to cone up to ny apartnent after we're done
here? 1've only got one nore rinse. Your daughter is extrenely quiet, Cullen
I's she dead?"

H s place was canpy and fun. He wote filmreviews for one of the gay
New Yor k newspapers and his walls were covered with posters of terrible filns
like Attack of the Killer Tomatoes_ and _Senior Prom.

He nade delicious cappucino in one of those ornate silver Gaggia
machines |1'd seen so often in the expresso bars in Italy. Then he picked up
one of his dog's squeaky toys and after giving it a thorough washing in the
sink, held it over Mae's traveling bed and squeezed it until she started to
cry.

"Well, | nmean, what do you want, honey? |I'm not Captain Kangaroo!"

"I think she hates that, Eliot. But thanks for trying."

He cal nred down over the course of the afternoon and was speaking
normally by the tine | |ooked at my watch and realized how late it was. W
made a date for lunch together the next day and | went home feeling good.

Danny |iked himtoo. The first time Eliot came over for dinner, he was
surprisingly shy and on his best behavior. For a while. Once he saw how nice
and unj udgnental ny husband was, he fired right up again and had us giggling
all through the spinach | asagne.

"Ch Cullen, you really _are_ a vegetarian! | just thought you were slim
But you nust give Mae neat, though; I'mtotally serious about that. My friend
Roger Waternman was brought up vegetarian and he turned into an accountant!"

In between the exclamation points and cunning remarks, Eliot Kilbertus
was a considerate, overly generous man. He worked at home nost of the tinme and



woul d often call up and ask if | would like himto baby-sit for a while so
that | could go out and do things. Sometines | took himup on the offer
because it was genuine and not an "I'll do you a favor _IF_ you'll do nme one"
sort of thing. He liked us and we |iked himand we began spendi ng nore and
nore time together.

When we got to know each other better, he adnitted he was weal t hy
because he was an only child and his parents had been in Florida real estate
before they died. They had left him"great skads" of nobney which he had
i nvested carefully and successfully. Every tine he cane to di nner he brought
some kind of extravagant wi ne or bread or pate that didn't have anything to do
with what | was serving but tasted good anyhow.

He al ways dressed in beautiful clothes, which he bought on sem -annua
trips to Europe where he "went mad buying and eating and doi ng." \Wen he heard
that we had lived for a year in Italy, he shook his head and told us we were
retarded to have ever noved back to the United States of MDonald' s. Wen
Danny asked Eliot why he_didn't live over there, he shrugged and said he
couldn't read Italian novie nmagazi nes and none of the drug stores sold dental
fl oss.

When t he weat her was okay, we'd go out wal king with Mae in her carriage
and the two of us on either side. Then another side of Eliot showed itself. |
soon realized he _couldn't_ have |ived anywhere but New York, because it was
one of the fewthings he really Ioved. A walk with himneant an ongoi ng
| ecture about architecture, Frederick Law O nstead' s original plans for
Central Park and where the best walnut brownies in the city could be found.

He took us to gallery openings and to a concert in Soho where thirty-two
people listened to six people snip the air with scissors, all thirty-eight of
us wearing totally serious expressions on our faces. It was a hoot; both Danny
and | loved it. Wen the concert was over, Danny slipped into a dine store and
bought three pairs of those silver, round-ended scissors |like you had in
ki ndergarten.

"Let's go home and do an encore!"

Wednesday afternoons Eliot and | got into the habit of having |unch
together in our apartnment. He'd eat a neatball wedge or a souvl aki gyro, while
| polished off hunks of feta cheese and bl ack Greek olives or spaghetti al
burro. When we were done, we would settle down for a couple of hours of gab

That's how | found out about his interest in the occult. He told ne
about a party he'd gone to where they had used a ouija board to sunmon the

ghost of Amelia Earhart. | rolled ny eyes at that and asked if she had fl own
into the room That made himvery nad. He believed whol eheartedly in "other
powers" and was of fended when | joked about the subject. It was one of the

only tines he ever got mad at ne.

"You're such a little wise guy, Cullen. Let me see your hand."

Rondua gal | oped across nmy mind and | felt uneasy about |etting himhave
a | ook.

"Ch come on, Cullen. I'mnot asking you to undress. Just let ne | ook at
your hand; | want to see what's up with you."

| knew the | eft hand was what you're born with and the right is what
you've done with it. | didn't know which would be nore revealing to let him
see.

"No, give ne your right hand. Okay, let's see what we have here."

He didn't take one look and junp in the air which, after ny recent
Rondua dreans, | was hal f-expecting. He squeezed the pads of ny pal mand
fingers, then turned the hand over and back a few tines.

"Well, ny dear, I'mafraid you are very uninteresting, palmwse. It
says you'll be happily married, your children will turn out okay and you'l
live longer than I will."

"Seriously, Eliot, do you believe in occult things?"

H s face said yes before he did. "Wthout any question, Cullen. |'ve
seen too many things _not_ to believe it."

"Then will you pronmise not to tell anyone if | tell you sonething?



Especi al |y not Danny?"

"Cross ny heart, Ms. Janes."

| took a deep, deep breath and for the fourth time in one year, |aunched
into the story of Rondua.

Eliot chewed his Iip and | ooked at his fingernails while | spoke, but I
knew he was paving attention

"And Danny knows all about it?"

"Al'l but the recent parts. Not about the racing driver and Al vin
WIllians being in there too. It worried himenough before; he thought
somet hi ng was going wong with ne."

"But the shrinks said you were all right, right? Not that those dunces
know what they're tal king about! | once went to a psychiatrist who told ne 1'd
get better if | painted nmy apartnent green."

"No, both of themsaid it was a little _abnormal _ for the dreans to go
on in such perfect . . . order, but it was nothing to really worry about."

We dropped the subject a while | ater when Mae woke from her nap and
started conmplaining. But later that evening, he called and said he had tal ked
with a friend of his who owned a bookstore. This friend was a big Doris
Lessing fan and she had once told Eliot sonething about Lessing that rang a
bell in his head when we tal ked.

"Cullen, you're insane, but you're not at _all_ original. According to
nmy friend Elisabeth Zobel, Doris Lessing has what she calls 'serial dreans.'
Here, listen to this: it's a quote froman interview Doris did in London: "I
had serial dreans. | don't mean to say necessarily the same story. But when
have a certain dream | knowit is the same area of my mind. . . . But it is
not like a filmwhich ends at a certain place or event. \Wat happens is, |
dreamin the sane area, |ike the sanme | andscape or the sanme people, but above

all the sane feeling, the same atnosphere
| closed my eyes and sighed a big deep sigh. It sounded so famliar
"It sounds simlar, Eliot, but not exactly the same." | | ooked around
the roomto make sure Danny wasn't within earshot. "How come Alvin WIlians
and that racing driver were in there too?"

"Because they're part of your _life_, dumbie! Cullen, I'Il bet you a
mllion dollars Doris Lessing has her Alvin WIlliams too. Al of us take
things fromour everyday life and stick themright in our dreans -- and

usual |y crookedly too. You and Doris nake a lovely pair. Good night, Ms.
Norman Bates. Say hello to your husband for ne."

Early one norning we canme up over a soft rise and below us, a nile or
two away, was a wi de paved road that stretched all the way to the horizon

| was sitting on top of Martio's high hunp, holding Pepsi in front of
me. M. Tracy stood next to us, our Bones of the Mon wal ki ng sticks stuck in
the bl ack silk band of his enornmous hat.

"Should I know about that road, M. Tracy?"

"No, | don't think so, Cullen. It was built after you left. Some of the
machi nes on the plain just started up and began working on it. They kept at it
until they had made a road that crosses all of Rondua. None of us know what
it's for, but it does get you places twice as fast. If you want to go and
visit Jackie Billows in the Conversation Bath sone day, just get on that road
and you'll be there a week earlier than you first planned.”

"Well, does anyone ever use it?"

"Not that | know of." He stopped and | ooked at Martio and Felina, who
both shook their heads.

Martio raised his head and turned to face us as best he could around his
hunp. "Once in a while they'll have a party on it, depending on which Stroke
you're in. It's a very good surface to dance on."

Al t hough we were far fromthe road, | could see sonething noving toward
us fromthe horizon very quickly.

"Look, there's something com ng our way!"

"Yeah, | ook, Mom What's that, M. Tracy?"



"That? That's just the speed of sound. Sonetines, if you' re very | ucky,

you'll be able to see the speed of light go by too, but that's rare. Sizzling
Thunb |ikes to keep as much light as he can in his Stroke. But the speed of
sound is so conmmon, and there's so much _of _it. . . . Mst of us just ignore
it if we're near. If you wait a mnute, you'll hear it and know what | nean."

The sound fromthe road arrived a few seconds later. It was the noise
had known all of ny life -- cars, whistles, people talking, footsteps --

everyt hing smashed together in a big bunch. For a nonent, the air around us
was thick with it, but it passed.

Pepsi turned and | ooked at M. Tracy, his small face serious and adult.
"Where are we going now, M. Tracy?"

"W have to find the second Bone, Pepsi. _You_ have to find it. And
before that, we have to go and neet Sizzling Thunb. Do you renenber him
Cul | en?"

The boy and the three aninals | ooked at nme. | felt so stupid | ooking
back and shaking my head. _Sizzling Thunb_?

El i ot knocked gently on the door of the suite. | had never seen him so
nervous. He'd invited me to go with himto the Pierre Hotel to interview Wber
Gregston, whose new film _Sorrow and Son_ had everyone talking. 1'd seen it

and liked it very much, but people really paid to see what this G egston
character was going to do next.

He was a strange man who had made only three films in ten years and paid
little attention to what either Hollywod or the public wanted. A decade
bef ore, he had been an obscure young poet who had abruptly cone into the
public eye when he 1 . won a MacArthur Fellowship and then _2 . used npst of
the noney to nmake a | ow budget black and white fil mabout a nan who was
convinced he was his own wife. It won a special award at the Berlin Film
Festival and purportedly caused a riot in St. Louis, Mssouri. One of the

things | |iked about the novie was its title -- _The Night is Blond_.

But the thing |I |iked nost about his novies was the photography. Wber
Gregston saw things in ways that either rang bells in your subconscious (hey,
| never thought of it _that_way before! . . .) or else anazed you with new

angl es and col or conbi nations and visions of life that were not only unique
and conpel ling, but also utterly recognizable and understandable at the sane
tine.

Wiile we waited, Eliot shifted his briefcase fromhand to hand and nade
faces at ne. Gregston rarely gave interviews and had allowed this one only
because he thought what Eliot Kilbertus had said about his last picture, _How
to Put on Your Hat_, was "offensive and interesting."

When he finally opened the door, neither Eliot nor | knew what to do, so
we just stood there and waited for Gegston's first nmove. But he didn't nove;
he stood there and | ooked at us coolly. The first words that came to ny nind
were "Scotland" or "Wales." If his ancestors hadn't cone fromthat part of the
world, | would have been very surprised. He was a handsone nman in his late
thirties, but handsone in a rugged, burly way; he | ooked |like a rugby player
or an athlete who liked to junp in the nud and mix it up with the boys. Hs
deep-set green eyes were quiet and reserved, his red-brown hair could have
used a good brushing. He was wearing a T-shirt that said "Al DA COFFEE AND TEA
RESEARCH VI ENNA, AUSTRI A" and a pair of |eather pants, the color of a candy
bar, which nmust have cost as nuch as a Mercedes-Benz. He had on white gvm
socks and no shoes.

"You're Kil bertus?"

"Yes. Hello." Eliot put out his hand to shake, but Gregston ignored it
and | ooked at ne.

"Who's your friend?" He gave ne an amazingly cold onceover. Well, |
t hought to nyself, Fuck _you_, Weber

"This is ny friend, Cullen James. If you object to her being here, then
I"'mnot interested in interview ng you."

"Wwi e Zowi e!l" Gregston smiled sunnily and whi pped one of his hands down



in a pretend-karate chop. "Tough guys! Come in, _both_ of you. Cullen, huh?
What kind of nane is that?"

He didn't wait for an answer. As he turned back into the room Eliot
gave himthe finger and blew me a silent kiss. W followed himinto a living
room where the remants of soneone's breakfast |lay unattractively on a side
tabl e.

While Eliot set up his tape recorder, Gegston flopped down on a couch
and | ooked nme over again. "You didn't answer ny question. \Were does 'Cullen’
cone fronP"

| shrugged and wanted to go hone. He had al ready popped nmy hero-worship
bal | oon and | wasn't about to let himget to any others. | felt like a
drowni ng person who's going down for the last time -- only it was Gregston's
life that raced through ny mnd rather than nmy own. Here was a prine exanple
of a nasty, lucky son of a bitch who had probably got every woman he'd ever
wanted by spitting in her eye. How nmany sad, sappy woren had |l et himdo that,
then felt "privileged" to say they had spent a night or two under Wber
Gregston . . . in every way?

Yet once the interview began, he opened up and showed both a brilliance
and an insight which made it clear where all of those good movies had cone
from Mst of the time he spoke in a quiet, indifferent voice; later, Eliot
said it was the kind you hear giving the stock prices over the radio. In the
same tone he would talk about an old | over of his who had recently committed

suicide, or a dwarf-throwing contest in Australia. | didn't knowif he was
putting on an act, but judging fromboth his initial rudeness and this distant
tone of voice, | got the feeling he didn't give rmuch of a damm what we thought
of him

About hal fway through, Eliot excused hinself to go to the bathroom As
soon as he was gone, Gregston asked if | would Iike to spend the rest of the
day with him

"No, thanks."

"How conme?"

"Well, partly because | don't like you, but nostly because | do like ny
husband and daughter."

"Sticking to your guns, huh?" | think he was taken aback, but there was
a faint stench of nockery in his voice. He rubbed his knees and nodded to
hi nsel f. "Now you can go honme and tell your husband you said 'No'. He'll like
that."

"Look --" 1 was about to say sonething, but decided to | eave instead. As
| got up, | asked himto tell Eliot 1'd gone home and woul d nmeet himthere.

"Maybe | should ask _Eliot_to blowne, so it won't be a total waste."

"He wouldn't be able to find_it, Wber."

My back was turned when | said that, so | didn't see himget up. But
faster than hell, | felt his hand on my shoul der, wrenching ne around to face
him No man had ever touched ne like that. Up close, he |ooked ten feet tal
and as nean as a snake. Terrified, | flung up nmy arms to protect ny face.

He drew back his hand to slap ne, | think. I stuck one of mine out to
bl ock hi mand even at that ferocious noment, | thought how ridicul ous it mnust
have | ooked -- like a cop directing traffic.

A giant arc of purple light flared out fromthe mddle of ny palm |
knew that light -- 1'd seen it in the dreans: Rondua |ight, Bones of the Mon
l'ight.

"Stay away!'’

The light struck Gregston square in the chest and knocked hi m back
across the room
My hand, the light now gone, stayed extended toward him

The baby-sitter had left and I was on the couch with Mae held tight to
nmy chest when the doorbell rang. | got up and let in a wildly grinning Eliot.
"Cull en Janes, what did you do? I went out of that roomfor five
m nut es! When | got back, you were gone, Gregston was on his ass and he was



| ooking at the door like Hitler had just left. What _happened?_

"Nothing. He's a hateful, horrible, _horrible_ man."

"That's why you left? Way, I'mhorrible and you like _nme_.

"Eliot, please just shut up. Could you | eave ne al one now?"

Mae patted ny cheeks and it was hard for ne to keep from crying.

"Cullen --"

"Just _go , Hiot! kay? I'll call you later."

"Stop it! Cal mdown. Do you want some tea?"

He | ooked at me worriedly and wal ked into the kitchen. Half of me hated
himfor staying, the other half was grateful for his conmpany. Being al one at
t hat nmonment woul d have been bad.

The scene in the hotel roomkept replaying in my mind in slow notion. M
rai sed hand and open fingers, the blast of wavy purple light, Gegston
catching it in the chest and flying away. It rem nded nme of watching Lopez's
car crash on television: replay after slow replay until you couldn't help
menorizing the worst. But this time it was nmy own mind that kept rerunning the
filmand not some hot-shot television producer in a control room Raised hand,
open fingers, shot of |ight.

"Eliot!"

He ran into the roomwi th a cup and saucer in his hands.

"Eliot, please sit down and let me tell you this. Don't say _anything_
until 1've told you every little bit."

| told himeverything. And when | was done, what nade ne |ove himvery
much was that he didn't ask me one skeptical question. He believed ne, thank
God.

"Ckay, Cullen. Let nme call Mary. She'll tell us what's up, one way or
the other."

"Who's Mary?" The last thing | wanted was anot her person, a stranger, in
my living room It felt Iike ny whole life was in the mddle of the worst
eart hquake in ages.

"Mary's a good friend of mine who's probably the best palmst in New
York. If anyone can tell what's happening to you now, it's her. You have to

trust ne on this one, Cullen. Al | can say is that if the same thing had
happened to me, 1'd call Mary first and wait to hear what she had to say after
she | ooked at ny hand."

"Ch shit, | hate this. |I can't tell you how much | hate this whole
dammed t hing."

An hour |ater the doorbell rang and Eliot went to answer it. | wasn't

any cal ner, but being at home and having a friend there who knew the whol e
strange truth made it nore bearable.

Eli ot cane back in, followed by a good-Iooking thirtyish wonan wth
short hair, large soft eyes and a confident smile. | |iked her |ooks.

"Cullen Janes, this is Mary MIller. Mary, we want you to do a conplete
readi ng. The total works, okay?"

"Sure, Eliot. Hi, Cullen! Have you ever done this before? No? It's rea
easy and you don't have to be scared or anything."

She sat down next to me and, to my surprise, took out the kind of rubber
roller you use to nmake |inol eum bl ockprints, a tube of black ink and sone
sheets of white paper.

Openi ng the tube, she took ny hands and squeezed a sizeable blob onto
both palnms. Eliot hadn't told me about this part, so | |looked up at himto see
what was goi ng on.

"Some palmsts do it this way, Cullcn. They don't even | ook at your hand
-- just the print on the paper when it's done."

Mary rolled the jet-black ink evenly over and over ny pal ns, then turned
t hem down on to the paper for a print. She was dissatisfied with the first

two, so we did the whole thing again. | felt as if | had been arrested and was
bei ng booked and fingerprinted.
"Ckay, Cullen. I've got it now. These last two will be fine. You can go

and wash your hands; that ink comes right off. Wile you're in there, |'ll



have a good | ook at these prints. Take your tine."

| left for the bathroom followed closely by Eliot. Wile |I scrubbed
away in the basin with soap and a pum ce stone, he renminded ne not to say a
word to Mary once she got started. To let her do all the talking and not give
her any hints about nyself or what had just happened. Qutside infornmation
could contuse or distract her and that would badly affect things.

When we wal ked back into the room| was scared, but the expression on
her face was okay. She was | ooking at Eliot.

"I don't know what happened, Eliot, but fromeverything | can see here,
she's absolutely fine." She | ooked down at the pieces of paper in front of her

and nodded.

"Cullen, | can give you a life reading or a crisis reading. But it
sounds |ike you want a crisis reading?"

"Yes, | guess | do." | |looked at Eliot, who nodded and put his finger to
his 1ips.

"Ckay, then I'd say you have nothing to worry about. In tact, |'mvery

surprised you' re having any kind of trouble. Everything in your hand says
you're all right. Your marriage is balanced, but you al ready know that.
Sonetimes you wi sh your husband was a little bit nmore exciting and zi ppy, but

besides that . . . Your children have inherited that healthy bal ance. They
al so trust you, which is extrenmely inportant."”
"You mean ny _child_. | have only one."

El i ot shushed nme and wiggled his finger for me to be quiet.

"If you believe in reincarnation, it says you've lived several very
interesting lives and have | earned fromthem Wat's nost inportant in a
reading like this, a crisis reading, is that there's no death in your hand
now, Cullen." She | ooked at me and smled reassuringly. "Your father was very
ill recently, wasn't he? Anyway, you're still worried that he'll die soon, but
he won't. He has a few years to go yet and having you around has made both him
and your nother trenmendously happy. They're both in seventh heaven about
havi ng a grandchild; it nakes them feel stronger and necessary again. Your
husband had some kind of trouble a few nonths ago -- Something to do with his
body, but also his work. Anyway, he's conpletely recovered and likes the path
his life has taken. And by the way, he |loves you very much. That's all over
your hand." She pointed to a few lines here and there and | | ooked at them as
if I knew what she was tal king about. "When | do a crisis reading, people are
usual ly worried either about death or sone kind of disaster. Neither thing is
_anywhere_ on your hand now.

"Just the opposite, actually! It's sort of difficult to describe this,

but it's as if your life is at peace now. |'ve seen this kind of pattern
before in people who are termnally ill, but who have overcone their fear of
death. Don't get nme wong though -- there's not a sign of death in or near you

now, but you seemto have resol ved sonething that is very hard for nobst of us
to resol ve. Like accepting our own deaths, or something else like that.

"When you were younger, you tore yourself apart with contradictions,
like so many of us do. You were distant from everyone, but then you turned
round and gave yourself to a nan who ate you alive. It was a big disaster
right? It was |like the Push Me-Pull You in _Doctor Dolittle_, renmenber? One
hal f went one way, the other the other? Well, that was you then. But you're
not that way now. Your feet are on the ground because subconsci ously you know
you' re both needed and | oved by a number of people, and those are the two
t hi ngs everyone wants nost out of life. You want to be | oved and you want to

know t here are a bunch of people who need you, specifically _you_ . If you had
asked for a life reading, 1'd have told you you're a very |ucky wonan. You
_are_ a very lucky wonan! There's a great deal of |love both in and toward you,
if you get what | nean. | haven't seen so nuch in a person's palmfor a long
time. It radiates right out of there in all kinds of directions. It's your
base, it's like your main ingredient. There is _no_ crisis here, Cullen. | can

guarantee that, and I don't usually say things |like that unless |I'm absolutely
sure. "



| knew Eliot would di sapprove of ny pronpting, but I had to ask. "What
about nmy dreams? |'ve been having a series of _really_ strange dreans.
Sonetimes they're so strong and vivid that they scare ne."

"There are signs of a very strong fantasy life in your hand, that's for
sure. Your imagination is vivid and it probably carries over into your night
dreans. |Is that what you nmean?"

"Well, not really. What if | said | think I have 'powers', or
somet hing?" | felt so nuch |like a goony ass saying that that | couldn't even
| ook at Mary to see what her expression was.

"You don't have to be enbarrassed, Cullen, there really _are_ people who
have them But if you do, they don't show up in your hand. Sonetinmes speci al
powers arise froma situation; we don't have themin us innately. You know
what | mean -- a child is run over by a car and the nmother is able to pick up
the car by the front bunper to save the kid. O we're threatened physically
and suddenly have trenmendous strength to defend ourselves: a kind of strength
that goes away i medi ately after the danger passes. Even scientists admit to
t hat kind of phenomena, although they attribute it to things |ike adrenaline
rushes. Who knows for sure about these things?

"Al'l 1 can tell you, Cullen, is that your hand shows no powers. So |
don't think they're _your_ powers if they do exist. In your palmit shows
you're protected by others, but not by powers. Woever it is, _they won't |et
anyt hi ng happen to you, if it is at all possible."

She took ny hand and | ooked at it closely for a long mnute. "No, |
don't see any powers here. A giant anount of [ove, but no powers."

How strange it was to eat glass and light. All of the food on the table
was | aid out beautifully and precisely. The spread woul d have | ooked deli cious
i f everything hadn't been transparent; splashing the light fromthe icy
chandel i er hung hi gh and huge over the crystalline dining table.

Pepsi picked up his clear hot dog wapped in its clear bun and took a
big bite. H s wal king stick | eaned agai nst the chair and was the only patch of
col or around. Exposed to the sun for days on our wal k here, the sticks had
burned or ripened . . . changed fromtheir original gray-brown to a deep
vivid purple.

Si zzling Thunb had mine over his |lap and kept petting it like a cat.
"Your tapes arrived without chickens."

When we' d reached his castle earlier that norning, he had greeted us at
t he drawbri dge by sayi ng "Doughnuts and staples, renmenber!™

Luckily M. Tracy had prepared us and was there to translate. "He's
wel comi ng us. Says his hone is ours as long as we want it. G ve himyour
wal ki ng stick, Cullen.”

| did and the man's bright old face lit up. "Scare butt plumjabs!"

Si zzling Thunb was the first hunman we had seen on Rondua and despite the
junbl e of words, his presence was trenendously reassuring. He wore a suit made
entirely of newspapers, as did everyone in the castle. On closer inspection, |
saw t hat the newspaper was the one Eliot wote for, _Tic-Toe_.

This jolly old fellow controlled the entire Fourth Stroke ol Rondua --

t he southern section we had been crossing ever since our arrival -- and his
castle sat on the border with the north. | was required to turn the first Bone
over to himif we were to pass on unharned. There had been no nention of Pepsi
surrendering his.

The King of the Fourth Stroke worshipped |light, so everything around him
was there to serve and conplenent it; not argue or distort. We were treated
well, but with the distance and respect usually afforded anbassadors from
renote, questionable countries. Everyone stared unconprehendingly at us in our
mul ticol ored cl ot hes and sneakers. No one paid any attention to the animals.

W were given a tour of the castle and shown little cars that ran on
sol ar power, rooms where reflections were stored, nmuseuns that housed perfect
di anonds and gl ass noodl es. Everything was certainly solid and real, but I
kept feeling | was either stoned or under water the whole tinme. Later on, at



the end of the tour, | hesitantly asked why everyone wore newspaper suits.

Si zzling Thunb smiled and put out his hand and one of the butlers put a
magni fying glass in it. The king wal ked over to a wi ndow and, hol ding the
glass this way and that, focused sunlight on to a small piece of his suit in
the middle of his stomach. In a few seconds the suit started to snoke, then

caught fire underneath the glass with a slight "puff sound. Al armed, | |ooked
at himto nmake sure he knew what he was doi ng.
" Hot_light!" He watched the flanme catch hold of everything and burn

right up. The suit was one big orange blaze in a few seconds, but none of the
servants did a thing. Pieces of ash |like black snowflakes floated w spily up
and down and everywhere around us. Sizzling Thunb flapped his arms up and down
like a fat bird on fire. The air was full of ash and pieces of flamng
newspaper .

M nutes | ater, he stood there naked and untouched and jaunty as ever.

After the banquet was over and everyone had toasted everyone el se,
Si zzling Thunb (in a brand-new suit) banged his goblet down for quiet.

"The hat looks like it wants to say something."

I smiled and nodded and waited for the M. Tracy translation

"Sizzling Thunmb says the north has very bad weather now. That will make
it very difficult for us to find the second Bone. He says he doesn't even
think Pepsi's walking stick will help us, but I don't believe that."

"What's he going to do with mne, M. Tracy?" | |ooked at it on the old
man's |lap, not without a lot of sadness; | had grown very used to having it in
t he donme of ny hand.

"It's his protection, Cullen. The entire Fourth Stroke is safe now. "

"And what about us? Are we safe too?"

"Yes, as long as Pepsi keeps his."

"But isn't he too young? He doesn't understand everything yet."

M. Tracy turned and nodded to Pepsi, who was sitting on his other side.
"Tell your nother the Law of Stolen Flight."

"Only flanme, and things with wings. All the rest suffer stings.”

"M. Tracy? Wiere did that cone fron®"

"From no one, Cullen. You should remenber all this. Pepsi's change has
begun. He _will_ find the second Bone because he owns the inportant half of
the first. You found it for him After he owns the second, then he will be
stronger than all of us."

The North was dark with clouds and i npending war. As soon as we crossed
the border, we met up with dragoons of Heeg, the lizard King. These soldiers
rode gi ant iguanas the color of stone and grass and were dressed in parish
uni forms that remi nded ne of Hapsburg outfits Danny and | had seen in a
mlitary museumin Italy.

Once we had shown them Pepsi's wal king stick, they treated us with
brusque respect. Neverthel ess, they warned us to travel only in the day
because their patrols mght otherw se mi stake us for the eneny who had been
steadily noving in fromthe West for the past few weeks.

A day later we nmet this "enemy." They | ooked exactly |ike Heeg' s nen,
only this bunch was all in gray: uniforns, sabers, iguanas. But they were awed
by Pepsi's stick and asked if there was anything they could do for us. They
treated us to a delicious neal of gray food.

Later we watched themride off and wondered which of them would survive
their com ng battles.

The wol f rubbed her nose with a paw. The canel quietly chewed his cud.
The dog | ooked at ne.

"It wasn't like this before, was it, M. Tracy? W used to cone to the
North to watch the thunderstorns and wash our clothes in the rain."

Fel i na spoke. "It's never been like this before. | have cousins by the
sea who march in file and sharpen their teeth on wet coral. There's greed and
treachery everywhere. It used to nake us sad, but now we're frightened. Aren't



we?" She | ooked at the dog and the canel and they nodded.

"Are we going to fight too?" Pepsi waved his stick around in the air
i ke a sword.

"You're going to _stop_ the fighting, Pepsi. You and your nother."

Martio stretched his long camel's neck and gazed down the railway track
into the silent, enpty distance. It had rained again and the steel rails shone
a wet, silvery blue.

"Don't sit down, Pepsi. You'll get your pants wet."

"I"'mtired, Mormy! | want to go to sleep!"”

He hardly ever whined or conplained, so the day's trip across the North
to this railway line nmust have been harder on himthan we'd thought. W' d been
nmovi ng since dawn. Sizzling Thunb had said it was inperative we wal k and not
ride the animals at all across the Third Stroke. However, that cut our pace to
about a tenth of what it had been before.

The train was due at any tinme. There was no station where we were, only
a place where the road crossed the narrow, neandering railway track. The train
woul d take us to Kenpinski, the capital city of Rondua where the first of
Pepsi's great tests would take place.

The brown sky and fall of late afternoon light left us all quiet and
still. There was nothing to do but wait and think about what we had seen and
heard that day.

Purpl e Jakes lived in the North. Purple Jakes and Yell ow striped Drews
that ate cheese pies and slept furious or in fear of everything. Every one of
them bright neon things noving fast against the dark-earth colors of that
| andscape. Besides the colors, if you asked me to try and describe them |
woul d snmile

Do you know the pictures children draw when they're first given crayons
and paper? Those wild red slashes, or thick bl obby blue circles that spill and
shoot off the page and have nothing to do with one another? Those were the
Jakes and Drews, the major inhabitants of this stroke of Rondua. Heeg rul ed
this section, but it was a nystery to ne what he and his nen controll ed
besi des a certain piece of hilly land on a map. Beside his gray soldiers and

their lizards, there were no "living" beings here that had any kind of
recogni zabl e form
Sonet hing el se too: | have no idea what | anguage they spoke or even how

t hey communi cat ed, because every time we saw one of themthat strange day,
they were far off in the distance nmoving in the opposite direction

Felina said no one she knew had ever seen a Jake or a Drew cl ose-up
Li ke shy rare birds, the scribbled-looking things fled fromeveryone. The only
way you coul d recognize themwas by their brilliantly distinctive colors.

"I'f they're always running away, why does Heeg have to have an Arny?
Who's here to conquer? Who's his eneny?"

"The land_, Cullen. Heeg wants to own the Stroke. But if the I|and
doesn't like the | eader, it rebels.”

"Rebel s?" How?"

"Look up at the sky. Look at the land here. Everything is either wet and
soggy, or too bright and quivering, |ike the Jakes."

"But Felina, | remenber it used to rain here before. W had fun then."

"You were too young, Cullen, to see what was really going on. It was
begi nni ng even back then. But we knew you were |eaving, so we didn't want to
worry you by telling you the truth. W knew that you'd come back sone day. Al
that you' ve seen so far is what happened after you left Rondua to go back to
the other side."

Far off in the distance, a train whistle _quecched_ once.

"Well, are there a |lot of people |like Heeg around i n Rondua?"

"There aren't any shadows on a cloudy day, Cullen. None at all before a
storm because _everything_ is darker then. Qur weather here has been cl oudy
for years. The Third Stroke is only one exanple."

The train whistle slashed through the air again, nuch closer this tine.



Pepsi, Martio and Felina noved toward the sound. M. Tracy and | stayed where
we were.

"When you were first here, Cullen, we had hoped you would be the heir
who could save us fromall this. But you weren't, although you cane very
close. W let you go when you were a child, because children are wonderfully
sel fish and renenber only what matters to themat the time. And those are
al ways small things -- the color of the cake at their birthday party, or who
gave them a Valentine at the second-grade party |ast Wednesday. But adults
renenmber so much nore, whether they like it or not. When you were a child we
wanted you to go away clear and enpty and happy, so you would have only good
nmenories of your time in Rondua. Then one day you would voluntarily bring us
an heir who _would_ have the power to make it right here again.”

H s | ast words di sappeared in the clanmor of the arriving train which
passed in a slow ng rush of clanks and spits and hot oiled netal

| yelled to himover the noise, "_|Is_ Pepsi the one? Does he have what
you need?"

"Yes! We think so! If we're lucky!"

"But what if you're wong? What if he's not the one?"

"W all die."

Kempi nski woul d have been miraculous if we hadn't been in Rondua so |ong
and hadn't seen so nmuch already. G ant animals |ike our three friends strolled
the streets. People dressed in bizarre clothes and living hats noved by in a
hurried crush. Different kinds of outlandi sh nusic acconpani ed us everywhere;
much of it was reedy, mysterious and oriental. It was a suitabl e background
for belly dancers and fire eaters, or wal king through a bazaar in Baghdad or
Jerusal em

At one point | started |aughing when we passed a novie theater that said
it was show ng "WEBER GREGSTON S NEWEST MASTERPI ECE -- SORROWN AND SON. "

Pepsi held ny hand and asked two hundred questions about what we were

doi ng and what we were seeing. | answered as best | could, but ny know edge
and nenories of Kenpinski were dimor clouded by the years | had been away. |
had little spots of menory -- | knew that that street led to the "Avenue of

Nappi ng Bull Terriers" and that we had to buy sone coily froma street vendor
because it was the best chewing gum around, but little else.

W arrived early in the norning and spent nost of the day tranping
through the city seeing the sights, trying to remenber what it had been |ike
when |'d been there before. W fed the Weez and Daybuck at the Zoo of Blind
Animal s, ate a big lunch of marucks and toocha juice out in the rice-fields at
t he edge of town.

As a | avender and gray dusk set in, we made our way to the anphitheater
at the center of the city. Everytine we turned a corner that day, the building
had | oomed up in front of us, colossal and old beyond belief but perfectly
preserved. Now people streaned into its many entrances unhi ndered by any
ticket takers.

The night before, M. Tracy had said going to the theater was the only
necessary thing we had to do while we were in Kenpinski. Wat happened there
woul d determ ne how | ong we would have to remain in the capital. He made no
mention of why, or what was supposed to go on in that ancient place.

The murmur of the crowd di ed down quickly when a man appeared on the
smal |l stage in the center of the theater, just as we were sitting down on one
of the stone benches. His clothing was nondescript and his voice was hi gh and
t hi n, uni npressive.

"Today is the third day of the Search. If contestants fail to build the
Wnd's Lips again today, the next round will be held as usual in two nonths
tinme."

The people sitting around us didn't react. Eager for things to begin,
they were apparently well aware of what the announcer was sayi ng.

"May we have the shapes, please?"

For the next ten mnutes, men dressed |like different kinds of vegetables



brought out transparent glasslike bl ocks which | ooked |ike the blocks children
play with. These were much | arger, however; larger and lighter, because the
men carried themon six or seven at a tine.

When they were done, about forty-five or fifty of the things sat in a
sl oppy heap off to one side of the stage. They cane in all sizes; sone | ooked
like the boxes you carry long-stemmed roses in, others were larger than a
phone boot h.

"What are they for, MnP"

The nmenory looned into viewlike a slowy rising fish. | remenbered.
What do we know? How rmuch have we forgotten? |Is Ronduan history sw nmm ng away
in all of our mnds, only way down deep where the rmurky things live?

Pepsi pulled on ny sleeve. " _Mom, what are they for?"

"One day a child was playing with bl ocks exactly |ike those, Pepsi. By
accident, they put themtogether so specially that they made sonething called
'The Wnd's Lips.' Sonehow, whenever the wind blew through it, it was able to
whi stl e perfect songs."

"The wind or the lips, Mn?"

"Well, we need our lips to blow, don't we, Peps?"

"What happened to these lips? Did they die?"

"Somebody knocked them down a long tinme ago. But they've been trying to
put them back together that same way ever since. No one's been able to do it."

"What happens if they do make it again, Mon? Do the songs conme back?"

Near by, a man with three hands was listening to us and smling. Leaning
over, he said what | expected to hear: "If you're the one to do it, Sonny,
you'll win one of the Bones of the Mon."

| looked at him "And only children are allowed to try, aren't they?"

"Naturally! Achild did it first, so only a child will have the ability
to do it again. Go ahead up to the table, boy. Gve us back our nmusic and w n
your nother the Bone!" He | ooked at us, then | aughed and | aughed as if we were
the funni est things he had seen all day.

After the first gasps, silence fell on the amphitheater |ike a sword.
Pepsi stood back and listened, with the rest of us, to the growing swirl of
musi ¢ pouring fromthe formhe had made with the bl ocks. The shape he had cone
up with in the end | ooked vaguely |ike one of those space needl e/ restaurant
things, but it had certainly done the trick. Every sound imagi nabl e poured out
of there: lraqi grunting music, _a cappella_ French children's songs, bird
whi stles, disco tunes. At one point, | heard a few bars of Danny's favorite
Frank Sinatra song. A United Nations of nusic. Pepsi delighted everyone by
turni ng round and shruggi ng hel plessly at us; as if to say that he didn't
understand it either, folks.

The G and Mayor of Kenpinski, Larcquo Hednut, came on stage and
presented Pepsi with the prize: a greenish-gold Bone of the Mon that was
shaped i ke a whistling face.

Peopl e and ani mal s cheered and appl auded. But the npbst interesting thing
to ne was that when the presentation cerenony was over, the majority of them
filed out of the theater exactly as they'd conme in: no hosannas were sung, the
victor wasn't carried out on people's shoulders. . . . Od wonen scolded their
grandchil dren for dawdling, and two yellow lions tried to decide on where to
eat dinner.

| waited a while and then wal ked down to the stage. Hednut had his arm
on Pepsi's shoulder and fromthe serious |ook on the mayor's face, was in the
m ddl e of tal king man-to-man.

" Pepsi ?"

"Hi, Mom Hednut says he knows Martio."

The other turned to nme and bowed deeply. "Wasel tippler, thread clock."

W were back to Sizzling Thunb-tal k. Where was M. Tracy?

To ny surprise, Pepsi let out his silliest |augh. Wien he'd cal nred down
alittle, he spluttered out, "Did you understand that, Mn? Hednut says the
last tinme he saw _you_, you always |ost your shoes!"



As Hednut rattled on and Pepsi followed, | realized too well that he
understood this crazy talk word for word now. | clenched both fists very
tightly and was scared. The second Bone, or Pepsi's growi ng powers, or
somet hing equal ly strong was quickly taking himfar away from ne toward
what ?

"M. Tracy, | don't understand _anything_."

Qur friends had been waiting for us outside the amphitheater. Al three
congratul ated Pepsi and adnired the Bone, but for the nost part they were very
cool about his recent acconplishnent.

"I'f building these '"Wnd's Lips' is supposed to be such a big thing, how
cone everyone in there was so ho-hum about it after he did it?"

"Because it's been done so many tines before, Cullen. You did it too
when you were young."

"I did? _I_ built those Lips?"

"You did."

"And | won the Bone? The exact sane one?"
"Yes."

| sucked the inside of one cheek before going on, "Wat happened after
that? After | got it?"

"There are five Bones, Cullen. Do you renmenber their nanes yet?"

"Yes, all of the nanes came to ne today when we were wal ki ng around
town. Cbnoy, Kat, Donenica, Slee and Mn."

"That's right. Together they represent the Four Strokes of Rondua and
the capital, Kenpinski

"If someone wants to rul e Rondua, they nust possess all five of the
Bones. What's wonderful about the rule is that to acquire each one, a person
must posses a certain good quality. For exanple, to find the first, Cbnoy, one
nmust be | oved; nust be |lov_able . Taken together, these qualities are what
woul d make someone a great ruler.”

"Cbnoy was the one | gave to Sizzling Thunb?"

"You gave himyour _half_. Only Pepsi's was inportant. The one he
achieved this afternoon, Kat, could only be got with imagi nati on and
i nventiveness. Rebuilding ' The Wnd's Lips' for Kenpinski proved he had those
qualities.”

"But you said even | built themonce." | watched Pepsi wal king in front
of me, his small white hand resting on the canel's |arge brown flank

"Yes, when you were a girl we were all very excited because you grabbed
up the first four Bones so quickly. W were sure you would be the next ruler
W had great hopes."

"But then |I flopped, eh?"

"Then you fl opped.”

"Why? What did | do wong?"

"For the Fifth Bone. Mn, you needed very great courage, and you didn't
have it.

“Unh oh."

W wal ked on in a gloony silence, my eyes hard on nmy little son's small
back. | had a bad, dry taste inside nmy mouth. "Is he going to be in a |lot of
danger, M. Tracy?"

The dog sniled cheerlessly and di pped his head yes.

6

Weber Gegston called ne.

"What do _you_ want? How did you get ny nunber?"

"From t he phone book. | called all the Janeses. Look, |'ve got to talk
to you. I'msorry for what happened."”

"Fine, you're sorry. Now go away. Leave ne al one."



"I can't, it's too inportant. Please don't hang up, Cullen. Look,
_have_ to see you."
H s voice was human and fragile. It was as if we were both fifteen and
he was asking me out for a first date. | was positive his hands were shaki ng.
"Weber, tell me sonething, okay? Are your hands shaki ng? Tell the
truth.”

He | aughed. "Yes. How did you know? | took ny gloves off a mnute ago
because they were so hot."

"Tel epat hy. What do you want to tal k about ?"

"I want to apologize. | want to tell you. . . . Look, | have to see you.
You have to say yes, just give me a few m nutes.”
"I don't know. Your reasons are |lousy. | accept your apol ogy, but what

else is there to talk about? You were rude, you're apologizing, so nowit's
over. Basta finito ."

"Cullen, I"ve been standing in this . . . in this phone booth for half
an hour, sweating bullets and dialing wong nunbers. You don't know how dammed
hard it was for me to get up the nerve to get in touch with you. I'mtelling

you the truth."

| didn't change one piece of clothing (although I was tenpted to) or put
on any nakeup. | took Mae along in her stroller for added insurance. The first
time | had nmet Weber Gregston, | had tried to look like a dream Now | | ooked
like the "Before" part of a dandruff commerci al

I met hima few bl ocks fromthe house. He stood on a corner with his
hands in the pockets of a G anni Versace |eather jacket | had seen advertised
that nmonth in _Vogue_ . It was beyond beautiful, and the kind of thing you'd
think a famous nmovie director _would_ wear. | liked seeing his big bulk init;
it softened some of the hard edges of his tough-guy face.

"Ch, am1| glad you cane! Is that your baby?" He | ooked pl eased.

"That's ny baby."

"Hell o, baby. What's his nanme?"

" Mae. "

"Hiya, Mae. Funny nane for a boy."

Despite an earlier resolve to be cold and skeptical with him | burst
out |aughing. | |ove people who say funny, crooked things. Weber |ooked at ne,

genui nely surprised | had | aughed at his joke.

"What do you want, Weber? Don't pull down |like that on your pockets.
You'll stretch the |eather.”

"I feel nine years old, Cullen. |'ve been thinking about you for a week.
| was supposed to be in Florida today, but |I stayed here because of you.
Honest to God! Because of you!"

"Don't sound so astonished -- you'll ruin the conplinment! | don't
understand, Wber. The last time | saw you, you were nasty and fresh. Today
you want to go steady with ne. | think you' d better go to Florida." | checked
Mae to see if she was still properly tucked in.

"No, it's not that sinple. There's nore to it. Can we go sonmewhere and
tal k?"

"Nope, but | have sone shopping to do and you can conme along if you
like."

"Ckay, | guess that'll have to do. Are you sure you don't want to have a
sandwi ch? We can take Mae and get hima hanburger.”

| was enjoying ny little, nmomentary power over himand wasn't about to
give it up for a sandwich. "No. You either go with us to the market or
_niente_."

Once inside the market, he slipped on a pair of battered hornri med
gl asses which made him |l ook very different -- sort of like a red-headed O ark
Kent .

He caught nme sizing himup in them

"You know where | got these glasses? Aren't they ugly? They bel onged to
nmy grandfather, Zolie Dale. Everyone in the fanmly called himZolie Dale the



IIliterate though, because he couldn't read. Isn't that a terrible handle to
gi ve someone?"

"How di d you get the gl asses?"

"That's the interesting part of the story. The last time | ever saw him
he was sick in bed with stomach cancer, he told ne to take the gl asses when he
di ed and have them changed to ny prescription. 'That way, boy, they'|ll be able
to spend part of their life reading up on all the things they mssed.'

Weber switched into a perfect Southern accent when he pretended to be
hi s grandf at her.

W |left the stroller in the doorway and he slid Mae into the baby seat
of the netal cart. It felt strange doing these small, famliar, intimte
things with soneone so fanpbus. For a while | dreaned | was in a novie with
him sonmewhere off in the distance was a canera and a whol e sl ew of people
wat chi ng us shoot the scene. "Take One -- Cullen and Wber in the supermarket.
Roll '"em™

He tickled Mae under the chin. She was wholly uni npressed and | ooked at
himstonily.

He pushed the cart while | wal ked al ongsi de, checki ng ny shopping |ist
and stealing glances at hi mwhenever | thought he woul dn't see ne. We'd picked
up mlk and baby food before he started talking.

"I had to find you, Cullen. Have you ever had that feeling about a
person? They nake you crazy? Wo _are_ you?"

"Hel en of Troy. Wber, what are you talking about ?"

"I"mtal ki ng about being fucking _haunted_ by you. | don't usually get
hit by wormen, and | never get hit and then want to see themagain, that's for
sure. "

"Weber, I'mmarried. | have the beautiful Mae, as you can see with your
own eyes, and | just ain't interested. Besides, you're fanmous and have the
reputation for being very nysterious. Wat wonman woul dn't be fascinated by
that? That's the nost romantic conbination there is.”

" _You_ don't want it. | can't be too romantic if you're giving ne the
brush-of f in a supermarket." He | ooked around. "In between the nacho chi ps and
the onion dip. Hey, | forgot to ask, where did you |l earn karate? You know,

when you bopped ne like that? My chest hurt for an hour afterward."”
"Hey, man, you're Wber Gregston, right?" A punk with fingernai
clippers for earrings grabbed Wber by the arm | was intrigued to see how he

woul d handle it. On second thought, | got scared when the thought crossed ny
m nd that Weber nmight just punch the kid on the chin.

| was wrong. He stuck out his hand to shake. "Yes, | am Hi! How are
you?"

"Fuck you, man. | think your new novie's the shits. Ha! | bet none of

t hose asshole critics ever told you _that !I'"

Weber's face was inpossible to read and | realized ny body had tensed
up.

"Well, okay, you hate them |'msorry about that. W'Il be seeing you."

"And this is your little wife? Shit, Bigshot Wber Gregston in a market!
Where are the Cocoa-Pops, M. Director? You gonna do a close-up of her by the
TV di nners?"

| assuned Wber was going to heave himinto the frozen foods. Instead,
he started making crazy faces at the boy. His mouth went up and down and his
tongue cane out. Then he rubbed his forehead back and forth and turned it
bright red. It was sonething to see.

The punk didn't know what to do. He'd expected sone kind of "@unfight at
the Market" but instead got Weber G egston going crazy on him

To make things worse (and funnier), Wber started bunping himwith his
chest and saving the nanes of cities, still nmaking those faces the whole tine.

"Detroit! Louisville!" Bunp.

"What's your problem G egston?"

"Phoeni x. Boi se." Bunp. Bunp.

The punk | ooked at me, angry and defensel ess.



"What's with hin®"

"Houston!" Bunp. "Shreveport!" Bunp.

"You fuckin' nut! You can't direct and now you're nuts!" He stepped back
and hit a potato chip display; then he picked up a bag as if he was going to
throw it but decided to di sappear instead.

"Creep! Wacko!" He wal ked fast down the aisle, checking us over his
shoul der all the while.

When he was gone, Weber shook his head and | ooked down at Mae. Hi s
performance had caught her fancy and he had her full attention. He smiled and
wriggled his tongue at her and she cooed.

"Where was | ?"
"Does that happen to you a lot?"
"Right after a filmcomes out sometinmes. They put ny picture in the

" He shrugged. "Cullen, what am| going to do about you? Huh?"
| stopped and | ooked at himsquare-on. "If I'mso enticing, how cone you
were so nean to nme the other day?"

"Because |'ma pig and soneti nmes people scare nme. | wanted you and
t hought you were different fromthe way you are. It's part of the stupid gane.
Who knows? Cullen, look, |I don't remenber people's faces. But ever since we
met, all |1've done is walk around with yours in ny head. How | ong were we
toget her, half an hour? And you want to hear the weirdest part? As soon as you
knocked ne down, that's when | started wanting you. Wen you first cane in the
room | just thought, here's a good-Ilooking wonan; let's see if she's
interested. But after you _hit_ne, | couldn't get you out of nmy mnd. That's
the absolute truth!"

W wal ked on in silence and | found the rest of my groceries. At the
check-out counter, he tried to pay for thembut | wouldn't et him

When we were outside, we stood for too long | ooking carefully at each
other. That's Wber G egston, famus novie director, Cullen. And he wants you.
What do you think of _that !

"Did you really call up all the Janeses in the phone book?"

"Every one -- you were the seventeenth. Check it out in the book. It
took me three days to get the courage to even pick up the phone."

Anot her silence and then | reached over and strai ghtened his collar.

paper .

"I"mconpletely honored, Wber, but we can't. | like who I'mw th and
like who | am Finally. You know what | nean?" He sniled and nodded and | ooked
at his shoe. "It took too long to get here and | don't want to chance throw ng

it away. There's a big part of ne that would _|love_to have an affair with
you, but I'mjust not going to do it."

"There's not even a chance? W could go to the novies or sonething."

He didn't even know what he was saying anynore, and that touched ne nore
deeply than anything he had said so far. The irony of his |ast sentence al npbst
went by unnoticed as a result. Then he grinned and touched ny arm "I hear the
new Weber G egston filmis a real piece of shit. You heard what the guy in
there said. You wanna go?"

The nonent had passed and we were on confortably safe ground again.

"Naah, | already saw it eleven times." | |ooked at his chest. "That's a
beautiful jacket, you know. Don't ruin it by sticking your hands in the
pockets like that." | |ooked at himand he snmiled for a second, than let it
fall away. "Wber, there's no chance. | amglad you cane shopping with us. Me

too; she hasn't giggled like that in a week. You nake funnier faces than
do."

He ki ssed his fingertips and touched themto ny forehead. "I'Il see you.
Jesus, 1'd better stop thinking about you."

| watched himwal k away, then | took a deep breath and rolled ny eyes.
Queen for a Day.

"Package for Janes."
| undid all of the |ocks and opened the door for the United Parce
Service man. The box was brown and |large and for me. No return address and no



sign of what store it came from A surprise from Danny or ny parents?

When | pulled the tissue paper aside and saw what it was, | groaned and
sat back on nmy haunches. A G anni Versace | eather jacket exactly |ike Wber's.
The stuff that dreans are nmade of. Brand-new and snelling -- even there in the
box -- as heavenly as only a new piece of beautiful clothing can snell.

"Ch, Wber. Ch boy!"

The middl e of the afternoon and it was snowing again. | wondered if he

was sonmewhere in the city in this snow, or else under a Florida orange tree
very far away.

The jacket was a size too large, but | liked that. It rem nded ne of
wearing ny boyfriend' s letter sweater back in high school. | wal ked around the
roomfor some time with ny hands in ny new pockets, feeling pretty damed
speci al and gl anmorous. | showed Mae, but she was nore interested in her

mobile. All this was followed by a | ong posing session in front of the
bat hroom mirror.
| discovered the envelope in the inside front pocket. Knowing who it was
fromand wondering what it would say, | opened it but then only held it in ny
hand before daring to take out the letter and read what was witten there.
"First there's Pepsi and M. Tracy and now Weber Gegston. My CGod!"
The handwiting was unexpectedly small and "straight-A student” careful
I smled and touched nmy lips when | saw it was a poem

_NI GHT MEDALLI ON_ by Dani el Mark Epstein

My worman i s sharper than new truth,
a clean bullethole in thick glass.
Wnter cuts its teeth on her, the sun
cuts its hand on her,
She's too hot for the beach, the gol den sand
Coes all to white crystal under her.
She's too proud, the full nobon is her mrror
Wien she turns fromme | see her face
in the rolling w ndow of heaven
and when she coni es barefoot to ny bedside,
hol di ng a candl e,
an el f skates on ny heartstream
Eager candle, nmilk ny mnd of treasons.

She's young and | want to fill her with nmy world.
Cul | en,
Now you and | are twins. If you don't wear this jacket 1'Il kill you.
Just make sure you don't pull on the pockets. . . . Here too is ny address and

nunber in Florida AND the key to my house in Rensenberg. That's near
West hanpton, out on Long Island. It's very beautiful there; alnost too
beautiful. The house is on a bay right smack in the mddle of a bird
sanctuary. The fanmly who owned it before me naned it "The Laughing Hat" and
it's an appropriate name. It always nmakes nme feel good to be there, which
isn't very often nowadays. |'ve witten the address bel ow. Lots of addresses
today. Please go on and use it whenever you |ike. Knowi ng you're there would
make ne very happy. Please be sure to leave dirty glasses in the sink so
know you were there. |'m serious!

I don't know about you, but as far as |I'mconcerned, this thing between
us isn't over yet. Not by a long shot. You nmust have hit me with sone kind of
wonder fi st because | _cannot _ stop thinking about you. Even now.

This is what | wote back to Florida:
Weber, thank you _very_rmuch for the world's nost beautiful jacket. 1've

never had anything like it. | don't know what to say other than I'll take good
care of it. Your kindness is unfairly huge. | don't think I'lIl ever use your



"Laughi ng Hat" house, but | |ike having the key on ny ring.
| looked at the note and changed the punctuation around twenty tines.
Then | threw it in the wastebasket and went in to nmake dinner

Danny and | had had a fight. A mddle-of-the-wnter
we' r e- bor ed- and-t here' s-not hi ng-better-to-do-so-Iet's-annoy-each-other fight.
Danny was sort of right and so was |I. Who cares? It ended with nme wal ki ng
regally out of the room

"I"'mgoing to bed!"

Luckily I had put the baby down half an hour before our fireworks
started. Luckily the bathroomwas connected to the bedroom so | didn't have
to |l ose face by seeing my husband again on ny way to wash up. It was only nine
o' clock, but | had no other alternative but bed.

The dream began in an enpty room whi ch rem nded nme of a ballet rehearsa
hall. M ddl e-aged wonen in nondescript dresses stood in the center of the
room there nmust have been twenty of themin all and they had identical |ong
green scarves in their hands, which they swept across the floor in slow
chor eographed arcs. The end of each scarf was on fire, but the flane didn't
grow or consume the silk; it flickered on each end like a lit w ck.

The wonen stared blankly at ne. The air in the roomwas heavy and rank
with snoke and old sweat. The scarves burned in queer, alien colors.

"You don't live here anynore. Your nanme is Janes!" They said it as one,
and their stiff unison was unnerving. "You have no right to the Bones. You
live _away !"

They started noving toward nme, scarves behind them daring tails.

"Stay here and your Mae burns. Little scarf. Silken baby."

Qur dreams are |like the nesses children nake in a kitchen when no one is
around to yell at them Ketchup, an egg or two, chocol ate sauce -- all thrown
into a blender and zi pped around.

Where's the wheat germand | ook at that tin of clams! Throw 'emin! A
little fromreal life, a few daydreans, a | ot from God-knows-where, and
_voila_! There was the novie for the night. But with the advent of ny special
strange Rondua, things had grown increasingly nore clear, connected and
someti mes frightening.

| woke. It was only the second tinme a reference had been nmade in the
dreans to ny real waking world, but in both cases it had had to do with Mae.

| slid out of bed as quietly as possible and wal ked into the living
room The little light over her crib was on for sone reason and she was |ying
on her back, w de awake. It nust have been three in the norning.

"Hell o, Mommy."

" Mae?"

Five months old and she had said ny nane.

"Yes, Momy, | was waiting for you."

Gipping the side of the crib, |I stared down at her

"Go | ook at your face, Mommy. The wonen did it. They scare nme so nuch.

They _burn_."

The next thing | knew, | was standing in front of the bathroommnmirror
staring at ny brand-new face. Colored swirls and circles, blue flecks, a small
bl ack horse were all drawn over ny forehead and cheeks, chin . . . | touched

nmysel f here and there to make sure. The skin, as if to confirmits change, was
slick and slinmy. The little horse over ny right eye blurred forever under ny
unbel i eving, sliding fingers. The purple circle becane a cone, the indigo

| woke and this time the world was the real mne: Danny right next to
me, his back curved and warm and totally famliar, the pillow under ny head,
the Italian alarmclock offensive in its solid electronic beeping. "Holy Cow
You agai n?"

The tel egram man | ooked di sgustedly at nme and held out another one.
"Just doing the job, lady. Wiat'd you do, win the lottery or sonething?"

He had been there four tines that day. The three previous tel egrans had



been from Wber G egston and all said the sanme thing: "Today |'m m ssing you
nmore than | ever thought possible. Please punch ne again."

Two weeks earlier 1'd had a bunch of postcards from Fl ori da where he was
scouting locations for a new film For no good reason, he'd spent a weekend
taking a train across the state. Getting off at stations all along the way, he
sent me postcards from places |ike DeFuni ak Springs, Cornbee Settlenent and
Mary Est her.

| wal ked back into the living roomand waved this newest tel egram at
Eliot. He had dropped by for an afternoon piece of cake.

" _Another_ one? Oh, Cullen, they're going to have you in _Interview_
magazi ne: 'Who is the nmysterious Gregston's nysterious paramour?' | _|ove_
it

"Ch, shut up! Eliot, what's he up to?"

"I would say he's trying to get you, but in a very romantic way. If it

had been nme, |'d have been his after the |l eather jacket. Now I think he |ikes
your stubbornness. Have you witten back?"
"Not a word."

"Has he called you? Conme on, cut me a bigger piece. Cullen. You're
al ways such a tightwad."

"He hasn't called nme since that tinme we went to the nmarket. The
tel egranms are daring enough, thank you. What's the scoop on him Eliot? Is he
a big wol f? How can a man be so vile the first time you nmeet and then so sweet
after that? Is he schizo?"

"I checked on it for you, Cullen. | think he's just trenendously shy and
guarded. A lot of people conme at himfromall angles, so he retreats into an
easy corner -- he snarls. There are a | ot of novie people who use that device,

believe ne. The news | had on himis interesting. For a few years he |lived
with a witer naned Lenore Conroy. Wrd has it that she left himfor someone
el se, but that there were no hard feelings between them at the end. The wonen
who know hi mwell enough all say basically the sane thing -- he's reliable,

t houghtful and a very good friend to have.

"Cullen, there's sonmething |I've got to tell you I've been thinking
about. Renenber how he said he couldn't stop thinking about you only _after_
you' d knocked himdown? | don't want to scare you or anything, but do you
think maybe a little Rondua has crossed over into his life?"

"Ch swell! Thanks, Eliot. There aren't enough probl ens around here! Now
I"mgoing to start thinking |I've got magical _powers_!"

Eliot put a piece of cake in his mouth and shrugged. "It's just a
t hought . "

"Yeah, but what if you're right?"

The front door slamred and Danny called in to us that he was hone. Eliot
and | | ooked quickly at each other, as if we had been caught by our parents
doi ng somet hing very naughty. Well, we had. Danny knew not hi ng about Wber
Gregston, purple light, the dream of the wonmen with the fiery scarves. Eliot
snatched the tel egrans off the coffee table and | slid the one in nmy hand into

nmy pocket.

Danny cane in and dropped down on the sofa next to ne. Startled as |
was, | was still glad to see him H's presence in a roomalways lifted nme a
little.

"Hiya, kids! How many pieces of cake has Eliot had? Cul, |'ve got sone

i nteresting news for you. Has a guy fromthe police called you yet? A guy
nanmed Fl ossmann?"

" _Flossmann_? | renmenber him he questioned ne after Alvin WIIliams
killed his fam ly. Why woul d he be calling us now?"

Eliot got up. "Should I go?"

Danny shook his head and gestured for himto sit down again. "No.
Actually, it's all pretty interesting. And you stop junping to concl usions,
Cullen. | got a call this norning fromyour detective Flossmann. He said Alvin
Wllians is requesting pernmission to wite to you."

"Axe Boy wants to wite to nme? What for?"



"Ch Cullen, you lucky _thing!_Axe Boy never wites to ne!"

"Shut up, Eliot! Wiy does Alvin Wllianms want to wite to ne, Dan?"

Both men wore full, shit-eating grins on their pusses. Wen they | ooked
at each other across ny disconfort, the grins w dened appreciably.

"Cut it out! This isn't a joke, is it?" | glared at Danny, waiting for
an answer. He shook his head. "All right then, a lot of protection you two
guys will be when the going gets tough!"

Danny took ny hand, trying the whole tinme to bite the smle off his Iips
frominside. Across the room Mae cane awake and Eliot went for her

"Fl ossmann said you were the only one who was ever nice to him Cul --

at least, that's what Alvin says. He wants to wite and thank you. | guess
it's al so because he's lonely."

"Lonely and | oony! Uh-uh! 1've got enough problenms, Danny. G ve ne that
baby, Eliot."

St andi ng behi nd Danny, Eliot was able to get away w th nout hi ng "Wber
Gregston” without being seen. Then he danced Mae around in a circle.

"You know where _|I_ was when he killed his nother? In the [aundry room
doing a white wash. By the tinme | cane upstairs again, everyone interesting
had left. Typical ne!"

"Danny, why did the cop call you if |I'm supposed to get the letter?"

"Because he was afraid the idea would upset you. He wanted to know if
you were the nervous type."

"Nervous type? Me? Not ne! H, Axe Boy! You wanna play with ny

daught er ?"

"Cullen, you don't have to say yes."

"OfF course | do, Danny. That's a lesson | learned fromyou, pal."

"You renenber that song we heard the other day? ' You' ve got to kick at
the darkness till it bleeds daylight'?"

"Danny, whenever | kick sonething | hurt ny foot."

The first letter arrived on a Monday, along w th another postcard from
Weber. | read the card first, so that I'd have a nice feeling before | |eapt
into the dark soup of Alvin WIllianms |and. Wat a pair of pen pals!

Cul | en,

I met a Countess von So-and-So today who's interested in financing ny
next film 1 don't understand why people are so delighted to find that one of
their ancestors was a Duke or a Count. All it means is a long time ago

somebody did something horrible to someone el se and was rewarded for it by
some nonstrous or syphilitic king.

Here's a quote | cane across today that made me think of you: "As |ong
as | know that you understand," he whispered. "But of course you do. It's a
great satisfaction to have got sonebody to understand. You seemto have been
there on purpose.” And in the same whisper, as if we two whenever we tal ked
had to say things to each other which were not fit for the world to hear, he
added, "It's very wonderful." It's from Conrad's _The Secret Sharer_.

I've given you ny address here twice. Are you ever going to wite?

| scratched my head and flirted with the idea of sending himback a
postcard with the word "No" witten on it.

| put ny hand on the letter fromWIIiams and pushed it back and forth
across the desk. The address had been witten with a typewiter, which sonmehow
made everything nore cold and creepy. How could an axe nurderer very calnly
sit down and plunk out a letter on a typewiter? The careful spacing and

precision of the letters and sentences all in sharp black order were so nuch
t he opposite of what he had done to his poor mother and sister
On the other hand, | realized | had no desire to see the actua

handwiting of this person. That woul d have been nore naked and di stressing,
maybe even obscene.



Dear M's. Janes,

It was very nice of you to allowne to wite to you like this. But |'ve
heard there are autograph collectors out there in the world who pay a | ot of
money for letters frompeople Iike nme. What you can do is _sell_ themthis
letter after you've read it a couple of times. Buy your daughter Mae a toy
with the money. Just nmake sure to tell her it cones partly fromher friend
Alvin WIllians! Ha hal

|'ve been thinking about that day when we net on the street in front of
our house. Do you renenber? It was cloudy and sunny, back and forth all day
I ong. You | ooked really great that day, Ms. James! You can't imagi ne how good
| felt standing there talking to you. Everyone watched us when they wal ked by.
M. Janes is a very lucky man to have you as his wife. You' re one of the npst

beautiful woren |'ve ever seen, but one of the things | |ike so nuch about you
is you never show off about it. You're warmand friendly. You always had tine
to talk with me whenever we net up with each other. | always hoped I'd neet

you on the stairs. | bet you didn't know that, did you? I have to go now. |'I]

wite to you again soon
Very sincerely yours,
Alvin WIIlians

"Danny, do you think we'll need chai ns?"
"Cul l en, honey, we're just driving to your parents' house, not Siberia."
"I know, but | worry."

"Yes, | noticed. "
Eliot sat in the backseat with Mae on his lap. "Cullen, will you please
get in? Your husband will take very good care of us. If you ever let him"

| sighed and opened the car door. The sky was slush gray and threatened
all kinds of snow. It had been ny bright idea to round up the gang and spend a
weekend at ny parents' house on Long Island, but now | wasn't so thrilled.
envi si oned bullying snowdrifts and silvery iced roads way out there in the
wilds, where no one in their right mnd _ever_ went before May 1.

Typical me. It hadn't snowed in the city since March had arrived two
weeks before. Wnter's cold was still around, but the days lived | onger and
Mae woke at six each norning because the Iight was everywhere in the apartment
by then.

| put ny hand on the back of Danny's neck and twirled his hair around ny
finger. "Did | turn the stove of f?"

He smiled and put the car in gear. H's hair was |onger than ever and his
face was full of mischief. It was hard to believe that a year before, we were
l[iving in Mlan without a child and ny husband was maki ng hook shots for a
[iving.

The ride out of town was on pleasantly enpty roads that wel comed our
conpany all the way out past the two airports and onto the Long Island
Expr essway.

Whenever | traveled this route, | renenbered trips with nmy parents as a
girl. Already in ny swinsuit as the car pulled out of Manhattan, | would perch
like a parrot between the fol ks' seats and keep up a two-hour running
commentary on exactly what | would do when we got to the house. My nother
would tell ne not to breathe on Daddy's neck, while Dad woul d poi nt out
license plates fromexotic states |i ke Wom ng and North Dakot a.

Danny and Eliot chatted while | |ooked out of the w ndow, feeling warm
and conpl ete. My husband, baby and best friend were all there and all mine for
a couple of days. Wather fears aside, | knew we would have fun. W'd go into
Sout hanmpt on one day and feel |ike natives for a few hours by wal ki ng around

the deserted streets. The store wi ndows would be full of inappropriately
bright things, hibernating there until the flashy sumer crowd returned and
started whi pping out their credit cards.

What el se would we do? Build big fires in the living-roomfireplace,
cook marshmal | ows on sticks. Mae had never seen a marshnmal |l ow. For that
matter, she'd never seen a fire! Onh sure, a second's match flick here and



there, but never a luxuriously big blast of yellow and heat dancing off red
brick. No sir, never that! It was about tine.

"“I'''m hungry."

"Danny, we haven't even got to Port Jefferson yet!"

"Cul l en, please reach down and hand ne a | arge sandw ch, pickle and a
can of cream soda. |'m hungry, there's a basket full of food and if you want
to have an argunent with ny stomach -- go right ahead."

"I guess that's touch? to you, toots!"

"Pi pe down, Eliot. You can't have any food anyway. Hello, Mae darling.
Wuld _you_ like a sandw ch?"

There was snow on the ground by the time we passed the sign for
West hanpton, the exit you would take if you were going to Weber Gregston's
house. How did | know that? Because | |ooked it up on a map before we left,
that's how | watched the sign approach, get larger and larger, flick by.
Weber. Was he in New York again? Did | want himto call nme? See ne? Eliot
asked those questions this norning and | had had to shrug. No. Yes. No. Yes.
Maybe.

But Eliot's interest in the Weber Gregston affair was purely acadenic
because, next to nme, he was Danny's greatest supporter. He would have been
aghast if | had done anythi ng about Wber besides fantasize. Yet | was stil
nore honest with himabout certain things than | was with Dan. Eliot heard
every Rondua dream and seened perpetually fascinated by them He was now
convinced they were an inportant part of my well-being. The E. Kilbertus
anal ysis was that Cullen Janmes was an interesting person who, at the nonent,
wasn't able to live up to her potential because of the hundrum busy work
i nvol ved in taking care of an infant. As a result, | let my unconscious take
off nightly and the adventures in Rondua conpensated for the nmundaneness of ny
everyday. That |ogical and highly conplinmentary view -- com ng from one who
knew every detail of the situation -- reassured ne nmightily. It also helped to
know t hat what he said agreed essentially with what Dr. Rottensteiner had told
me months before: if the dreans didn't have any bad effects, just |eave them
alone. It reminded ne of the dust notes that float around in front of our
eyes; follow themw th your eye and they remain in your vision nuch | onger
than if you ignore themand let themdrift away.

And how about the time | realized with a hefty jolt how nuch | woul d
_mss_ those dammed dreans if they were suddenly to go away? Anything that is
whol Iy ours sets us apart fromthe rest of the universe

Overall, the only thing that tickled nmy mind the wong way was what in
God' s name had | done to Weber that day | put up ny hand and sent himflying
across his hotel roon? That haunted nme when | let nyself think about it --
whi ch, believe me, was _not_ often

The first thing that struck ne about my parents' house when we pull ed
into the driveway was how forlorn it | ooked: ready to be filled and have sone
fun with people noving around in its belly, turning up all the heat.

As we ferried back and forth to and fromthe car with all the bags and
boxes we'd brought, Eliot pulled nme aside out of Danny's earshot and said we
_had_ to make a safari over to Rensenberg one day to check out Villa G egston
| agreed with a curt nod, but a white Iight of excitement clicked on in ny
heart as | did so. | know | wouldn't have gone al one, but how could | say no
with Eliot _insisting_. .o

The first night out on the Island, Eliot whipped up his famly's secret
bean soup which we ate fromhot bows by the fireplace along with thick chunks
of cheese and homenmade bread and a good French red wi ne. Mae was transfixed by
the fire, but very blase about the marshmall ows we toasted for her. She fel
asleep with a fat black one in her hand, but we kept her there with us to
conplete our circle as we sat around, dream ng and not sayi ng much.

The next afternoon, Danny said there was a Rutgers basketball game on
tel evision he wanted to see. He volunteered to babysit if Eliot and | wanted
to go out and wander around.



Wth that perfect excuse to sneak over to Wber's house, | suddenly had
no desire to go. But Eliot piped up and loudly announced his willingness to be
chauf f eured around and shown all the interesting sights in the nei ghborhood.

An hour later we were hal fway there, feeling like ten-year-olds who were
sneaking into an "R' rated novie wi thout their parents al ong.

It was love at first sight for me and Renmsenberg. Wite wooden houses
hundreds of years old sat quietly next to each other in that proud,
justifiable arrogance old beauty often has.

There was no real town center -- no stores or gas stations. Only the
houses sinply but perfectly maintained, very sure of their great val ue. \Wat
an uncomon pl ace.

An old man in a plucky Tarn O Shanter hat who was wal ki ng a sweet -faced
greyhound gave us directions to the | ane where Wber lived. Turning on to it
and feeling ny hands go a little sweaty, | was rem nded of those roads in
rural ltaly that are lined on either side by cypress trees which commonly give
you the feeling they're soldiers waiting to be reviewed. Only here on Long
I sland, there were cedar trees with a solid, rocky |ook to them which said
t hey had stood guard over this part of town for a long tine.

The road twi sted here and there. Finally, after a strangely sharp right
turn, it became a narrow dirt road. | pulled the car over and we both got out
to have a | ook. Sure enough, Eliot found the nailbox a few feet away under a
tree with the name "Gregston"” witten under it in small, unobtrusive letters.

"Eliot, I think we should walk in, don't you? If he is in there, we
don't want to surprise him What if he's with soneone, or sonething?"

"And maybe you're scared stiff, Cullen Janes. Were's your spirit of
advent ur e?"

"I'n Rondua, M. Tracy. Let's go."

The driveway nmeandered in and out of a neat, very thick forest of trees
and was only wi de enough for one car at atine. It went on for about a quarter
of a mle. Then you were socked in the eye with _one beautiful view _ Wber's
"Laughi ng Hat" house sat plunk on the edge of a bay and fitted perfectly into
t he surroundi ngs of sea and birds flying everywhere. It was a little Victorian
gem white and cobalt blue, which rem nded me of a Carl Larson illustration
for a children's book. Every detail was singular and kooky -- gingerbread
nmoul di ng, orange copper drains, giant bay wi ndows that gave the inpression the
house was all eyes | ooking carefully out at everything.

There was no car around. Tiptoeing up closer, we saw no lights on inside
ei ther.

"Dam it! | wanted himto be in there with Meryl Streep.”

"Meryl's married, Eliot."

"Frankly, ny dear, so are you. You want to go inside? You ve got the

keys, right?"

"Yes, but | don't want to do that, Eliot. | feel voyeuristic enough as
it is."”

"Ch ny! 1've been a peeping Tomall ny life. There's just never anything

very interesting to peep _at_ ! Are you sure? Can you inagi ne what he's got
hi dden in those cl osets?"

"No, | really don't want to. But | think we can peek in through the
wi ndows. That'd be okay."

W made a conplete circuit of the house. Since so much of it was gl ass,
we got a good idea of his taste fromout there. There were lots of enpty white
wal I s, wooden furniture covered with black silk pillows, sone posters of work
by artists 1'd never heard of before but liked a lot: Leslie Baker, Al ex
Colville, Martina Niegel. And there was no one "kind" of picture or thene --
they were as eclectic as you coul d get.

Neatly arranged on the | ow ebony living-roomtable were big art books
and a copy of the Italian nen's _Vogue_ magazine with guess who on the cover?
Weber Gregston. What | couldn't see, Eliot described to nme, and vice versa.
After a while | felt like a relative who's come to take stock of things after
a nmenber of the fam ly has died.



"Tell me you're _sure_ you don't want to go in."

"Eliot --"

"Ckay, | was just asking. But let's |leave himsonething to I et himknow
you were here. Renenber how he said he'd |ike that?"

Nei t her of us had a pen or paper, so a note was out. Eliot suggested we
make a little pile of stones at the door, but that rem nded me too nuch of a
Jewi sh cenetery.

"Wait a minute. I know" | fished down deep into ny purse and came up
with the | ast postcard Weber had sent from Florida. There was a brass nail
slot on the front door and | shoved the card through it.

"Maybe he'll just think you didn't |ike what he said on the card,
Cullen. Let's go in and wite hima real note."

"Come on, Eliot. You'd just steal something if you went in."

It was dark when we got back home and Danny was |ying on the couch
readi ng a book. Mae was sitting on the floor hitting her favorite stuffed

animal -- an ugly green squirrel -- with a plastic spoon
"Hal | o!"
"\Where have you two been? | was beginning to worry."
"Ch, we drove around! All over the place. | took Eliot to Westhanpton

|"msorry, Dan. W should have called."

"Yes, that's right. \What are we going to do about dinner?"

The tone of his voice and the snip of the words sent Eliot and ne
scuttling off pronto into the kitchen to get things going.

A few mnutes | ater Danny poked his head around the corner to say he was
going out to the store to buy sone brownies.

"But Dan, we've already got "

Hs eyes told ne to be quiet; he wanted to go away fromus for a while,
and _not_ just into another room of the house. | w shed we hadn't gone to
Weber's, no matter how much fun we'd had casing the place out. When Danny
James went out for brownies at six in the evening, it neant he was angry as
hell and didn't want to be around his wife. It also wung ny heart to realize
he was mad because he'd been worri ed.

| waited until | heard the car door slam and the engine start up before
| dared to | ook out of the kitchen window | felt Eliot's hands on ny
shoul ders as he | eaned over nme to have a | ook too.

"We're such little shits, Cullen.”

"Boy, don't | know it!"

"Can you i magi ne how he'd feel if he knew where we'd really been? Ch, ny
God! "

"Spare ne. Let's just go and make a _very_ beautiful dinner and pray he
cones back in one piece. He hasn't done sonething like this since we were in
Italy."

| brought Mae in fromthe living roomand put her in the high chair.
Then we set to work making a king's feast. Eliot started to sing "Can't Help
Lovi ng That Man of M ne" but stopped dead as soon as he saw the | ook on ny
face.

Danny's return half an hour |ater was marked by two sighs of relief from
t he kitchen, but no hugs and kisses all around. He wal ked into the kitchen
put a bag on the counter and wal ked out agai n.

| looked into the bag and nmy heart broke all over again. Next to sone
frozen brownies was the newest issue of ny favorite nagazine. Damm him Damm
all good peopl e who nake you feel so keenly aware of your own snall ness,

i neptitude and spite with the flick of their wist or an unconscious blink of
t he eye.

| wanted to run into the living roomwaving nmy spatula, to yell at him
"Why do you have to be so dammed nice? You nmake me feel one foot tall!"

But | didn't do that; | turned the potato pancakes over instead.

Qur dinner was eaten in silence; the final nail being driven into the
day's coffin when Dan insisted on doing all the dinner dishes.



Eliot and | went into the living roomand sat | ooking hel pl essly at each
ot her.

"Maybe there's a Wber G egston novie on TV."

There was a tremendous crash in the kitchen and Danny yelled, "Mae,
don't!"

He had dropped the casserole dish on the floor and, fast as only a child
can be when it's interested in something, Mae picked up a fanged piece of
br oken gl ass that had | anded on her chair.

When | got there, the shard had bit deep into her silly putty hand and

there was blood all over. . . . Al over everything. Mae | ooked at the red
gush interestedly -- it was sonething new for her

Danny saw nme bolt for her and threw up his hand to stop me in ny charge.
"Don't scare her, Cul! Do it slow If you scare her it'll be worse!"

Perfect sense. My face went through six changes while | took slow giant
steps toward her.

"Good job, kiddo! Let me have a look." | could feel the hysteria rise
inside me like vomit.

The cut was very deep. A gut-sickening gash that had no end.

"What shoul d we do, Dan?"

"Ch, my _Cod!_ "

That did it. Eliot's whoop on first seeing what had happened scared the
hel | out of Mae and the whol e thing exploded right there. Mae started to
scream

"Eliot, shut up and call the operator! Tell her what's happened and ask
for the nearest energency service or doctor. Wichever one is closer."

El i ot stood unnoving in the doorway, his hands pressed to his nouth.

"For Christ's sake nove, Eliot! Cullen, get her over here. Let ne try
and clean it up."

Qut of the corner of my eye | saw Eliot disappear. | lifted the
bl ood-ri bboned Mae up and out of her wooden high chair.

Danny took hold of her at the sink. The first thing he did was lift her
up so she was right at eye level with him He gave her a big smle and wi ggl ed
hi s evebrows.

"Hey baby, what a hand! Look at all of that great blood! Let's wash it
off alittle, huh?"

Seeing her Daddy snile calned her a little, but the screanms soon
returned when he began rinsing the hand in cold tap water

"Cul, go get a clean handkerchief or sonething; anything, a rag. Just
make sure it's clean. 1'mgoing to try to make a bandage.™

Eli ot blasted through the door with the nane of a doctor a mile away.

"Co call him See if he's hone."

"No, let's just go, Danny. We'll waste --

"No! If he's not there, we'll just have to conme back here again. Cal

him"

The doctor wasn't hone, but his answering machi ne gave the name of
someone el se. The doctor _was_ hone and told us to come right over. He would
be waiting for us.

Danny wrapped her hand and then carefully bound it at the wist with a
rubber band fromny hair.

When we got in the car. Mae was really on the edge of something bad. The
pai n had obviously arrived and she didn't |like one bit the shift we'd nade
from war m house to cold car

Danny told ne to drive because | knew the way. He sat next to ne with
Mae on his lap, jiggling her up and down and singing little songs in her ear

In the backseat, Eliot asked if there was anything he could do.

"Yes, sing. Let's all sing a song. Mae likes it when we sing, don't you,
Ki wi ?"

| 1 ooked at Danny and | oved himfor everything he had in him all the
stores of strength and sanity | knew from our everydays together, and all the
extra parts he had for nonents |like this, when coolness and clarity were the



only things that mattered.

Eliot started singing. Unfortunately. He didn't stop singing until we
were getting out of the car in front of the doctor's house.

Later, when the doctor told us we had bound Mae's hand a little too
tightly, I felt like telling himto . . . M/ husband had w apped that hand and
not hi ng he did could be wong.

"Mom this is Night Ear. He'll show us around."

W stood at the gates of another city that |ooked so much Iike
Kempi nski: the same turrets, canpaniles, nobs of black birds flying to and fro
over the high stone walls. W were outside Ophir Zik, the Gty of the Dead.
knew not hi ng about it except that | didn't |ike anything about its nane.

VWhen we | eft Kenpinski days before, Pepsi had clinbed on to M. Tracy's
head and they noved of f ahead of us. | assuned it was because they had
i nportant things to tal k about, but that assunption didn't nake things any
easier. Pepsi was still a very little boy and even in nystical Rondua, where
rabbits pulled magicians out of their top hats, | felt it was just too soon
for this not-even-three-foot-tall fellow to begin assuming the
responsibilities of a man, nmuch | ess those of a nonarch

But then again he wouldn't be a nonarch unless he possessed all five
Bones. So far he had got only two, and one of those old unnecessary Mom had
found for him

More and nmore, | asked nyself what function did | serve here? Sonehow,
from _somewhere_, | had come to Rondua with Pepsi. Was | therefore a
messenger, meant only to deliver ny dreamchild to the right people here and
t hen be gone? No, because of everything that had happened so far: | had had to
introduce himto the animals, | had had to explain certain things about Rondua
to him | had helped calmhis initial fears about being there in the first
pl ace. Then / had found the first Bone of the Moon and shown ny son how to
carve it. So, was | just a nmessenger? Maybe | was fooling nyself, but | was
sure it was nmuch nore than that. But what? Since Pepsi had been treated so
respectfully by Sizzling Thunmb and the mayor of Kenpinski, | had felt
increasingly left out of things and nore |ike an unnecessary part than ever.

Once it even struck ne that if | had to stay in Rondua |onger, it would
be better for me to go back to the Plain of Forgotten Machi nes and hang around
with them 1'd fit right in with those things -- | could splutter and hiss
i mportantly and serve no purpose at all. Just |like those other pretty heaps
we' d passed on that day so nany weeks before.

Why do brats like me like to lick our wounds so nuch?

Ni ght Ear was an old hermt who chose to live on the outskirts of Ophir
Zik. He made his small living by showing visitors around the City of the Dead.

"The ones who live inside are confortable with each other. But they
resent the living, so it's best not to talk with them However, if you nust,
| ook away. Don't |look themin the face, and address your questions to no one
directly. They'll know who you are talking to."

W foll owed himthrough a ruined arched gate. The cobbl estone path that
led into the city gradually steepened upward. Soon ny |legs were tired and
found nyself taking smaller steps and watching ny feet to make sure they were
goi ng where | wanted themto.

Children ran helter-skelter through the wobbly, uneven streets, but
t hei r happy | aughing faces made no noi se. Nothing. There was no noise
anywhere. Not the shouts of children, dogs barking, the bang of buckets and
nmetal on stone, the squawks of birds or people saying hello across a narrow
al | eyway.

Worren in col orful babushkas with their sleeves rolled up and faces red
as children's candy | eaned out of their wi ndows and watched interestedly as we
passed. But they watched in silence too: old hens as nosy in nute death as
they had been in loud life. To my surprise, one of themthrew an apple down to
me. It was shiny and delicious |ooking, but it made no sound when it |anded in
my hand. | | ooked at Night Ear to see if it was all right to eat. He waited



until we had rounded a sharp corner and were out of view of the woman.

"It's not a good idea to eat that; it'll only make you tired." He
stopped and | ooked at ne craftily. "But you _can_ eat it, if you want. If you
do, it will tell you many things about death you never knew. "

A young good-1 ooking man rode slowy by on a bicycle with his girlfriend
bal anced on the bar in front of him her hands tightly over his on the
handl ebars. They were both smiling and | ooked as if they couldn't have been
happi er. But they nmade no sound. The bicycl e shuddered and bunped over the old
gray-brown stones, but it nade no sound and they were soon gone.

It was nore odd than frightening. | had al nost grown used to the quiet
when we came upon a sunny w de-open plaza and | saw Evel yn Hernuss, Danny's
first wife, sitting at a caf? and watching us. Forgetting what the gui de had
said, | hurried over and -- looking directly at her -- said her nane.

"Hello, Cullen. We're not allowed to shake hands with you. How many
years has it been, though? You've done so rmuch since | knew you."

W spoke for a few minutes about . . . what? My marryi ng Danny. She knew
all about that. She said it was "okay," that she was happy for both of us, but

the I ook on her face -- so full of stopped dreans and sadness -- said it
wasn't okay at all. Wat could | do or say? For a brief moment, | felt as if |
had killed her and sent her here.

" NbnP"

| |1 ooked down at Pepsi without really seeing him He was crying. |
| ooked fromhimto Evelyn, and then back again at him H s face was wet, but
he kept nodding at me as if he were agreeing with sonmething | had said.

"Why are we here, Pepsi?" | |ooked again fromhimto Evelyn, then back
agai n.

"Don't you know?"

"Not at all, ny love."

"You have to! This is where | was before you cane back, Mom | lived
here. You killed me once. Don't you renenber that?"

A pain the size of the world swept through ne and to this day, | have no

i dea whether it was physical or spiritual or what. Wat | do know is that
death itself could not be any worse than that pain. Nothing coul d.

Pepsi was the child | had had scraped out of me four years before on a
sunny sumer day. My abortion. My son. Getting rid of nmy evidence. My son --
nmy dead, wonderful son

Leani ng ny whol e sagged wei ght against a wall, | wept again in the m dst
of that dreadful silence for what | had done. | wept until | felt crushed by
t he wei ght of both the world and the dead.

| had been wondering why | was in Rondua. But not once had | ever really
wonder ed about the identity of this beautiful, sassy child who had gone
everywhere with me and called me Mom M son. My son here, my son fromthe
ot her worl d.

I was in Rondua for only one reason: to help Pepsi however | could to
find the five Bones of the Mbon and thus keep himfromthis city for the rest
of time.

Wy we were both being given this second chance | had no idea, but it
was there and | would ask no questions. Wthout the Bones, Pepsi would be here
forever. Wth them he would be free, he would be able to streak across
mount ains on Martio the Canel's back or swmby hinself in gold | agoons. | was
here this time not to find the Bones nyself, but to help Pepsi hone. .
Through and out of Ophir Zik, the City of the Dead, to |ife somewhere on the
far other side of this universe.

Does it ever really happen that we are given a _real _ second chance?
Anot her turn to bat, a few nagical feet nore to skid before we hit the wall
and ruin everything?

No, inreal life that didn't happen. In Rondua, | would save ny child.



Part Three

1

Dear M's. Janes,

Dr. Lavery says | am maki ng good progress. | don't exactly know what he
means by that, but 1'll have to take his word for it.

In the nmeantinme, | have been reading all the time and have tentatively
decided to becone a veterinarian when | amreleased fromhere. Not that |
expect _that_ to happen any time soon! | don't think they understand nme very
wel |l here. They pretend to listen to what | am saying, but | see their eyes
| ooki ng at other places when | amtal king. | never thought of doctors being

di shonest. There's not nany people you can trust these days, are there? | nust
say though that | think | can trust you. That is why | amwiting to you. |
hope you don't mind too nuch.

My favorite books so far are those popul ar bestsellers about a
veterinarian working in England. You know, the ones that have been turned into
the very successful television series on the educational channel ? Personally,
| don't watch the show itself because | think television is for idiots. There
are many big color television sets here at the Institute which are turned on
all day long. It is alnost inpossible to avoid the noise they make, no natter
where you are or what you are doi ng.

I"msure all of ny letters to you are nonitored and read by soneone
here, and they will nost likely raise an eyebrow at the aninpbsity exhi bited by
my attitude, but | do not nean it to sound that way. | only wish to plead the
case of turning those infernal sets _down_. That isn't too nmuch to ask, is it?
Not everyone here is interested in reruns of the _Superman_ show, believe ne!
There are those of us who are interested in nore inportant things. Personally
| would only like a quiet corner sonewhere where | could read, or sinply
thi nk, but often even that is virtually inpossible to find in this overly |oud
pl ace.

Oh, well, one can't have everything one wants in life.

How are you and M. Janes? Heal thy and happy, | sincerely hope. |Is your
child Mae talking yet? In your last letter you nentioned her age, so | went to
the Iibrary here and spent a good few hours reading up on the subject. Did you
know that it is not unconmon for children to begin speaking at a surprisingly

early age? Listen carefully -- those funny baby sounds you hear may even be
t he real thing!

Wll, that's all for now | hope | haven't bored you too nuch this tine.
As | seemto tell you every tine, | think a great deal about what | want to

say to you in these letters. Somehow they never turn out to sound like I want
themto, or say the right thing.

Oh well, | said that | wanted to be a veterinarian and not a witer, so
| guess that's okay. Ha! Ha
I will wite again in a few days, you poor woman.

Very sincerely yours,
Alvin WIIlians



Dear Al vin,

Thank you for your last letter. What you said about when children begin
to talk was interesting, but I'mafraid our little Mae is still at the stage
where the four words in her entire vocabulary are all variations of either
oogl e or googl e.

I think your idea about becom ng a veterinarian is a good one. My
husband suggested you might want to look into different correspondence courses
that are offered by certain schools. | don't know if you have your high schoo
di pl oma yet, but it mght be worthwhile to investigate this possibility. That
way, you could gain certain credits while you are in the Institute and then
continue your studies later at whatever school has the course you want.

When | was at college, | never had any real idea of what | wanted to do
with ny life later. As a result, | took courses all over the place in only the
things that interested ne. It was nice and | ended up with a degree in
history, but in retrospect it was not a terrifically productive way of going
about things. | admire your being able to tell even now what it is you want
| ater.

A veterinarian does a great job. My good friend Eliot Kilbertus says he
only wi shes he could find a good one in New York. According to him they al
charge a fortune but aren't very effective.

The spring seens to have arrived and I'mglad of it. Recently all of us
went out to Long Island for the weekend. A friend of mne owns a house out
there in Rensenberg, right in the mddle of a bird sanctuary. \Wen we went
there I noticed that sonme of the frailer fellows had already flown in from
Wi ntering down south, and it's not even the middle of the nonth yet. A good
sign. | even had a dreamthe other night where I was wal king around in a
T-shirt and the ugliest Bermuda shorts you ever saw. Wen you start dream ng
about shorts, sunmer can't be too far off.

Be well.

Cul I en Janes
2

"Cul | en?"

"Yes?"

"Where did you get this |leather jacket? It is beautiful!"

My eyebrows went straight up while ny eyes closed tight. Wber
Gregston's leather jacket! 1'd hidden it in the deepest, darkest corner of ny
cl oset and _never_ wore it when Danny was around. He was very aware of what |
wore and al nost al ways noticed when | had on sonmething new. 1'd figured out

that if | waited a few nonths, then one day | could casually tell him about
this _incredible_bargain |I'd picked up at a thrift shop right down the bl ock

The best-laid plans of m ce and nen.

" \What _ j acket ?"

"This one -- the leather one." He cane into the roomholding it out in
front of him "Were the hell did you pet this? It's fantastic!"

"Uh oh. Discovery time. Don't get nad."

"Mad?" Cul, you didn't charge it, did you? Honey, | know you | ove
clothes and as far as |'m concerned when we have the noney --"

"No, Danny, wait! | didn't charge it. Eliot gave it to ne for ny
bi rt hday. "
"Your birthday? That's not for a nmonth!"
| shrugged -- little Mss Innocent. "Yes, well, he gave it to ne early,

Dan. What am | supposed to say? W knew you'd squawk about it and that's why I
didn't tell you. Are you nmad?"

"Cullen, | assune 'G anni Versace' neans it's Italian. Italian |eather
jackets cost nore than the national debt. |I don't care howrich Eliot is; this



is just too much."

| watched himwal k to the phone, call ny excuse and ask himto cone over
to our apartnent for a few m nutes.

"Hi, guys! Oh good, you both | ook pissed off. Are you fighting? Can I
wat ch?"

"Eliot, did you really give this jacket to Cullen for her birthday?"

"No." Hi s face was bl ank.

"Eliot!"™ My voice got very close to cracking. "Don't lie! Tell the
truth. You did too give it to me for ny birthday."

"No, | didn't, Cullen. | gave it to you because | |ove you. Your
birt hday just happened to be a good excuse."

My bl ood pressure dropped several notches, but not Danny's. He handed ne
the jacket and sat down next to me on the couch, frowning all the while. "El
you can't do that!"

"Daniel, old chum | happen to have sonething exquisite for your
birthday too. Wuld you like ne to go down and get it?"

"No, Eliot. Now you're naking nme feel very unconfortable. It's not
right; it's really nice of you, but the whole thing's not right."

"That's true, but this way you' |l both feel conpletely indebted and
guilty if you don't treat ne wonderful ly."

"Ch come on, Danny. You're generous yourself. Don't make Eliot feel bad
just because he is too."

For the first tine in our lives together, ny husband threw his hands in
the air. "That's not the point, Cullen. |I'm not Ebenezer Scrooge!"

"CGod bl ess our presents, every one!"

"Quiet, Eliot! You know exactly what |'mtalking about."

"Danny, since |'mthe accused here, | have a right to say sonething. The
James family are the only people on the entire face of the earth I would do
_anything_ for. And you both know that. Anything! Everyone else | hang around
with is witty, charming and full of shit. Al gleamand no stuff. | |ove sone
of them hate nost and trust no one but the two of you. That's the truth. If
you stopped being nmy friends, |'d die!

"The truth of the matter is, | nade out my will six weeks ago because ny
| awyer was being annoying. | nade Mae the beneficiary. |"'mworth alittle over
four hundred thousand dollars. | wouldn't trust either of you thieves with it,

but nmy goddaughter is going to go to Radcliffe if she likes. Neither of you
has nmy perm ssion to protest or even talk about it. _Basta . Period."
| 1 ooked at himand gave a very crooked smle. "Aw, Eliot, you old
Danny got up and enbraced him They held on to each other a good | ong
time while | watched, clutching the forgotten | eather jacket in ny hands.

| had once thought strength of character was a hardeni ng of oneself; an
intricate protection system by which you reconciled yourself to the truths of
life and learned not to | et them bother you. But all systems of character
buil ding go right out of the wi ndow when you find there aren't anynore truths

Oor none you recogni ze.

After the incident with the jacket, | was very afraid to tell Danny what
had happened wi th Wber Gregston and the new goi ngs-on in Rondua. For the
first time in our relationship, | began to doubt ny husband and | truly hated
that. | doubted hi m because he wasn't the person | wanted to confide in.
Eliot, with his understandi ng of why people do naughty things sonetines, his
synmpat heti c ear and whol ehearted belief in the unknown _was_the confidant I
needed at that peculiar tine inny life. | didn't want to close nyself off or
hi de i mportant things away from ny husband, but | feared his | ack of
under st andi ng. At best, he woul d synpathize. Eliot _enpathized_ and instead of
pushing nme toward having nmy head exam ned again, he wanted to exam ne that
head with ne and try to nake sense of the whol e nishmash of events and powers.

"Ch big deal, Cullen! So you had an abortion. _Everyone's_ had an



abortion; they're very old-hat. Even | had an abortion -- ny last |over, Judge
Thonpson. "

"' Judge' ? That was his real nanme?"

"Yes, unfortunately. He was a snmall black nman who wore a cowboy hat. He
actually wanted nme to buy himsone spurs!”

"How cone you never tal k about your l|overs, Eliot?"

"Because they all make ne sad. |I'mvery unlucky in love. But | don't
want to di scuss them now. Do you see how right | was about this Rondua of
yours? Everyone works out their troubles in their dreans. It's cheap anal ysis,
you know? You had an abortion and you've felt horrible about it ever since.
Sonmewhere in your mind you carried around this big bucket full of guilt, even
though | think you're nuts to have done that. Anyway, with these Rondua dreans
you're getting it out of your head. Geat! Help that little Pepsi find the
Bones of the Mbon and you're honmefree. How nany have you got so far? Three?"

"Yes. The latest was the one for Fairness. Pepsi saved Felina' s life and
then let the Varmlive."

"What war nP"

" The Warm-- that was its nane. It danced on the desert and tried to
eat Felina."”

"Felina's the wol f?"

"Right. And Martio's the camel, M. Tracy's the dog --

"-- Who wears a black hat, right?"

"Ri ght."

The phone rang and Eliot got up to answer it. He spoke into the receiver
a few seconds and then, surprisingly, held it out toward ne with a very arch
| ook on his face. "It's your friend Wber G egston, dearie. How did he know ny
nunber ?"

| took hold of the phone as if it were a dangerous snake. "Hell o?"

"Hello, Cullen? Look, I'msorry to call you there, but we _have_to
talk. W have to." Hi s voice said he wasn't kidding around -- it sounded tired
and very strained.

"What's the matter, Weber? Are you okay?" | wanted to thank himfor al
the cards and tel egrans and ot her things, but something nore inportant was up.

"No, I'mnot. W have to neet -- like inrediately? | just got into town
and | have to talk with you. I'mnot fucking around or anything, Cullen
Pl ease don't be coy with nme -- sonething bad is happening and | think it's
your fault. I'msorry, but it's true. Can we get together now? |s that
possi bl e?"

Eliot, his head glued to nmine, nodded vigorously. | pointed to the baby
and he whi spered that he would stay with her
"Ckay, Weber. Were are you?"

"At the phone booth on your corner. Conme down and we'll meet. Like, five
m nut es?"
"Ckay. Hold tight and 1'Il be right down."

I hung up and | ooked at Eliot. "What do you think?"
"He didn't sound too good, Cullen."

"I know. What do you think's wong?"

"Not love this time. He was too shook up."

Weber stood in front of our building. He | ooked as if he'd come back
fromthe dark side of the noon.

"Holy cow, Weber! What _happened_ to you?"

"That's what we're going to talk about. Were can we go?"

"Let's go to Lena's; it's just around the corner."

He put both hands to his face and rubbed hard. H s hair was wet and
slicked back and his face was new y shaven, but there were little red nicks
all over it. "I'mtotally nessed up. | haven't had a good night's sleep in a
week. "

The restaurant was run by two nice women who served you heaps of good
food and then |l eft you alone. W sat at a table in the back, although it was



| ate afternoon and the place was enpty.

"What's up, Weber?"

He held up a hand to stop me. "Wait. First let me ask you a coupl e of
guestions. Wio are Pepsi and M. Tracy?"

My head shot forward. "How do you know about then? Who told you?"

"No one told me anything. | dreamthem Cullen. Like, every _night_ |

dream about theml Pepsi, M. Tracy and you. You nost of all. Wat's going on
Cullen? Wio are they? I'mtelling you, | don't sleep so well anymore. And you
want to know when all this started? | figured it out the other night. It
started right after I net you -- after you knocked me down that day."

"Tell me what you dream Weber. Tell ne exactly. Everything."

"You know what |'mtalking about, don't you?"

| felt a tension knot taking hold on the back of ny neck. | renenbered
what Eliot had said about Wber being interested in me because | had
"enchanted" himthe day we net.

"Yes, | know what you nmean. Go on. Wl cone to Rondua."
"Rondua! That's right! That's the nane, isn't it?"
W tal ked for three hours wthout stopping. | felt no hesitation in

telling himeverything: about the abortion, the beginning of ny dreans, Pepsi,
the search for the Bones, the City of the Dead.

We got hungry along the way and ordered two big |lunches. Then around
five o' clock, the restaurant began to fill up with the cocktail crowd. |
called Eliot and told him| needed another hour. He said that was fine but
what was happeni ng?

"Weber has been dream ng around Rondua too. Ever since | zapped himin
the chest."

"Holy shit!"

"Uh-huh. | think you were right, Eliot. See you later. I'll tell you
everyt hing then."

"Ckay, | can't wait! Just don't zap anybody on your way hone, huh?"

Weber had been places and nmet creatures in Rondua | didn't know -- the

alligator chess bullies, Coud Hell, the nighttime old | anp nmarket in Harry.
He' d been to the Caves of Lem and the Gardener's O fice on the Muuntain. One
of the guides was a crane naned A Sport and a Pastime. Later he was
acconpani ed only by a voice named Sol ari s.

Nei t her of us could figure out why he had been in other corners of the
| and, but we agreed there was no sense in looking for logic in _any_ of this.
Why even try?

Alittle hesitantly, | told himEliot's idea about how | had bew t ched
himthe day we net.

He smiled and took a cold French fry off my plate. "Wy not, Cullen?
It's just as crazy as everything el se we've discussed."”

He took another French fry; he was cal m now and sniling nore,
particul arly when we tal ked about our different experiences over there.

Instead of eating the potato, he pointed it at me and began tal ki ng
again. "You know, it wouldn't be so bad if the damed dreans weren't so scary
and upsetting. Have you nmet Jack Chili yet?"

"Jack who?"

"Jack Chili. Manma, you don't want to know him _ever_. Look, lunch is
over and we've got to figure this thing out now. | can't keep having these
dreans, Cullen, no matter what's causing them | don't even want to know
especially how the hell they're happening. You touched ne, hit ne with that
purple light and boom I'mliving in Rondua. Fine, | accept that; it's weird
as hell, but | accept it. Nowall | want to do is get out of there, that's
all. Last night | dreamed about two guys blowi ng their heads off. Beautiful
canera work; right up close with all the guts all over. Forget it; | can't
have that anynore." He put down the potato and squashed it flat on to his
plate with his fork. "Wat should | do, Cullen? Wat can _you_ do?"

"I think I know how to fix it."

"You do? Are you serious? \What?"



| told himthe story of the confrontation with the nachi nes on the
plains. | told himabout the word | used to get us out of that fix, and how in
the dreams | knew | could use that word one nore tine to work its magic
somewhere. Whether that magic carried over to a restaurant in New York City
was sonet hi ng el se

"You can try, right? Say the word and let's see what happens. Christ,
I'mganme for anything, Cullen! Anything to get themout of ny head. Do it!"

| reached across the table and, with nmy flat hand agai nst his forehead,
sai d "Koukounaries."

He cl osed his eyes and put his hand on top of nine. "Say it again."

| did, but | was afraid to tell himthat | felt no tingle or jive of
magi ¢ go out of nme, as it had on the day when the purple |light had protected
ne.

Dear M's. Janes,
Happy Birthday! | wote M. Janes a letter a while ago and asked him

when your birthday was. Luckily I knew in time. |I know this card is kind of
dunmb, but | had to ask one of the doctors to buy one for me, and this happened
to be his taste. | should have known by the kind of neckties he wears that he

wasn't the right man to ask! Ha, Ha! Anyw ay, happy birthday to you, happy
birthday to you, happy birthday, Ms. Janes, happy birthday to you!

Very sincerely yours,

Alvin WIIlians

It was the first time we had seen the ocean since our arrival in Rondua.
It was pink and the waves, when they broke, frothed yell ow. They were

unconfortable colors -- childhood dreans gone awy.
Pepsi stood by our "boat" -- an upside-down | aughing fedora hat the size
of an old bathtub. It was cold by the water -- even ny shadow felt cold.

Weeks had passed since Kenpinski, Ophir Zik and our battle against the
dancing Warm Felina, saved by Pepsi there, died quietly one night not |ong
afterward. M. Tracy and Martio knew i medi ately and stood on either side of
her body throughout the night. Only at dawn did the giant black dog wake us by
bayi ng so sadly and beautifully that it sounded Iike full notes played on an
ancient cello.

W didn't have to bury her because the body vani shed as soon as Pepsi
pl aced the three Bones on her head, heart and left rear leg. In a few ninutes
only the Bones lay on the ground where she had slept for the last tine.

Martio said the winds would carry the dog's song back to the wolf's
fam |y and they woul d know she was gone by the end of the day.

The four of us continued our walk to the sea and m ssed her gentle
presence every day. A thought kept crossing nmy mind like an inportant bulletin
from some deeper part of ne: "There is no peace, only rest.” | had no idea
what it neant.

Ophir Zik was apparently the City of the Dead for human beings here, but
where did the other Ronduans go when they died? Intriguingly, that thought
brought to mnd another | had had as a little girl and conpletely forgotten
If there was life on other planets and it was conpletely different fromlife
on earth, where did those things go when _they_ died? O was heaven an Edward
H cks "Peaceabl e Ki ngdom' where Earthlings ate with gook-eyed Martians and
Ronduans | ay down with dangerous creatures from Al pha Centauri ?

There was tine to think about these things because we had such a | ong
way to go, all of it on foot now. The |ands and things we saw there were as
strange as ever -- Jackie Billows in the Conversation Bath, a circus where
menories performed -- but in nany ways Felina's death had enptied all of us
and nmade us inured to wonder. One twilight we saw a | one dark horse gall opi ng



strai ght down a railway track at an oncoming train. At the |last possible
instant, the horse leapt gracefully into the air and took flight. None of us
sai d anyt hi ng.

The Sl ung People | ed us through the Caves of Lem and the wooden nice
had sung about so nmany nonths before guided us carefully over the Bridge of
Art. We wal ked through a forest festooned with unnoving |ightning bugs which
Pepsi insisted on calling fire bees. The next norning we woke at the bottom of
a mlew de crater that was bl ack and phosphorescent green and steanming evilly
ever ywher e.

Food was never a problem W picked | eos and sixhat wherever we found
their blue groves, naletense by the side of rushing streans. It all tasted
delicious, but | had forgotten |ong before to pay attention to what | put in
my mouth. We ate when we had to, slept when exhaustion -- like gravity --
pulled us to the ground. W had to reach the Sea of Brynn before the noon's
next eclipse, so we_ noved with the speed of secret couriers carrying
nmessages of war froma king to his inportant generals.

| tired easiest and was often the one to call a halt to our flight. And
flight it was, because Pepsi had only one chance to gain the fourth Bone of
t he Moon, which was sonewhere in the i measurable pink waters of the Sea of
Brynn. What further conplicated matters was the fact that it could only be
done at night in the mdst of a full lunar eclipse, with the stars our only
gui de.

Several days from our destination, we canme to a renote cross-roads.
Lying in the center of it were eight dead rabbits, their bodies placed so as
to forma macabre furred star. Wthout any pronpting, Pepsi took the first
Bone -- the one he had carved into a wal king stick -- and carefully used it to
rearrange their pattern into a rough circle. M. Tracy asked if it shouldn't
be a square, but ny boy only shook his head and continued the shaping.

Pepsi made nost of the decisions for us now At times | found it al npst
i npossible to believe he was a child, much I ess ny own. How shocked his
father, Peter G af, would have been to see all this! | wondered why _he_ had
never appeared in Rondua, but then it struck ne that | had made the ultinmate
decision to abort Pepsi. Peter was only a small-spirited, arrogant man who'd

consi dered abortion another formof birth control. |I had been the one to clinb
on to that hospital table and say, "Yes, |I'mready now " | even renenbered
usi ng those exact words.

Curiously, however, | still didn't believe abortion was wong for other

worren. Qur actions and responsibilities are our own: what later returns to
ei ther haunt or applaud us is neither possible to predict nor always
conpl et el y under st andabl e.

| approached the Laughing Hat boat at the sanme tine as Pepsi clinbed in.
It was silent now, only the upside-down face was still smiling broadly. Inside
it were several wooden boxes full of food and plastic bottles of what | took
to be drinking water.

Pepsi was noving things around inside. There were two bench seats
opposi te each other. Although everything was in beautiful condition, with the
wood polished to a shine, it |ooked |ike the inside of any rowboat you woul d
take out for half an hour on Sunday on Central Park Lake. Only here the Sea of
Brynn stretched to the horizon and I knew we would be out on it for at |east
one night, if not |onger

"There's the sail, Mom but we can catch the current and use it for a
while. It'lIl take us out even if we don't put the sail up."

"How do you know this stuff, Peps?"

He shrugged and snmiled -- don't bother me, Mom | know -- all there on
hi s face.

"M. Tracy, will you be here when we get back?"

"I'f you find the Bone, yes."

Far behind us in the distance, sounds of nuted thunder broke the quiet.
W all turned fromthe sea and saw snudges of ugly dark snoke rising thick and
fast over the land we had so recently crossed.



"The cats are dead now," Martio said and | ooked at M. Tracy. "Cats,
perfect fossils and freshwater wells." The canel knelt slowy down into a
sitting position on his knees.

M. Tracy kept |ooking at the snoke. "Cats, new nusic and steam on
glass. They're all gone. Qher things too. Pepsi, you' ve got to hurry."

W pushed the boat to the edge of the water, which had begun to roll and
churn moodily. From shore the animals watched as we bounced and slipped our
way out on to the grunbling sea. As soon as the brown sail went up, it snapped
once and filled conpletely. Pepsi held the tiller and steered with the
confidence of an old salt. He had so many new tricks up his sleeve: talent,

i nsight, magic. What had been the neaning of rearranging the rabbit star? How
had he known the proper sorcery to make Felina's body di sappear? What map had
he studied to show himthe direction to go on the sea?

"Pepsi, what woul d have happened if you had been born in ny world?"

"Mae woul d have been ny sister, Mom" He wouldn't | ook at ne.

"Yes, | know that, but what el se? Do you know what your |ife would have
been?" He shook his head and watched the sea. "Look at me, Pepsi. Do you hate
ne?"

"You're my Mom why would | hate you? You cane here to help ne. You're
nmy best friend! Hey | ook, way over there, do you see that island? It's called
Ais. You should see what's on there!"

| | ooked at Ais Island and wondered what it was, what it "nmeant." Was it
someone el se's Rondua, or only another blip of land in a pink ocean, where
rocks cried or clouds stood quiet guard over iron cattle with human voi ces.

Rondua. You coul d change things here: save your child fromthe Cty of
t he Dead. But what happened after that, if it happened at all? And how coul d
change anyt hing when | knew so goddammed little, felt so stupid and weak every
time | encountered something new or different?

"Mom | think we're there! Yeah, we're there already. Boy, we nade it
Look down, Mom Look down there through the water. You can see everything!"

The day had slowy ended and the sun, in no hurry, was slipping over the

edge of earth. Because we had been talking, | hadn't really noticed that the
color of the sea had changed fromits original all-pink to a conbination of
gold, pure plumand sonme fiery orange mxed in too -- the colors of notor oi

on top of a puddle of water

At first this sharp color change was nore than enough to startle ne, but
then | did what Pepsi said: stared down through the water. My God, there was
_land_ down there! Geen and beige and hard blue |and. The colors you see from
an airplane windowin the niddle of your journey. But that blue was water and
only then did | realize the Sea of Brynn wasn't a sea at all, but the sky. W
sat in our laughing hat/boat in the _sky , floating softly across a sunset.
Instead of watching it fromthe ground, we were smack-dab in the center of it
-- sailing across a sky of changing twilight colors, countless mles above

the Earth? | had no idea at all

| tried to keep ny voice as calmas | could. "Pepsi, where are we?"

"W have to go really fast now, Mom You'd better sit down."

A wind redol ent of oranges and cloves drove us steadily forward across
t he darkeni ng sea/sky. Fish leapt around us and | knew their names before they
called themout to us: Midrake, Cornsweat, Yasrmuda. They were foll owed by red
fish that, when they broke the surface, becane huge wol ves. | renenbered
Felina's stories about the evolution of her ancestors and | nissed her even
nore when | saw those wolves in wet flight. A school of pure white dol phins
swam next to us for nore than an hour, our funny boat noving easily al ongside
them Their |eader was naned Ul a and before they di sappeared, she lifted us
on to her ivory back and sped us forward for nmiles.

| remenber all of this. It is true and it will always be true for nme. |If
| close ny eyes this mnute | can still snell that pink sea, the oranges and
cl oves.

Many hours | ater, when the eclipse canme, the wi nd stopped conpletely and
the stars di sappeared as one. W slowed for sone time, then bunped hard into



somet hi ng whi ch stopped our forward noverment conpletely: a small rock island.

"Ah ha! My sailors have arrived. Good, good! Welcone, visitors, you're
just about on time. WAit a minute and I'Il get us some light. Cone on up on
land. "

The slick-slop of water on the sides of the boat was cut by the _sw sh_
of a match. That was followed by the slow eerie hiss and gl ow of a propane gas
lanp coming to life.

"Cullen, you're the vegetarian, so | nmade you a couple of cheese and
tomat o sandwi ches. |Is that okay? And for Pepsi, there's peanut butter and
jelly. Real Anerican peanut butter too! Let's eat first and then we can tal k.
|'ve been waiting in the dark for you two for hours.”

The man handed us sandwi ches tightly wapped in alum numfoil

"Pepsi and | already know each other, Cullen. But |I'msure you' ve
forgotten me. It's been such a long tine since we last net. My nane is
DeFazi 0. "

He was dressed in boating shoes, blue jeans and a white sweatshirt.
About fifty, he had a crew cut and the face of a tired conmuter riding in the
bar car at the end of the day: nondescript, middle-nmnagenment, owner of a
station wagon with fake wood sides, a nortgaged house, lots of stress.

"How very right you are, Cullen! I'mone of a million men in a gray
flannel suit. Powerless, but | manage to smile a lot in between drinks. |
think it's only fair to tell you before we go on that |I can read your m nd
Don't be frightened, though -- it's uninportant. Wuld you |ike anot her
sandwi ch, either of you? No? Ckay, then maybe it's best if we begin. | have
the fourth Bone. In fact, it's right here. Wait a mnute."

He reached into a white canvas bag and brought out sonething that | ooked
i ke a dark baseball.

"It's strange-looking, isn't it?" He shrugged and rolled it in his hand.
"It's yours if you want it. Just stick it in your pocket and off you go.

"Hey, don't |ook so surprised! Wre you two expecting a big
fire-breathing dragon? Not at all, that's not necessary. Your trip out here in
that ridicul ous boat was enough adventure for one day, no?"

Qur expressions nmust have blared distrust because he smiled and shook
hi s head.

"You don't believe ne? Really, | am _not_ going to do anything to you.
It's not what you think. The fourth Bone is yours, free and clear. It's the
only one you don't have to fight for. Don't you renenmber _anything_, Cullen?
That's one of the great tricks of the gane. Sone peopl e have got so scared
t hi nki ng what woul d happen to themif they were to conme out here, they just
back off and run away.

"Anyway, you've already seen what things are Iike now Jack Chili nmay be
in power, but the whole scene back there on land is so chaotic and scattered
that it really doesn't matter who's in charge, does it? On the one hand, you
have your Sizzling Thunmb, Heeg, Solaris and good old mghty Chili hinmself. You
haven't nmet himyet, have you? Plenty of tinme for that! And there are others

too, believe it or not -- animal, vegetable _and_ mineral! Al of themwant to
rule. All of themwant power. But you know what? Every one of themis just
hopeful and silly. Hopeful and silly -- perfect adjectives for this hopel ess

pl ace. The Land of Laughs, it you ask me. Only it so happens, they're the
wrong ki nd of | aughs.

"You know the kind -- funny but not so funny? The tal entl ess person who
insists on singing at the talent show? O how about the nidget wal king down
the street with a big cigar in his muth? You know the kind of laugh I'm
tal ki ng about. Pathetic!" DeFazi o shook his head and took a bite of his
sandwi ch. "I'mnot being conpletely fair. Rondua is a wonderful place; you've
seen enough of it to know that. Sometines | get off this damed island and go
back for a quick look. Didn't you | ove the Caves of Lenf? They're the nost
beautiful things. Even your friend G egston was inpressed. I'msorry; |I'm
ranbling, aren't 1? Here is what you want to know |'m DeFazi o, caretaker
(anbng ot her things) of the fourth Bone of the Mbon. You can have it right



here and now. Get in and drive it away -- no noney down, folks. But don't
think I'mdoing you a favor. Gving it to you without a warning is the neanest
thing I could do

"Look, if you _do_ take it and go back, you'll neet up sooner or |ater
with Jack Chili. You'll have to fight himfor the fifth Bone. | can't tell you
any nore than that, but it will take an inpossible amunt of courage to go up

against him But let nme finish the scenario anyway so that you have the ful
picture. The fifth Bone conpletes the quest. Get it, and you becone the ruler
of Rondua. Chili is out and you're in.

"But _that's_ the biggest joke of all, Pepsi. Believe nme! Because ruling
doesn't mean you rule -- it neans you _try_to rule! You assenble all of these
hopeful, silly, _mean_ beings back there. Get them under one roof and tel
them what's best for them And you will be right, because w nning the Bones
gives you that kind of wisdom | won't deny you that. But do you think they'l
care for a minute? Not on your life! They'll listen to you because they'l
respect your achieverment. That's sonething they' d never even dream of
acconpl i shing. But that's superfluous, because in the end they'|ll eye each
ot her mal evolently and hate everyone around them who owns what they don't. Onh,
of course they'Il listen politely to you. But then they'll run back home and
start massing their absurd little armies for yet another silly, hopel ess
battle."

He got up and wal ked away fromour small circle of lanplight. H's
footsteps in the dark were very loud and he spoke again froma few feet away.

"Do you know what? Hi story teaches us that the only great rulers are
dead ones: the ones we look at in nuseuns and hi story books and say, 'Ch, how
right he was! Wiy didn't any of those stupid people back then listen to hin
Why woul d anyone want to assassinate that great mnd?

"Ckay, Pepsi, let's say for a minute that you get exactly what you want:
you becone ruler of Rondua. _Nothing_w Il change! Take my word for it!
Absol utely nothing. Sure, you'll have the power to control them but you can
take it for granted they' |l hate you, _despise_ you even, for holding all that
power over them And once your back is turned, they'll do what they |ike best
of all -- they'Il pull out their swords or talons or fire and stick theminto

the nearest eneny. Listen to ne! Wse nen, even great men, never put a stop to
hatred and enemies. They just pull themapart for a little while. That's why
Jack Chili has been so successful in his reign -- he doesn't _have_to lift a
finger to cause trouble. Man causes his own trouble. Trouble is the only

per petual notion machine there is!"

Pepsi's small voice off to ny right made nme blink hard. "I don't I|ike
you, M. DeFazio."

A sad chuckle. "I don't like nyself, little king. Your son dislikes ne,
Cul l en, not because of what | have been saying but because | took himto Ophir
Zik when he first . . . arrived here. | could excuse nyself by saying that's
only part of my assigned job here in Rondua, but I won't do that because it's
a flimsy excuse. The truth is, like so nmany others in this universe |'ve grown
conpletely indifferent . . . even to things like taking children to the Cty
of the Dead. At the sanme time, |'ve also becone a great supporter of the
status quo, if you know what | nean. | believe in keeping things on an even
keel and hope that lightning strikes soneone else when it begins to fall. |
don't question, don't challenge, don't debate. | do exactly what I'mtold and
then it's tine to go hone for a drink

"In the meantime, | have conme to the conclusion that |ife has a very bad

case of acne which it has no desire to | ose, because that would nean it
couldn't look in the mrror fifty times a day and feel so sorry for itself."
"That's a very clever, very shitty phil osophy, M. DeFazio."
Pepsi giggled and | smiled, liking both his giggle and what |'d said.
"Cull en, people like you love the view fromup there on your high
horses, don't you? The glory of human virtue! Al Hail! 1'll do this and one
day they'll give me a statue in the park! Here, take the Bone!" He had been
tossing it back and forth fromhand to hand for several mnutes; putting it



down on the ground, he rolled it across the sand toward Pepsi .

"Can we go now?"

"OfF course! Way would | stop you? Do you think I _want to fight Jack
Chili? There are two problens with being a statue in the park, Cullen. First,
you have to be dead. Second, once you're there, the birds shit all over you. |
| eave those pleasures to you. The fourth Bone is yours. You' ve been warned.
Good luck with Jack Chili!"

"Qur friends, Moml There they are!"

M. Tracy and Martio stood in the surf, their paws raised high in the
air in greeting. What a wel cone sight! The uneventful trip back, although
hurried al ong by another fast wi nd, was crowded for me with worries about our
future.

DeFazi o said no nore after giving Pepsi the Bone. Hunched by the fire,
his face said everything | didn't want to know -- bad things were ahead, pain
as comon as a breeze, thirty flavors of fear. I'd hated nothing in Rondua
until him his conplacent fatalismscared me nore than any of the grow ing
nmonsters and novi ng ni ght mares we had encountered al ong our way. | had known a
M. DeFazio in college, and then a few of themafter |I'd graduated. To people
like them creativity, excitenent and joy were all cute little flukes of
nature, as doomed and inpossible as the dodo bird. And | ook what happened to
_that _ animal, they liked to observe in between yawns, sighs and weary shrugs.
They were sunmed up by a line I'd read in a French poem sonewhere: "The flesh
is sad, alas, and I've read all the books." The way they sawit, you lived and
di ed and along the way you |l earned not to give a damm, because it all ends up
dead and stinking so what's the use?

The omi nous part was that they were right much of the time and only had
to point in a nunber of directions to prove it.

But | had been bl essed or |ucky enough to know that great things did
exi st and were constantly available, only you had to westle themaway from
life because it held these treasures close to its chest and gave themup only
after you had proved yourself a worthy opponent.

Not that | had to fight for many of the prizes that were mne, but being
one of the lucky ones had only nade ne nore aware of how inportant it was to
appreci ate themevery mnute. And how inportant it was to go to the wall
protecting them when bad cane around, |ooking for trouble.

Pepsi junped out of the boat and splashed up the shore, where he hugged
each animal and told themin a rush about our night on the sea and run-in wth
M. DeFazio. | joined themand waited until he was finished before speaking.

"Who _is_ Jack Chili, M. Tracy?"

Pepsi was hugging Martio for the tenth time and seened very much the
little boy again. The canel was smiling happily and watchi ng us.

"He's a man with wings. He's a bird with fins. I can't tell you what
you'll see when you see him Cullen, because he's different for everyone. Wen
I was young and saw himfor the first tine, he was a book with the same word
on every page."

"Way is he called Jack Chili?"

"That's only one of his nanes. Wat's interesting is, you'll have your
own nare for himwhen you see him"

"What does he do? Wiy is everyone afraid of hin®"

"They're afraid of himbecause he hates everything that isn't his. He
lives in a beautiful valley and causes trouble everywhere. You don't renmenber
himat all, Cullen?"

"No, nothing."

"Maybe that's better. Wuld you like to go to sleep now? W can take our
time; you two nust be exhausted.™

Al four of us curled up together on the danp beach, Pepsi and
sandwi ched in on either side by the animals. | lay against Martio's warm
stomach and watched the pure pearl of the nmorning sky above us. | felt sleepy,
but wanted to stay awake a little |longer so | could savor the cal mess of the



nmonent and the giant softness of nmy animal bed. | tried to match my breat hing
with Martio's, but his was so long and slow that | quickly fell out of rhythm
There were still so many questions to ask, but they could wait until later
when our mnds weren't so conpletely tired and full of recent nenories. \Wen |
slept, | dreamed of a giant black fountain pen witing words across the sky:
wrords that made no sense, but were very beautiful nonethel ess.

When we awoke, the sea was conpletely gone. Even Pepsi was surprised by
its disappearance. In its place was an i nmense nmeadow full of wild flowers and
crazy-colored butterflies. It was very warm and sunny.

A picnic was laid out nearby and one | ook at what was there told ne how
hungry | was. The aninals were nowhere around, but for the nonent eating was
nore inmportant than their whereabouts. Both Pepsi and | pounced on the food
and ate everything up

A sign of our having grown accustonmed to the wonders of Rondua was the
fact that neither of us bothered to say anything about the transformation of
the Sea of Brynn into a field of brilliantly colored flowers. It was just
di fferent now and there was no reason to expect an expl anation

In a much snmaller way, it rem nded ne of how !l had finally grown used to
Europe's ways after having lived there for a year. People washed the steps of
their houses in Europe. You had to buy matches for your cigarettes, and it was
against the law to wal k your dog during the day in Russia. Were did these
t hi ngs cone fron? Who knows? It all just _was_ and you got used to it.

Granted, in Rondua everything was bigger and wilder, but it really
wasn't that different.

W sat for an hour feeling warmand confortably fat. Expecting the
animals to return at any tinme, we didn't think anything had happened until the
first negnug appeared. They noved so quietly through the high soft grass that
neither of us knew they were there until one ran under Pepsi's bent knee.

"Come inmediately! Cone imediately or it will be too late!™

As bl ack as coal and with fur as snooth as a house cat's, the little
ani mal | ooked like a mniature anteater with a nose |like a funnel and two
bright raisin-small eyes.

But what shocked nme nost was that | _remenbered_ theml As a girl, | had
drawn pictures of negnugs and had even given themtheir nane after careful
seven-year-ol d consideration. | drew pictures of themall the time -- negnugs

driving cars, in bed with plaid pillows and foot warners, riding on a ferris
wheel . My nother saved these draw ngs because she thought they were so cute
and i magi nati ve. She gave ne sone of themwhen | was in college; | even
renmenbered in what drawer of the desk | kept them at hone.

"Don't think about that! Think about now, Cullen. Come inmmediately!"

Through the nental fog of al nbst twenty years, | recognized the high
silly, urgent voice | had originally imgined a negnug woul d have.

A second one appeared at its side and then a third. They were very upset
about something and all three began junping up and down when neither Pepsi nor
| noved.

Pepsi was smiling. "Wat are they saying, Mn? Do you understand then®"

Shock number two! | could understand them but he couldn't. He was
clearly delighted by their presence, but had no idea of what they were talking
about .

"Conme! Cone! It's M. Tracy. He's hurt! He might die! Hurry up!"

W were running with them but it was plain the negnugs were capabl e of
going ten tines faster although they were hol ding back their speed for our
sake. Pepsi and | had started out hol ding hands and runni ng together, but soon
he broke the clasp and sprinted ahead.

"I must go faster, Moml You catch up!”

After ten mnutes, the heavy nmeal we'd just eaten began to weigh ne
down. Then a sharp, painful stitch rose up in ny side and | slowed to a
worried jog, but even that was hard to do. Luckily it was only a few m nutes
nore before | saw the big black body lying on its side, so out of place in
that pretty field of flowers.



The air snelled of lilacs, although I had never seen lilacs in Rondua.
Pepsi was down on his knees next to M. Tracy, chanting sonmething | had never
heard before. | saw that one of the dog's hind | egs was gone, although the
ragged stunp looked as if it had already been cleanly closed and cauterized.
M. Tracy's eye was open, but was as enpty of life as I'd ever seen. The
whol e picture was dreadful and al arm ng, but a nmonent later | renenbered
somet hing fromdeep in ny past that saved everything.

Rushi ng forward, | shoved Pepsi aside and took his place. Then | reached
into the boy's bag and took out the fourth Bone of the Mon, Slee.
"Cet his mouth open! 1've got to put this one in there."

Pepsi and | pulled the dog's cold jaws apart and finally w de enough to
shove the fourth Bone in. There was a | oud cl acking sound when we |l et go and
t he nout h snapped shut again. That was an awful sound: a dead sound.

The negnugs squeal ed and ran around as if they' d gone mad. | took ny
hands away and waited; it was one of the only tines | had ever known exactly
what to do in Rondua.

Sone tine passed and then M. Tracy blinked slowy. Something in him
returned fromvery far away.

| felt as if | were suddenly lighter. | knew what had happened -- ny
| ast nenory of magic was gone now. |1'd carried it with me since returning to
Rondua wi t hout knowing it.

But now a trenmendous wave of menory crashed over ne, telling ne
everything | had forgotten for so long. Wien | was a child in Rondua, pursuing
the fifth Bone, | had used Slee wongly. As a result, all of the creatures who
had acconpani ed nme on that | ong and dangerous trip died unnecessarily. At the
| ast second | had pani cked and saved nyself without thought for the others.
had used the nagi c of one of the Bones thoughtlessly, selfishly.

Fear's greatest weapon is its ability to blind one to anything. In its
presence, we forget there are others to consider, things to save besides
oursel ves. That was ny great irreparable mstake the first time | had been in
Rondua. It was that panic and that selfishness that had kept me from w nning
the fifth Bone of the Moon.

When he spoke, M. Tracy's words came out tiredly and with the greatest
difficulty. "I was so wong. | trusted him. . . conpletely!" Hi s eye stared
straight at ne, full of sad wonder.

"Who? What are you tal king about, M. Tracy?"

Pepsi spoke from behind ne. "Martio. Martio is Jack Chili, Mom He was
fooling us the whole tinme. Now he knows everything."

Dear M's. Janes,

Dr. Lavery keeps asking ne why | chose an axe to hurt ny nother and
sister with. He said it mght help ne to understand what |1'd done better if |
t hi nk about just that part of it for a while. He also said if |I couldn't tel

himdirectly, then | should try to tell you in one of my letters, so |l wll do
t hat .

Death is really interesting to me. | think about it a lot and I have
read many books on the subject. | don't knowif there is a heaven or a hell,
but I _do_ think we go sonepl ace special after it's all over.

| read this book, _Shogun_, all about Japan and its sanurai warriors.
think those nen had it all figured out. The way they sawit, if you lived the
right kind of life -- full of courage and bol dness -- then dying honorably was
the only thing that mattered. There were nen in that book who actually _asked_
to be able to die for their leader. If they were granted perm ssion by the
| eader (and not all of themwere, believe ne!), then they thought they were
very lucky and went right out and killed thensel ves. My nother and sister were
both very good wonen and | felt that if they died at that time in their lives,



then they woul d nost assuredly be allowed to go wherever it is good people go
after they're dead. Granted, ny sister played her stereo nmuch too loud and ny
not her wasn't al ways the kindest person on earth to me, but those things were

not inportant in the long run. They were good wonen -- both of them-- who had
reached a special level where, if they died just when they did, they'd be
allowed to nove right on. | kept hoping before | took action that they would

die on an airplane they took to my uncle's house in Florida, but it didn't
happen unfortunately. They survived the trip, so it was up to nme to see that
they made it safely through to the other side -- which is exactly what | did.

Way did | use that axe? | don't know. Maybe because ny father kept it
around fromthe time when we had a house out in the country. Do you know t he
town of Dobbs Ferry, New York? That's where it was. Those years out there were
the best | ever had in nmy life. My sister and | were young and we |iked each
ot her very nuch

I don't knowwhy. . . . Ch, this is stupid, isn't it? | started out
trying to explain to you about the axe and now where am|? Stupid. Really
stupid! Dr. Lavery asks me all the time if I'"'msorry | didit. Sure, |I'm
sorry, but on the other hand | very seriously feel that they died at just the
right time -- just like those lucky samurai warriors in _Shogun_. That's why I

did thema kind of special favor. To me, that takes away a | ot of the wong.
Did this letter bore you?
Yours very sincerely,
Alvin WIIlians

"Dr. Lavery?"

"Yes, Ms. Janes?"

"Dr. Lavery, did you see the last letter Alvin Wllians wote to nme?"
"Yes, | did. I"'msorry | didn't get to you before it did. | had it down

on ny calendar to call; it was wong of me not to do it."
"But why didn't you intercept it, Doctor? Wiy did you let it go
t hr ough?"

"Because Alvin is very protective of his correspondence with you, Ms.
James. He reads nme all of your letters and is always very worried if you don't
answer his questions."

"Well, I"'mvery sorry, Doctor, but | don't want to do this anynore. This
|ast letter scared the hell out of me and I don't want that to happen again.
|'ve been shaking all norning. Wwuld you please tell himto stop witing to

me? Because even if he keeps it up, I'mnot going to wite back to him |
don't ever want to see a letter |ike that again.”

"I fully understand, Ms. Janes. |I'Il tell Alvin this afternoon.™

There was a pause and then | asked the inevitable: "Wat will it do to
himif | stop witing, Doctor?"

"Naturally it will upset him Ms. Janes; you're one of his only links
to the outside world now. If that is suddenly broken, he'll be scared and

angry. That's understandable. He won't know what he's done wong, yet he's
bei ng puni shed for it by soneone he cares so nuch about."

"Ch great! You make ne feel guilty.”

"Quilt is relative, Ms. James. | understand why you're upset, but
there's really no reason to feel guilty. W have a variety of therapies
available to us that we can use in cases like Alvin's. The correspondence wth
you was sinply one part of one of them™

"What do you nean?"

"We've been trying to reconnect himwith the real world, Ms. James. W
gi ve hi mbooks to read, encourage himto plan for a future, let himhave an
outside friend he can wite to in as normal a way as possible. Now, if that
pl an worked and he responded, first we would try to bring himback to our
world, as it were. Once there, we'd hopefully be able to show hi mwhat he'd
done wong on a real-life scale. Right now, the great problemwe' re having
with Alvin is that he honestly doesn't yet understand the enormty of his act.
If we were successful, then we would begin to try reintegrating himinto the



system he so violently broke out of through his . . . aggressive acts."

| bit the inside of nmy Iips while he spoke.

"Al'l of it makes sense, Doctor, and obviously you know best about these
things, but this letter scared the hell out of ne, you know? Al of his
letters do. Each time one arrives and | realize who it's from it sets nme back
at least a couple of days. It makes ne junpy and . . . grunpy. . . . Do you
know what | nmean? Do you under st and?"

"I understand completely, Ms. James. You have every right to ask that

they stop."
"Well, is he getting any better? Have you seen any signs of progress?"
"That's another relative term Of the record, he's still very nuch the

same di sturbed young man he was when he came in, but we're certainly working
onit."

"Doctor, am| being a big rat by doing this?"

Luckily he | aughed, which made me feel a little better. "Absolutely not!
In fact, your wanting to stop the correspondence night be an effective device
for us. Alvin will certainly be upset and he'll want to know your reasons for
doing it. But perhaps with some hedging here and there, what | tell himwll
make him better understand the fact that if he really _does_ want to becone a
menber of society again, he'll have to come to grips with the fact that nost
peopl e are made very nervous when they conme into contact with soneone who's
done what he has. Yes, | think it mght be the right tine to talk with him
about this. Your act will be just the right thing to trigger the discussion
You' ve given me another angle, Ms. Janes. | hadn't thought of using it
before, but it makes perfect sense to ne now "

"This may be a dunb question, Doctor, but what _is_ going to happen to
hi nP"

"I't's not a dumb question at all. Sooner or later he will realize what
he has done and why he did it. O else he'll stay in the Institute for the
rest of his life, confused and resentful of the fact that we're hol ding him

here against his will. It could go either way."
"He _really_ doesn't understand what he's done?"
"Fromall indications so far? No. He's recently been going through a

phase that is very conmon for patients like Alvin: he's convinced he's sone

ki nd of god! He feels he took those |lives because they belonged to himin the
first place. Do you renenber his references to the novel _Shogun_? Well, Alvin
envi sions hinself as sone kind of suprene shogun these days. He sees hinself
as the nost powerful, nost fearsonme, w sest |eader around. That's why he |iked
t hat book so rmuch: he turned its plot and ideas around this way and that, and
ended up making themfit his own patterns. He's extremely good at doing that.
Do you know what he's been doing the |ast couple of days? Studyi ng Japanese!

"Not | ong ago, you'll remenber, he wanted to be a veterinarian. Wen you
think about it, it's very much the sanme thing. The only difference is, a vet
controls life and death in animals. God, _or_ a Japanese shogun, controls
t hose things in human beings."

| ended ny pen-pal days with Alvin WIllianms, but that didn't stop ne
fromthinking about him At funny tines of the day, pictures and questions
woul d run across nmy mind; what kind of clothes did he wear in the Institute?
What did _he_ dream about at night? Did he listen to nusic? Did he ever finish
readi ng _Shogun_?

Since | hadn't seen himfor so long, his plain unmenorabl e face and ways
slipped quickly out of my menory's clear focus. But | renmenbered the way he
descri bed those stormclouds that day -- as if they were having a fistfight. |
renenbered his dirty eyegl asses and the way he wal ked slowy down the stairs
with Loopy, their little old dog who couldn't nove too fast. | don't know how
to say this, but there was a part of me that wi shed Alvin well, despite what |
had done to push himaway frommy life.

"Hello, Cullen? This is Wber."
"Weber. How _are_ you?"



"Fine! Listen, I"'mon ny way to California; I'mat the airport right
now. |'ve been trying to get you for a couple of days. Cullen, |'ve got to
tell you -- the dreans? The Rondua dreans? They're better. You can't believe
what a change there's been. Ever since we went out, they've becone the npst
amazing things. It's beautiful!"

"What do you mean, Weber? Are you still having dreans there? Are you
still having those ni ght mares?"

"Not at all. Hey, | _look forward to_ going to sleep at night! Yeah, |I'm
still in Rondua, but it's becone . . . sonething entirely different. There's
no dark stuff anynore, only wonders. Only beautiful, amazing things. | |ove

it. It's like the old days, when we used to do drugs? But the good drugs, the
pure ones that flew you right off the earth? I can't tell you how many new
ideas it's given me for ny new novie. It's all a mishmash right now, but I
know it's going to be incredible when | get everything all sorted out. What
was that word you used? The nmagic one?"

" Koukounari es?"

"That's it. Koukounaries. Well, it worked. | can't tell you. 1've got to
go! I'lIl be back in a couple of weeks. Can we go out to lunch and tal k about
it? Ch Christ, they're closing nmy gate. I'll call you! Cullen, hey, thanks a

lot! God, I've got to tell you everything. Byel"

On ny birthday, nmy friend Danny Janes did sonething so crazy and | ovely
that | was speechless for alnopst five mnutes.

W had arranged for Eliot to babysit with Mae while we went out for
di nner. Danny hadn't given nme a present, but our financial situation was such
that | took it for granted the dinner al one would send our checkbook
scream ng.

It was a Friday night and, in general, New York was junpy and electric
and ready for its weekend. Even the weirdos and wal ki ng dead on street corners
| ooked | ess hopel ess and nore sane than usual

Danny knew about Alvin WIlliams' last letter and ny conversation wth
Dr. Lavery. As aresult, he did all he could to cheer ne up and make ne | augh
He did a good job, too. Danny was never flashy-funny; he didn't tell many
j okes or make cute faces or speak in little M. Ef-y voices, but he could
still crack me up whenever he wanted. If nothing else, all he had to do was
tell a lanes famly story and that did it. For sone reason, crazy things
happened to the Janes fanily all the time. On the night of ny birthday, |
heard the tale of Uncle Gene. Uncle Gene Janes had pl ayed professiona
baseball in South Arerica for a few years, and once had gone to bat agai nst
none other than Fidel Castro when Gene's teamwas in Cuba. Apparently, Castro
is a big baseball buff and | oves nothing nore than to get out on the field and
throw a few. This tinme out, Gene was | eadoff hitter against the famous hurler
Castro, wearing his army uniform threw exactly one curveball which hit Gene
right on the head. He recovered, but wild pitches are _not_ good public
relations for the | eader of a country. After the game, when Gene was in the
| ocker room hol ding an ice pack against his skull, two gorillas in mlitary
uni formcane up and said if he ever let out about the bean-ball, he'd be
turned into bl ack bean soup

"Those fuckin' Conmies!" This cane fromthe cabdriver who had been
eavesdroppi ng on Danny's story the whole tinme. H's face in the rear-view
mrror |looked just as if it had been bitten by a wasp right in the m ddle.

| took Danny's hand and squeezed ny choked | aughter through it.

"Even when you're just playin' baseball, they try to get you!"

Danny wi nked at ne, then asked the driver where he'd got his swell cap

"Not in no Russia, I'll tell you _that_, Ace!"

D nner was at a place in Chel sea which Eliot had recommended as havi ng
some of the best food in town. It lived up to his word and we ate oursel ves
into proud stupors.

After dinner, Danny reached into his pocket and pulled out a thick
envel ope. "Do you want to guess, or should I show you?"



"Yi ppee! Show ne, Dan! | hate guessing."

Openi ng the envel ope, he pulled out passports and two bri ght
red-and-green airplane tickets.

"In exactly three hours, birthday girl, you and | are going to get on
the mdnight flight to Mlan, Italy. W're there until Mnday, and we're
staying in the Brera at the Sol ferino. Wat do you think of that, Colon?"

"I think I like it a lot, Captain, but what about our daughter?"

"She's already with your parents -- it's all been arranged. Eliot took
her over right after we left the house. That's why they didn't all cone out to
dinner with us."

"We can't afford this, can we, Danny?"

"Nope. Ch, maybe one-ninth of it. Do you want dessert? | saw a
great -1 ooki ng chocol ate cake when we canme in."

Despite a sleepless, nulto agitato_ ride over the ocean, we arrived on
Saturday afternoon in M| an w de-awake and crazy to get out and get started in
Italy again. On the short trip in fromthe airport, we tried to decide what to
do first: walk, or shop, or visit our beloved "Mrchesi" for cappucci no and
_dolce_. W agreed right off (and shook on it to make it binding) that there
woul d be no rules that weekend. You could do or eat or have seconds on
what ever you wanted, and no one was allowed to raise an eyebrow in
di sappr oval

The first part of that day was the nost relaxing time | had had in a
long while. Mae, Weber, Alvin Wlliams . . . not to nmention the ever-frisky
Rondua at night had filled ny life to the top of its cup constantly. That was
all fine, but there weren't many nmoments tor cal mthought and/or reflection
ami dst that 3-D circus of mne.

| didn't know how nmuch |I'd mi ssed or needed that relaxation until | was
sitting alone in a caf? in the great Galleria, reading a nagazi ne and having a
glass of chilled fresh orange juice. Danny was off wandering the Via della
Spiga, but | had decided it was just about time to sit back and take it easy
for a while. My body yearned to feel heavy and content, sitting |like a happy
log at an exquisite Italian caf?, watching the rest of the world wander by.

After a good hour, | noticed something | had conpletely forgotten about.
Eur opean wonen are so conpletely different from Anericans. There seens to be
so much pride attached to _being_different fromnen over there -- and not
just in Italy either -- to being special because you are, thank God, a woman.

On the other hand many American wonen, whether they're twenty or forty,
seem so raw and gracel ess in conparison. In general, they nmove badly, talk
like "good old boys," chew gumwi th their nouths open, wear mi sshapen cl othes

And even though they wear a | ot of nakeup | always have the inpression
the majority of themwould |like nothing nore than to be "one of the guys.”

As a result, when we lived in Europe (and now again after only an hour
in the caf?, watching), | felt like ET's rural cousin when | held nyself up
to the wonmen around ne.

There aren't many beggars in MIlan, but the ones who do work the streets
are certainly a colorful bunch. Al npst always wonen, they deck thensel ves out
i n gypsy kerchiefs and ragged dresses that fall to the tops of their bare
feet. They inevitably carry an infant at a dangerous angle on one arm and cone
up to you with pal mextended, |ooking as if they're about to cry.

| didn't notice the one who approached me until she was al nost rubbing

nmy shoul der. Looking up, a little dazed and still far away in my thoughts, |
didn't register the change on her face until she | eapt back and spoke to ne.

" Strega! "

_Strega_ is the popular Italian drink. It is also the word for witch.

Shocked by both the word and her tone of voice, | |ooked fromher to the
baby in her arnms. It was Mae.

"Mae! My baby!"

| got up so quickly that | knocked ny chair over and a waiter standing
nearby yelled at the wonman to get out.



"She has ny baby!"

| said it in English, but the waiter understood and grabbed the woman by
the arm

" _Strega! Maligna! '

What foll owed woul d have been funny if it hadn't been so awful. The
child came alive and started crying and when | sawits face | realized it
wasn't Mae at all. But that recognition didn't nmake nme feel any better because
somet hing just as bad dawned on nme: the woman's face was famliar

My dream of months before: wormen sweeping the floor with fiery scarves,

t hreateni ng ny daughter if | continued to help Pepsi in Rondua. This wonman was
one of them | was sure of that.

She pulled away fromthe waiter and ran across the floor of the
Galleria, looking at me over her shoulder as she ran. | didn't want her to
cone back, but unconsciously | put up nmy hand in her direction

No purple light spun out of my hand in a hard arc as it had with Wber
Gregston, but a hundred feet across the way the wonman lifted off the ground
and fell in a screanm ng heap. Had | done it, or had she sinply fallen?

It would have ended there if she hadn't continued to yell at me, but |
no | onger knew what she was saying. Her words had become all short spits and
crazy, whirling gestures. Thank God, the child was okay!

The conmotion that followed was confusing and ugly; it |asted about
twenty mnutes. Besides the wonan and ne, it involved two policenen, the
wai ter and a number of "eyew tnesses."

The police wanted to know if that _was_ nmy child -- had the wonman stol en
anything fromme, did | want to press charges? They didn't ask her one thing,
al t hough she continued to yell until one of themthreatened to take her to
jail unless she shut up

When it was over, they told her to get out of there. Touching their hats
to ne, they gave ne one | ast suspicious |look and then foll owed her out to make
sure she left. The poor waiter, who was conpletely baffled by then, kindly

asked if | wanted another _sprenuta_. It was obvious though that he wanted ne
out of there too and the whole thing forgotten. | said no and gave himten
thousand lira for his trouble.

| inmediately went to a post office and -- without thinking -- called ny

parents in New York to see if Mae was okay. They thought it was very cute that
| was so concerned, but it _was_the mddle of the night there and they hoped
the ringing hadn't wakened her. My nother reninded me to bring hone a big

pi ece of Parmesan cheese and told ne not to waste ny time in Italy worrying. |
felt very foolish, but greatly reassured

When | met up with Danny again an hour later, he told me he had called a
bunch of our friends and arranged for all of us to have dinner together later
W spent the rest of the day wandering around and that was nice, but the scene
earlier had slapped ne hard in the face and left it stinging and bright red.

Luckily, dinner was a rowdy three hours that did a great deal toward
maki ng things better. Faniliar stories, heavenly food and funny, entertaining
peopl e rem nded nme once again of how first-rate living in Italy had been for
us.

Everyone wanted to see pictures of Mae and | gladly obliged. Two of them
deci ded after seeing the snaps that she must marry their sons in a few years
and have Italian _banbini_. | didn't dare ask how she was to manage two
husbands at the sane tine!

W ate and talked and it seened as if sonmeone was al ways gesturing
wildly or else refilling everyone's glass with red wine. Danny sat directly
across fromne, wedged between two ol d basketball teanmates; he | ooked very
happy. Once in a while he would | ook over to nake sure | was getting al ong al
right. Good tears came to ny eyes nore than once that evening, and not only
when they brought out a birthday cake. There were no candl es, but Lorenzo
renedi ed that by taking one fromthe table and jamming it into the niddle of
the cake, much to the waiter's dismay.

"Make a weesh, Cullen!"”



"Yes, wish that we win some nore games next year!"

"Hey, _fungione_, it's her birthday today, not yours!"

| closed nmy eyes and wi shed the fifth Bone of the Mon for Pepsi. |
certainly had everything | wanted.

At the hotel afterward, we decided to take a bath together. Halfway
t hrough, we made slow, funny love right there in the tub. W hadn't done that
inalong time and | thought it was perfect and hilarious. Danny asked what
was so funny and the only thing I could answer was, "Qur knees, our knees!"
which didn't clarify much.

The nice thing about sex is that you can use it for so many different
things: to get hot, to cenent a bond or -- in the case of that nonent for us
-- to be little kids again together, having a great sexy tinmne.

When we' d untangl ed ourselves fromthe | ove tub, Danny dried off fast
and di sappeared into the bedroomin a suspicious hurry.

"What are you doi ng?"

"You'll see."

| looked at my reflection in the mrror and frowned. "Danny.

"Be quiet and just conme in here when you're ready."

| wapped a towel around ne and marched in.

When | cane to Europe and joined Danny in G eece, one day | found on a
beach the nost beautiful piece of bottle glass I'd ever seen. Bottle glass?
It's glass that has been in the ocean so long that, broken or not at one tine,
all of its corners have since beconme rounded and snmooth. Wat's even better if
you' ve come across a special piece, is that it has the nost gentle,
washed-out, unearthly color imaginable. | have seen it the strange gray-blue
of cigarette snoke as it disappears in the air, or the fragile pink of a
baby's tongue. O course it all depends on what color the glass was originally
and how long it has been washi ng around under water. Many people collect it
with a strange passion and | can understand that, because good bottle glass is
i ke nothing you' ve ever seen before. Enchantingly, | found nmy piece on one of
the first days in Europe and naturally | took that as a great onen. |
treasured it for many reasons, but particularly because it meant so nany

things all at once. Every tine | |looked at it on ny dresser -- it was about
the size of a fifty-cent piece -- it was 1. Danny Janes; 2. the first days in
Greece; 3. Europe; 4. Love; 5. My first great courage . . . all of it there in

a small mysterious piece of glass.
This night in Mlan it was sitting on top of one of the pillows. Danny
had taken it to a jeweler and had a snall hole drilled at the top, so that he

could thread it on the thin gold chain that he'd bought. | could wear the
whol e beautiful thing as a necklace. |I'd often nmentioned wanting to do just
that, if and when we ever canme into a little extra | oot.

It was a conpl ete Danny Janmes gift -- loving, thoughtful, intinmate. |
went over and gave him a bear hug.

"You're such a big . . . treasure. You know that, Danny? Thank you very
nmuch. "

"You're welcome. | think you're |l osing your towel there."

| pulled himdown on to the bed and at hal f-speed, as sexily as | could,
put his necklace on, watching himclosely the whole time. My body felt charged
with electricity, which nade ny skin hot and tight and tingly. W were both
ready again, but it had to be slow now Not funny or friendly slow as it had
been before in the bathtub. Now it woul d be thick-slow blood pounding in your
head, slow. Don't touch yet -- not yet. Wait and | ook, look until you can't
stand it anynore, then wait nore.

He understood. We had done it this way before, but because it was MIan
and ny birthday, and as much magic in the air as we'd ever have between us, we
wai ted even longer. Danny's only move was to put one hot finger under the
gol den necklace and jiggle it lightly. I felt it all across ny breasts. W
were still looking straight into each other's eyes.

"Happy birthday, my Cullen.”



Later, dripping and exhausted, | fell right to sleep. | dreamed we
visited the grave of our daughter

| figured we missed the call by about twenty minutes. W were already on
our way to the Mlan airport when Danny's sister called the hotel from North
Carolina to say his nother had col |l apsed at work and was in the hospital on
the intensive care ward. The prognosis was not good; she needed inmedi ate
heart -bypass surgery, or else

My parents gave us the news when we returned to New York and went over
to their apartnent to pick up Mae. Danny called North Carolina fromtheir
apartment and got all of the ruthless details. W decided it would save tine
and worry if he just went straight back to the airport and flew down to
W nst on- Sal em on the next flight, alone. If he had to stay there for a while,
then Mae and | could always join himlater. For now, his getting there fast
was all that mattered

Troubl e al ways knows how to take you by nasty surprise. One minute
you're sitting at home by the fire, then -- _blink_-- you're suddenly in a
conpletely foreign city where you don't speak the | anguage, all the banks are
cl osed, you' ve got no map and night's already cone.

My parents asked if | wanted to stay there with them but after Danny

left | was too hyper and out-of-sorts to accept their offer. | just wanted to
put Mae in her playpen by the sunny window in our living room get out of ny
squashed traveling clothes, shower, look at the mail . . . be hone.

It was a big mistake not to stay with the folks. As usual, ny parents
had treated M ss Mae Janes like the belle of the ball and she was not about to
relinquish _that_ status willingly. In other words, she was a conplete pil
for the rest of the day. Wl cone home, Monmry! W gl ared daggers at each ot her
until she finally gave up in gasping fury and went to sleep in her crib with
an inpressive snarl on her face.

Later, Eliot called fromdowntown to say hell o and how was it? Wen |
tol d himwhat was going on, he said he'd come by in a couple of hours with
di nner fromour |ocal horrible Chinese restaurant. | was so glad to hear his
voi ce and know he'd be there to keep ne conpany. Before that, the evening
ahead had | ooked awfully long and forlorn

My inner tine clock was so whacked out that after his phone call, ny
whol e system started shutting down whether | liked it or not. |I knew it was
nap tine.

The phone woke me. When | opened ny eyes, everything in the room was
dar k bevond shadows. The ringing was shrill and bitter. Alarned, | |ooked at
my watch and its green glow told me | had slept over three hours.

As | struggled off the couch, still drugged fromsleep, | banged into
Eli ot who was coming in fromthe kitchen on tiptoes with a burbling Mae in his
arms. | was so surprised to see himthere that | |let out a whoop that scared
all of us.

"It's only me, Cullen! Get the phone!"

Danny was calling fromhis sister's house; his nother was very weak, but
stable. The surgery would be perforned in the norning if everything was stil
all right; her chances of nmking it were good.

"What do you nean by 'good', Dan?"

"Better than fifty-fifty, the doctor said. Did you call Eliot?"

"He's right here now. Are you okay, Danny?"

"No, Cul, I"'mscared and |I'mworried. But what can you expect?"

I loved himfor saying that, and not, "Everything' s okay. |'mtough as
nails." Because Danny _was_ tough, but this wasn't the time to play virile and
swagger around. It was the time to pray and be scared and feel very small.

"Can | do anything for you, |ove?"

| felt his smle through the tel ephone. "G ve Mae a big squeeze for ne
and tell her 1'll be hone soon. I'lIl call you tomorrow as soon as | know. "

W said good-bye without really wanting to, but there was nothing el se



to say. Eliot noved around the room turning on |lights.

"So do you want to talk first, or do you want to eat? | got spring rolls
and nonk's food."

"Eliot, I'msure glad you're here tonight."

He nodded and snmiled. "Me too. Let's eat and then you can tell ne al
about Mlan. Was it narvel ous? Wat did | miss?"

It was no longer hard to keep pace with M. Tracy. He wal ked with great
difficulty on three legs and tired nmuch too easily. The snow sl owed hi m even
nor e.

Pepsi and | wore rough parkas nade out of perlnpos hides stitched
crudely and haphazardly together. They were ugly as sin and snelled |ike
punpkin pie, but they kept us very warm and protected agai nst stornms which
never seened to end fromone day to the next.

W were crossing the Brotzhool, Rondua's equivalent to the Al ps.

Thankfully, there was no real clinbing involved -- only slogging up and down
nmount ai n passes on snowshoes the size of road signs.

Here was our caravan -- M. Tracy led the way, with four neg-nugs
wal ki ng directly under himto protect themfromthe snow. | had no idea why

they'd chosen to acconpany us this far, but we were certainly glad of it. They
were serious little fellows who didn't do a whole |ot of joking around, but

t hey kept careful watch over us in their fashion. Miuch nore inportantly, they
knew every step of the way we were taking.

M. Tracy _let_themlead us and that worried ne greatly. Since the
calamty with Martio and the loss of his leg, the dog's whol e being flapped
like a big flag in a small wind. Wiether it was because he had | ost his | oved
and trusted friends, or his leg, or sinply the desire to go on, M. Tracy had
become a kind of tired stranger who wasn't interested in very much of
anyt hi ng. Whenever we stopped for the night, he stayed by us physically but at
the sane tine retreated so far into hinself that we could barely reach him
And after many days and as nmany attenpts, we didn't try.

On the other side of the Brotzhool was Jack Chili. Qur job was to get
there, face him fight (I assuned) and try to defeat him None of us said
anyt hi ng about that part of the journey, but who needed to? W had enough
evi dence of his capabilities. Plus, since he didn't have to pretend to be
Marti o the Canel anynore, Chili proved how creative he was when it cane to
mal evol ence.

An exanpl e? Every night the negnugs led us to different nountain huts
where we could stay. They said Stastny Panenka built all of them when he and
his Battle Dogs crossed the Brotzhool centuries before, while searching for
the Perfuned Hamrer. Both Pepsi and | were so weary when we heard that
expl anati on that neither of us asked for an el aboration on either Stastny or
hi s Hanmer.

Al'l of us were shocked the first time we entered one of these huts,
because inside was a cozy, bustling fire in the fireplace and a beautiful neal
laid out for us on a table in the mddle of the room But that hut, and al
subsequent ones, was enpty.

Thi s happened for a week, at places ten or fifteen mles distant from
each other. It was very nice, but also unconfortable and too nysterious. |
found nyself eating fast and checking over ny shoul der after a while.

On the ninth or tenth night, we opened a 'tvooden door on to much the
same scene. This tine, set in the mddle of the dining table, was M. Tracy's
l eg -- cooked, and garnished with sprigs of parsley.

A zeppelin began follow ng us. One norning we wal ked out of a hut and
there, incredibly, it was. The kind of dinosaur-like blinmp that you see
hovering over football stadiuns when there's a big gane on. Only this blinp



flew so low and close to us that the whirr of its black notors could be
clearly heard. It scared the hell out of me. How it ever managed to maneuver
around in such tight, rocky quarters was inpossible to say. But it did, and
never went away fromthat day on. W& had no idea who was flying it, or why
they were there.

Qur singular band nmade it across the nmountains intact, but we certainly
weren't Hanni bal and his boys thundering down out of the Al ps on gol den
el ephants, ripe for battle with whoever. M. Tracy had inconceivably lost his
nmystical hat and even Pepsi walked with a linp as a result of sliding hal fway
down an ice field one menorabl e norning.

W canme off the last broad tongue of snow into one of those great green
nmount ai n meadows where fat cal mcows grazed. The snell of high pine, ice and

wet earth was everywhere -- the wind' s perfune and gift.

| lay down and put both arms over ny face. Wen | woke half an hour
later, | heard | aughing and fast conversation. \What wel come sounds after so
many days of silence and worry! Propping nyself up on my elbows, | turned to

Pepsi and M. Tracy and saw they were talking with an _exquisite_ |ooking man
in a tuxedo and white silk gloves. Even M. Tracy | ooked happier and | ess done
in. He was noddi ng at whatever the stranger was sayi ng. Wen Pepsi | ooked ny
way, his eyes were all little-boy joyous.

"Mom Stastny Panenka's here with all of his nmen. They were the guys in
the blinp. They're here to help us!"

The man got up and wal ked over. Taking ny hand, he closed his eyes,
ki ssed the tips of ny fingers and bowed. Wat a gent.

" _Drovo pradatsch, Zulbi. Tras-treetsch_.

"Pepsi, would you cone here? | don't know what he's saying."

Bef ore he came, Pepsi held a hurried conference with M. Tracy. The big
dog listened nmore than he spoke. When they were finished, Pepsi took the
fam liar first Bone out of his knapsack and brought it over with him

"C ose your eyes, Mom"

Putting the Bone firmy against ny throat, he said something nellifluous
but inpossible to nake out, as usual. Then he did the sane thing to each of ny
ears.

"You'll understand everyone now, Mom Later it'll go away because you're
really not supposed to have this power, but for now you'll understand. You'd
better get ready because it cones fast."

The experience was sinmilar to entering a railway station or airport from
a silent corridor or street. Instantly, absolutely everything around ne had a
voi ce and was using it every second. The grass spoke of the fickleness of the
wi nd, the clouds of their search for the perfect speed across the sky. Stones,
flowers, insects . . . Al of themtal ked over and under and beyond each ot her
in a kind of pleasant cacophony of original voices | had never heard in
Rondua, nuch | ess imagi ned exi sted.

One of ny favorite books when | was a little girl was _Doctor
Doolittle_, but I was envious of his ability to speak the | anguage of Gub-CGub
the pig, or laugh at the jokes of horses. How wonderful it felt at this new
nmonent to be able to | augh at the jokes of everything!

After the initial tidal wave of racket, | learned to filter out nost of
the sounds so that | could pay attention to the |Iovely |ooking Stastny
Panenka.

"Vuk and Zdravko will be coming in fromthe First Stroke any day now.
That | am sure of. The problem we have is Endaxi and his Barking Flutes. .
You never know with them Look, when you have ten brothers all narried to the
same woman, you cannot expect themto be dependable! |I'm sorry about that.
They are good fighters. If they cone, they cone."

Looki ng proudly at his zeppelin off in the near distance (which seened
to be grazing the sky as calnmy as the cows, directly belowit, grazed the
meadow), he rattled off the names of others who would be joining us on our
mar ch agai nst Jack Chili.

The only thing that nmade an inpression on nme was the name/word "Endaxi."



Endaxi meant "O K. " in Greek. "Do you want anot her Coke?" "Endaxi." The
guestion was, in Rondua, who was Endaxi and his Barking Flutes? Wthin the
next few days we were to find out.

"They | ook like fire bees, huh, MnP"

W had been on a night cruise with Stastny in his blinp and were just
returning to the nmeadow where all of our allies were nmassed. Hundreds of feet
bel ow, canpfires burned everywhere. Their flickers and junps did renind ne of
fireflies, in a way.

Looki ng down there with Pepsi al ongside rem nded ne of the first day we
had arrived in Rondua. How much had we changed since then? In the faint |ight
of the cockpit, | l|ooked hard at nmy son's profile. H s hair was | onger and his
face was thinner. It was too dimto see his expression, but nenory told nme it
was as vital and open as it had been so nmany | ong days ago when we | ooked out
of anot her high window in the sky and saw giant animals waiting for us bel ow
M. Tracy, Felina. Martio.

But what waited bel ow us now really defied description.

They had conme fromevery part of Rondua: fromcities, hives, forests,
towers, nests, caves, under rocks, jungles, deep water. . . . They had cone to
join us because it was known everywhere that this would be the final battle,
the final chance to do what one could to save a world that otherwi se was truly
lost. Final battles are not a newr thing in the history of the world, but they
are still nore terrible than anything else. They are the last resort, and only
the desperate or the mad ever revert to that. Wen an entire civilization is
pushed to that extreme, nothing could be nore dangerous.

"Wuld you like to stay up here for a while? W have plenty of gas and
everything seens to be under control bel ow "

Pepsi shook his head and said there was too much work to do down there
before we went to sleep. Stastny quickly gave orders for the eel |adders to be
| et down. Whatever ny son said now, Ronduans hopped to it with an alacrity
t hat shocked nme. Had he suddenly, or secretly, become someone | wasn't aware
of ? Sure, he was Pepsi with the Four Bones, but he had had them an awful |y
long tinme and no one had nmade such a big deal of it before. What had happened?
O rather, what _was_ happening to change Rondua's attitude toward hin? Was it
the i mm nence of both Jack Chili and our forthcomng battle with hinf

An hour before, while out cruising the night skies, Stastny had pointed
wi thout any big fanfare to a small sparsely lit village in one of the nountain
val | eys about ten miles from our neadow.

"That's it. That's where he lives."

"Jack Chili? Down _there_?" Fromup in the sky, the town |ooked as if it
had barely two hundred houses, if that.

"Yes, down there."

"But | don't see anything! It |looks totally asleep. Wiere are all of his
troops and forces, or whatever you call then"

"Still in the children's heads." Stastny spoke as if | should have known
t hat .

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

We notored on for two or three m nutes nore before Panenka ordered al
engi nes stopped. Pressing a button on one of the glow ng red consol es, he
brought a brilliant spotlight to life on the left side of the gondola. Shining
it back and forth on the ground bel ow, he finally found what he was | ooking
for: a long building set back on the side of a hill in the mddle of a thick
forest. In that stark unnatural light, the place | ooked |ike a bandage on the
hill's dark head.

"What's that?"

"The Caf? Deutschl and. "

"What do you mean, _caf?_?" It did _not_ look like a place where you
drank coffee.

"Jack Chili gives nanes to things. Half the time no one knows what they
nmean except him He calls that the Caf? Deutschland. It's a nmadhouse for



children."
"My God. What does he do to then?" | shivered as if someone had put a
cold hand on the back of my neck

"To the children? Nothing at all. Don't misunderstand. It's reputed to
be very clean and pl easant inside. The children are treated very well."

" _And?_"

"And . . . Chili is able to use the children's nightmares. He taps into

what they dream and chooses the parts which he wants to bring into being."
"You mean, one of those poor mad children has a dream--"
Stastny interrupted ne with a gentle defeated voice and a hand on ny
arm A small squeeze. "A mad child dreans terrible things, doesn't it? Jack

Chili enters their sleep, chooses whatever he wants in their dreans, and then
t hose things becone his soldiers."

"My God! There's no way we'll ever win! Against that? Kids' nightmares?
_Mad_ kids? Big bugs with six heads? Rats on fire? Things from horror novies
multiplied a thousand tines?" | was getting |ouder and |ouder, but | couldn't

help it. "That's our eneny? Stastny, we're tal king about Hell here. If you
just take a _normal _ kid's imagination --

"Mom would you be quiet?"

"Al'l right. I'msorry."

"Let's go honme, Stastny."

The many canpfires on the nmeadow were reassuring in a snmall way, but
what we'd |l earned sixty mnutes ago was enough to | eave anyone in drop-jawed

paral ysis. The entire ride back, | sat silently in my seat, masochistically
trying to renmenber sone of the nightmares _|_ had had as a child.

Once on the ground again, | asked Stastny if | could speak to Pepsi
al one.

"Honey, do you know what you're doing? Do you know what you're _going_
to do?"

"I think so, Mom But first | have to talk with M. Tracy to make sure
it's all right."

"Can you tell me?"

"' msorry, Mom no."

He was facing me and I couldn't resist reaching out to brush the flop of
hair off his forehead. "That's okay, Peps. Did you know that you're getting to
be a very handsone guy?" He took nmy hand and, turning away fromthe zeppelin,
pul l ed me along after him

W wove in and around groups of people and creatures who greeted us
warmy when we passed, like old friends or conmrades-in-arns. They could fly
and swimand run inpossibly fast. They carried weapons of cunning design that
were capable of every wound; of splitting hearts behind any steel

There was such a good, united feeling everywhere; no buzz of fear or
hesitation, and nmuch laughter. | rnust adnmit though that to hear the |aughter
of some of our stranger . . . allies was, well, disconcerting.

"Cull en! Hey, Cullen, over here!" | |ooked hard into the dark and
t hought | saw Weber Gregston waving to nme froma canpfire, but | couldn't be
certain. | wanted to stop and find out for sure, but Pepsi had my hand and he
was in a hurry.

There were also all kinds of rnusic there, which was queer and |ovely and
often spellbinding. Time after time | wanted to stop and listen to this voice
or these wi ngs rubbed together. There was an instrument that |ooked |like a
m cr oscope which sounded like nothing | had ever heard before anywhere.

But Pepsi wouldn't stop. He jerked ne al ong and seened inpatient when |
asked hi m again and again what that |ast song was, or the name of the being
that was playing it.

M. Tracy had noved very little since the day we'd arrived on the
meadow. They had erected a tent the size of a circus marquee for us and he
spent nost of his tine inside either resting or, when he was up to it,
conferring with | eaders of the different groups which had gathered.



When we got to the tent, an old friend of ours was there.

"Coosenmasks and coffee, Venice Dancers."”

"Sizzling Thunb!"

Beanmi ng, the old man turned and greeted us by wavi ng the Bone-wal ki ng
stick we had given to him And because of the recent magic |'d been given,
could finally understand what he was tal ki ng about.

"Did your nother see it?"

"Yes, everything."

| looked at the boy. "Pepsi, did you know about the Caf? before?"

"Yes Mom but | had never seen it. 1'd only heard about it from M.
Tracy."

"Did you recogni ze anything, Cullen?"

"No. Should I have?"

The three of them passed | ooks back and forth that said | dammed wel |
shoul d have recogni zed everyt hi ng.

| got mad. "All right! | give up. Wiat did | mss this tinme?"
Using the wal king stick to steady hinself, Sizzling Thunmb got up slowy.
Al'l hunmor and goodwi Il was gone fromhis face as he cane up cl ose and | ooked

hard at ne.

"How coul d you forget that? That's where the others _died_, Cullen! On
that hill, when you were all so close.” He wanted to say nore, but anger or
sel f-control kept himfrom continuing.

Taking himby the arm Pepsi led himout of the tent. It was the | ast
time | ever saw Sizzling Thunb and | have no idea of what happened to him
When he was gone, M. Tracy told ne that Sizzling Thunb's only children
Url ei tung and Tookat, had been killed in that battle. The day | used the
fourth Bone to save nyself! How well | understood his rage then. Long ago but
not far away | had caused the deaths of his famly, and now |l didn't even
renmenber that happening.

"M. Tracy, if | don't renmenber anything, what good will | be when the
fighting starts?"

He thought for a nmonent and was about to answer when Pepsi cane running
into the tent.

"Mom come outside!" H's voice and expression said to drop everything
and come running.

One of the fewdreans | distinctly remenber having as a child was this,
and | had it many tines. | amsitting outside somewhere by nyself. It is a
ni ce day and |'m doi ng sonet hing uni nportant -- nmaybe a doll is on ny |ap and
I"'mtalking to it. For no reason, | feel conpelled to | ook up and there,
owning the entire sky -- the whole roof and corners of the world above -- is a
face. |I'mscared, but children have the ability to handl e anything because
their world has no limtations: everything is possible when you' re eight. So
this face across the world is incredible, but not out of the question. Is it
God? | don't know, because | don't remenber what the face | ooked like; just
that it was everywhere above ne. It is the face of a man; he never speaks but
he is | ooking only at me. The air snells peppery and rich and anythi ng m ght
happen. | wake up

Dashi ng out of the tent behind Pepsi, | snelled it first -- peppery and
rich. N ght had been swept aside by a brilliantly lit sky which was once again
taken up by one horizon-to-horizon face. There were so many hundreds of our
friends down in that nmeadow but even conbined, they were as nicrobes in
conparison with that omi potent face. Wen he spoke, his voice was soft and
| ovel y.

"Renenber me?"

Dear Ms. Janes,



You will be delighted to know that this is my last letter to you. | am
having to resort to paying a certain person to take it out of the hospital and
mail it to you. | assume just this once you will have the "kindness" not to
report it to the good Doctor Lavery.

He has expl ai ned your decision to me and | understand, but it nakes ne
unhappy. No, to be nore precise, it makes ne feel horrible, if you care to
know the truth. | thought you were the only person left in the world I could
rely on. I guess we all nake m stakes, don't we? | amsorry, | feel horrible,
but that's all right. I will respect your decision and honor it. That is what
a shogun woul d do. Doctor Lavery suggested | begin a diary to conpensate for
the I oss of ny correspondence with you, and | believe that | will do that.
find witing helps me to express ny thoughts nore clearly, whether _you_ have
been aware of that or not. The only problemwith a journal is that you're the
only one to read it, so you can't get any feedback because you usually agree
with everything you said. Ha Ha! Good-bye. Ms. Janes. Thank you for al nost
somet hing, if you understand what | nean. Yes, you do know what | mean, don't
you?

Very sincerely yours,
Alvin WIIlians

"Ch, light your cigarette with it, Cullen. Alvin Wllians is a nut."
"Do you think | should call his doctor and tell him about it?"
"l guess you could if you want to, but | wouldn't bother. Alvin is mad

at you, that's all. But mad people _get_ nmad. | say screw him™
"Eliot, you're oversinplifying by a fewniles."
"Then call the doctor if you want. | don't know what else to tell you."

He snoothed the hair over Mae's head and shifted her fromone armto the
ot her. "Enough of loony Alvin. Are you going to tell me the new Rondua dream
or not?"

"Well, this is all part of it. I"'mkind of scared to tell it to you."

" \Npy 2"

"Because the face across the sky was Alvin WIllianms' face. _He's_ Jack
Chili."

"Hah, that's perfect! You're |like a casebook history, Cullen. You keep
t hi nki ng that dream ng about Rondua is bad for you, but you re so wong. Somne
little catharsis faucet inside you turns on each night and you get to wash
away every bit of gquilt and fear and . . . everything bad in your life from
Day One until now. By the time you get through this whole thing, you'l
probably be able to _ascend_, for God's sake!" He tsked his lips at nme and
shook his head. "It's disgusting, because it's all so neat and conpletely
logical. What's the worst thing in the world you can i magi ne happening to you?
Having to face Alvin WIllians again. Now, you go to sleep at night and who is
it you're terrified of facing in your dreans? Alvin Wllianms, nmultiplied a
t housand tines. And who are you going to _have_to face? Alvin WIIians.
Cull en, you would have bored Sigmund Freud in ten seconds. _The Wiite Hotel _
you're not. And anyway, what happened after Alvin Chili appeared in the sky?"

The nane Alvin Chili made me |augh and that cleared the air.
"Alvin Chili told us we had to come alone to him Just the two of us. He
said it was either that or else he would kill everyone in the meadow ri ght

then. ™

"Even that makes sense. Stop |ooking at me like that, Cullen! You took
literature courses in college, didn't you? Well, quest stories are always |ike
that. Big armes go out to fight, but in the end it always boils down to just
one agai nst one. King Arthur, Beowulf and G endel, even _Lord of the Rings_ .

they're all the same. There's a final, _final_ pitched battle that decides

everything and it's only between the hero and maybe, at nost, one or two of
hi s Musketeer buddies. In your case, it's Pepsi and you agai nst Jack Chili
alias Axe Boy WIllians."

| got up and wal ked fromhere to there and back again. It did no good.

"There's something el se too."



n \N]at ?II
"Eliot, you ve never once told ne the names of any of your |overs, have

you?"

"No. Is it inportant? Do you want to know?"

"You don't have to tell me. Watt Leonard. Andre Romig. Shaw Ballard."

"Jesus, how do you know that? Did you have ne tailed?"

"I didn't have to. Eliot, | just _know .. | suddenly know all of these
things that | don't _want_ to know. Listen to ne. Danny's nmother is going to
get better, but the day after tomorrow they' |l have a big scare with her at
t he hospital because of her operation and Danny will have to stay down there

anot her ten days."

"What el se?"

"What el se? Things, Eliot. Little _hors d oeuvres_ of the future, things
now. Your |overs' names, things |ike that. Renenmber you said you thought | had
powers? That that's how | knocked down Weber? Well, you're right. | have them
| can do things | don't want to do. | guess | really did zap Wber. Then |
took the zap off himwith a magic word. Then there was the gypsy woman in
Mlan. Hows this -- your friend Watt Leonard is going to be fired in a
nmont h. But he thinks he's going to get a raise."

"Shit!"

"That's right, Eliot. Shit."

"Do you see anything bad, Cullen? Is anyone going to die or anything?"

"I don't know, that's not there. Or maybe it is, but | haven't seen it

yet. | don't have any control over this -- it all comes like a big wind and
blows me over. | saw a man in the street today who is about to inherit a
t housand dollars froman uncle he hated. | knew that, but | didn't even know

what the guy's name was. There are always gaps in whatever conmes to ne, |
never see the whole picture of anything."

"What about the stock market?"

"Don't be stupid, Eliot."

"I"'mnot. Do you know how nmany people with the kind of powers you're
tal ki ng about have lived? Lots! They had them and they got used to them They
had to, it was as sinple as that."

"Bullshit, Eliot! It's not sinple, and you _don't_ get used to them You
don't shoot purple beans of killer light out of your hand. . . . You don't
dream about a Rondua night after night and get used to it."

"You do! You're going to have to, Cullen; whether your powers and Rondua
are linked or not. Like it or not, it's all you, honey, and you can't pul
t hose things out of you like bad teeth.”

"I know. I want to show you somrething el se. Have you got a cigarette?"

| lit up and let it burn down partway before |I began. "Watch this."
Taking a big drag, | rounded ny lips to blow a snmoke ring. Puff. The ring cane
rolling out, a snoky-gray doughnut. Five inches fromny nouth, it cane
toget her and formed a perfect little car which drove across the room at eye
level until it disappeared in the air.

"What would you like next, Eliot? A truck? A snail? Any requests? How
about a pug dog |ike Zanpano?"

It was easy. My copy of Eliot's dog cane out and ran across the air
after the car.

"Hey there, Foxy Lady. How d you like to fuck a champi on?"

| looked at the man and gave himny angriest scow. "Go away. will you?"

My arms were full of groceries and | was half a block fromhonme. Mae was
in the apartment listening to Beatles records with Eliot while he finished a
review for his newspaper.

"Hey, you think | got herpes? No way, beautiful! Come on, I'll show you
noves your husband doesn't know. Listen, |'ma sex instructor. First |esson
free."

"Leave ne alone. Drift. _Die . Ckay? Just leave nme alone." | should have

kept ny nouth shut and just kept wal ki ng strai ght ahead.



Movi ng al ongside nme, the creep put his hand on ny el bow and squeezed it
like it was a nmelon on sale at the market. "Don't go so fast, sweetie. You and
me gotta talk. You're a super fox, you know that? | think you dialed ny
nunber . "

| stopped and | ooked at him A black beret, dirty "Stanford University"
sweatshirt, dirty black sweatpants, dirty green sneakers with pink |aces.

"What's your nane, Scuzzball ?"

"Hey, now we're talking. | knew you was cool. My name ain't Scuzzball
it's Swift. Al ny good friends call ne Swift, little lady. Wat's yours?"

"Look at your hand, Swift. Watch it carefully."

The fingers quickly undid their crabbed grip on ny el bow and started
| eaping around in the air. It |ooked as if they were trying to play an
i nvi si bl e piano. One down, the next up, next down. | blinked ny eyes and nade
them go faster. _Faster_

"What's this shit? He tried to nove away.

"Stand still, Swift."
I made his armrise high above his head. His hand, the fingers stil
pl ayi ng, went round and round in quick wild circles. | made himdo that too.

"Cut it out, man! Fuck off! Lemmre go!"
I was so calm "Now | ook at your other hand, Swiftie." Up it went. "Now,

keep themright there. Right where they are. I'll see you l|later, okay?"

He screaned at ne as | wal ked away. When | got to our building, | let
hi m go.

"Eliot, I liked it. I _liked_ being able to do that to him"

"So what? | would too, Cullen. Don't sound so guilty. The little scum
deserved it and we both know it. 'Wanna fuck a chanpion.' God, what dreck
|'"ve been trying to tell you all along it can work to your benefit. You should
be t hankful you have it."

W were in a cab going downtown -- Mae too. A splashy new restaurant
call ed "The Future of Lightning" had opened on Third Avenue in the sixties and
was the talk of all the gl ossy magazi nes. Danny had called earlier and, as
predi cted, said his nother had had a setback; he would have to stay a little
longer in North Carolina. Qur conversation was to the point and entirely too
brief. The sound of ny husband's quiet, solid voice rem nded ne once agai n how
much | liked to chat with him Schnoozing was a favorite hobby of ours, and
when we hadn't had a good gab for a while, life wasn't as much fun. This was
the first time we had been separated for any length of tine since we'd been
together, and | was really taken aback to find how hollow parts of ny day were
wi t hout Dan around.

Just before we hung up, he suggested that since he couldn't be there to
take me, why didn't | invite Eliot out to dinner sonewhere. | said | would and
both of us waited for the other to hang up after we'd said good- bye.

Conversations with Danny were a | ong wander through famliar greatly
| oved countryside. Talking with Eliot, on the other hand, was |ike an evening
spent in a curbside chair at a hopping Italian restaurant. Hi s words and ideas
buzzed in and out |ike kids on orange scooters -- in a hurry everywhere. Custs
of noise, color, honking, crazy conbinations that often |l eft you gaga. Little
of it ever slowed down enough for you to really focus on, but the happy frenzy
did your heart good.

"Cullen, stop |looking at me so damed skeptically! Do you think |I have a

green head? Mae, your nother has _several _levels to go before she reaches
enl i ghtenment . "
"I"'mnot skeptical, Eliot, I'"'mjust worried. Wat if these powers or

what ever get stronger? Do you know what |'ve been thinking about all day?
Remenber _The Sorcerer's Apprentice_, the Walt Disney cartoon? The sorcerer
goes out for a while and | eaves his magi ¢ wand |ying around; his apprentice
picks it up and -- '

"-- And he doesn't know how to control it and disaster strikes! You're
tal ki ng about one of ny favorite filns, Cullen. Don't you think |I had a



chi | dhood too? Listen, how many tines do | have to tell you -- if your powers
get stronger, then you wait to see what _kind_ of stronger and take it from
there."”

Alittle surprisingly, he touched ny cheek and ran one finger down to ny
chin. "Always remenber too that I'maround if you need ny help."

I took his hand, squeezed it and gently bit the finger. "I know you are,
pal. And I'mreally happy you are too."

The decor of "The Future of Lightning" was chic-Zen nonastery: stripped
and seal ed wood floors in a nice herringbone pattern, no-nonsense white tables

and bentwood chairs, an incongruous rock garden in the mddle of it all. A big
potted palmoff in one corner |ooked strangely forlorn and out of place.
"Cullen, don't ook now but . . . check who's over there to the left."

Weber Gregston held a sparerib in one hand and gestured with it while he
talked to the beautiful and fanpbus June Sillman, the star of _Sorrow and Son_.
That first unexpected sight of him sent goose-pinples over ny skin like a
searchl i ght over the ocean

The maftre d° showed us to a table on the other side of the room It was
just as well because | didn't know how | felt about talking to him even after
everyt hing that had happened.

"How do you feel, Cullen?"

"Kind of funny. 1'd like to talk to him but there's a part of ne that
doesn't want to at all. Maybe he'll just add to my conplications."

Mae chose that noment to pick up nmy water glass and throw it on the
floor. _Crash_! Thank you, Mae. A waiter noved right in to clean up the ness,
but the noi se had been | oud and drawn a | ot of eyes.

"He's com ng!"

"So he's coming? Don't nake ne feel unconfortable, Eliot."

"H, Weber."

"Hi, Eliot. H, Mue James. H, MomJanmes." He patted Mae on the head,
then came around the table and kissed ne. "Where the hell have you been? Every
time | call you no one's hone."

"My husband and | were in Italy for a few days. W just got back."

"Ckay -- listen, you and | have got to talk about something. It's about
this dream | had the other night." His face was so serious it made ne fidgety
and he | ooked at Eliot to see if he was in on the whol e Rondua thing.

"I know about the dreans, Wber. She told ne everything."

"Good, then let me tell you what happened." He started to sit down, but
saw Eliot gesture with his head toward Wber's table, where June Sillman was
sitting al one now and not | ooking too happy.

"June can wait a few m nutes. This dreamcan't. Cullen, do you know Fire
Sandwi ch yet? Have you met hinP"

"No. "

"He says he knows you. He said he's a friend of Squeeny."

"Who' s Squeeny, Weber?"

"You don't know hi m either?"

"Nope. Never heard of either of them"

"Al'l right, that doesn't even matter. | stopped dream ng about Rondua
about two weeks ago. The dreams were conming hard and fast, night after night,
but then one night they just stopped and then there weren't anynore. | didn't
understand it -- they're there a hundred percent one night, and then the next
they're gone for good. And | haven't had another since then. Rondua's left ny
head forever, | think. But the last dream| had, Cullen, was a doozie. There
were big battles and strange animals. . . . You know what |'mtal king about.
Anyway, | talked to this one guy naned Fire Sandwi ch. He said you were going
to have to fight Jack Chili and that Chili knew how to beat you."

"I already know that, Wber."

He was about to say sonething, but stopped and | ooked at ne strangely.
"So you know about your son too? About what happens to hin®"

"\What ? What are you tal king about ?"

"Do you really want nme to tell you?"



"Yes, of course."
"He dies."

Leaving M. Tracy was easier to do than | had imagi ned. The three of us
wal ked silently across the now enpty meadow. Al of the others were gone: the
silver zeppelin, the nmusic, the exotic | anguages and | aughter around the
hundreds of canpfires. The safety of our nunmbers had gone honme to await the
outcome of our final confrontation with Jack Chili

"I wish there was sonething nore | could do to help you, Pepsi. Not so
Il ong ago | thought | had some power, but our friend Martio showed ne | was
wrong about that."

"Do you think my plan will work, M. Tracy?"

"No. | told you that before and | don't even know why you are going to
try. Jack Chili is too blind and rancorous to see your point, Pepsi. You're
conpletely right; Rondua could work the way you've suggested, but he'll never
understand that way of thinking." The dog's voice was all defeat.

No matter what happened to us, | was convinced that M. Tracy would die
soon, either because this fear had grown into a cancer or sinply because he
was just plain used-up. There seened so little left in himthat, to a certain
degree, | was glad to be |leaving before life rushed in to close on himright
in front of us. His strength and courage had buoyed us up for so long. To see
hi m wi t hout any of those things now was enough to make you fatally sad.

"You renenber the route, Pepsi? Follow the Dead Handwiting until you
cone to the Hot Shoes. Carnesia knows the way, but you'll |eave her at the
Shoes and then the two of you will be on your own."

Pepsi nodded and wi t hout another word, turned to | eave. His face was
twisted as if it had just been cut with a knife. | couldn't say good-bye that
way. | went up to M. Tracy and put my arns as far around his neck as | coul d.
The tears began before | got the first word out.

"Good-bye, M. Tracy. | love you. | love you very nuch."

"Good-bye, Cullen. Do whatever you can for the boy. Then stand back and
the rest will be up to him It's his job now, you' ve done yours. He's a very
good boy." Wth the slightest nmovenent of his |eg, he pushed me away. Then he
turned and began to linp back to the tent. | could feel his steps through the
ground. | watched himuntil ny heart hurt too rmuch. Luckily, Carnesia the
negnug marched up bel ow ne and said we had to get going -- Pepsi was already
"under way."

W canme to a valley that was jade green on one side, sheer black rock
face on the other. Carved everywhere into the rock were mamoth letters and
nunbers, enigmatical words, sketches of hal f-conpleted things: animls,
futuristic buildings and furniture and structures the |likes of which | had
never seen in Rondua, al nost-human faces. The Dead Handwiting. Like those
nmysteri ous stone faces on Easter Island, no one in Rondua knew where the
Handwiting cane from According to Carnesia, nmany thought it was one of the
early gods doodling while he tried to think up what he wanted to do next with
Rondua.

While we stared, Carnesia bent to the ground and started sniffing al
over the place like a hunting dog hot on the track of sonething. Pepsi and
| ooked at each other, both equally nystified.

"The heat cones fromup ahead; | can snell its direction. The Shoes
shoul d be very close.”

Everything seened very sinple now Pass the Hot Shoes (whatever they
were), say good-bye to Carmesia the negnug, then walk straight on until we
cane to Jack Chili and whatever horrors he had waiting for us.

I once watched a documentary on animals in Africa. Beside the usua



vaul ti ng gazell es and funny-I| ooki ng outraged hi ppos, there was one part of the
filmthat left me reeling when it was over. Alion, slimand airborne all the
way, chased a zebra across a plain and won. Grabbing the zebra by the nose,
the Iion shook it back and forth like a rag. It was hard to watch, God knows,
but the npbst awesone thing about the picture was the zebra's reaction. Once
caught, it stood stock-still and allowed itself to be devoured. The films
narrator calmy said that brutal as it mght appear to us, nature had actually
provided a merciful device for this final noment. The zebra stood so stil
because its system had al ready shut off. It had gone into such conpl ete shock
that, so far as scientists could figure, it felt nothing fromthen on despite
what was actually happening to it.

Watching ny feet follow Pepsi's | wondered if the sane kind of shock had

set inin me. | was wary of our precarious future, but not so afraid now Was
t hat because | had grown up sone; got stronger along the way to the fifth Bone
of the Moon? O was this new unruffled ne a result of knowi ng Jack Chili had

both Pepsi and | by the nose, and there was little we could do now besi de
wat ch oursel ves be destroyed? Shock, or a transcendent bravery | had never
experienced in nyself before?

The Dead Handwiting stopped suddenly although the rock face, bare of
anyt hi ng but nature's streaks and scratches, continued. The path was very
narrow and kept us walking in tight single file, Carnesia | eading the way. The
stones under our feet were snoboth and flat and nade for a | ot of slipping and
sliding if you didn't watch where you were going. After a while it dawned on

me what the "stones" were -- bottle glass, all of themthe sane color as the
pi ece I had found on the beach in G eece.

Whi | e wal ki ng, | sonehow started thinking about the trans in MIlan; how
| had always | oved the nanmes of their destinations: Geece, Brazil, Tirana. If
there was nothing to do on a sunny day, | used to clinb aboard one, sit down
and -- closing ny eyes -- tell nyself | was off to Brazil. Just like that!

Later, if | was neeting Danny at our favorite caf? across fromthe Castello
Sforzesco, he would inevitably see a certain ook in ny eye and ask, "Were
did you go today, Captain?" And | would be able to say, "Hungary."

From our apartnent near the Castello, we could hear the busy clank/cl ack
of them passing all day and deep into the night. | |oved them Sonehow their
| oud wel cone sound always said to ne, "This is Europe. W live only in
Eur ope. "

The bottle-glass path turned a sharp corner and directly ahead were six
gl owi ng orange shoes, two stories high at the very least. They were nen's
Oxford shoes and were connected to tweed-covered | egs as thick and high as
California redwod trees that clinbed up and through the clouds. None of these
| egs noved. | should have been afraid of them but | wasn't. The zebra and the
lion?

The heat fromthe gl owi ng shoes increased as we got closer. \Wen
Carnmesi a stopped, Pepsi reached into his knapsack and brought out the third
and fourth Bones. He handed me the third.

"Hold it very tight against your chest when we pass them Mm It'l]I
protect you."

Carnesi a stood between us. "I have to go back now, Pepsi."
Pepsi reached down and pi cked up the negnug. For the first time |
realized the boy understood their | anguage as well. When we'd first met the

little animals by the Sea of Brynn, he hadn't been able to do so.

"Carnesia, be sure to tell M. Tracy that the shoes aren't noving.
That' Il make himfeel better. But also tell himwe got this far and
everything' s okay fromwhat |'ve seen. Good-bye. Thank you!" He kissed the
thing on the top of its head and put it gently down on the ground. It gave a
stiff mlitary salute and then skittered away back up the trail. It noved so
fast that it was gone in no tinme at all

Touching the fourth Bone to his chest, Pepsi gestured with his head for
me to follow The crack of rocks moving around underfoot foll owed us as we
nmoved toward the Shoes -- the Shoes that radiated |ike some kind of big,



cockamam e spaceship from Pl anet Foot.

Hol di ng the Bone hard against ny chest, | still felt the heat of the
Shoes, but only distantly, as if they were sonehow nmuch further off. As we got
closer to them the glass stones beneath our feet glowed all kinds of
different fiery colors.

When we were alnmost all the way past the Hot Shoes, Pepsi dropped his
Bone down the front of his shirt and to ny horror, wal ked straight over to the
| ast of these orange Goliaths. dinbing slowy up over its perforated toe, he
made his way to the top by grabbing sections of the laces and putting his feet
in the brass |ace-holes at the sides. If watching that wasn't enough to bring
on a heart attack, once he reached the top of the Shoe he clinbed on to the

sock and nade his way vertically up its fuzzy, sheer face. | kept squinting ny
eyes so that | wouldn't have to see everything so clearly. Once when he | ost
hi s handhold and al nost fell, | turned away . . . but not for I|ong.

The worst nmonent cane when, after clinbing out and over the cuff of one
pants | eg, he actually disappeared down inside it. At that point, all six of
t he Shoes sent off a flare of nolten orange |ight which blinded nme
nmonentarily. Ch, God! Eyes gone, | started screaning for Pepsi. By the time ny
eyesight had fully returned, | saw hi m scanpering down the Shoe again with a
smle a yard wide on his face.

"What were you _doi ng_?"

He cane up and hugged ne tightly; his head came to the bottom of ny
waist. "I can't tell you yet, Mom Wit till later."

And then we were off again on what turned out to be the last part of our
journey. Eliot would have called it our quest.

W sat on a bottle-glass boul der and watched fog fl oat gloomly across
the vall ey below. G oony was the word for everyone at the nonent, because on
the other side of that partially hidden valley was the Caf? Deutschland, Jack
Chili, etcetera. W were waiting for the fog to |lift because a few niles back
the path had turned steep and quirky in its twists and illogical turns.
Nei t her of us needed a sprained ankle or tw sted knee right then

There was a part of nme that wanted to ask Pepsi what _he_thought woul d
happen when we net up with our adversary over there. But this quiet noment
toget her pronised to be one of our last for a long time. Wiy spoil it by
bringing up ugly, om nous questions that led only to threateni ng answers.

Li ke: "How do you think he'll eat us, Pepsi? Wth a knife and fork? O maybe
just dip us headfirst into the nustard |ike Vienna sausages?"

"No, | don't think it'll be like that, Mom He's already shown us he can
be mean. | think he'll do something el se.™

"So, now _you_ can read ny mnd too?"

He | ooked enbarrassed before he nodded.

"How often do you _do_ it, young man?"

"Only when you | ooked worried or real scared, Mom | promse that's the
only time."

"Hhm Your nother does _not_ appreciate having her mnd read, thank you
very much."

| gave himthe last of the Sidney Bean sandw ches whi ch had been given
to us before we left the neadow. N ce as that sounds, it wasn't an entirely
sel fl ess gesture on ny part because | hadn't been hungry in ages. | nust have
eaten at times, but | certainly didn't renmenber where or when

"Let's go, Mom It looks like the fog's going away." Like any kid, he
ate his sandwi ch all the way down the hill and straight into the roiling fog.

W wal ked for some tinme before coming to the first of the children. The
fog had done a good job of keeping them hidden from us.

Del i cate sand-col ored w cker chairs were placed by the side of the path
about every two feet or so. The children sat in them Some had smeared, ruined
features -- the result of either nature's worst pranks or mad, sadistic
surgeons. Bl ack, dead-bl ood bruises and livid yell ow and brown
railway-tracklike scars covered this wecked human | andscape. Sone of the



children | ooked like inmpossible survivors of accidents where they should have
been allowed to die quickly if there was any nercy in the world. Every bit of
t hem seermed to be either bandages, brutally exposed, or bleeding freely. A
nunber of these shattered, blasted "children" had apparently been propped-up
because many of themfell slowy over as we wal ked past.

There was no sound. No cries or screams or groans cane from any of them
What made it worse was a soft, snmoky-white fog which hung everywhere around us
and bl otted out any background that m ght have | essened the i mredi acy of the
scene.

Pepsi held ny hand and |l ed ne through this hell of pink-and-powder-blue
paj amas, stained gauze bandages small bodi es which shoul d have been on sw ngs,
i n sandboxes, on little bicycles that still had training wheels on the back

"Who _are_ they?"

"I think they're fromthe Caf?, Mom Cone on, keep going."

The line of themwent on and on and a nonment cane when | knew | coul dn't
stand the sight of another child, so | closed ny eyes and |l et Pepsi |ead ne.
But as soon as | did that, the sound of their voices and their pain cane from
everywhere. They called for their nothers, their fathers, for water. They
wanted their brothers, their toys, the pain to stop. Everything is bigger for
children, so what nust their pain have been |ike? | kept stunbling, but that
did not make me open nmy eyes again. Blind, nmy mind magnified the sound of the
children's cries, but nothing was worse than actually seeing them _Nothing .

"The fog is going away, Mom | can see way up the path."

"How much further is there to go?"

"I don't know. There's a hill coming up that we have to take. | think
it's the one that |eads to the Caf?."

Stunmbling again, | felt the ground begin its nove upward. | squeezed

Pepsi's hand and he squeezed back.
"Now it's all gone, Mom Do you want to |ook?"

"No, | don't want to see the children."

Their cries increased as the hill grew under nmy feet. | could fee
gravity or whatever pull us backward. How | wanted to obey that pull! o
backward a thousand . . . a mllion mles until all of this was gone.

The fear and revulsion | had been so proud of conquering returned . |
wondered if it was ny blood that had begun to hurt everywhere inside nme. But
that was stupid; | hurt because | knew | was beginning to give way to panic. |
hurt because | hated that; because | knew it would win. | began shaking al
over my body and even ny son's nagical hand in nine did nothing to stop this.

"Dam it! Oh, goddamm it!" | tightened all of mnmy muscles, then rel axed
them hoping that would help. But it didn't.

Pepsi st opped.

"What's the matter? What's wrong?"

No answer. He still didn't nove. Hi s hand had gone conpletely linmp in
mne; | had to |ook.
The Caf ? Deutschland was still far away up the path, but | recognized it

instantly. At first | thought its reality in front of us was what had stopped
Pepsi, but that wasn't it.

Excited, but also frightened by our proxinmty to the infanous buil ding,
it took nme sone tine to stop staring at it and to | ook again at the children
That was why Pepsi had st opped.

None of their heads was bandaged anynore, although their wounds were no

| ess horrendous. What's nore, all of the bared faces were the sane -- Pepsi
James. Pepsi w thout eyes, black-tunored or gouged -- or the pale green of the
beaten, the jaundiced. Al of themwere Pepsi, all the hideous possibilities
of death and al npst-death on that beloved, still-recognizable face.

| was enraged. It was too rmuch. Chili had no right to do this. It was
i mpossi bl e.

"You _bastard_! Cone on, Pepsi. It's not real. Run and don't | ook at

them Take ny hand!"
W ran as hard and as fast as we could. There was nothing else to do but



run toward the Caf?.

Twenty feet away we slowed and clearly saw what was there.

Mae and | were there. | held her in nmy arns although we were both dead.
Shi ning steel spikes had been driven through ny forehead, ny arns, and Mae as
| held her. One spike went through ny pants at the vagina, two through ny |egs
at the ankles. One went through Mae's tenple, on and through nmy chest. W were
recogni zabl e, but the burst puckered flesh made us conpl etely obscene, beyond
humani ty.

"Not that! No!" | dropped Pepsi's hand and bent to throw up.

When | was enpty, | was just able to scratch out, "Use the Bone, Pepsi!
For Cod's sake, Pepsi, get us out of here, please!l"

Looki ng up, | saw him noving away fromme toward the door to the Caf?.

“"Don't!"

He was there and | couldn't stop himfromreachi ng behind our bodies for
t he doorknob. A second passed before it swung open, the bodies going with it
in a slow heavy arc.

"Look, Mom "

| couldn't see, but my son was speaking and I went to him | followed
hi m t hrough the door of the Caf? Deutschl and.

On to 90th Street and Third Avenue in New York City! My street, the
street where | had lived with Danny and Mae and ny life in the real world. The
sight was as shocking and chilling as the wounded chil dren, or seeing |ack
Chili's face over the sky.

"Pepsi, do you know where we are?"

He turned and | ooked at nme, all quiet eyes.

"Near your hone, right, MnP"

"But why?" | grabbed his armmuch too tightly. "Wat's here? How can we
be here? What's goi ng on?"

"Because Jack Chili is waiting for us in your house, Mom"
My heart was so tired. Rubbing nmy hands against ny sides, | wondered how
far Rondua could go. How far was a dreamallowed to trespass into real life,

before it was caught and sent back to its proper place? Could it go haywire
and take over everything you knew? Was it pernmitted to |live wherever it
wanted? O had | al one reached a point where |laws and distinctions, rules of
t he gane, had di sappeared? A point where everything in ny mnd, inny life,
was up for grabs?

Di zzi ed and nunb, | wal ked down the street with my son. | had no way to
judge tinme, but it felt Iike mdafternoon. The sun was noving toward buil di ngs
in the west, a breeze blew that had no freshness in it. Things were silent, no
noi se or people or signs of life anywhere. That was conpletely wong and nmade

me think this was some other 90th Street -- a figment of some cl ever but
i nconpl ete i magi nation. Normally ny street buzzed and bustled and honked and
couldn't keep still, much less stay quiet for a whole mnute. It was a set for

a filmabout to be shot: a postcard picture that |ooked fanmiliar but then very
wrong when you examined it nore closely.

Pepsi wal ked slowy, taking in everything. The expression on his face
went fromtension to awe, to something | had never seen there before.

"I's this where you buy food, Mon?" It wasn't a question so much as a

| ament .

"Yes."

"Are any of these cars yours?"

"No. "

The door to our apartnent buil ding was open and we wal ked in together
Anot her | arge nistake -- you al ways, _always_ needed a key to get in.

But a close friendly, _known_ smell in the foyer downstairs said beyond

a doubt that this was our hone. Danny liked to say it was the snell of a bus
station in the norning.

Danny. Onh, ny Danny!

I moved quickly for the stairs, but Pepsi took my arm and shook his
head. "Go slow, Mom | want to see your house. | want to see everything."



Gaffiti on the wall beside the bashed-in mail boxes said, "You think
this is hot? Call Barry for the real thing!" Another hand had witten beneath
it, "I called, Barry, but you weren't hone."

On the second floor, | saw Eliot's door and wondered where he was in al
of this. And Danny. And Mae.

At the top of the next flight of stairs, ten feet away from our door,
stopped and bit my lip. | felt the skin on ny scalp tighten and nove backward
onits owm. | felt ny heart beating all over ny body -- in both arnpits, ny
t hroat, behind ny knees, in ny stonach.

Pepsi cane up the last step and noved around nme on to the landing. "Are
we cl ose? Wiy did you stop?"

"That's our apartment, the one on the corner.”

He wal ked to the door and waited for nme to conme. | touched the doorknob
It was warm as if someone had just rested their hand there before going in. |
gave it a slight push and the door swung open, giving one netallic creak
hal fway that was as familiar as anything | knew Everything was famliar, yet
everything was so conpletely, totally wong.

Three steps through the hallway. There was the blue rug Danny had
brought hone one snowy night as a surprise. The Robert Munford print of l|ions
on the walls that | |ooked at every day, because | liked it so nuch; it was
one of the first things | had ever bought when |I noved to New York. There was
Danny's ratty old plaid unbrella that never went up right, and my green rubber

rai ncoat -- hanging next to each other on the wooden coatrack. Danny's fat
bl ack wi nter gal oshes, one on top of the other, were on the floor. | couldn't
hel p reaching out and touching the unbrella. It was real, it was Danny's.
was hone.

Sitting on the couch in the living room-- dressed in a gray suit, white
shirt and black tie -- was Jack Chili, lifesize this tinme. He was all smiles.

"Wl come home, Ms. Janmes." That beautiful feathery voice which | had
first heard com ng fromthe sky seenmed totally obscene here.

"Don't you like my voice, Ms. Janmes? How about sonething nore
down- hone? 'It's a song, Cullen.'™

Just like Danny the first tine we had ever nade | ove.

"No? Can't | be sexy too? Isn't that allowed? Al right, let nme think
"Ch, light your cigarette with it, Cullen.'™

Eliot!

"Stop it! Those aren't your voices! You can pretend, but they're not
yours."

" Bverything_is mne, dear.” A small smle. "Al right, all right, 'l
stop. Pepsi, don't you want to have a good | ook around before we get started?
You m ght not get another chance later. Don't you want to see how your Mom
lives? That's your sister's crib over there; that's where she sleeps.”

"Stop it!"

Wt hout acknow edgi ng ne, he kept talking to Pepsi: "WIIl you | ook at
those little balloons on her sheets, Pepsi! Aren't they great? Wat do you
think of that stuffed dog? His nane is Odie and he's froma cartoon. Look at
that terrific bed! Who'd want to grow up if they had a bed like that to sleep
in? What a great place to growup in! This is the perfect place for a kid."

Pepsi held the top bar of Mae's crib with two tight hands and kept
looking into it with sad, |ost eyes,

"Why don't you fix your son a snhack, Cullen? Get hima peanut butter and
jelly sandwich -- that's his favorite. Can't you see the boy's hungry?"

Pepsi wal ked around the roomtaking it all in. He picked up a picture of
Danny and me; he ran his hand over a copy of Eliot's newspaper, snmled at a
white rubber dragon Mae had left on the floor. Wen he wal ked out into the

hall, | nade no effort to follow him | wasn't even afraid of Jack Chili.
Everything el se hurt too much for there to be roominside for that. Chili and
| sat there in separate silences, listening to Pepsi's feet nmoving slowy and

quietly through the rest of our apartnent.
"Don't forget to check out the pictures on the walls in the bedroon



There's a good one of Danny and Mae and your Monmy's parents -- your
grandparents.”

"Why don't you | eave him al one? What are you going to do now?"

" Me_? I"'mnot going to do anything, Cullen. It's all up to your son."
He gestured with his head toward the other room

"What does that nean?"

"Don't worry about it. How did you like what | did with the kids' dreans
back there? Great, eh? How about the quick change to their all being Pepsi?
You' ve got to admit it was pretty effective -- scared the living daylight out
of you, huh? lust like the last tine you were here, remenber?"

He rai sed both hands, the old gesture of surrender, and suddenly ny
parents were on the floor between us. Have you ever seen a bad car acci dent
wher e peopl e have died? O those inconceivabl e phot ographs of airplane
crashes, mass nmurders, what lay at the bottom of trenches in concentration
canps? Well, that is what ny parents | ooked like, Iying there on the floor in

front of ne: Jack Chili's latest gift. But it was clear they were very nuch
alive and feeling every horror their bodies had been subjected to.

They made sounds . . . they noved a little.

This is what | had seen on the side of the hill leading up to the Caf?

Deut schl and, when | was a girl and first in Rondua. This is why | had used the
fourth Bone of the Mbon to save nyself and ny parents, or so | thought.

| closed ny eyes. "None of it's real."

"No, you're wong. It's real!"

Behi nd nme, Pepsi entered the room and shouted somrething short and
i nconpr ehensi bl e.

There was a hard _snap_ and then total silence. Wen | |ooked, the
bodi es were gone. Pepsi cane up and put his hands on ny shoul ders. | bent ny
head so that | could touch a cheek to one of them

"Thank you."

"You little asshole! Al right, all right, let's begin. Ooviously you
have t he Bones, Pepsi, or else you couldn't have done that. Let ne see them |
have to anyway."

Pepsi sat down on the other end of the couch -- Danny's seat -- and
slung his knapsack round into his |lap. Reaching into it, he brought them out
one at a time, slowy placing each one on the pillow beside him Wen he was
done, there were five. Five? | couldn't believe it. Afifth? Were had it cone
fron? Where had he got the |ast Bone of the Moon? | |ooked fromthe five to
Pepsi, to Jack Chili.

"Surprised, Momy Cul Il en? You've been _had_, dearie. Your little boy's
been pulling your chain."

"I couldn't tell you, Mom-- don't listen to him-- | wasn't allowed to.
| got it when we went to the Hot Shoes the other day. Renmenber when | clinbed
up into the pants?"

| could only nod, then | alnost |aughed. Wat bit of difference did it
make? Not hing surprised ne anynmore. Not the fifth Bone of the Mwon, not ny
parents' bodies withing on the floor, not Jack Chili confortable on the couch
in nmy living room

| got up and sat down again in Eliot's favorite chair; the one I'd
bought at the Salvation Arny and had recovered in paisley. Just out of
curiosity, | looked at the armto see if the stain he'd made with the
chocol at e sundae was still there. It was. Sonehow that pleased ne and
covered it with my hand as if it belonged only to ne.

"Do you know what happens next, Pepsi?"

"No.

Chili sighed. "I didn't think so. Al right, 1'll give you a Ronduan
history | esson. Listen very carefully. No one knows these things but ne,
because | found the other five Bones."

"You? \Wat_other five Bones?"

"Shut up and you'll hear. Woever created Rondua was fair. At all tines,
there are ten Bones of the Mon in existence. The five you found are call ed,



collectively, The Bones of Snoke. The ones | found are called The Bones of
Mark. Don't ask what the phrases nmean, because | don't know. | do think they
have sonmething to do with the gods, or God, or whoever is in charge here. But
that's only ny opinion. Anyway, both sets of Bones are here and al ways have
been. What happens in Rondua depends entirely on which set has been found."

"\Mit _-II
"Stop interrupting nme, Cullen. You won't have any questions when |'m
finished, | can assure you. Both sets of Bones exist, but they nust all be

found by soneone if they wish to gain power. Along tine ago | found The Bones
of Mark, so I've ruled Rondua since that tinme. You're famliar with ny way of
doing things, but | don't want to discuss policy with you because it would do
no good. | rule the way | choose to rule.

"I'f you hadn't found The Bones of Snoke, Pepsi, | would have continued
in power for another three Mlans. Do you know how long a Mlan is?"

Cal m but attentive, Pepsi nodded.

"Good. Once soneone finds the five Bones, either set, they rule for five
Ml ans. Then they nust take the test I'lIl describe to you in alittle while.

"However, what you've done has thrown things off a bit. In the past, it
has frequently happened that two have found the different sets of Bones at the
same time, or alnost the sanme time. Keegan Merle and Nl e Shadows were the
| ast ones to coincide. The | aw says that when that _does_ happen, the test
nmust be taken i mediately by both, and only one will survive. That tine, Merle
won and ruled for his five Mlans. Incidentally, Merle was M. Tracy's father
in case you didn't know.

"After he was gone, there was a short period of no rule before I cane

along. | nust tell you that |I found the five Bones of Mark nore quickly than
anyone ever had in Rondua before."

Looki ng pl eased with hinmself, Chili reached over and picked up the
fourth Bone of the Mbon fromthe couch -- the one that DeFazio had so
indifferently given us when we went to his island; the one that |ooked like a
basebal | ; the one I had used to save nyself in another lifetine.

"What DeFazio said to you wasn't far fromthe truth, you know Even _as_
ruler of this place, you can create policy and institute sone big changes, but
unfortunately old ways and believers take a long tine to die. No matter how
clever or imaginative you are, you'll always be up against certain elenents
which stupidly refuse to go your way. For ne, it's been idiots like Tracy and
Stastny Panenka, not to mention Sizzling Thunb who's as old as a rock and j ust
as obtuse.

"The ways |'ve tried to persuade them |'ve gone to themas Jack Chili,
as Alvin Wllians, as Fire Sandwich . . . you can't believe howl've tried to
convince themto come over to my sidel

"That's not to say, friend Pepsi, that even if you succeed today, you
won't have exactly the same problens facing you tonorrow . Only your problem

will be _my_ followers who, | have to admit, are a dedicated |ot.

"You'll have power. But short of killing everyone who disagrees with you
-- which you co uU do -- you'll have to cajole and convince . . . Al very
bori ng, but part of the job."

| found nyself relaxing as Chili talked on, as if we were sitting with
an old head of state who was rem niscing about his good old days in office.
Except that this head of state was still in power and fromthe tone of his

voi ce, expected to stay there.

"You find the Bones, become ruler and then, if no one else finds the
ot her ones during your term you are allowed to rule the way you want for five
Mlans. That's the history of Rondua in a few |l ong sentences. As told by Jack
Chili, Alvin WIllians, Martio, Fire Sandw ch, etcetera."”

"\What happens at the end of those five MIans?"

"You take the test and die."

There was silence for a long time -- a silence which Chili used to watch
both of us with an unreadabl e expression on his (on their?) face.

"Why is it called a test, then? Mdst tests you can either pass or fail."



"Don't be obnoxious, Cullen. This isn't school; you don't go to history
class next." He had lapsed into Eliot's minicking voice. "l'"mpermtting you
to stay here, so _don't_ rub me the wong way. It's called a test because
that's what they call it, all right?"

My son was at stake and | had to say nore. "All right, but even if you
succeed, you only live for five Mlans? How |l ong is that?"

"That's none of your business. You had your chance once, but Rondua is
only a dreamfor you now For us, it's life. Pepsi, you found the five Bones
of Snoke, so now you have to take the test. And | nust too.

"What you nust also realize is that however 'good' or 'bad' you think
you are, there's absolutely no telling who will win. There is no sense to the
way things are decided. I'"'mas frightened by this noment as you are."

Bendi ng forward, he opened both hands and two gi gantic pistols appeared.
They | ooked as big as shoeboxes, beautifully black and oiled and sl eek.

"Take one."

W thout hesitation, Pepsi chose one. It was too big for his small hand,
so he had to hold it up with two.

"Vait!"

Chili's eyes flared and | sat back hard in my chair.

"We put themin our nouths like this." He opened his nouth wide and slid
the barrel in until the trigger loop rested on his bottomlip. Then he took it
out again so that he could speak. "You have every reason not to trust me, and

| understand that, so | will go first. I'Il pull the trigger and you will hear
t he expl osion. But nothing will happen, no _decision_ wll be made until both
of us have done it. That is the systemand if | win, | continue to rule."

My heart floated cold and dead in ny chest. "Pepsi. Pepsi, do you have
to do this?"

"Yes, Mom | have to. M. Tracy said there would be something like this
at the end; it's the only way things can work out."
| turned to Chili. "Can | have a nminute? Can you give ne sone tinme? Sone

tinme alone with hin"
"OfF course, Ms. Janes. Just don't have a fistfight with him like the

clouds did." The voice was perfect Alvin Wllians. Getting up, Chili |ooked at
my son and | knew they understood each other conpletely in a way | coul d never
understand or be a part of. Chili wal ked out of the room in the kitchen,

heard himat the sink drawing a gl ass of water.
| looked at my son as if | was drowning and in the instant before death,
saw our life together flash through ny nmind. There was nothing | could say.
But what did | _want_ to say? Were there real words for |ove? Wrds heard that
woul d nean sonet hi ng now, now when all was said and done and al nost over?
Pepsi got off the couch, cane to me and got down on his knees next to

me. He put his head in ny lap, his arns around ny legs. | touched his hair as
gently as | could and began to stroke it. It was so soft and thick -- a little
boy's hair -- tangled and dream |y soft.

Deat h doesn't nmake you sad -- it makes you enpty. That's what's so bad

about it. Al of your charns and beliefs and funny habits fall fast through a
bi g bl ack hol e, and suddenly you know thev're gone because just as suddenly,
there's nothing at all left inside.

Funny guys in funny ties,

Wearing helmets, telling lies.

Wal k right here, your place is free.
I love you and you | ove ne.

The Song of the Woden Mce. It was the only thing that canme out of ny
new enptiness, but it was all right and | had enough voice to sing it quietly
to my good son Pepsi

Pressing his head deeper into ny lap, he held ny legs tightly, so
goddammed tightly.



Woden nice know what's nice;
Sawdust cheese and mapl e spice.

He was crying and | was his mother and that was all. The only tine |eft
to us was this noment.
"You are the best, Pepsi. Everything you've done has nade ne proud. |'l]

love you all ny life. And if there's anything afterward, 1'Il |ove you after |
die too. Do you understand ne?"

"Yes, Mom"

Chili had cone up behind us wi thout making a sound. Now he bel ched
[ oudly.

"Let's go."

Pepsi started to get up, but he stunbled on ny foot and fell against ne.

"CGet up! Stop messing around! Take the gun and let's go." Chili's voice
was much higher; it was someone el se's voice, sonmeone | didn't know. He was
scared too.

They sat on either side of the couch and Chili put the pistol inside his
mout h and waited. Pepsi tried to do the sane thing, but the gun was way too
big and he gagged trying to put it as far down his throat.

"Just put it _in_ your nouth, Stupid! Don't waste ny tine!"

Pepsi closed his mouth and swal |l owed. Opening it again, he did what
Chili ordered.

"As | said, I'll go first."

There wasn't even tine to | ook. The blast fromChili's gun filled the
room conpl etel y.

I whi pped ny head his way as the second expl osion came. | screaned,

"Pepsi!" just as ny eyes found Jack Chili.
Who | ooked exactly the sane as he had an instant before.

I was awake. | was honme and | was awake. | was in nmy house and this was
my real world. | knew too, instinctively, instantly, that | would never go
back to Rondua, no matter what happened to nmy son. _That_was why Chili had
allowed ne to remain while he explained the test: he knew | would go away
forever.

| threw the covers off nme and fled the room the bed, everything. The

apartment was pitch-black, street light my only guide. I ran for the living
roomto see what was there, if Pepsi or Chili were there. But nothing was
there. Then sormet hi ng.

" Ohi

Eliot, who' d been spending nights on the couch since Danny had gone,
shot up and | ooked wildly at me. "Wiat is it? What's wong, Cullen?"

"Where's the baby? Were's Mae?"

"God, Cullen, what happened? Wat's w ong?"

"Where is the _baby ?"

"I'n bed, in her crib. Take it easy! What's the matter with you? Wat's
wr ong?"

| moved the last few steps to the crib and | ooked down for ny other
child, praying _she_ would be there and all right. She was! Awake and | ooki ng
very angrily at ne.

Scoopi ng her up, | held her to ny hot chest. She began to cry, but that
didn't matter. Nothing nattered but her being there, well and safe in ny arns.
Hol ding her to nme, | |ooked around the room The couch held only
scattered sheets and a blanket, a pillow crushed up agai nst one of the

arnrests.
"Cullen, will you please tell me what the hell is going on?"



"I had a Rondua dream | think Pepsi's dead there. | don't want to talk.

Let me wal k around and then I'll tell you."

Eliot sat on the couch and watched ne pace the room He wore bright red
flannel pajamas and his hair stood up all over his head. | thought of when
had touched Pepsi's hair; it had only been a nonent ago. | kept wal king the
room

Sone tine later | |ooked at Mae and saw she'd gone back to sleep in ny
arms. | went to the crib and laid her carefully back there, covering her with
t he bl anket Pepsi had so recently fingered. | watched Mae to make sure she

exi sted, even in sleep.

| went to Eliot's chair on purpose and sat down. The chocol ate stain was
still there on the arm Al of ny energy was gone.

"Do you want sone coffee? Let me go make you sone Decaf, Cullen." Eliot
was al ready halfway to the kitchen when he said it.

| listened to himrummagi ng around in there and thought of Jack Chil
drinking water fromthe tap. Was his glass still in the sink?

"You don't have any Decaf left, Cullen. You want me to go and get sone?"

"No, I"'mall right."

"Don't be silly. Wait here and I'lI|l get sone down at ny place. |'ve got
the blend you like, that | buy at 'The Daily Gind'. It'll only take me two
secs to do it."

At the door he turned and asked loudly if there was anything el se
wanted. | didn't want anything; | wanted to know about my son. | heard Eliot
unclicking the different |ocks on the door, heard himsay he'd be back in two
shakes.

The door hit the wall with a tremendous _Bang ! Looking up, | heard
Eliot say, "Hey!" and then throw his hands up agai nst sonethi ng whi ch was
going on outside in the hall.

Then there was anot her sound -- the |oudest, hardest _thud_ | had ever
hear d.

El i ot made anot her noise, then fell straight backward into the hallway.
It was all too fast for ne to register what was happening. | watched Eli ot
fall; saw the rai nbow of blood fromhis head rise and foll ow himdown, all the
way down to the floor.

Soneone knelt over himand smashed his head. One, two, three nore tines.
Each sound was softer and wetter.

Then Alvin WIllians got up and, quick as an animal, was in nmy apart ment
dragging Eliot in after him

I finally understood what was happening. As | noved to ny left, for Mae,
WIllians saw nme and shouted at me to stay still. He closed the door behind him
with his foot and | saw he was wearing brand-new white sneakers.

He had what | ooked |like a crowbar in his right hand. There was bl ood and
other colored things all up and down it.

"Don't nove! Don't do anything!"

He bent over Eliot and smashed the crowbar into the unnoving body again.
Strai ghtening up, he slid one glistening hand down the shaft of the bar and
wi ped what came off on his pants

" _Nani ka nom masho_. That's Japanese! It means, 'Do you want to have a
drink?" 1 know Japanese now. | studied!"

As he started into the room | threw a hand out against him as | had
wi th Weber Gregston and the gypsy. My arc of purple light flew across the
room touched, |anded | ow on the crowbar and sent a green-gold bolt up and
down it.

WIllians watched as it lit up his hand. He | aughed happily. "Geat!"

But the light did nothing else. There was only that light -- no nore
power behind it. | put out my other hand the sane way. Again nothing. WIIlians
nmoved deeper into the room The crowbar still gl owed.

"You didn't wite_ nme. You don't |like_ ne!"

| got up, lost ny balance, fell back again. He watched.
"What do you want, Al vin?"



"What do | want? | want a letter! You' ve got to wite nme a letter!"”
Furious now, he swung the crowbar out wildly to the side and hit a
standing lanp. It flew over and went out as soon as it hit the floor. The room

lost half of its light and the baby started screaning
"Aletter? Okay, let's do a letter. I'lIl wite you a letter: 'Dear Alvin
"Not _that_kind! Aletter with stanps on it! From Japan. Arigato! Send
it to the shogun.”

"Ckay, Alvin, let ne get some paper. |'ve got sone in the bedroom Let's
go in there."

"Goddam it, | want that letter. Wiy don't you have paper in _here_?"
Five feet away, he stepped toward the crib. | paralleled his novenent.

"Don't touch the baby. Just |eave the baby alone, Chili! Don't touch ny

baby!"

The nane stopped himand he | ooked at ne, confused. In desperation,
threw ny hand out at himagain. It had worked once with Wber

The arc came again, only this time slowy and lazily. It drifted in nmany
colors across the room WIliams put up his hand, caught the light and put it
in his nmouth. He ate it.

He took two nmore steps toward the crib, looking at it now | beat him
there and stood with nmy back to it.
The crowbar still glowed. Alight frominside Alvin's stomach gl owed. My

light. My magic. All gone.

"Hell o, Ms. Janes. Renmenber me? Yours very sincerely, Alvin Wllians."
He brought the flickering crowbar up over his head. He wanted ne dead, so
threw nyself on to the floor as far away fromthe baby as | could get. Maybe
he woul d stop when |I was dead.

A noise |like a bonb shook the roomand for an instant | thought | had
al ready been hit, because at the same tinme a white |ight envel oped us all.

Wl lians spun around, his arns still high and cocked and ready.

The Iight was everywhere, but the sound was gone. Only white, full 1ight
and sil ence.

| heard something hit the ground with a hard _clang_. Alvin grunted
once, then jerked sideways and fell near nme. | saw what was |eft of his dead,
split face. Sonething had hit in the mddle of that face and everything had
col I apsed i nwar d.

" NbnP"
Pepsi stepped out of the white light and cane to ne. On ny knees, |
reached up for himbut he shook his head. | wasn't allowed to touch him

"You won, Pepsi!"

He nodded and smiled. "Is that Mae, Mon? It is, isn't it?" H's voice was
his own, only holl ower and nuch, much further away.

He went over to his sister and | ooked at her through the bars of her

crib. I was on all fours when | watched nmy children neet for the first tine.

Mae saw hi m and reached out her hand. She opened her nmouth, closed it,
sm | ed; she knew who he was, |'msure of that.

"Hell o, Mae."

| closed nmy eyes. "I love both of you. Mae sees you, Pepsi. | know she
sees you. | love you both and you're both here now "

He reached out a small finger and al nost touched his sister's hand with
it. "Pronmise to always sing her the Muse song, Mom"

“IowillL"

He pointed toward the wi ndow. New York City was gone and M. Tracy's
face filled the window instead. He smiled like old tines.

"Always sing that one to her, Mom And the one about the Spider C ub
too. That's a good one."

The light grewin the room It clinbed froma sw nm ng-pool blue, to
orange, to yellow, higher yellow, white. It was too bright then and I had to
cl ose nmy eyes. Wen | opened them agai n, both Pepsi and M. Tracy were gone.

When the police arrived, | had Mae in ny arnms and the crowbar across ny



wet lap. Al of the blood had soaked through nmy cotton ni ghtgown and on to ny
thighs. It didn't feel bad.

Alvin WIlliams had escaped two hours before. Doctor Lavery had
conpletely forgotten about nme in the initial confusion. Wen he did renmenber,
he called the police right away. But they took a while to arrive.

WIllians had hailed a cab, strangled the driver, stolen the man's noney
and the tire iron fromthe trunk of the car.

Tire iron. That's what the policenman called the thing. Atire iron.
Alvin still had the key to the front door of our building in his pocket. They
said it had been his prized possession at the Institute, so they'd allowed him
to keep it.

| wouldn't let the police take Mae or the tire iron away fromne. They
took Eliot. Then they took Alvin. But | wouldn't let themtake Mae or the tire
i ron.

When they asked how | had gotten it away from Alvin, | shrugged and said
I _hadn't -- Pepsi had.

They left me al one.

Danny buried Eliot, then nmoved us out of that apartnent within nine days
after it happened. W live on Riverside Drive now, and there is a little bit
of a view of the Hudson River. Danny | aughed and said he had to pay off three
people to get that view, but he wanted me to have it.

In bed last night he held me again and said he wanted to talk to ne for
the rest of our lives. He wanted to wake up talking to me and go to bed
tal king. He said we would hel p each other grow ol d.

Do you know what |'ve been thinking about? Thi nki ng about a | ot? \Wet her
Eliot is with Pepsi now Even if he first had to go to Ophir Zik, | know Pepsi
woul d get Eliot out of there in a flash. That would be great. They woul d have
so much fun together.

There's no way to express how rmuch i miss them

It's hard convincing yourself that where you are at the nmonment is your
hone, and it's not always where your heart is. Sonmetines | win and sonetines
not .



