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_Wthout the insight, imagination, _
_and support of Martina N egel, this_
_story would still be a held breath. _

_For Ryder Pierce Carroll _ --
_where the heart begins_



_There lives within the very flane of |ove_
A kind of wick or snuff that will abate it; _
_And nothing is at a |like goodness still,
_For goodness, growing to a plurisy, _
~Dies in his owm too nuch . _

-- _Shakespeare_, Hanlet,

_Act 4, Scene 7, 113-17_

_Isn't that a | arge shadow on the road_
_running parallel to us or our dreanf_
Is it |oaded?_

-- _Joseph McElroy_, Wren and Men

PART ONE

STEALI NG HORSES

CHAPTER ONE

It took ne less than half a lifetime to realize that regret is one of
the few guaranteed certainties. Sooner or later everything is touched by it,
despite our naive and sensel ess hope that just this time we will be spared its
cold hand on our heart.

The day after we net, Maris York told me | had saved her life. W were
in a café, and she said this through the folds of a black sweater she was

pul l'ing over her head. | was glad she was lost in the mddle of that pullover
because the statenent, although true, made ne feel nmuch too brave and adult
and enbarrassed. | didn't know what to answer.

"It's quite true, Walker. The next time | saw himhe woul d have killed

ne.
"Maybe he just wanted to go on scaring you."
"No, he would have tried to kill ne."
The voice carried no enotion. Her big hands lay open and still on the



pi nk and blue marble table. | wondered if the stone was cold under her pal ns.
If | had been really brave | would have covered her hand with mine. | didn't.

Every once in a while ny friend N cholas Sylvian calls, in a huff, and
says he wants us to nmake anot her novie together. He's got sone new noneybags
lined up to finance one of the many projects we' ve di scussed. Wen that
happens, | usually stop what |I'mdoing and give himnmy full attention. Life
with Nicholas is fun and exciting, and sonetimes very peculiar. | think in our
past |ives we were probably related in some cl ose and aggravati ng way --
revol uti onaries who couldn't agree on tactics, or brothers in love with the
same woman. We always fight a | ot when we're together, but that's only because
we | ove the same things, despite seeing themfromdifferent angles.

This time there was a Herr Nashorn in Minich who was very interested in
produci ng _Secret Feet_, our adaptation of an obscure short story by Henry de
Mont herlant to which | owned the rights. The scoop was, Herr Nashorn wanted us
to fly to Munich that weekend and tal k the whol e i dea over, courtesy of
Nashorn | ndustri es.

So at 6 AM on Saturday, forty-five mnutes before our flight was due
to |l eave, Nicholas picked me up in his little white delivery truck. The first
time | saw that odd vehicle, | asked nmy friend what had possessed himto buy
it.

"Because it |ooks like the kind of truck the Pope tours in."

When | got into the Popenobile that dark norning, N cholas |ooked at ne

and said, "W've got four problems. One, | don't have any gas. Two, | think
forgot my passport. Three, the radio says the traffic out to the airport is
i npossible. Four . . . | can't remenber, but I'lIl think of it. Do you have any

nmoney for gas?"

There was no fourth problem he had his passport, and we nade it to the
airport on time. When we were settled on the plane and had ordered coffee, he
lit a cigarette and smled to hinself.

"Listen to me, Walker. No matter what happens with this Nashorn neeting

today, there's a woman in Munich I've got to call. She's an American
scul ptress you have to neet. You'll love her." He said no nore about it for
the rest of the trip, but kept the same smle on his face.

The idea excited ne. | had always liked blind dates. If nothing else, it

was an interesting way of discovering what people thought of you. How often do
we have the chance to see what we are in a friend's eyes? On a blind date
you're told "You'll love her. | think she's very nuch your kind of woman." And
whet her she is or not, you end the eveni ng knowi ng somet hing new. As far as
this friend is concerned, you're the "sexy blond" type. O a "snoky brunette
who has to be convinced" kind of guy.

M wife and | nmet on a blind date and that date |led to seven good years
together. In the end we separated after both of us spent time in other
peopl e's beds for greedy, bad reasons, and even worse results. The divorce
consi sted of two raw, nmean peopl e saying sordid hal f-truths about each ot her

Why did things go wong? Perhaps because wonderful as it can sonetinmes
be, you can be sure marriage is at all times a quirky, difficult thing to
maintain. In certain ways, it is very much like the solid gold fam |y heirl oom
wat ch your father gives you for graduation. You |ove |ooking at it and owni ng
it, but it isn't like the twenty-dollar liquid-crystal thing nade of plastic
and rubber that needs no mai ntenance to keep perfect tine.

Every day you have to wind the gold beauty to nmake it run right, and you
have to keep setting it, and you have to take it to the jeweler to be cl eaned.

It is_lovely and rare and val uabl e, but the rubber watch keeps better
time with no work at all. The problemw th twenty-dollar watches is that they
all suddenly stop dead at sone point. Al you can do then is throw them away
and buy anot her.

| realized this after ny marriage wound down and stopped. It made ne
feel stupid and bitterly sad, but by then things were way beyond fixing, and



neither of us wanted to see the other again.

My wife Victoria (a nane | still say slowy and carefully) remained in
the United States after our divorce and entered graduate school. | am sure she
is a serious, diligent student.

The worst part of being alone was nmenories often cornered nme and
wouldn't let nme get away. A punpkin-colored coat in a wonen's boutique froze
me in front of the store window, renmenbering a meal with Victoria in Cyprus
where nost of the things on the table were that same Hal | oneen orange. O
waking with a fierce cold, and the first thing you think of is, the last tine
| had one this bad, soneone right here was genuinely worried about how hi gh ny
t emper at ure was.

In the year after the divorce, | returned to Europe and wote two good
screenplays for filns that had only an outside chance of ever being nade. But
that wasn't bad because the work kept ne busy and eager to see what the fina
drafts would | ook Iike.

There are long quiet periods in life that are very nmuch like waiting for
a bus on a nice day. You don't m nd being there so much because the weather is
sunny and nice, and you're in no hurry. But after a while you start |ooking at
your watch because there _are_nore interesting things you could be doing, and
it really is time the bus cane.

Maris just read these pages, and indignantly said | hadn't once
mentioned where all of this happened. | told her I was going to get around to
that; | had been saving Vienna for a place in our story where | would be able
to describe it in the roundabout, leisurely way it deserves. But since there
is less and less tine now, perhaps she is right.

Victoria and | had conme to Vienna eight years before, newWy narried

full of zip, curiosity, and enthusiastic |ove for each other. | was acting in
a | ow budget spy novie being filmed there. 1'd gotten the rol e because | have
the | ooks of a vaguely sinister pretty boy. In ny short acting career, 1'd

pl ayed a cowardly Nazi soldier, a show off baseball player, an arrogant

coll ege student, and a nad killer in a Hawaiian shirt. The Vienna role, which
turned out to be one of ny last, was that of a gol den boy-1vy League di pl omat
in the American Enbassy who just happened to be a Russian spy.

One of the first things that struck me about Vienna was the
funny-soundi ng street names: Schul z-Strassnitzki gasse, Qtakringer Strasse,
Adal bert Stifter Strasse, Blutgasse. Usually you took a big breath before
sayi ng one of these nanes so you wouldn't run out of air hal fway through the
pronunci at i on.

Everything was clean and gray and too heavy with history. Round a
corner, and there would be a white plaque on the side of some building
descri bing Schubert's birth here, Freud's office there.

American cities shrug at their brief histories. There are few signs of
pride in past tenants or events, notw thstanding the kitschy Di sneyl and
at nosphere of places like "Colonial WIllianmsburg.” It is as if the places are
saying no, we're not so old, but who cares? Look how far we have cone. Look
what we've got _now..

Li ke so many European cities, Vienna has an old heart and is arrogantly
proud of its long, confused life. Its art school rejected the candi dacy of
young Adolf Hitler. Yet some years later, the Viennese greeted himwth
delighted fervor in one of their nost revered places, Hel denpl atz (Heroes
Square), a few days after he had invaded their country. In the first years of
his life, Mzart blossomed fully in Vienna into the exquisite shortlived
orchid he was. Then, only a couple of decades later, he died there and was
dunped into a paupers' grave sonewhere outside the city walls. They're stil
not sure where.

Because so nmany old people live there, the city's personality is a



reflection of theirs: careful, suspicious, orderly, conservative. It is a town
where you needn't be afraid, where taking a walk is still a great visual
pl easure, where real creamis used in the cafés.

Victoria and | had never been to Europe together, so being in Vienna in
those first days of our marriage was one |ong adrenaline rush to wonder.

Ni chol as Syl vian was the director of the film and our friendship began
qui ckly when we di scovered how simlar our tastes were.

Wien shooting for the day was over, we often went together to the Café
Zartl where we tal ked about rock and roll, how both of us had at one tine
wanted to be painters, and only as an end-of-the-eveni ng subject, how to nake
our novie better than it was.

The producers had taken a chance on Nichol as because he was stil
relatively young and, until then, had never nmade a "big" film But his |lovely
docunentary about old Russians living in Vienna, _Opa Suppe_ (_G andfat her
Soup_), had won a Gol den Bear at the Berlin FilmFestival and caused a | ot of
tal k.

Worren | oved Ni chol as because he was conpletely attentive to them and
seened to promise every good trait they ever wanted in a man. But he was
vol atil e and noody, and quick to wipe you off his list if he ever felt you
weren't with himall the way.

| learned all of this in the three months it took to shoot the film And
working with Nicholas Sylvian, director, | learned | was a nediocre actor.
knew | would be able to play gol den bad boys for a few nore years, but that
didn't matter: | didn't want to spend ny life working hard to be just _okay_
at what | did, no matter what it happened to be. After a tinme, when | felt |
could trust ny new friend with a few big secrets, | told N cholas ny doubts.

"No, Wal ker, you're not a bad actor. You've just got that perverse face
up against a sunny tenperature.”

"You nean _tenperanent_?"

"Exactly. It takes a really great actor to overcome that. A man can have
a baby's face and be a villain in the novies, but it's hard to be the reverse.

Peopl e in the audience don't believe it. Inreal life it's okay, but not in
t he novi es.

"You don't want to be an actor anyway. | keep waiting to see that script
you wote."

"How di d you know about that ?"

"Victoria told ne. She said you're dying to showit to ne, but won't
because you're too afraid.™

"I"'mnot a witer, N cholas. As soon as | showit to you, | start
pretending I am"

He shook his head and rubbed his nose at the sane time. "You don't have
to be Tolstoy to wite a novie. You were a painter once. Witing for the
novies is like giving the eyes direction. Dialog cones second in this kind of
witing. Only guys |ike Lubitsch and Wody Allen get away with great |anguage.
If you want great words, read a book. Let nme see the script tonorrow "

After | had finished ny part in the film we decided to stay in Vienna
to enjoy sone of a spring that had arrived in the quick, unexpected way it
often does in Central Europe: two days ago sl eet, today summery-slow pink
clouds, and all tops down on the horse-drawn carri ages.

Ni cholas didn't like nmy screenplay, but surprisingly, _did_Ilike the way
| wote. He said | should start another. That gave ne heart to leap into
another story idea | had hiding in nmy shadows.

Every norning | Kkissed nmy sleeping wife good-bye and, full of
i nspiration, marched out the door of our apartment, notebook and fountain pen
ready to go.

Two bl ocks away was ny bel oved Café Stein where, after coffee strong as
a stone and a fresh croissant, | would get down to work on my newest _rmagnus
opum_. The waiters glided by in a professional hush. If | |ooked up and caught



their eye, they'd nod approvingly at the fact | was witing in their café.
They carried silver trays that caught the early sun's rays, which threw silver
back agai nst the snoke-stained walls.

Anyone who doesn't want to be an "artist" in Europe, raise your hand.

If you are very lucky, you're allowed to be in certain places during
just the right season of your life: by the sea for the sumrer when you're
seven or eight and full of the absolute need to swimuntil dark and exhaustion
cl ose their hands together, cupping you in between. O in another country when
there is both an exciting _now_and enough dust and scent of the past
everywhere to give fall light a different, violent color, the air a m xed
aroma of open flower markets, people naned Zwitkovitz, a passing tram s dry
electricity.

Victoria and | were very lucky. Wile | wote ny novie, she discovered
the Wener Werkstatte group, which resulted in her eagerly enrolling in a
Vi ennese architecture and design course at the university.

A month, then two, came and went. Wenever we di scussed | eavi ng Europe
and returning to the United States, a blank | ook crossed both our faces, and
we either smiled or shrugged: Neither of us was ready to go, so why even talk
about it?

One day a friend of N cholas's called and sheepishly asked if | would be
interested in acting in a television commercial. They woul d dub a Gernman voice

over mne after filmng, so all | would have to do would be to snile
convi ncingly and nmouth how rmuch | loved feeding _Frolic_ to ny bulldog.
Thi ngs worked out well, and | talked with a nunber of people on the set.

A few days | ater one of themcalled and asked if | wanted another job.

For the next two years, ny nodeling for magazi nes and tel evision
commercials allowed us to continue living in Vienna. By then, both of us had
made contacts all over the place. Victoria had been hired as a researcher by a
prof essor at the School for Applied Art. In addition to nodeling, | was
wor ki ng at an assortment of free-lance jobs, including a conmn ssioned script
for N chol as.

Since we had first nmet, he had nade a reputation as a smart, able
di rector who put together good-I|ooking highbrow filnms for very little noney.
Qur spy filmhad been his only real shot at a big comercial success, but it
had done only so-so. He worked all the time, but never on as large a scale as
he w shed.

Al ong the way, he had married a worman who designed furniture and had a
| ast nane so long and inpressive that even she couldn't put all of her noney
init. Unfortunately, Eva Sylvian didn't like Victoria Easterling (and vice
versa), so nost of the tinme just Nicholas and | went out together

He knew so nmany different people -- opera singers, neo-Nazi politicians,
a bl ack Anerican who owned the only Mexican restaurant in all of Austria.

Ni chol as wanted you to neet all of his friends. They were the greatest gift he
could give: He wanted to give you to them Sone of these peopl e becane
friends, others sinply filled the evenings with funny |lines or ponpous
chatter.

At first, Victoria wanted to hear all about these gatherings, but as
ti me passed, only about who fanpbus was there, or the juiciest norsels.

W had so many things together, Victoria and I. Alife fully shared
three-quarters of the time. But fromthe beginning, ny wife and | plotted our
courses on separate, albeit adjoining, maps. | don't know if that's what |ed
to the death of our marriage, but | don't think so. Those different courses
made our time together richer and nore precious. Wien we nmet in the evening,
it was to give each other the gift of our day, how it had opened, what it
nmeant or had done to us.

But in the m dst of one of those death-throe argunents you have at the
end of a long and successful relationship, Victoria said we were guilty of
havi ng gi ven each other too much room too much rope, too nuch tinme away. |
said that wasn't true. W were guilty of having grown | azy about things that
shoul d have been checked and rechecked all the tine; adjusted quickly when we



saw t he gauges registering in the red zone of the heart. | am not being
facile, either. Life itself is fine-tuning. Marriage, that, tinmes two.

Life starts to go bad when irony begins. O is it the converse? The
ironies in our life began with nmy first lover outside marriage: a classmate of
Victoria's fromthe university who cane to our apartnent one night to discuss
a project they were doing together on Josef Hoffnann.

Victoria's first lover? Naturally, an actor | introduced her to, who
owned a | ot of Josef Hof f mann-desi gned furniture.

Having an affair is like trying to hide an alligator under the bed. It
is much too dangerous and big to be there, it sure doesn't fit_, and no
matter how carefully you try to conceal it, some part of the beast inevitably
sticks out, is seen, sends everyone running and screaning

The last tinme we travel ed together was to Arerica to get a divorce.
Victoria said divorce was never having to say you're sorry . . . again.

After it was over, ny famly urged ne to stay with themin Atlanta
awhile, but | used pain as nmy excuse to escape to Vienna: My friends were
there, my work, everything. So | returned to the town as if it were an old
best friend who would put its arns around ne and, over drinks, listen
synmpat hetically to nmy probl ens.

| was thirty, and that is a turning point for anyone, even those not
freshly divorced and out on the track again.

Ni chol as and sone ot her nice people were wonderful. They squired ne
around, fed ne lots of delicious nmeals, often called late at night to make
sure | wasn't |eaning too far out the w ndow .

At one of those dinners, soneone asked nme if | knew how fl am ngoes got
their color. | didn't. Apparently those funny, |ong-legged birds are not
natural ly that psychedelic coral pink. They're born a sort of dirty white. But
fromthe beginning, they exist on a diet of plants rich in carotene, "a red
hydrocarbon.” If you are a flam ngo, you turn fromwhite to pink when you eat
enough car ot ene.

Anyway, the image fascinated me. | kept thinking |I had gone through
al nrost a decade with Victoria, |argely unaware of either our original colors
or the shade our relationship had eventually turned us after all that tine
t oget her.

And al nbost nore inportant, what color was | then, back in Vienna, alone?
To go froma good marriage to a stranger's bed was a pretty big change froma
"carotene diet." It is not only God who is in the details, it is also very
nmuch us.

It was time for ne to pay attention to those details. Next time around,
assum ng | would be |ucky enough to have another chance at a shared lifetine
wi th someone, | would know the color of ny skin (and heart!) before offering
it to another.

Did that mean carrying a hand mirror with ne at all tines so | could see
nmysel f fromevery angle? No, nothing so drastic or inane. Self-examination is
usual ly a hal f-hearted, spontaneous thing we do when we're either scared or
bored. As a result, whatever conclusions we reach are distorted either by a

clumsy urgency or a listless sigh. But in ny own case, | sinply wanted to be
| ess surprised by what | did _after_ | didit.
About six nmonths after | returned to Austria, luck, |ike a boonerang,

cane flying back to ne on a wide slow arc. The novie | had been conmi ssi oned
to wite was shot. For sone unknown, delightful reason, it did great business
in ltaly and Spain. Its success led to another Nicholas Syl vian-\Wal ker
Easterling coll aboration that happened at just the right tine. | also |iked
the idea of this new one nore, so the actual witing cane much nore easily. It
was a romantic comedy and | was able to plug many of nmy own good nenories into
the story. Another tinme, those nenories would have left nme feeling blue and
failed. But integrating theminto a filmworld that ended happily, with a | ong
kiss and a fortune in the pocket of the |overs was the best way to relive that
part of the recent past.

The filmwas never made, but it led to another producer, another script,



and a basic assurance that, for the time being, | would be able to rely on the
witing profession to keep me goi ng.

| bought a small, sunny apartment on Bennogasse, two bl ack | eat her
chairs that | ooked like matching pistols, and a blind cat fromthe _Tierheim_
t hat somewhere had picked up the nysterious name Ol ando. He cane when
call ed and spent the first week in nmy new hone wal king carefully through the
roons |ike an astronaut just |anded on a new planet. He was the
sal t - and- pepper gray of week-old snow, and spent nost of his day asleep on top
of an ol d baseball glove | kept on the edge of ny desk. Ol ando's greatest,
his only, trick was knowi ng when the tel ephone was going to ring before it
did. If he was asleep on the desk, a few seconds before the call canme he would
l[ift his head suddenly and nove it left and right, as if a fly were somewhere
in his neighborhood. Then, _ring_! | liked to think that being both a cat
_and_ blind made himprivy to certain small cosmic secrets. But the |onger we
lived together, his early-warning tel ephone | ook appeared to be his only
talent in that direction

| also tried to nmake the days nore orderly and worthwhile. Wake up
exercise, eat, wite, go for along walk. . . . In certain ways | felt like a
[ ucky survivor; soneone just out of the hospital after a dangerous operation
or terrible illness.

A direct result of all this reshuffling and reapprai sal was that,
despite meeting a nunber of attractive and interesting wormen, | did not want
to get involved in any kind of relationship then, not even just to "foo
around." Sex with new faces held little appeal in those days, although that
had been one of the prinme causes of ny dead marriage. There were so many ot her
thi ngs that needed to be sorted out and understood before | visited the Land
of Ladi es agai n.

Four months later | was married again.

The whole ride in fromthe Minich airport N cholas tal ked about the
worman he wanted ne to neet. It was characteristic though, because whatever
Ni chol as |iked, he |iked whol e-heartedly and described in gl owi ng, nountai nous
terns.

"Do you know Ovo, the fashion photographer?"

"Sure, he's the guy who does nodel s parachuting out of planes in bal
gowns, doesn't he?"

"That's right. Maris York was his main nodel for two years. You'll know
her face when you see it, |I'msure.”

"lI's she beautiful ?"

He frowned, hesitated before answering. "Beautiful? | don't know about
that. She is six feet tall, has hair as short as yours, and brown eyes that
are a miracle. But no, she's not what nost people would call beautiful. But
she's the kind of woman you see somepl ace and wi sh you were going to spend the
rest of your life with."

I laughed and nodded to show | was inpressed. He wasn't finished.

"She drives an old Renault R4 with no heater and the radio is al ways
broken. The wires stick out of the dashboard. You love her even nore for that
car."

"Have you ever been together wi th her?"

He | ooked at me as if | had said something terrible.

"Hell no! It would be like blowi ng out the candles on a birthday cake."

"What is that supposed to nean?"

"Wal ker, some people you touch and sone you dream about."



Herr Nashorn | ooked |ike a goldfish in aviator glasses. W had coffee
and cake in his office and tal ked about films we'd all enjoyed. It was
get -acquai nted chatter, and we were all waiting to see who would be the first
to mention our project.

In the mddle of the gabbing, N cholas stood up abruptly and asked if he
could make a tel ephone call. He winked at ne, and started dialing froma phone
in the corner of the office.

Whil e he called, Nashorn began talking to me, so | couldn't really hear
what ny friend was sayi ng. But when he reached her, his voice went |ow and
sexy, and his face was truly happy.

"Herr Nashorn, where are we eating lunch, and at what tine?"

"The _Vier Jahreszeiten_, | guess. About two o'clock.”

"Good." N cholas held the receiver up and pointed to it. "Do you mnd if
| bring a guest?"

W waited half an hour before ordering. She didn't show up. The food
cane, we ate and tal ked, she didn't show up. Nicholas went twice to | ook for
her, but came back both tines shaking his head.

"It's not like Maris to do this, damm it. | wonder if something is
wong. It has ne worried."

"Did you call her?"

"Yes, but there was no answer."

After lunch we went back to the office and spent the afternoon talking,
but Nicholas was clearly preoccupied with his friend and not nuch help selling
our picture. Every half hour he got up to call again. Nashorn didn't I|ike
these interruptions one bit. He kept shooting exasperated, annoyed | ooks at
one or another of his associates every time N cholas excused hinself to go to
t he phone.

| did what | could to keep the ball rolling, describing wonderful scenes
| already had in mnd to wite, suggesting actors | thought would be right for
the different roles. Wienever someone nade a suggestion or comment, | |istened
carefully and even pretended to take notes.

Soneone said you shoul d never be a housepai nter because others all think
they know how to do it and, as a result, will always be telling you how to do
it better. The sanme is true with maki ng novies. Sone of the things said in the
nmeeting that afternoon were so dunb and off-base that | frequently had to gulp
to keep ny exasperation down.

Fortunately, Nashorn was very interested in making a novie, and despite
Ni chol as's strange behavi or, our neeting ended with the boss of Nashorn
Industries smling and actually rubbing his hands together

"This kind of work is what | like. Lay the plans and then get going. |
think we can pull sonething together here, M. Sylvian. And M. Easterling
you have the right ideas for the screenplay: clever, funny, and sexy. Don't
forget those sexy parts though -- that's what nmakes people like me go to the
novi es! "

Everyone shook hands, backs were patted, and finally we were out on the
street in an adamant winter rain before either of us spoke again.

"‘Don't forget the sexy parts!' N cholas, are we really going to have to
work with that dope?"

"He's just an asshole, Walker. Don't worry about him W' Il take his big
nmoney and nmake our own film Come on, |'ve got to find a phone. | want to try
her one nore tinme before we go to the airport. What time is the flight?"

| looked at my watch. "Alittle under two hours."

W wal ked sonme bl ocks in the rain before spying the ghostly yell ow bl ock
of a lit phone booth. While N cholas called, | stood outside and tried to



shield myself fromthe nmean, icy drops that were com ng down |ike bal
beari ngs.

He reached her and gave ne a big thunbs up. But he spoke only a few
wor ds before shouting "He did _what_?" and sl anmi ng his hand hard agai nst one
of the walls. The booth shook

Wth the phone to his ear he | ooked at nme and said, "The fucking guy
tried to kill her!"

| didn't know which fucking guy he was tal king about, but assuned he
meant the man she was living with.

"He killed me" is one of the nore overused phrases of our already
hyperbolic tines. As a result, it has |l ost nobst of its punch. People use it to
say "killed" in business, in bed, on the golf course. |I've |learned not to pay
attention when people use it, but the | ook on N cholas's face behind the wet
gl ass said there was no fooling around here.

He spoke for a short time into the receiver, |looking at ne while he
munbl ed and nodded and tightened his |ips repeatedly. Suddenly, he hung up
with a bang and came out.

"We've got to nmeet her at the Kafer. She'll be there in twenty mnutes.”

The streets were jamed with five o' clock traffic but we found a taxi.
It was a brand-new Mercedes full of that great mystical newcar snell.

"Do you want to tal k about it?"

He nodded. "She's been living with a French guy for about a year. Luc
somet hing. He thinks he's a director, but the only films he's ever nmade have
been industrial shit about how to work a conputer or a stormw ndow. | don't
know where she got him but | never liked him He's about five feet five,
spends most of his tinme |lying around honme conpl ai ni ng, and wal ks around in
T-shirts in winter so you'll see his nuscles. A real weekend Ranbo, you know?

"Anyway, she got smart about two nonths ago and t hrew hi mout of her
house. Since then he's been foll ow ng her everywhere she goes. Stands outside
her apartnment all night, shows up in every restaurant she goes to, calls her
up and threatens her --"

"Threatens her? How?"

"Hey, listen, a couple of days ago he broke into her place and tried to
rape her! Tore off her clothes and threatened to stab her with a pair of
scissors if she didn't come across. Jesus Christ, she's such a sweet wonan.
Wait till you neet her. How coul d sonebody do that? She was able to talk him
out of it, but then today he grabbed her on the street and started hitting her
in the face. Said _no one_ ever left him Can you believe it?"

"I can believe it if he's a madnan. How did she stop hinP"

"Started scream ng. Luckily, a couple of cops showed up. He ran away!
_Ran away_. The guy is forty years old and he runs away! But when she went
back to her apartnment, he called her and said he was going to get her, no
matter what she did."

Ni chol as patted ny knee and shook his head. "A nice man to get invol ved
wi th, huh?"

The Kafer is a Munich "in" spot of the first order. It is full of people
wearing |leather, jewels, or very little. During the last part of the cab ride
Ni chol as cheered up sone, and was smling again as we went through the door of
the restaurant.

It felt as if all the people there were waiting: for their date, for the
right monment, for whatever they felt was their due. | have always felt
unconfortable in places lIike that, places where no one tastes the expensive
food or drink because they are too busy watching the door to see who cones in.
| was thinking about that as we nmade our way across the roomto a staircase
| eading to the bar.

As we were about to start clinbing, N cholas turned to nme and said
somet hi ng exciting, but which later turned out to be eerily prophetic.

"Wal ker, now you are going to fall in love with a unique woman." He said



no more and noved up the stairs. | followed, curious as hell

The bar was small and crowded. People were making | ots of noise,
drowni ng each other out. Watching the action and | ooking for a uni que woman, |
| ost sight of N cholas, who had drifted off to the left sonmewhere. It was very
hot in there, and | decided to check ny coat at the stand on ny right. Moving

toward it, | had to go around a high netal table that was there for people who
couldn't find space at the bar
Standing at that table was a very tall woman dressed all in black except

for a round red velvet hat that |ooked Iike sonething a bellboy would wear.
The first thing that entered nmy mnd was how wonderful it would be if she were
waiting for me. Her face was cloud white, her eyes dark, |arge, and nenorabl e.
The funny hat was pushed forward and down tight on her head, but thick
eyebrows said she had black or very dark hair. She was smoking an unfiltered
cigarette. Wien her eyes saw nme they were indifferent. This worman definitely

_wasn't_ waiting for ne. | tried to hold those eyes with mne, but she
suddenly saw sonet hi ng over ny shoul der that nmade every feature on her face
bri ght en.

Soneone put his hands on ny shoul ders frombehind and 1 felt nyself
pushed toward her.

"N chol as!"

"Hello there!"

They enbraced and | watched her pull himin with a giant bearhug. So
what? _This_ worman was Maris York. Sonetines |life hands you a big tip.

"I amso glad to see you."

"Me too, pal. Maris, this is ny friend Wal ker Easterling."

She continued to hold his armwhile we shook hands. She gave ne a good
shake: strong, totally there.

"It's good to neet you, Walker. It was so nice of you to cone."

It astounded nme how poi sed and happy she | ooked. A couple of hours ago
she had been attacked, but now she stood there |like the unruffled hostess at a
di pl omatic cocktail party.

"Hey, what's that?" N cholas pointed to a dark nmark bel ow her right ear

"A souvenir fromLuc. | think nmy jawis going to be a hell of a sight
tonorrow. I'Il ook Iike a boxer who lost."

"Wait a minute. Let ne get sonme wine and then we can tal k about
everything." He wal ked to the bar. Maris watched himclosely. Wen she turned
to me she was crying and sniling at the sane tine.

"Pl ease excuse ne, Walker. | just --" She put a hand to her eyes and
brusquely rubbed tears away. "It's so good to see you two. After N chol as
called this norning | was so happy. Then this stupid thing had to happen." She
rubbed her eyes again. "I was really lost today. | thought | was going to
drown. "

"Are you all right now?"

"I want to be all right, but I'mstill pretty bad. I wi sh we could have
nmet under different conditions."”

Ni chol as cane back with a large bottle of white wine and three gl asses.
"So, have the police caught himyet?" He handed her a glass with wine to the
t op.

"No, and | don't think they will, either. If I know him he's on his way
to France by now. He's been in trouble with the police before. \Wenever
somet hi ng bad happens, Luc zips back to Paris. He's got famly there. At heart
he's a big scaredy-cat."

That did it. That she should call the man (nonster?) who'd so recently
tried to kill her a "scaredy-cat" made me |ove her. Believe ne, it was that
si npl e.

The keys that unlock the heart are made of funny materials: a disarmng
phrase that comes out of the blue, nowhere, a certain sexy wal k that sends you
reeling, the way someone hunms when she is alone. My father said it was the way
nmy not her danced with him

Ni chol as and Maris continued talking while | stared at her and tried to



figure out what to do. When | tuned back to their conversation, he was asking
what she was going to do.

"Stay with a friend. I want to | eave town as soon as possi bl e because
don't know when he'll be back. | don't know where to go yet, so I'll have to
figure that out first."

"Do you want sone noney?"

She reached over and touched his cheek. "No, but thank you for offering.
When | was honme | took all of ny cash and checks and passport, just in case.

' mnot going back to that apartnent. 1'lIl call ny friend Heidi and have her
nmove ny things to a warehouse, or sonething. Werever Luc is, he won't | eave
me al one anynore. | didn't tell you a lot of the things that have happened. |

used to think he was just angry and hurt, but he's really crazy, N cholas."

"Why don't we take you with us to Vienna?"

| _ said that.

Both of them | ooked at me with the same expression: Huh?

Ni chol as drank some w ne, then | ooked at his watch. "He's absolutely
right. Let's go, Maris. W've got forty-five mnutes."

She put a hand to her nmouth. GCh! The nonent before she spoke was ten
years long. What the hell would I do if she said no? What woul d the night be
i ke back in Vienna without her? She | ooked from Ni cholas to me, to N chol as
agai n.

"I think I want to do that."

"Then do it. Let's go."

Her coat was short and bl ack and nmade of sone kind of satiny material.
wat ched her pull it around her shoul ders as we got ready to go. She turned and
| ooked at ne.

"I's this crazy? Should I do it?"

"I guess it's no crazier than anything el se today, you know? Does Luc
know you're friends with N chol as?"

"Ch yes, but he'd never expect ne to go to Vienna on the spur of the
monent like this. It's not nmy style; I'mnot usually very spontaneous."

'Then you're all set."

She took a deep breath and nodded, nore to herself than to nme. "Yes,
you're right. Thank you."

Ni chol as took her armand started for the stairs. | foll owed, wondering
what part CGod or fate or luck played in this script. There was still a fear
around ny heart that she would suddenly stop and say she couldn't possibly go.
Maybe wi t hout thinking |I wal ked behind them on purpose, to catch her if she
began to fall back into uncertainty, or ran up hard against the wall of risk
she was facing.

A few weeks later | asked Maris what she was thinking that night as we
wal ked out of the restaurant. She gave a strange answer.

"I was thinking about a woman | know who entered contests. For years she
clipped coupons and filled out forns, did all those things you do to enter
contests. Areal fan. Well, one day she won. Wn first prize. It was a
three-day trip across Colorado in a hot air balloon. Gournet picnics, see the
nmount ai ns fromup hi gh, the works. N ce, huh? The day she was to go up, she
had to neet the balloon in a big field somewhere that bordered a nationa
forest. When she arrived, there were all kinds of caneramen and TV reporters
there to record the festivities. She |oved that because she's kind of a ham
So now the prize was even better than she'd hoped. How nany tinmes does that
happen in life? First, she'd won the contest, then she was going to be on the
six o' clock news. Everything was _wunderbar _.

"There were four people in the balloon, and once they were all on board,
the thing took off. The television cameras were rolling, everyone was shouting
good- bye and wavi ng, the pilot had broken out a bottle of chanpagne.

Then the ball oon caught on fire. Don't ask nme how. The whol e thing just went
right up, _swoosh_! They were about two hundred feet in the air. No, that's
too much, but they were very high, according to her. The balloon started

di sintegrating and droppi ng pi eces of burning canvas on t hem



"My friend and two of the other people panicked and jumnped right over
the side. Those other two were killed as soon as they hit the ground, but by
some mracle ny friend hit a tree and was sl owed or deflected. She didn't die,
but she spent the next three years in a hospital and wal ks with two canes
now. "

"God, what a story. But what does it have to do with the night we net?"

"That night I was wondering if flying off to Vienna so spontaneously was
going to be like nmy friend junping fromthe balloon."

"Fromthe frying pan into the fire?"

"No, because the fire was all around nme. Luc had burned that day to the
ground. | thought that even if | came down and hit like an egg in Vienna, it'd
be better than going down in slow rmad flanes."

W drove to the Miunich airport in her old red car. It was as N chol as

had described -- a nmess. The ashtrays were packed, the back seat sported a big
rip, books were scattered everywhere. | spent nost of the trip trying to read
the titles by passing streetlight. | wondered if she was a slob, but I was so

happy about what was going on that | didn't care. N cholas asked her to turn
on the radio, but she said it had been broken the week before. He | eaned over
t he backseat and w nked at ne.

"Hey, _Kleine_, how come you never bought a nice car? You nake enough
money. This thing | ooks |ike something out of _Mad Max_."

While shifting gears, she gave hima poke in the ribs. "That's not very
nice. What am | supposed to do, be like you and buy a Porsche? An ML.C ?"

He | ooked at me again. "What's an ML.C ?"

"AMd-Life Crisis car. Every man | know who drives one is either a
twenty-year-old brat who got it fromhis daddy, or a forty-year-old who wants
to have a last fling before admtting he's bald and | ooks silly with a gold
Rol ex and a teenage girlfriend."

"I"'mnot bald. |I don't have a teenage girlfriend."

She | ooked at him and al though she was smiling, raised her eyebrows
guestioni ngly. "Maybe not, but you bought that car as soon as you turned
forty. Don't forget, N cholas, | was right there when you got it."

There was a kind of sexy, teasing tone to their banter that nade ne
seriously doubt what N cholas had said earlier about their not being | overs.
Before the ride was over, she had said a nunber of things to him he woul dn't
have all owed others to say w thout becom ng very angry or defensive.

She drove the way she spoke: nervously, a little too fast, but clearly
in control. | kept forgetting what she had al ready gone through that day. It
was as if we three were out for a night on the town and not, in fact, helping
her to flee a lunatic who had gone for her with a pair of scissors.

"I"'mgoing to call Uschi fromthe airport and see if you can stay with

her."

| quickly tried out three or four sentences in my head. "She can stay
with me, Nicholas. It's no problem" "Hey, stay at ny apartnent, Maris. |'l
bunk out on the couch if you don't nmind sleeping with a cat." | tried severa

and then wisely decided to keep ny trap shut.
At the Miunich airport she put the car in a long-term parking slot and we

scanpered through the fast-nmoving traffic to the main termnal. It was nine at
ni ght and there were few people in the building. Wile Maris bought her
ticket, N cholas went off to find a tel ephone. | stood far back fromthe

ticket booth, not sure if she wanted nme nearby. Wien she was done she cane
ri ght over.

"I haven't flown in so long. |'ve always hated to. It scares ne right
down to the bone. | usually take five Valiumand sink into a dead stupor an
hour before flight tine. That's ny way of handling it. No Valiumthis tine."

"You don't look like the kind who'd be afraid of flying."

"Just watch ny knees when we take off."

"I know We'll sit on either side of you in the plane so you can have



stereo arns to squeeze if you need to."

"You know what's so nice about this whole experience, Wl ker? That
somet hing so reassuring and . . . human could come out of so much bad.
t hought when | went to neet Nicholas it would be for an hour and he'd make ne
feel alittle better. Nothing nore than that. But afterward |1'd have to go
back to being frightened and unsure of what to do next. But you've so
wonderfully taken all of those decisions out of ny hands. You just said 'We'l

take care of you' and you have. | can't tell you how grateful I am And you
don't even know ne!"
| alnmost couldn't look at her. "I hope I will."

It was raining when Nicholas pulled up in front of the Arrivals section
in his white truck. Maris |aughed |oudly and cl apped her hands.

"It's the Good Hunmor man! Were's the Porsche, in the back?"

| had forgotten there were only two bucket seats in the little truck, so
Maris had to ride back to town on ny |ap. She kept asking if she was crushing
me. It would have been fine with me if the trip had lasted a few days.

Uschi Hellinger had worked with Nicholas for nany years, doing all of
the costuming for his filns. She was probably his best female friend, and he
often referred to her as his sister. | |liked her for many reasons, especially
because she was al ways dead-honest with ne, but al so generous and quirky. When
| returned to town after my divorce, she was one of the kind ones who had kept
a loving eye on ne.

She lived in an atelier in the Third District, and answered the door
that night in a flannel nightgown as red as a fresh poppy. | didn't know her
connection to Maris, but the two of them whooped happily when they saw each
ot her and enbraced hard. A glass table in a corner of the roomhad a big
spread of food on it. None of us had eaten in a long tine, so the next half
hour was devoted to consuming everything on that table, while Uschi grilled us
about what had happened in Minich

In the mddle of Sachertorte, Maris began to cry. She was exhausted and
the day had finally closed down on her. | have rarely seen a person in so much
obvi ous pain. Hunched forward, hands spread over her face, there were so many
tears that they actually dripped through her fingers onto the floor. Uschi got
right up and put her arms around her, their heads together in what |ooked |ike
prayer, or nourning.

Ni chol as | ooked at ne and gestured with his head for us to go. W got up
at the sanme tinme and went for the door. | turned there and | ooked back into
the room Uschi |ooked up, sniled briefly, and then turned her attention back
to her friend.

The next norning | woke to an alnost total |oss of memory of what had
happened the day before. It was only when | was pulling on nmy pants that
everyt hing came back in such a Technicolor rush that | could only stand there
and | ook blankly at the wall across the room

| don't know why this |apse occurred, but | had a hunch. Seven hours
before ny mnd, like the rest of my body, had al so dropped all of its
"clothes" on the floor before crawling wearily into bed. Overtired by all the
thi ngs the day had demanded it take in, or consider, reject, nmenorize . .
brain had sinply had enough and wanted some enpty hours to itself. And like a
heavy drinker the norning after, it rose to the call of the day only because
it had to.



Ol ando broke through nmy remenbrances of things past. Standing in his
magenta cat box in the bathroom he |oudly announced that it was tine for
breakfast, since he had already finished his norning ablutions, etcetera.

| wal ked barefoot into the kitchen and opened hima can of sonething
tasty. One good thing about Ol ando; he wasn't a picky eater. Avocadoes or raw
liver were his favorites, but he made a happy neal of alnobst anything | put in
his bow . He always ate very slowy, pausing sonetines between bites to think
about what he was eating. If you said something to himwhile he was chew ng,
his mouth woul d stop noving and, blind though he was, he would | ook in your
direction and wait for you to finish before he went on

Whil e preparing my own coffee and toast, | ran yesterday through ny
m nd: backward, forward, and lots of stop-action. It rem nded me of an athlete
reviewi ng previous gane novies in order to spot both his opponents' and his
own weaknesses and sli p-ups.

When t he phone rang, | was thinking about sonething Maris had said to ne
on the plane trip hone. "Today has been the kind of day that tires you out the
rest of your life."

The phone had rung four times before | picked it up

"Wl ker, have you called her yet?"

“No. Should I?"

"OfF course! Don't you know how | onely and frightened she is?"

"Nicholas, it's nine in the norning! | don't think she's lonely and
frightened yet. Listen, we tal ked about this, but 1'mgoing to ask again: 1Is
it really all right with you if I ask her out?"

"Absolutely. | know what you're thinking, but we really never went very
far. Don't be paranoid before you begin."

Before | called | brushed my teeth.

"Hello, Maris? This is Wal ker Easterling."

"Hi! | just got back five minutes ago. | went out and bought everything
| need to canmp out here indefinitely: a toothbrush, soap, and nascara. | even
went to a toy store and bought a couple of LEGO sets."

"LEGO? What do you do with that?"

"Didn't Nicholas tell you? That's what | work with. | do LEGO
constructions. | build cities with them LEGO bal sa wood, sonetines
papi er-maché. 1'll show you sonmetime. | build ny own cities for a living and
peopl e actually buy them"

"Do you show in galleries?"

"Ch yes. | had a big one in Brenen a while ago; sold al nost everything.
It nade ne so happy and lazy that | didn't do anything for two nmonths. Then |
realized | had run out of nobney and it was tine to start working again.
Unfortunately, that's when Luc started in on ne."

"Maris, do you have any free tine today? Can | treat you to a coffee or
[ unch?"

"I was going to ask you the same thing."

"Real ly? Do you think we could do it now? | waited breakfast, hoping
you'd say you were hungry."

W net a half hour later on the Graben. One of Vienna's main wal king
streets, it is always a nice place to be, full of relaxed strollers, outdoor
cafés, chic stores. | arrived early and, on inpul se, wal ked into the Godiva
candy store and bought Maris two chocol ate gol f balls.

As | was coming out, | saw her bustling down the street toward Saint
St ephen' s Church, our designated neeting place. | watched her for a nonment. An
i dea struck me, and | noved fast to catch up. Wien | was about ten feet behind
her | slowed, wanting to see other people's reactions to this tall woman in a
red hat.

| wasn't disappointed. Men watched admiringly, wonen gave two | ooks: the



first of recognition, the second a quick up-and-down apprai sal to see what she
was wearing, or what she'd done with her makeup or cl ot hes.

| touched her el bow from behind. Instantly, she touched nmy hand with her
own before turning to face ne.

"It nust be Walker. Ha, it _is_ you!"

"You're pretty trusting. What if it hadn't been ne?"

"If it hadn't been you? It had to be you. Wo else do | know on the
G aben today?"

"But how can you be so trusting after all that craziness in Minich
you' ve been through?"

"Because | want to keep trusting people. If I becone scared and
suspi cious, then Luc really has won, even when |I'mso far away fromhim Were
should we eat? Is the Café Diglas still alive?"

To ny surprise, she was thirty-five years old, nmuch ol der than she
| ooked. Her father was one of those trouble-shooting engineers who carts his
fam ly around the world with himwhile supervising the building of a
university in Paraguay or an airport in Saudi Arabia. There were two children
inthe famly: Mris, and her ol der brother Ingram a disc jockey in Los
Angel es.

She had gone to international schools in six different countries before
entering the Tyler School of Art in Philadel phia at eighteen to study painting
and scul pture.

"But the school and | were like oil and water. Fromthe begi nning,
wanted to work with all kinds of crazy things |ike LEGD and crayons, and
those little rubber soldiers you buy in a plastic bag at the supermarket. You

know the kind I mean? That's all | really wanted to do, but they didn't go for
it at all. So | did the typical dunb-ass thing and quit after two years.
went to Hamburg instead because one of ny greatest heroes lived there -- Horst
Janssen, the painter. |I figured that if he lived there, then that would be ny
starting point. | went one sumer and stayed. Took jobs in bars and
restaurants, whatever | could find. | |earned how to speak good Gernan by
taki ng orders and having to tell people how nuch their bills were.

"I was working in a bar called Il G ardino, which was where all of the

nodel s and phot ographers in Hamburg hung out after work. Right in the mddle
of our busiest tine, around el even-thirty one night, a nman came up and asked
me to hold a bouquet of white roses. Actually, he didn't ask, he just sort of
handed themto ne and wal ked away. | had a giant tray of enpty glasses in one
hand and suddenly all these beautiful flowers in the other. | didn't know
which to put down, so | stood in the mddle of the floor and started |aughing.

"The man canme back with a canera and started taking pictures of nme. |
hamred it up and posed like Betty Gable, or as best I could with all the
gl asses and fl owers! Wen the guy was done, he handed nme a card and told me to
cone to see himthe next day. It was the photographer Ovo. You've heard of
him haven't you? Well, the nost shocking thing was, | discovered the next day
Ovo was a wonan! When | got to the studio, there she was right in the mddle
of all her assistants and nodels, and it was so obvious she was a wonan .
| felt terrible for ever having thought otherw sel™

Maris went on tal king about her nodeling career, about three nonths
spent in Egypt, about living with a fanous Gernman opera singer. There were
enough experiences and adventures for three separate lives. Her thirty-five
years were so full and consummately interesting that it struck me, nore than
once, that she might be lying. | had known great l|iars before and had enjoyed
their tales. But if this were true about Maris York, then it was both
heart br eaki ng and dangerous. Had her Luc attacked her the day before because
she was a beautiful psychopath who coul dn't distinguish between what was and
what she wanted things to be? Even worse, had this Luc even attacked her in
the first place?

Proof cane in a sexy way. Wiile talking about life with her opera



singer, she casually nentioned that he had asked her to prove her love for him
in a bizarre way: He wanted her to be tattooed on the small of her back with a
singl e musical note. She said she'd asked hi mwhich note, and then gone right
out and done it.

Nervously, | asked if | could see it. She snmiled at me, but it wasn't a
particularly friendly smle. "Are you a nusic |lover, or do you just want
pr oof ?"

"Maris, your life sounds like a nine-hundred-page Russian novel. It's
all just too nuch. | nean --"

Before | finished, she | eaned forward and jerked her black sweater up
and over her head. She was wearing a white T-shirt underneath, and this she
rucked up just a little to show her back. And there it was -- one bright
purpl e nusi cal note agai nst the white snoot hness of skin.

A long silence foll owed between us for the first tine that norning. |
t hought it was because she was angry at me for doubting what she had said. She
began to put the sweater back on, at the same tine saying, "You know, you
saved ny life yesterday."

I didn't know what to answer.

"It's quite true, Walker. The next time | saw him he would have killed

She knew Vi enna because she had often come with her opera singer when he
performed at the State Opera. On one of those visits she'd nmet Nichol as and
Uschi. The three of them becane close friends. After her affair with the
si nger died, N cholas asked her to conme back to Vienna to work as a set
designer on one of his early tel evision shows.

"He has been my lifesaver nore than once, as you can see. | wi sh there
was sone way | could repay him but he gets very grunmpy when you say thanks
for anything he does. Years ago, | made a city for himand filled it with

characters fromhis novies. He liked it a lot, but that's the only thing he's
let me do in return for his kindness. What a strange nan. He wants you to | ove
him and that's so easy, but when you show it, he doesn't know how to handl e
it; it's a hot potato for him Do you know t he German phrase, 'You can stea
horses with him? It neans a person you can both rmake | ove with all night,
passionately, then wake up with the next norning and be conpletely silly. And
he never makes you enbarrassed or self-consci ous about anything you do."

"That sounds like the perfect lover. Is that the way things are with you
and Ni chol as?"

"No, oh no. W've never touched each other. | have a little fantasy in
t he back of ny head that naybe things would be Iike that if we were together
but neither of us has ever made the slightest noverment in that direction.
t hi nk we dream about each ot her, but never want to go beyond that dream It'd
be too horrible if we tried something in real life and it was bad."

She | ooked sadly at her hands. "I've always |oved that phrase, 'You can
steal horses with him' Do you think it's possible to find someone |ike that?"

"It's like Halley's Conet."

"Hal | ey' s Comnet ? How?"

"It comes around once every seventy-five years or so. You have to have a
big tel escope to see it, and be in exactly the right place.”

"And you think it's that way with | ove?"

"Yes, genuine, twenty-four-carat love. |I think it's easy to find the
_ingredients_ for love, but then it depends on how you m x them There's so
much work involved." | counted things off on ny fingers as | cited the

different points. "First you have to understand and accept. Then, you have to
be best friend, always. Wrk on overcom ng what they don't like in you. Be
bi ghearted when it's so nuch easier to be snal

"Sometines the spark for real love is there fromthe begi nning. But too
many people mstake that spark for a flame they think will last a long tine.
That's why so many human fires go out. You have to work so hard at real |ove."



My voice fell when | saw a big smle rise on her face. "I'm sounding
like an evangelist on television."

She shook her head and touched ny hand. "No, |ike someone who believes
what he's saying. But I'msniling because | was just thinking of God. Wen
was a little girl I went through a | ong period when | _breathed_ God and
religion. I could have posed for those religious postcards they sell in
Cat hol i ¢ bookstores. But ny favorite thing then was to wite letters to Cod.
I'd have long chats with H mon yell ow paper. Wen I'd finished one, I'd go
i medi ately out on the bal cony of our apartment and burn the letter. | was

sure it'd go right to heaven. | worked hard at loving Hm you know? Just |ike
what you're describing. I'mglad you said that."

W went on talking until each of us had so rmuch information about the
other that we tacitly agreed to stop for a while to let it all sink in.

The day had started out overcast but decided on drizzle by the tinme we
left the café. It was early afternoon and | was hungry, but since we'd just
spent three hours sitting, it wasn't the right nonent to suggest a bite in a
cozy restaurant. W wal ked out toward the Ringstrasse.

The air snelled of wet streets and car exhaust. Maris wal ked fast,
taking great long strides as she noved. Wiile trying to keep up with her,
| ooked down and noticed for the first tine how |l arge her feet were. Everything
about the woman was full size, inpressive.

In contrast, ny ex-wife Victoria was a small woman who prided hersel f on
being able to buy shirts in the boys' department at Brooks Brothers. Her hands
were slimand pretty; she liked to have her hair done once a week. She often
wore dark fingernail polish to bed.

Maris was by no neans raw or unfenminine in the way she | ooked or carried
hersel f, but seened to know she was inpressive "as is." She didn't need to
have perfect skin or fresh eyeliner on to stop your heart.

"You have wonderful feet."

"Thank you. They're the sane size as ny father's."

As soon as she said this, she saw sonething that suddenly made her break
into a run.

About half a block down the street, a wonman was hitting her child. That
was bad enough, but she kept slapping himso hard that the little boy would
have fallen down if she weren't holding his arm

Maris sprinted toward them People stopped to watch her zoom by. Wth no
i dea of what she was doing, | hesitated for a nmonent, then foll owed. \Wen I
got there, she had already grabbed the woman by the arm and was shaki ng her

"Are you _crazy_? You don't hit a child Iike that!"

"Don't touch ne! I'll call the policel™

The woman was as tall as Maris but nuch broader. She had a face like a
nmont h-ol d nel on, and bul ged t hrough every seam of her clothes. The child hung
l[inp in her hand, but his face was all fear and flutter. Something in his
expression said Mana had done this before.

"Yes! Call the police! Do! I'Il tell themwhat you're doing to that
child"

A nunber of people had gathered to watch. The woman | ooked around for
support. Al she saw was indifference or hard faces.

"Look at how frightened your son is! How can you _do_ that?"

The boy started to cry. Wthout |ooking, the woman shook himand told
himto shut up. Maris took a step toward her. A fistfight was one second away.
Maris stuck a finger in the woman's thick cheek and said if she did that
agai n, she was going to get hit.

Now, _no one_ talked to this Mama that way. Looking Maris straight in
the eye, she shook the child again. Maris slapped her face. The other's eyes
flared, then narrowed. She kept |ooking at Maris while she shook the child
agai n. Harder.

Watching the two wonen, | didn't see the man until he'd stepped forward



and grabbed Mama by the back of the neck. He was nondescript, middle sized,
_biurgerlich_. He held the womman so tightly in one hand that she couldn't turn
around to | ook at himwhen she tried. He ignored her, and spoke to Maris.

"Go away now. |'Il take care of it. The kid's mne, not hers.”

"Do you |l ove hinP" Maris | ooked at the nman, then the boy.

The man nodded instantly. "Yes. He told nme she did these things, but I
didn't believe him She's always nice to himwhen |I'm around. That won't
happen again, the bitch. 1'Il kick her fat ass if it does!" Letting go of her
neck, he gave her a trenendous slap across the back of her head. It sounded
like two holl ow wood bl ocks hitting. She staggered forward, let go of the boy,
fell down. The boy squealed in delight and cl apped his hands.

"And you _know_I'Ill kick your ass, don't you?"

Mari s wal ked qui ckly away, |ooking once over her shoulder for ne. | gave
one last look at the famly. Papa had the boy in his arns. Mana was j ust
getting up off the ground. Her knees were sneared with nud, and she was trying
to smle at anyone who'd | ook. They were real George Grosz people, and it was
plain this event would do little to change any of their lives. In a day, or a
week, this inmportant tension and recognition would lose its purpose in the fog
of meanness and stupidity that enclosed their lives.

I went after Maris. She was wal ki ng even faster than before, hands deep
in her coat pockets. Wen | caught up, | touched her el bow. She turned
qui ckly.

"Why didn't you stop ne, Wl ker?"

"Why? You were right."

"You're sure? But | hit her! It's so enbarrassing.”

"OfF course you shouldn't have hit her, but so what? Maybe it was tine
someone bopped her. G ve her back sone of her own nedicine."

Her expression said she was unconvi nced. She started wal king again. "I
woul d never hit a child. _Never . No matter how bad it was."

| wanted to change the subject. "Do you want children?"

"Ch yes, although I"'mgetting a little old for it. At least two." She
smled and slowed a little. "Two girls."

"Grls? Wat would be their names?"

Her smle wi dened. "Nanes? | don't know. Jessica and Kenyon."

"Are you okay now about what happened back there?"

"Not really. My teeth are still chattering a little. Wuld you take ne
somepl ace happy? Do you know what | nmean?"

| lit up at the idea. "I know exactly! There are three places | go in
Vi enna when | feel bad. 1'Il take you to all three."

W caught a tramand rode it around the Ring. Even in the rain, many
peopl e were out wal ki ng. Open horse-drawn carriages, full of sightseers,
wheel ed slowly down the middle of the street.

At Schottentor we got out and wal ked the Herrengasse into the center of
t own.

There are baroque pal aces on the Herrengasse: the Spani sh Ri ding School
the National Library, and the Al bertina Miseum The Café Central, where Freud
and Lenin drank black coffee and di sturbed the universe, is one street over.

Sonme mornings, if you're lucky, you can see trainers |eading the white
and gray Lippizaner horses fromtheir stables on one side of the street to the
performance ring on the other side. The sound those hooves make on the stone
paverent is indescribable.

When we passed the entrance to the Hofburg Pal ace and were about to go
left onto the Kohlmarkt, Maris stopped and | ooked up at one of the statues in
front of the gate. | thought she was going to say sonething about it or the
pal ace, but | was w ong.

"My God, life is hard, isn't it, Walker? Did you ever play one of those
conput er ganes, |ike _Donkey Kong_ or _Lode Runner_? They're terrible, because
the better you get at them the nore adept, the harder they get and the faster



they go. You never get rewarded for your achievenents -- nore like penalized!"

"I's that an analogy to life, or are you still trying to figure out why
you hit that woman?"

"Bot h! Yesterday Luc was hitting me, today it's me hitting soneone el se.
Don't you want to get better at life? Learn fromyour nistakes, nake the right
deci sions, not feel guilty, use your energy in a good way . " She shrugged
and sighed. "How far are we to your first happy place?"

"Five minutes. It's a barbershop.™

_Grussgott!

"Uh oh. The American is here!"

W wal ked in and sat down between an old man and a teenage boy.

The two barbers, owners of the shop, were identical gray-haired tw ns
who forever kept up a sarcastic, funny patter with their custoners. The place
was Vienna's equival ent of a Norman Rockwel | barbershop; talk of sports,
worren, and the stupidity of politicians abounded. Usually there was a group of
regulars in there for nothing more than the insults and good feeling.

"Who's your pretty friend, Herr Easterling?"

How could | say we'd dropped in for a little cheering up because ny new
friend had just hit another worman?

But Maris winked at the barber and asked if she could have a haircut.

He was surprised, but gestured grandly toward his chair. She pl opped
down in it and asked for a trim

Anot her man wal ked in, in a hurry, but stopped hal fway across the fl oor
when he saw her in the barberchair.

"That's the best-1ooking guy | ever saw in this damed pl ace!"

Conversations started up again after that, and the good-hearted
nastiness of men confortable with each other returned. Maris said little but
smled the whole time. It was clear she enjoyed being there.

When the barber was finished cutting her hair he carefully brushed her
of f, Il ooking thoroughly pleased with hinself.

Qut side again, Maris briskly rubbed her head a few ti mes and stopped in
front of a store window to check her reflection.

"They're nice in there. They all get a big kick out of each other, don't
t hey?"

"Yes. | always come out of there feeling good."

She started wal king. "I would too. Wat's your next happy place?"

The next was a pet shop on the Josefstéadter Strasse that sold sone cat
and dog stuff, but al so used bicycles, handnmade bird-houses, and diving
equi prent. The owners were an old couple and a sad-eyed Saint Bernard that
nmust have been twenty. The dog had his own full-Iength couch, from which he
never moved. | never understood how the place survived, because no one was
ever in there, and the goods for sale had the |opsided | ook of things that had
sat in the same spot for years.

The peopl e al ways asked how Ol ando the cat was getting on, so we tal ked
about nmy roommate for a few m nutes. But then, when things got quiet, out of
desperation |I bought an enornous bag of kitty litter | didn't need.

Trying to see it through Maris's eyes, first-tine eyes, it was both
strange-1 ooki ng and sad. The store snelled of coal stove, big dog, years-Iong
failure, and dusty everything.

She asked, "What can | buy for your cat?"

"Well, it's alittle hard, because he's blind and can't really play with
nost toys."
She asked if they had a ball with a bell inside. The man brought out one

as exhausted-| ooking as the dog. | hadn't the heart to tell Maris that Ol ando
al ready had one and hated it. It was beneath his dignity to chase a tinkling
bal I .



After that we went to lunch and watched the sky clear to blue through
the wi ndows of the restaurant. It was a quiet neal. | didn't know whether that
was because of the fullness of the norning, or because sonmewhere al ong the
line things had gone flat for her. Maybe that flatness was nmy fault, but I
al so kept forgetting: Literally, the day before, a man had tried to kill her

"You know what | liked about that pet store?"

"You liked it? | thought I'd really bonbed out with that 'happy place."'"

"Not at all, Walker. | liked the way they treated their dog like a pa
and not a pet. | bet they don't have children. Dogs are the kids we've al ways

wanted. They're totally devoted and want to live with you until they die. Not
like children who can't wait to take off as soon as they grow up and don't
need you anynore.

"You know what |'ve been doing for the last five years or so? Witing a
daily letter to my daughter, even though she's not born yet. So she'll know
what | was |ike when she grows up. | think it's nore inportant than anything.
Kids _have_to know who their parents are, and were."

"When woul d you let her read it?"

"When she is sixteen or seventeen. A d enough to understand what | was

saying."
"You're crazy about children, huh? How come you' ve never had any?"
"Because | never nmet a nman | |oved enough to want to share that
experience with. | don't care if we were married or not, or even if the

rel ationship ended later. It's only inportant that at the time we decided to
have the child, we were so conpletely involved with each other that it'd be
the absolutely right thing to do."

She | ooked out the wi ndow and ran her hand through her new haircut.
"I"ve been tal king the whole tine, haven't |7?"

"I"'mglad."

"I can't tell if that's good or bad. It usually takes me a long tine to
talk like this with a man. Especially one | just net. But maybe we didn't just
nmeet, you know? Soneone cane up to me once and said 'Wren't you ny wife in
our last incarnation? It was the best cone-on line I'd ever heard."

"What happened to that man?"

She | ooked calmy at ne. "It was Luc. The one who . . . hit ne
yesterday."

"It's four hundred steps to the top, Maris, maybe nore. Then we have to
wal k for another fifteen mnutes, straight up. Are you sure you want to do it?
It really doesn't matter to ne. Honestly."

We stood at the bottomof a staircase in the Thirteenth District. To our
right was the Lainzer Tiergarten, a private hunting reserve of Kaiser Franz
Josef in the time of the Habsburg Enpire. Nowit's a big, lovely park, where
strange animals roamfree, and you can cone face to face with a famly of wld
boars if you're lucky. It was weeks since the park had closed for the winter
But after Maris insisted on visiting nmy third happy place, we drove to this
far-of f corner of Vienna to see . . . a field.

She | ooked at the steps and then at ne. She | et her tongue hang out as
if she'd made the clinb three or four tinmes that day already. "So what's up
there that's worth four hundred steps?"

"It won't sound interesting if |I tell you. You have to see it for

yoursel f."
She pul |l ed her tongue back in. "lIs it the Enmerald Gity?"
"Better. |'ve never shown it to anyone. | only go there once in a while:

Only when |I'meither conpletely happy or totally sad.”

"Sounds interesting. Let's go."

She started fast up the stairs, but by the halfway point | could hear
her breathing hard. She finally stopped and put hands on hips. "Wl ker, 1I'm
not in love with clinmbing four hundred stairs. How cone you're not even
wi nded?"



"I used to do a lot of nountain clinbing when | first came here. One of
those grizzled old guides showed ne how to wal k vertically."

"Teach ne." She dropped her hands and gestured toward the stairs, ready
to nove agai n.

| wal ked ahead and spoke to her over ny shoulder. "Walk nore slowy than
you think you should. Don't take giant steps, because that'll just tire you.
Wal k sl ow and steady, and breathe like that too: slow and steady."

"It sounds like a neditation from Bhagwan's _Orange Book_."

| turned and nmugged at her over ny shoul der. She reached out and gave ny
jacket a friendly tug. It felt as if she'd stroked my hand: the sane little
el ectric shock that comes whenever someone inportant touches you the first
tine.

We clinbed and clinbed. The steps were covered with |ayers of gray and
brown | eaves so dead they didn't even make that skittery, crackly, dead-I eaf
noi se. Everything had gone out of them and they were soft under our feet.

A few ot her people passed on the way up and, invariably, said the
inevitable "_Griussgott! " when we passed. God's greetings. It's a small, nice
pi ece of Austria | have always noticed and |iked.

At the top of the stairs, Maris turned around for the first tine and
| ooked behind us. Above the treetops of the Tiergarten you could see wet
rooftops and snmoke from chi meys, slices of sun reflecting hard off w ndows

everywhere, |like flashy clues to God's whereabouts. The air had been washed
clean by the rain, and we'd clinbed high enough above the city for there to be
totally different snells around us -- pine, fresh earth that had never been

out of shadow, wet plants. After the stairs came a dirt path that wound up and
into a forest. Wthout hesitating we kept on, wal king side by side. A man with
a soccer ball under his armand a Great Dane cl ose by cane marching snmartly
down the path. The dog | ooked like a silver-brown ghost in the dimlight
through the trees. " _Grissgott! _Are you going up to the hill?"

"Yes, we are."

"I't's wonderful there now. W' ve just been playing ball on the field.
Only a few people around, and the viewis clear all the way to
Czechosl ovaki a." He tipped his hat and the two of them noved off down the way.

"It sounds l|ike sonmething special up there. You're still not going to
tell me?"

"No, Maris, you have to see it. It's not that rmuch | onger now Only a
few hours.” | smled to reassure her | was kidding.

Before |l eaving the forest, we passed a giant antenna for OR F., the
Austrian National Broadcasting Conpany. Its high, intricately worked steel and
busy el ectrical noises were conmpletely out of place here. She | ooked at it for
a noment, shook her head, and noved on. "It |ooks |ike sonme invader from Mars
sitting here, trying to decide what to do next."

Two nmen cane out of the little office at the base of the antenna. Each
had a sandwi ch in one hand and a beer in the other. Both stopped in mdstep
and m dbite when they saw Mari s.

"_Mahl zei t!_"

They seenmed so tickled by this Iovely worman in the mddl e of nowhere
wi shing them a good neal, that they grinned |ike the cartoon characters Max
and Moritz. They tipped their bottles to her, and nodded to ne their approval
of my conpani on

"That woul dn't be such a bad job; working up here on top of the world."

"Wait, you haven't seen anything yet."

It was another few m nutes before the hill evened out into the giant
open field that gave onto the nost beautiful panoram c view of Vienna | knew.
I'd discovered the place years before, but it was true | al nost never went
there. There are certain experiences in life we should hoard so we never
forget to savor them when we have them

| didn't want to | ook at her until the full inpact of the view sank in.
The | ate afternoon sun, perfectly round and sad yell ow, had begun its sl ow
slip to the horizon. The light at the end of a clear fall day is wise light:



nel ancholy, able to pick out the nost beautiful or inmportant characteristics
of anything it touches.

Wthout thinking, | said that to Maris as we stood there, and I was gl ad
| did, but also a little enbarrassed.

She turned and | ooked at me. "Walker, this place is superb. | can't get
over how nmuch has happened in the last twenty-four hours. | can't. Yesterday

at this time | was talking to the Minich police about what Luc had done to ne.
I was crying, and scared to death. Mre scared than |I've ever been. Now,

today, |'mup here on Mount A ynpus, feeling confortable with you." Her voice
changed conpletely. "Can | say sonething el se?"

"Sure."

"I think something is going to happen between us. The feeling is al ready
there for me, and it's only the first day we've spent together. | don't know
if you want that, though. I don't even know if | should be telling you."

| took a deep breath and licked ny lips. My heart felt like a truck
trying to burst out of ny chest.

"Maris, the first tine | saw you | thought it would be the greatest
thing in the world if that woman in the red hat were waiting for ne. As far as
' mconcerned, sonething's been _happening_ between us since then."

That's when we shoul d have enbraced and hel d each other tight. But we
didn't. Instead, both of us turned away and went back to | ooking at Vienna
bel ow. But despite our not touching then, it was a nonent | will renmenber the
rest of ny life. One of those extraordinarily rare nonents when everything
important is so clear, and sinple, and easy to understand. It was a nonent
like the view of the city: perfect, tinged with a light so pure it nade ne
sad, transient.

In the next months, we would grow so close and enpathetic that she once
j oked she wasn't breathing air anynore, she was breathing me. Al that
happened, and | will tell you about it, but those minutes on top of the hil
were sonmehow the best. They were our Eden, they were what set everything el se
in mtion. Finally, they were what ruined us.

CHAPTER TWO

When we were driving back downtown, Maris asked if she could see ny
apartment. There was nothing in her voice that said she had anything nore in
m nd than normal curiosity. She'd been so forthright about her feelings that |
didn't freeze up at the request or lick my lips like the Big Bad Wl f. She
wanted to see ny place, and that was that. After we got out of the car and
wer e wal king down the street, she took ny hand and slipped it with her own
i nto her pocket.

"I liked the barbershop and I loved the hill, but why did you take nme to
t hat pet shop?"
"Because the owners |ove being there. | sense it every tinme | go in.

They |l ove the dog, they love talking to their customers, they probably love it
when no one's in there but them So few people |like what they' re doing these
days. People don't do their job well because they hate it or are bored by it.



| like to see people enjoying what they're doing with their lives. There's a
bank near here | go to just to watch the teller handl e noney."

W were at the door to ny building and | stopped us just short of it.
The door was fifteen feet high and made of carved wood, a beautiful thing.

"Look at this door. Sometines when |'mgoing in | stop and | ook at it
because the guy who nmade it obviously did the job with |ove."

W wal ked down the long hall to the entrance to ny part of the buil ding.
Then up three stairs to the ancient elevator that nmade so much noi se ascendi ng
that | often worried whether 1'd reach ny floor or not. W got in and | slid
t he door closed, pressing the button for the fourth floor. The thing cl anked,
groaned, and lurched up. Maris gave me an al armed | ook

"Don't worry, it does this every tine."

"That's not reassuring."

When it stopped on ny floor she opened the door fast and got out faster
"That thing should have been in _The Third Man_."

At the door to ny place I funmbled with my keys, and realized | was nore
nervous than |'d thought. But | finally found the right one and turned it in
the I ock. As soon as | did, Ol ando gave his normal "wel come home" neow on the
ot her side. He nust have been standing right by the door, because it hit him
with a small thunmp when it swung open

"Do you al ways greet your cat |ike that?"

On hearing a foreign voice in his kingdom he stopped dead and "I ooked"
in Maris's direction. He was a friendly fellow, as cats go, but wasn't used to
other creatures (besides ne) being in the house.

"Let himsnell you, then he'll be okay."

He wal ked over and gave her the once-over sniff test. Satisfied she was
neit her enemy nor | arge nouse, he began his normal weave around and through
her 1 egs.

"Can | touch hin®"

"He'd like that."

She picked himright up and gently patted his head. He didn't purr, but
I could tell by the set of his enpty eyes that he was content to let this

happen. Holding himin her arns, she walked into the living room | followed,
feeling like a real estate agent eager for a sale. It was inportant that she
like where | lived, liked the space and objects with which | had chosen to

surround nyself. Sitting down in one of ny expensive chairs, she | ooked slowy
around, checking out the roomfromthat [ow altitude.

"Whi ch of these do you sit in when you're al one?"

"The one you're in."

"I thought so. The | eather has the nost winkles. Le Corbusier was such
a goof. These are the greatest-looking chairs around, but there's nowhere to
put your arms. He tal ked about the necessity for absolute sinplicity in
t hi ngs, then designed snazzy furniture like this that's sinple, all right, and
totally inpractical! It's the same with his buildings."

"That's true! |I'm always |ooking for sonething to do with ny arns when
I"'msitting there."

She put Ol ando down and worked her way out of the chair. "Sure. And
they cost a small fortune, too. Do you have any pictures of your famly?"

Noddi ng, | went to ny desk and took out a large envelope filled with
photographs. | felt a little exposed handing it over, though, because of the
pictures of Victoria in there, the pictures of Victoria and me clowning for
the canera, the pictures of ne in costunme for novies and ads |'d done. Besides
the winkles on ny face and personality, those shots were really the only
concrete remant, proof, to Maris York of ny last few years. There was a
pul l over in the closet bought on a trip to Paris with nmy former wife, spoons
in a kitchen drawer we'd chosen together at the Vienna flea market. But Maris
didn't know that. Besides these photographs, she would only know Victoria, or
nmy past, through ny stories, but those were so shadowed and col ored by ny
bi ases, secrets, and hurts .

"I's this Victoria?"



"Yes."

"She | ooks a lot like |I thought. Your description was good."

She saw my parents, their house in Atlanta, ny stepsister, Kitty, in the
ki t chen nmaki ng browni es.

"Did you ever read anything about handwiting anal ysi s?" She was hol di ng
a snapshot of me at the age of ten in a Little League uniform | shook ny
head.

"The nmost interesting thing about it is that experts say you can never
tell people's personality via handwiting until you' ve read five pages of
their script. There are certain big conpanies that give a test when you apply
for a job where you're required to wite |longhand for five pages. Then they
give only the fifth page to a graphol ogi st or psychol ogi st and get their
opinion. | think it's the sane with a person's picture al bum You' ve got to
| ook at the whol e bunch before com ng to any conclusions. R ght now |'m
t hi nki ng ' How come he doesn't talk rmuch about his fanm|ly? Wiy does he only
have a couple of pictures of his stepsister? Things like that. But | know
have to go through all of them and see what they're of before | can get any
clear idea of you."

"Wuld you like a drink?"

I must have said it in a strange voice, because she | ooked up quickly.
"Are you angry, \Wal ker?"

Looking at the floor, | shook ny head. "It's funny how you can be thirty
years old and still enbarrassed about things that happened when you were
young. Things you didn't have anything to do with, but they still have their
hooks in you.

"I was adopted, Maris. | was found in a garbage can outside a restaurant
in Atlanta. A bum di scovered ne while | ooking for dinner one night. He's the
closest | ever got to who ny real parents were. But by the time | found out
hi s name and where he lived, he'd been dead for years."

An expression of pain and great wonder spread across her face. "Is that
true?"

"That is true. | have a great famly. | love all of themvery nuch, but
| have no idea who the real ones were. And you want to know sonet hi ng?
Victoria always believed that's why | becanme an actor: so one day ny rea
parents woul d see ne up there on the screen and know their son. | don't know
how t hey' d recogni ze ne after thirty years, but she was sure that was one of
the reasons why | worked so hard at succeeding in the business.”

She came over and took ny hand. "And that enbarrasses you? It's like a
CGerman _Marchen !'"

"If it were a fairy tale it'd be all right, but it's areal life, Maris.
_M_ Tlifel”

"It is not. It's the beginning of a life. Wat you' ve done since then is
what matters. Look at all those people who were born with everything, but then
muck it up conpletely. They're the ones who should feel guilty. From what
little |I'"ve seen and you've told me, you're a decent nman with a good supply of
perception and sensitivity."

"And ny divorce?"

"Don't be silly. Sonmething like 50 percent of adult Americans have been
di vorced at |east once. How did it happen?”

"W cheated on each other too many tines."

"That's not so nice, but it's one of the dangers of living today.
Everything is open and easy, and you don't have to put much tine in to get al
those exciting things our parents told us cane only after hard work and a | ot
of real love. | think our generation is still getting used to the fact that
sex has been relegated fromthe main course to an appetizer on the menu. It's
too bad, but it is. W just have to accept that and nove on."

"But you said you're interested in nme. Doesn't ny being divorced make
you skeptical about ny staying power?"

She wal ked over and put her hands on ny shoul ders. "I'm skeptical, |'m
scared, |'mexcited. You don't get killed one day and then fall for someone



the next. But that's what's happened, isn't it, \Wal ker? What can | do, put on
a crash helmet and duck?"

| leaned forward and just barely kissed her lips. She kissed back, but
then her body began to trenmble all over. Her nmouth noved into a smile beneath
ny own.

"I"'msorry I'mshaking. It's been so long since | did this. It's been so
long since | _wanted_ to kiss soneone.”

| took her full into my arnms and stopped the words with a real kiss. Her
fingertips pushed on ny shoul der bl ades. | could feel her breasts against ny
chest. | ran my tongue slowly down the line of her jaw to her throat. She
shook harder, flattened both hands agai nst nmy back. Her throat was soft and
warm When she swallowed, | felt her Adami s apple nove beneath my tongue. She
snel l ed of hours-old perfume and a human heat that made nme want to shove ny
hands under her clothes, touch the skin it cooked from Qur kissing becane
| ess tender, nore bold and wet. She kept shaking, but it was all one with our
nmovi ng then, so | ignored it.

| turned her so her back was to ne. Kissing ears and hair, | slipped
bot h hands under her sweater and ran themslowy up a slimrib cage to her
breasts. She put her hands over mine, not so nuch to stop as join themon
their first, tentative nove across her body. Surprisingly, she began to hum
It got louder the longer | touched her. Then she sang in a quiet, deep voice,
""Now is that gratitude, or is it really |love?"

"I's this passion, or are you giving a concert?"

She turned and faced ne, snmiling. "Do you know the rock group, G ngo
Boi ngo? That's their song. It's exactly how | feel right now What you're
doi ng makes ne so hot. Is that because it feels good, or because _you're_
doing it?"

"Both, hopefully." | started pulling her sweater up and off. As soon as
it was off and tossed on the floor, the quaking of her body increased. Looking
me in the eye, she quickly shrugged off her undershirt. She wore no bra. Her
breasts were large and | wanted to kiss them But bared so quickly, | was
suddenly afraid even to touch them They didn't seemthe sane ones I'd held in
nmy hands an instant before, when her black sweater and white shirt acted as
stern chaperones.

Sitting down on the floor, she untied her shoes and took themoff. "Cone
sit here with nme."

As soon as | did, she started unbuttoning her pants. But before she
could go further, | pressed her gently back onto the floor. The carpet was
dark brown. It it up her pale skin like a lanp. She smiled at ne, put her
arnms up, and wi ggled her fingers.

"Come hug ne."

Several hours later, Nicholas Sylvian called.

"Wl ker, where's Maris?"

"Right here, Nicholas. What's the matter?"

"Good. Her asshol e boyfriend Luc just called ne. Said he knew she was in
Vi enna and wanted to know how to reach her."

"Christ! What'd you tell hin®"

"I told himto fuck a bird. I don't know anythi ng about where she is. Do
you?"

"What'd he say to that?" Maris slid closer to me in bed. | turned the
receiver so she could hear, too

"That's the problem He said he was coming to town tonight to find her
Called ne a shithead, and said if | didn't tell himwhere she was, he was
going to _get_ ne!" He laughed. | heard himlight a cigarette and bl ow out



snoke.

"Where will he | ook?"

"I don't know. In the phonebook? Who cares. | just wanted to tell you
what was happening. How is our beautiful friend?"

Maris took the phone fromme. "N cholas, don't be so cool about this!
Luc's crazy, and stupid enough to really try something bad. Maybe he'll do
something to your famly."

"Maris, renmenber that novie, _Babyskin_, | made with Wber G egston as
his assistant? When it was over, he gave ne a Colt Python pistol as a present.
A crazy but very sweet _Geschenk_. If the little Frenchman cones, |'Il shake

it at himand tell himto go away."

She hit her head, exasperated. "You idiot! And what if he goes to your
house when you're not there? Have you thought about that?"

"Yes, | have. Just enjoy yourself and stay close to Wal ker now. Let ne
talk to himagain, please."

"I"mhere, N cholas. But she's got a good point, if he is as nuts as she
says."

"Did | ever introduce you to Gol dstar? The nmeanest man | ever net.
Eur opean boxi ng chanpi on years ago, but now he works as a stunt man. Looks
i ke Gorbachev. He's at ny house now and he'll stay there a couple of days. If
Rambo cones, he'll have to shake hands with Gol die before he gets in.
Everything is taken care of, believe ne.

"You want to go to dinner tonight? | made a reservation at Frascati for
nine o' clock. Let's go eat sone scanpi, huh?

"Maris, if you're still there, stop listening."

Shaki ng her head, she rolled to the other side of the bed and started
petting Ol ando, who was perched on a pill ow

"I's she okay, \al ker?"

"She's fine. W had a great day together."

"That's good. Let's finish it with a good neal ."

Ri storante Frascati was one of the fewgifts |I'd ever been able to give
Ni chol as that he didn't frown about. The decor was a m xture of bad paintings
of Venetian scenes and unconfortable chairs. But the food was the best Italian
intown, so it had become one of his regul ar hangouts.

Maris and | arrived a few mnutes early and were chatting tiredly when
he breezed in. N cholas Sylvian was a celebrity in Vienna. Wen he entered a
restaurant there was nuch fawning by waiters, whispers, and subtle pointing by
pretty wonmen and jeal ous men as he nade his way across a room

"I"ve already ordered a hundred scanmpi and two bottles of Orvieto for
me. Maris, you |l ook rmuch happier today. Did you neet his cat? Only \Wal ker
would _buy_a fucking blind cat!"

He | ooked around the roomto see if he knew anyone. The artist Hrdlicka
was sitting in a corner with a group of people. When he saw Ni chol as, he nade
a funny face and tipped his glass our way.

Ni chol as waved back. "I just bought a bronze figure fromHrdlicka that
cost as much as a house. It'll take five men to put it in ny living room Then
"Il never be able to get it out of there again. The greatest piece you ever
saw, so | had to have it. End of discussion. Were's the w ne?"

"Did you hear anything nore from Luc?"

"Not hi ng. He's just playing macho. What did you two do today?"

Maris told himabout everything except her confrontation with the wonan,
and our tinme in my apartment. He watched closely and seemed to enjoy her
conpany thoroughly. Her earlier fatigue di sappeared and was repl aced by a
happy vi brancy and ani mat ed gestures.

Again it struck ne that they had an inportant history together that |
wasn't any part of. Fall hard in love, and i mediately you want to know
everyt hing about them Womdid they | ove nost before and why, what things
delight them where do you fit into their soul . . . N cholas was probably the



best friend | had. He'd hel ped me survive sonme of the worst days |I'd known
when stunbling through ny divorce and after. But in the restaurant that night
he was a worry: a strong, fascinating man, who knew rmuch nore about this wonman

than | did. If we'd been alone, |I'd have asked hi m questi ons about her | was
hesitant to ask Maris directly. In bed, earlier, she'd told me many intinate
t hi ngs that showed she was willing to enter into a lovers' trust with ne. But

whi ch of those intinmate details did N cholas know, too? Both said separately
they'd never had an affair. Yet despite those assertions, certain |ooks
crossed the table between themthat were as thick and vol uptuous as whi pped
cream Paranoia often rides into town right behind | ove and makes a beeline
for all the sane soft spots. N cholas had "given' me Maris, and | felt
enornous gratitude, but that was a |ong yesterday ago. Today | had to be the
only one she wanted to steal horses wth.

"Have you deci ded what you're going to do yet?"

"I think I'd better stay here awhile and think the whole thing over. You
know?"

"I spoke with Uschi. She said you could stay with her as |long as you
like."

"That's kind of her. But | want to find an apartnment as soon as | can
Do you know of any pl ace?"

He shrugged. "Not right now, but 1'll ask around. There's al ways
somet hi ng. What about all your things in Minich? Are you going to get thenP"

"Yes, but not soon. | know Luc will watch ny house for a while if he's
still there. So I'll wait a few weeks and go back in the m ddle of the night
or something with a truck. Maybe I'1l ask your friend CGoldstar to go with ne.

She got up to go to the bathroom touching N cholas on the shoul der as
she passed. When she was gone, he pointed his fork at me and squi nted.

"Al'l right, tell me everything."

"She's the best."

"Did she cal mdown? |Is she all right?"

"I think so. Hearing Luc mght come made her nervous, but generally,
she's okay."

"You' ve got to take care of her, Walker. Promise me you'll do it."

"That's easy. | haven't felt so good with a woman in a long tinme. It's
really been a happy day."

"I noticed! When | canme in, you two |looked like little birds in a Walt
Di sney novie. You know, where they put their heads together and thousands of
red hearts conme rushing out?

"Did she tell you about the cities she builds? They're amazi ng. Like
not hi ng you' ve ever seen. Soneone in Hollywod saw her show i n Hanburg and
asked her to design a whole space city for one of those _Star Wars_ novies."

"Real | y? Which one? She didn't say anything about it."

"Because she didn't do it! They of fered her enough noney to live on for
a year, but she said those filnms are dunb.”

"What's dumb?" Neither of us had seen her return.

"I was telling Wal ker why you didn't do that _Star Wars_ novie."

"Why? Because they nmake science and space look terrific. | hate that
ki nd of propaganda! The whole idea they're projecting is, let science do
what ever it wants and soon we'll be whizzing happily around in our very own
rockets. Everybody'll get to wear a pink alumnumfoil suit. Isn't that
wonderful ? | don't think kids should get excited about alumnumfoil suits, or
| aser cannons, or stun guns. And | don't think science knows what the hel
it's doing these days. It scares ne."

"Hell o, N cholas, you asshole.™

A blond worman in her early forties, overdressed in ten different
designers' best, strode up next to his chair. She broadcast a thousand-watt
| ook of anger, hurt, you-owe-ne. N cholas | ooked at her and smiled wanly.

" _Servus_, Evelyn. How are you?"
"Not so good, N cholas. Could we talk a m nute?"
He got up and wal ked with her toward the front of the restaurant. |



| ooked at Maris to see what she made of it. She watched them go, then spoke

quietly.

"There nust be a lot of wonen in this town furious at N cholas. He has a
bad habit of naking wonmen fall in love with himand then forgetting about
them "

"Does that bother you?"

"When | loved himromantically it tore ny heart out. Now it just makes
me sad for him He wants so nmuch for people to love him"

"What's wong with that? | want people to | ove nme, too."

She reached across the table and touched nmy hand. "That's not the sane,
and you know it. W're always trying to fit some nanme to our |onely: Wnning
people's love is Nicholas's. And that's okay, but not if you toss it aside
once you've won it."

"What do you nean, 'fit a name to our |onely'?"

"Everyone says 'I'mnot as happy as |I'd |ike because of this reason or
that. If | can beat it, then I'Il be content.' N cholas doesn't think he's
| oved enough. So that's his goal: get interesting people to |love him and he
beli eves he won't feel so scared or al one when he goes to bed at night and
| ooks into the dark. Then he wins their love, but it's never enough. Not ever.
It confuses him but he still thinks it's the right way, so he keeps doing it.

"Don't you know the name of your |onely, Wl ker?"

| recoiled slightly. W had talked intimately all day, in bed and out.
Yet this one question scratched |Iong fingernails across sone psychic
bl ackboard inside, |eaving nme both jarred and strangely noved.

"l don't know how to answer that." | tried a smle but it died.

She touched ny hand again and shook her head. "Don't take it the wong
way. | didn't nean it like that."

Fortunately, the waiter came for our order so | didn't have to say
anything nore. Instead, | watched Maris ask his opinion on several things, her
smal | nouth a moving plum of col or.

Why had her question so disturbed me? What _was_ the nane of mny |onely?
The confusi on about ny real parents? Wanting a |ife partner, but then
betraying the one I had had for no valid reason? Had | fallen so quickly for
Maris York because, deep down, too nuch of ny Iife was enpty, one big lonely
that needed filling fast?

"Jesus, do you know who that was? Evelyn Heckler! | didn't recognize
her. She changes hairdos as often as | change shoes."” Wne glass in hand,

Ni chol as stood next to the table, apparently not interested in sitting yet.

"What did she want? She | ooked conpletely pissed off at you."

"She was! Her husband Pierre directed that awful film _Full House . Did
you see it? The worst! | don't know which was nore horrible, the direction or
the script. | said that in a magazine interview a few weeks ago. Pierre
doesn't talk to me anynore, but this is the first tine |I've seen Evel yn since
it cane out.

"I also made the big mstake of having an affair with her once. Every
time we went to bed in her house, she had draw ngs her kids had done all over
the walls of the bedroom Do you know how depressing it is to do it when
you' re | ooking at Fred Flintstone?"

He | eaned over Maris, kissed the top of her head, then finally sat down.

Di nner came a few mnutes later and we all |eaped on it at once. Those
poor shrinp didn't stand a chance. Wile we ate, | told a long silly story
about Los Angel es that kept both of them | aughing through nost of the neal.

I had gone to college in Lost Angles and been both happy and tan there.
But four years of the city convinced nme that was enough, despite its being
_the_ place for actors.

Everything both clever and shitty has already been said about that shiny
part of the United States. But |I'msure they' Il go on tal king about the state
until it cracks off and falls into the sea one fine day. Wether it is a
beautiful woman with a hidden killer disease, or a genuinely wonderful place
teeming with interesting, imaginative people and possibilities, | think it



gets all this attention because no matter what's said, it never fulfills
anyone's expectations -- high or low -- and thus remains the ultimte tricky
eni gna.

D nner ended with espresso, grappa, and big handshakes fromthe
management. Qut on the street again in front of his car, N cholas enbraced
each of us.

"I have to go look at a cassette of an actor they want ne to use in the
new film Al | know about himis he has a big nose.

"Maris, I'll ask about an apartnent for you tonorrow. WAl ker, call ne,
huh?"

W wat ched himwork his car out of its parking place, and drive slowy
down the narrow street.

| turned to Maris. "Wuld you like to go back to Uschi's now?"

"I think so. It's been a |ong day, you know?"

"But a good one! Two amazing days in a row. How often does that happen?”

Taking my arm she put her head against ny shoulder. "I want to see al
the films you nade. Do you have copies? WIIl you watch themw th ne? Can we
fool around tonorrow, too? Can | have your tel ephone nunber? WIIl you be ny
friend?"

She turned and stood in front of me, nose to nose, still making
requests. | gently put ny hand over her nouth and nodded yes to everything.
The evening was nearly asleep by the time | left Uschi's apartnent.

Streets were enpty, save for an occasional lone wolf taxi cruising slowy by.
Vienna is a city where npst people go to bed at ten o' clock. You rarely see
anyone wal ki ng around past mi dnight, and those you do are usually going hone.
| stood in the doorway of her building pulling up nmy collar. Dog-tired, all
basically wanted was to go straight to bed. But a small part of ne was stil
keyed up and demanded sonething nore before calling it a night. A café down
the street was still open, so | decided on a quick brandy there and t hen hone.

Wal king that way, a figure suddenly | oonmed before me down the street. It
took a monent to see that it was a man riding a bicycle. The bi ke was
conpl etely decked out in a mad, glittering junble of streaners, mrrors,
saddl ebags, bunper stickers, antennas, and everything el se. The man had a | ong
Rumpel stil tskin beard. He wore one of those round fur hats that cover nost of
the head and ears and rem nd you of wood-choppers in Al aska. Pedaling hard
enough to make the bike sway fromside to side, he cane flying toward ne as if
death, or sanity, were right behind him The street was quiet but for the
whi zzi ng sounds of the bike and the man's loud breathing. | was so tired that
| didn't know whether to go left or right to avoid him He kept comi ng and
kept standing there. As he got closer | saw nore and nore of his features. Hi s
face was |ined and scored. A long, narrow stalactite of a nose hung above a
mout h (he seened to be snmiling) full of dark teeth that went in every
direction. | still hadn't noved when he was ten feet away and coning fast.

"Rednaxel a! Wl cone!" he shouted as he passed within inches of ny feet,
so close that | could snell his garlic, sweat, and craziness. He didn't | ook
back once he'd gone past; just drove straight up to the corner, a sharp right
there and . . . gone.

| looked at that corner awhile, then up toward Uschi's apartnment, then
at the corner again. It was tinme for Rednaxela to go hone.

| pulled the handbrake up tight, gave the notor one | ast goose, then
turned it off. The Renault shivered and coughed, as if angry the trip was
finally over. But Maris and | weren't. We had driven all night from Minich



t hrough a snowstorm strai ght out of _Doctor Zhivago . What was worse, the car
had no snow tires, heated only our feet (sort of), and the w ndshield w pers
marched to the beat of a truly different drummer. Four times we'd had to pul
of f the dark and treacherous autobahn to scrape icy slush off the w ndshield.
The last tine, outside Linz, the car wouldn't start again when we clinbed back
in. Nietzsche said there are tinmes when things get so bad you either |augh or
go crazy. Another optionis to sit in a cold Renault R4 that won't start and
eat _Extrawirst_ sandwi ches at four in the norning.

The car was loaded to the gills with her things, which included seven
large LEGO cities, a stuffed Russian crow, and a state-of-the-art Atari
conput er that |ooked Iike sonething the Pentagon used. The cities and crow
made sense, but the computer was a surprise. It turned out she used it to
sketch and design the cities before she built them

As soon as | got out, ny neck and back felt as though I'd been hefting
cenent bags for the | ast nine hours. Bending over and touching ny toes a few
times, sone of the hairier noments on the road cane back to give ne the

creeps. | |l ooked through the car wi ndow and saw she was doi ng stretches, too.
"Remenber how that border guard | ooked at your crow?"
"It was the only thing that interested him |'msure he thought | had

heroi n or something inside. Wl ker, you know how rmuch | appreciate your
hel ping me."

"Wul d you have done the same thing?"

"You know | would."

"Right. So | just did what you woul d have done."

"Don't be so gallant. You did nme a really big favor and | appreciate it
alot."”

"That's good. Let's start unpacking your things."
"Don't you want breakfast first? Let me treat. W can go to _Aida_ and
have hot _Topfen gol atschen_."

"I'f I fill nmy stomach now and get warm and cozy, |I'll go into cona.
Let's take the first couple of |loads up to your place and then have coffee
there."”

" @Qut Sow eso ."

Al t hough she spoke fluent, unaccented German, having lived there so
long, it alnmost always surprised me when she slipped unconsciously into
Deut sch. Once, when | asked her what | anguage she thought in, she said both.

"Ckay, Ms. Sowieso, let's go."

After studying the real estate section of the newspaper every day for
two weeks, Maris had found a snall, recently renovated studio apartment in a
Bi eder nei er house on the edge of the Wenerwal d. The owners were a rich
unpl easant coupl e named Schuschitz who inmedi ately announced that the big
untidy | awn behind the house was not for her to use. | told her no one with
that name and that much pettiness deserved her rent noney, but Maris said she
was sure they'd all get along fine after awhile. And she was right.

| took the conputer out of the car and gingerly made nmy way across the
icy street to the front gate. She unlocked it, and then went back to get a
| oad fromthe car.

It was seven o' clock in the nmorning and the sun was just up, but the
hard cold stillness and heavy gray sky were not the best wel come honme to our
first day back in Vienna. As | struggled up the outside stairs to her
apartment, Diplom Ingenieur Schuschitz (as the big brass plaque on their
nuner ous doors announced) came toward ne.

"So, Frau York finally decided to bring her things and stay awhile, eh?"

He had the face of a man who was sure he had all the answers and would
be happy to tell them if only you were smart enough to ask. But | knew his
wi fe had all the nmoney fromher side of the fanmily, and treated himw th the
sweet dismissal due the fool she'd married a long tine ago when they were both
young, she was naive, and he only was good-| ooki ng.

| was about to say sonething unpl easant when Maris canme up cl ose behind
ne.



"Frau York, that's not your conputer is it? Wiat do you do with
somet hing |ike that?" he asked.

"I'"'mworking on schematic physiol ogy right now, and need the machine to
do the representative zero zone equations. It's much faster that way."

He | ooked puzzled, then hunted: If he stood there a nonent |onger, we'd
di scover he didn't know a thing about "schematic physiol ogy."

Smiling |like a nervous rat, he wel coned her home and hurried past.

| waited till | heard the gate close behind him then said over ny
shoul der, "I didn't know you were good at zero zone equations."
She | aughed a little. "Sure, he's an ass, but remenber, | have to live

in their house. Anyway, that's how you treat people like that: Mike 'em know
how dunmb they are, and they go away feeling a little |less pleased with
t hensel ves. "

For the next hour we toted Maris's old environnent into her new one. It
was anot her way of getting to know her. She liked rough-edged singers Iike Tom
Waits and Scream ng Jay Hawkins ("You like cool music, but I want to hear the
kind that tears your heart out"), heavy, |aced shoes and boots, obscure novels
in both English and German. |'d hel ped pack these boxes in Minich, but we did
everything in a hurry so as to be out of there as quickly as possible. To tel
the truth, she'd been calnmer than | then, but | wasn't ashamed of that
nervousness. From the nmonent we rode west out of Vienna two days before, 1'd
had a deep-seated feeling | would do something both extreme and regrettable if
Luc showed up.

In the nonth we'd been together, Maris slowy told the tale of her
relationship with him Too much of it renminded ne of the ingredients in the
wi tches' pot in _Macbeth_: fillet of fenny snake, a toad dead under a rock
thirty days, sweat fromthe body of a just-hung man. She resented the coment
when | said it, but there was no avoiding the fact she'd tied up with a
hi gh-1 evel psychopath with a Ph.D. in creative sadi sm

They'd met through a rmutual friend, and fromthe begi nning Luc had done
all the chasing. Charm ng and cl ever and vul nerabl e (she thought), he called
constantly, sent exotic flowers, took her to nmeals he paid for with borrowed
or stolen noney. They slept together for the first tine in a seven-room
apartment in Schwabing he said was his, but later turned out to belong to an
old lover he threatened to beat if she didn't get out for two days and | eave
himthe keys. He told Maris truths Iike that when their own rel ationship had
degenerated into a series of om nous scenes and dangerous possibilities. One
afternoon he cane over to her and a date at Schumann's and sadly scol ded her
for not telling this man she had AIDS. Just because she was dying didn't nmean
she had the right to kill others, no matter how bitter she was.

"He sounded so heartbroken and _convincing_, Wl ker. The other guy ended
up thanking Luc as if he'd saved his life."

"What did you do?"

"\What can you do? Say you don't have AIDS? That's a hard accusation to
foll ow, you know?"

Sonewhere in those cardboard boxes was a filmhe'd nmade about her
entitled _It's Incredible! It showed the cities, her working on them people
tal ki ng about them at one of her shows. The filmwas all right, but
pedestrian. If it was any indication of his ability as a filmdirector, it
didn't say much. When they started having trouble, he took the filmand added
a new section: He stole her favorite piece of work, and filmed hinmsel f pouring
gasoline over it and burning it.

"Way didn't you just leave? Or tell himto get the hell out!"

"I did, but he had a key."

"Change the | ock."

"I did! But he got a locksnmith and had a copy made when | wasn't there.

| changed it three times. The last time, | had one of those expensive
unpi ckabl e | ocks put in. Wien | cane honme that night, he'd squeezed Krazy d ue
into the hole and even _I_ couldn't get into ny place."

The brakes failed on her car. Wen she took it to be repaired, the



mechani ¢ said there was a good possibility they'd been tanmpered with.

These stories went on and on until | got conpletely exasperated. "For
Christ's sake, Maris, why didn't you go to the police? You were being fucking
terrorized!"

"In Germany, all you can do is go to the police and nmake out an
_Anzeige_, which is the sane as lodging a fornmal conplaint. But if no one's
around to witness the event, you're out of luck until there' ve been |ots of
t hose _Anzei gen_ nade agai nst the sane person. Then the cops start | ooking
into things. | did one when he hit me the first tine, but you know what the
cops said? Even after |I'd shown themthe bruises he'd left on me? How coul d
they be sure | hadn't hit myself just to get himin trouble! Thank you very
much, Munich police. You can't inmagi ne how hel pl ess wonmen are under the law in
nost countries when it conmes to things like this, Walker. That's why they're
so hesitant to go to the police after they've been raped or attacked."

"But | thought that whole policy was changing."

"It is, but it isn't changed yet."

In the boxes were a wonderful silver ballpoint pen fromthe 1940s, a
Cl aude Montana | eat her jacket the color of a chestnut, a pack of tarot cards
wrapped in a piece of black parachute silKk.

"Do you read the tarot?"

"Yes, but please don't ask me to do it for you yet. I'ma little afraid
of what it would say about you and ne."

"Are you good at it?"

"Sometines. It's always there to hold your hand, but then you grow too
dependent on it and don't ook for the answers on your own. It hel ps best when
you don't need it so badly."

"What happened when you asked it about Luc and you?"

"The card that always came up was the Tower. _Das Turm. Do you know
what it nmeans?"

"Bad thi ngs?"

"Life crashes down. Ruin, usually. It's a card that scares nme whenever
see it."

"You won't read for nme?

"Not yet. Also, please don't take the cards out or touch them Walker
No offense, but there's a funny kind of magic associated with that. The only
one who's supposed to handle themis the one who reads them It's an old | aw
of the tarot."

People I'd known had had their cards or palns read, their astrol ogical
charts nade up. To ne, it was a conveni ent, vaguely questionabl e and
frightening way of finding out about the day after tomorrow or how to handl e
it. Part of me believed, part didn't. What held ne back nost was the thought
that fate was a nmuch nore illusive and teasing creature than we liked to
admt. Wiy should it reveal its next nove so readily and easily, in a line
across the hand or the figure of a man with a few swords goi ng through his
body? Maris later assured ne the only thing the tarot did was give suggestions
about how to handle our lives and our next noves: the final decisions were
certainly up to us. But by then she had read ny cards and the Tower showed up
in every hand she dealt. By then | believed conpletely in fortune telling, but
it gave no suggestions, only told ne again and again who I was. And that there
was no way out.

An hour later we were standing in the middle of her apartnent surveying
a Matterhorn of boxes and things stacked everywhere. The doorbell rang. Wile

she went to answer it, | pulled a | arge book out of a box on the architect
Charles Jencks. | heard a child' s voice and assuned it was one of the
Schuschitz children. | wasn't thrilled. They'd di scovered Maris and her

ki ndness as soon as she took the apartment, and had been conming to visit at



all hours of the day, sometimes to our enbarrassnent.

| didn't like children very much but didn't feel guilty about it. Mris
said she couldn't believe that, and attributed the feeling to my own strange
begi nni ngs. But that was too sinple. Children are a world in thensel ves, and
as an adult you either want to live in that world or not. My stepsister Kitty
had two children and | enjoyed their conmpany whenever | visited Atlanta. But
Uncl e Wal ker could bring presents and westle around with themlike crazy
because he knew they were part of a visit, not a lifetime. Yet | knew that if
Maris and | were to remain together, kids were an essential part of her
future. We tal ked about it until the cows cane home, which | took as a
trenmendously positive sign about us, because she got nore and nore enotiona
about it the nmore we discussed it.

"Did you bring your cities, Maris?"

"I did. | brought the cities _and_ all ny thousands of LEGDO too. W're
goi ng to make a whol e universe!"

She came back into the roomw th the boy and girl, both | ovely | ooking,
both bratty as hell. They knew they had Maris w apped around their little
fingers, but with the same perceptive antenna children have about adults, they
were sure | was big conpetition. We three checked each other out coolly. The
boy even squinted his eyes at ne in dislike.

"W have to go to school now, but | said we should cone down to wel cone

you hone. "

She knew the kids were naughty, but smled at themw th pure delight.
Her | ove was hel pl ess and all-enconpassing. "If | had sone sweeties |I'd give
themto you, but |I haven't been shopping yet. Walker and | just got in. Cone
back after school and we'll have a little party."”

They accepted this and, after checking out sonme of the nore interesting
t hi ngs she'd al ready unpacked, went out again.

"You really don't |like them do you?"

"\Whenever they cone in here they _want_ sonething fromyou. No kids
should be like that, Maris. They're too used to being given everything and
expecting it as their due. No, |I don't like that."

"Ch, Wl ker, haven't you ever read Freud or any of those people? Kids
expect things as their due because no one's told themdifferent yet. The worst
thing that happens to kids is the shitty day they di scover the world doesn't
give a dam. It happened to all of us, so why not indulge thema little til
then? That's only fair; it's what our parents did with us."

| touched her hand. "I don't love them but | |ove your love for them |
know what you're saying. You're right."

She went to the bed and started taking boxes off it. | knew what she was
doing. It made ne as excited as the first day we'd been to bed. | wal ked over

to hel p. She grabbed nme around the neck in a headl ock and pulled ne down with
her. The sheets were freezing cold when we slid beneath them naked, m nutes
| ater.

In a few days she had everything in place and the apartnment was
conpletely her. On the walls were large prints of Tamara de Lenpi cka wonen,
M chael Gaves buildings, a blowup of a _Vogue_ photograph of Maris dressed
as a giant green cactus. The shelves were filled with interesting or funny
things that said their owner had a taste for the silly as well as the
beauti ful .

The first tinme we ate a full-fledged nmeal there, she brought out a
phot ograph and put it in front of ne.

"It isn't nice, Wal ker, but I want you to see a picture of himjust in
case he ever cones around."”

Luc had curly brown hair and a slightly cleft chin. Sad eyes, sweet
eyes. He looked a ot older than I'd inmagi ned, but wore the clothes of a
fifteen-year-old -- scruffy white sneakers, bleached jeans, a "Best Conpany"
yel l ow sweatshirt. Maris had worn the sane shirt often. Seeing it on him sent



a small prick through ne.

"I know that shirt."

She took the picture and | ooked at it. "He wore all of ny clothes. W're
about the sane size. It drove me crazy. Did | tell you about the underwear?
When things really started going bad between us, he would take nmy underpants
and wear them He thought it was a very hot thing to do."

"Come on, he wore your _panties_? \Wat the hell for?"

"Because he knew | hated it. He wanted to get me angry."

"And you let himdo it?"

She | ooked at me sternly, her hands on her hips. "Wat was | going to
do, Walker, hide themall fromhin? O say 'Hey, take off ny underpants this
instant, or else!""

| cracked up. The tone of her voice, those hands on her hips, and what
she was tal king about, just cracked ne up. Both of us broke into that
kid-silly laughter that happens when you're too tired or giddy to be in
control of either yourself or your enotions. Forty-year-old Luc wal ki ng around

her apartnment in a pair of lilac panties with little white flowers over the
crotch was too much
Whil e we | aughed, | unconsciously took the snapshot and put it straight

up by one of its corners on the tip of nmy finger, as if to balance it there.
But when | took ny other hand away, the picture stayed perched, vertically, on

the finger. It didn't nove, not even a bit. Fascinated, | w ggled nmy whole
hand, but the card stayed straight up. | |ooked at Maris, but she was staring
goggl e eyed.

"\Wal ker, how do you do that?"

"I don't know. It's just happening.”

"Come on, tell ne. It's wonderful! Can you do other tricks?"

Unconfortabl e now, | took the picture off ny finger then put it back. It
stood just as straight as a nonent before. | took it off and put it on --
again and again, until | got the jitters. Maris was enchanted.

That night | dreaned | was an infant lying in a crib of gold and fur. A
worman with very |ong anber hair spilling around her face was | ooking down at
me. Although | was very young, no nore than a few nonths old, | understood her
when she spoke.

"I've done everything, but | never knew there were so many nanes:

Kl odwi g, Manertus, Markwart, Neponuk. People com ng from everywhere,
everywhere, with new nanes: Odo, Onno, Ratbod, Ratward, Pankratius . . ."

She put her face in her hands and began to cry.

That is all | remenber of the dream Wen | woke, Maris was |ying asleep
across ny left arm so | could barely feel ny fingers out there on the edge of
nmy body. It was strange, a night thing, knowing part of you was near but gone
at the sanme tine.

I was making a comrercial for mineral water the day Luc arrived in
Vi enna. But sonehow | knew he was there. Fromthe nmonent he stepped off the
train at the Westbahnhof and started |ooking for a phone booth, | knew And
that didn't really surprise ne; 1'd had the feeling all along | would
i nstinctively know when he approached Maris's and ny planet. He was sinply too
dangerous a force: a neteor careening out of control, that gave off all kinds
of waves as it sped across space toward us.

He arrived at seven in the norning and by seven-ten was on the phone
wi th Ni chol as, demanding to know where Maris was. N cholas was a heavy sl eeper
and usually didn't go to bed until very late. It isn't hard to i magi ne how he



felt when he realized who was calling. Eva Sylvian said she had no idea who it
was because N chol as spoke to the Frenchman in a quiet and reasonabl e voi ce.
The only strange thing was he said "_nein_" every few words. Eva was only

hal f - awake when the call came through, but she said she distinctly renenbered
Ni chol as saying no at least ten tinmes in the short conversation

Where was she? Nicholas had better tell himright now _Nein_.

Just give hima phone nunber where she could be reached. That way she
could decide for herself if she wanted to see him _Nein_.

Did Sylvian realize what Luc could do to himif he kept up this shit?
_Nein_.

~Und so weiter .

Ni chol as was flying to Tel Aviv the next day to nmeet with an |srael
producer. Because he'd be gone a while, we three had had a farewel| coffee
toget her a week before. Naturally, Luc cane up in the conversation. But after
screaming with laughter at the Luc-in-Mris's-underwear story, Nichol as
brushed himoff as if he were a fly on his hand. Even if "that idiot" did show
up, he would be taken care of. Maris asked how, but only got a snmile and a
vague shrug for an answer. My director friend |loved intrigue and strange
situations. Qur adventure in Minich had made hi m happy for weeks afterward. In
retrospect, | know he was delighted to have Luc in Vienna that day, because
Ni chol as had been planning a scene with himever since we'd returned.

So, instead of packing his bag for Israel that norning, he surprised Luc
by making a date to nmeet in front of the Burg Theatre at noon. Eva was wi de
awake by then and watched her husband across the bed smile like a bandit who
has just cracked a safe. He made two other calls before getting up and
whistling all the way to the shower. Life was about to becone art.

The whore's nane was Hel ene _Kostlich_ (Delicious) who, from afar
| ooked a good deal like Maris. Nicholas had al so given her a photograph so
that when the time canme, she could make herself up to | ook as nuch as possible
like the woman in the picture. He'd used Helene to play a bit part in one of
his films, so she was glad to do hima favor

Col dstar owned an old but perfectly kept Jaguar sedan that had been
given to himthe year he won the European boxi ng chanpi onshi p. Behind the
wheel he | ooked |like an Easter Island statue with arnms. Originally, he'd
of fered to beat Luc up, but N chol as wanted sonething nore interesting than
that: He wanted theatre.

He called Hel ene Delicious, told her to put on the "Maris |ook," and
dress in the sluttiest outfit she had. Today was the day! Gol dstar picked both
of themup and drove to the Burg Theatre. Although it was the m ddl e of
Decenber, he was attired in an all-white polyester suit and a hi deous nat chi ng
red tie and shirt N cholas had supplied for the occasion. The three of them
nmust have | ooked like they were going to a photo session with D ane Arbus.

When they arrived at the theatre, Luc was nowhere to be seen. Ten
mnutes | ater he came anbling out of the Café Landtmann next door, cool as
could be. Nicholas got out and happily wal ked over to nmeet him Luc |ooked his
way, then at the car. Fromthat distance he could only dimy see the woman
inside. Was it Maris? In a gold lane dress with a neckline that fell below his
line of vision? Topped by a foxy Tina Turner wi g? And who was the gorilla
sitting next to her? "Maris" waved at Luc at the sane time the gorilla started
clinmbing out of the car. Nicholas had directed Goldstar to take his time so
his entrance would be that nuch nore inpressive

Luc asked what was goi ng on. Nicholas innocently said Maris had agreed
to see him but first he would have to ask permi ssion of "her friend," who was
fast approachi ng.

The conversation that foll owed between the two nen went sonething |ike
this, after Goldstar took out a knife and held it open to his own nose.

"You want her back? You can't have her. That ends that discussion. You
want to fuck her? First you have to fuck with ne.

"She told nme about you, asshole. You like to slap girls around and then
wal k around in their underpants? Wiy don't you cone to work for me, too? I'l



l et you wear all those things -- bra, silk panties . . . We'Ill even buy you
some Tampax too: to put up your ass! | bet you got a nice ass, huh? Tight,
very fuckable."

To Luc's credit, he stayed cal mand asked nicely if he could speak to
Maris a noment. CGoldstar turned and yelled the request back to the car. Hel ene
Del i cious rolled down the wi ndow and gave themthe finger

"I guess that means no, Luc." Coldstar folded the knife and put it back
in his pocket. "Maybe she doesn't |ike guys who kick her ass, then wear her
under pants. You got to be one or the other, you know? You got to be one or the
other, right, N chol as?"

On the phone to us later, Nicholas said Goldstar overdid it a little,
but it worked. Maris said it sounded |ike he overdid it about 500 percent. But
| could tell she was both tickled and relieved. No matter how brave a front
she'd put on since the bad days in Minich, knowi ng Luc was simering in his
crazy juices sonewhere on the same continent worried her terribly. At night
she spoke in her sleep. Although | didn't tell her, what she said was too
often loud and frantic and disturbing. Walking into a restaurant, she'd seen
someone who | ooked so nuch like himthat she'd started to bolt. Only at the
| ast nonent did she realize the man's hair color was conpletely different.
Maris isn't the kind of person who runs away fromthings. | sensed this from
the first, and it's still so now.

After Hel ene gave themthe finger and Gol dstar wal ked away, Nichol as
asked Luc if there was anything el se he wanted. The ot her | ooked confused and
di soriented, but couldn't let it go. He had come so far for . . . this?

"How could she be a whore? Maris_?"

"She's not, Luc. She's living with him and that's the way he likes her
to dress. | think he'd kill anyone who tried to touch her, especially you.
guess she's told himeverything. Wat was that about your wearing her
under pant s?"

"How coul d you bring her to hin? A _pinp_? How could you do that?"

"What did you do for her, Luc? Beat her up? Scare her to death? Wy do
you think she's even with hinf? She doesn't want you near her life. You're her
trouble, man, not him"

"Fuck you, Sylvian."

Ni chol as turned around and shouted to Goldstar, "Luc wants you to fuck
yoursel f, CGoldie."

Col dstar honked the horn tw ce, scranbling out of the car again. Hel ene
tried to restrain him but couldn't. He rose, and rose, and rose fromthe
spotl ess Jaguar, looking |ike a demonic M. Clean. Pointing a | ong finger at

Luc he bellowed, "CGo hone, little shit frog. Go honme before | eat your fucking
face. "

When it seriously looks like M. Clean is going to eat your face you get
out fast. That's what Luc did, but not before saying to N cholas, "I'm going
to get you."

"What did he nean by that?" Maris worried.

Once again, I'd turned the receiver so both of us could be in on the

conversation at the same tine.

Ni chol as chuckl ed. "Maybe he'll report me to the Directors' Guild."

"He's a crazy man."

"Maris, he | ooked so goddammed confused by what he was seeing, that it's
going to take hima couple of nonths to recover, believe me. He was scared,
honey, what el se could he have said? He thinks |I've got big pinmp friends who
can't wait to kick his ass!

"Leave it alone, forget it. You won! Wal ker, tell her to stop worrying.
Go out and celebrate. |I've got ten things to do nowso I'll be ready to go
tomorrow. You know what | don't |ike about Israel? Breakfast. You can't put
mlk in your coffee, then they give you raw oni ons and tomatoes. God, what a
country! I'Il send you a postcard of a tank. Let's go to Frascati when | get
back. Tell nme I'myour hero, Maris."

"You know I |ove you anyway, Ni cholas."



There was an enbarrassed sil ence, then, "Yeah, ne too. Take care of each

other. I'lIl see you in a few weeks."
"Do you want nme to take you to the airport? It's no trouble.”
"No, Eva will take nme. She likes to drive out and play her radio.
Bye- bye. "

The next norning the Sylvians arrived at the airport an hour before
Ni cholas's flight. It wasn't like himto be such an early bird, but he knew E
Al was very slow and careful about inspecting |uggage and passports before
they let you on the plane. He couldn't afford to niss the flight, so he played
t he good boy.

As he was checking in, an old Mercedes pulled up to one of the doors on
t he upper level of the airport. Several Arabs with submachi ne guns and hand
grenades got out and ran into the building. Eyewi tnesses said it was such a
shock to see themthere, that no one really started doing anything until after
the nmen opened fire and threw the first grenades at the El A counter. The
same thing was happening in Rome at Fium cino Airport.

The bullet that tore off part of Eva Sylvian's ear was probably the sane
one that kept moving -- straight through her husband's head. One in the head,
one in the stomach. If you have ever seen that grisly picture they ran in

Time_ of the many dead at Vienna airport, N cholas Sylvian is the man in the

dark suit spl ayed like a dropped doll, still clutching sonething in his hand.
It is his passport in the leather billfold Maris and | gave himat our | ast
neet i ng.

W heard about the attack in an electronics store while out shopping for
a new VCR. The first report was that the road to the airport was closed to al
traffic because of an "incident." W paid no attention because the Austrians
love to interrupt their radio programs with traffic reports at all tines of
day. But a fewmnutes later the first detail ed news of what had happened
started coming in. Maris said she noticed the whol e place stopped and, as one,
everybody turned toward whatever radios were on in the store. These things
didn't happen in Vienna. They sinply didn't. No one | ooked at anyone el se --
only the radi o speakers had the answers we want ed.

In that shock-tine when the enormty of what had happened began to cone
clear, | was first outraged at the sheer wongness of the act. Shoot randonly
into groups of people at an airport? For what, a political cause? What about
the politics of humanity? O man's purported ability to distinguish between
the enemy and a child with a doll inits arns? O had part of the world really
turned the corner en nmasse, really grown so nad as to think eneny and child
were the sane? | kept saying "Those bastards!" to nyself as the news updates
turned into horror stories.

Soneone grabbed my arm Before | registered it, Maris said in a scared,
shrill voice, "Nicholas is out there! He was going to Israel on El A!"

For an instant | hated her for saying that. W hate anyone who hands us
the death sentence, the news that everything is termnal

W | ooked at each other and ran out of the store. My car was parked
nearby and we junped in w thout saying anything. Both of us were silent al
the way to the airport, the loud radio news the only words we shared.

A mle outside the town of Schwechat on the autobahn, police barricades

bl ocked the road. | told the first man we cane to | was afraid ny brother
m ght be one of the dead. He was synpathetic and checked with his boss, but
couldn't let us through because things were still going on out there.

After they finished shooting, the terrorists ran out of the airport
bui | di ng, got back in their car, and drove away down the sanme road we were on
They didn't get far. There was a crazy, noving-car shoot-out between them and
the police that resulted in nore bl ood and death. There is a photograph of
their stopped Mercedes, its rear w ndow bl asted out, one of the terrorists
dead on the road, his pants conspicuously soiled. A young policeman is |ooking
at the body with a small snmile on his face.



| made a U-turn and drove to the next phone booth, where | called ny
friend Barbara W/I ki nson, who worked in the news departnent at O R F. Luckily
| got right through, and she knew what | wanted the nmonent she cane on the
line. Nicholas had introduced us years before.

"Wal ker, Nicholas is dead. | just heard that. H s wi fe was wounded, but
that's all | know Call me back in a couple of hours. Everything is conpletely
crazy here. Call nme later. I'msorry. I'mcrying. Call ne later."

| realize nowthat | began this narrative by speaking of N cholas's and
my relationship in the present tense. But that's only because whenever he
cones to mnd, always several times a day, | think of himas still alive: his
late-night calls, the black Valentino suits and pastel shirts, the strange but
uni que bal ance of precision and hyperbol e of a good man unsure of hinself but

totally sure of his art. |I loved the | andscape inside him Next to Maris, he
was the best friend | had as an adult, and perhaps the greatest conplinent I
can pay himis thinking he is still here. Wen he died it was the first tine |

ever had the feeling that |ife sometinmes unfairly takes sides. Possibly the
only reason for that relationship was to be happy together then, for that
period of our lives. Expecting or wanting nore was unw se or greedy.

No, | don't like that. There are too many ways to rationalize the death
of someone you | ove. Many sound good, but none are strong or convincing enough
to genui nely consol e you. Especially when you see soneone snoking "his"

cigarettes, or a new filmyou would love to talk to himabout . . . if only he
were alive.
Not | ong before this happened, | was reading around in a poetry

ant hol ogy and came across one entitled "A Space in the Air" by Jon Silkin. The
| ast part of the poemtouched me, so that | copied it down and gave it to
Maris. She liked it too and put it up on the board above her desk.

_And | shall always fear_
_The death of those we |ove as_
_The hint of your death, |ove._

Why had | discovered that poemthen? Wiy had | thought it "lovely" when
all it did was tell a cold truth about life that was best ignored as |ong as
possi bl e? Art is beautiful until it becones real or the truth. Keats was w ong
-- beauty may be truth, but the truth, once lived, is rarely beautiful

Neither Maris nor | liked Eva Sylvian. She was a | oud, self-centered
worman who never stopped tal king about herself. She lived in the shadow of her
husband because she liked bei ng known around town as Ms. Nicholas Sylvian
But she was al so the kind of person who fights her way out of that shadow by
constantly trying to donminate any conversation with stories fromher own dul
life. Somewhere inside, she knew the nost interesting thing about her was her
husband, but that only made her nore strident and desperate for attention

In the hospital, she was inmpossible to listen to. After the first visit
neither of us had any desire to be there, because she went on and on about
what she'd seen, how she'd felt when it happened, what the doctors were doing
for _her_ . . . but little about Nicholas. To put it horribly, she had finally
gotten hold of the spotlight and wasn't about to give it up for anything.

But because of Maris, we went to visit Eva every day. Maris believed in
continuity: If this woman was Nicholas's wife, then it was our duty to help
until she was ready to wal k back into her life again. W didn't need to be her
friends; only to continue for a while our friendship with the man who'd | oved
her.

In his will he had asked to be cremated, but first they held a nmenori al



service at his favorite building in town, the Oto WAgner-desi gned church on
t he grounds of Vienna's |argest insane asylum the Steinhof. That was in the
will too, but | could never figure out whether the request was serious or
another sly Nicholas joke. No matter. The Jugendstil church was filled with
peopl e. What was nost heartening, the nmourners came from everywhere to say
good-bye to him He would have |oved to see the array.

He'd made fil ns about old Russians, sexy spies, a foolish tour group
that got lost on its way to Venice. Sone of his novies were dull, others
superb. But all of themwere made with the greatest |ove toward whonever he
was picturing, and that was evident everywhere. As we were wal ki ng out of the
church, an old woman with a thick Otakringer accent and an old | oden coat on
said to the man next to her, "N cholas Sylvian knew us. That's why | cane. He
knew what was in ny refrigerator, you know what | mean?"

We drove Eva to the Zentral fri edhof where the cremation would take
place. It is an enornmous cenetery and you can easily get lost in it if you
don't know where you're going. Eva went into the crematorium and we started
wal ki ng back to the car.

"What do you think of cremation?"

"Not much. | read sonewhere that your soul gets destroyed if you do it
That scares ne a little. | want to be buried in a nice sinple box."

She stopped and | ooked at ne. "In Vienna?"

"I don't know. | love it here, but a small part of me thinks | should be
put down in my own country. If there's any life after death, I'd be able to

understand t he | anguage better."
She put her arm around ny back and we wal ked in silence. On reaching the
car, she stopped and said she wanted to wander around the place for a while by

herself, if | didn't mnd. She would catch a tram honme. | understood because
felt like being alone too. W made a date to neet for dinner and | drove off
with a quick glance at her in the rearviewmrror. | would go home, she would

| ook at gravestones, Eva would wait while her husband slept in flanes.

The phone was ringing in ny apartnent when | opened the door. Dashing to

catch it, | narrowWy mssed stepping on Olando, who'd come to the door to say
hell o. | scooped himup and took himalong to the phone.
"Hel | 0?"

"Wal ker, it's Maris. You've got to cone back here. You've got to see
somet hing. You _have_to. It's incredible!"

"Right now? | just got in this minute. | really don't feel like driving
anynmore, Maris."

"Have you ever heard of a man nanmed Moritz Benedi kt?"

"No. "

"Al'l right, I'lIl take a picture. |'ve got the Polaroid with me, but it's
not the sane. Wen you see this picture you're going to drive out here in the
m ddl e of the night, believe ne. Can | come over after?"

"Sure. I'lIl probably be asleep, so use your key."

Real sadness either keeps me up all night or punches me to sleep. This
time it was all | could do to put the receiver down and get to bed before
going out as if 1'd been conked on the head. | dreamed of N cholas sitting

naked on a scarlet stallion twenty hands high in the m ddle of a beautiful
pond. He | ooked very happy and called out to ne, "Bathing the red horse!"

When | awoke, Ol ando was asleep on ny stomach and Maris was |ying by ny
side. The room was conpl etely dark and warm and snelled of her distant,
hours-ol d perfune. It took sone tine for ny mind to |l and back on earth. Wile
it was circling the airfield, | gently conbed her soft hair with nmy fingers.

It had grown rmuch | onger since she'd been in Vienna.
"How | ong have you been here?"
"About an hour. I'mglad you're up. |I've been dying to wake you. You've



got to see what | found. Can | turn on the light?"

“Uh huh."

The light burst the air like a flashbulb. | closed ny eyes against the
white shock. When | opened them again, she was hol ding a Pol aroi d phot ograph
in front of me. It was a picture of an ornate black marbl e gravestone. Across
the top, thick gold letters spelled out the nane "Mritz Benedi kt" and the
dates he lived. Below themwas a small caneo photograph of Benedi kt; a comon
practice on Austrian gravestones. | couldn't see the photo very well, but
before I had a chance to think, she handed ne another snapshot, this tine a
cl ose-up of the caneo.

"Holy shit!"

It was a picture of nme. Sanme hair, soft tired eyes, large nose. It's
conmon to hear people say they know or have seen sonmeone who | ooks a lot like
you. It's different when you're faced with a mirror imge of yourself, thirty

years dead. It's tine blown through a horn -- right in your face.
"Wio was he?"
"I don't know. | asked every groundkeeper out there |I could find, but no

one knew. It'd be easy enough to track hi mdown, though, WAl ker. God knows,
Vienna is fanmous for keeping records. You could probably find out how many
sugars he put in his coffee, if you | ooked hard enough."

| couldn't stop |looking at the picture. The Iight wasn't good and sone
parts were a little out of focus, but the resenbl ance was stark and nysterious
and . . . exciting inits way. You think you are the sole proprietor of your
| ooks. Once you discover you aren't, you immediately start wondering what el se
there was in common between you and your double. Wat kind of life did he
live? What were his secrets, what were his dreans? The world is a place of
wonders, but the greatest of all is yourself. Finding that someone once wal ked
the earth with your face is incentive enough to send you out searching for
answers. But that was one of my greatest m stakes. Wnders don't always have
answers or reasons. O rather, even if they do, those answers are not
necessarily what we want to know

The bl ack stone was so polished it |ooked |ike obsidian. The gold
letters cut into its face were deep and done with great care and skill. |
stood a few feet away and took in the whole thing before noving closer to | ook
at his picture on the stone. A bouquet of not-so-long-dead flowers lay at the

foot of the grave. There was soneone alive who knew and still cared for Mritz
Benedi kt. Oddly, Maris hadn't nentioned the flowers, but she'd been right
about somet hing el se: After her photographs, 1'd had to cone to the cenetery

the next day to see for myself.

The caneo of Benedi kt was | arge and vaguely yellow fromage. He wore a
dark suit and formal shirt, but no tie. Not only did we | ook alike, but for
the first time | realized he wore an expression hal fway between anusenment and
smal | exasperation that | often had on. My nother called ne M. Long-suffering
whenever she sawit. So, the last public image of Mritz Benedi kt was as M.
Long-suffering. Too bad for him It made nme smle. | wanted to smile then or
just generally lighten up because the more | |ooked at my . . . self, the nore
nervous and unconfortable |I becane. Besides the inmpossible simlarity in
| ooks, | had a gooseflesh chill going up the mddle of nmy spine from sonething
el se as well. Some people, after shivering involuntarily, are asked what's the
matter. The common answer |'d heard all ny life was "Someone just wal ked over
my grave." How s this, though -- imagine conming across your grave, replete
with a picture of you on it wearing one of your nost recogni zabl e expressions.
Only it isn't your grave and it isn't your stone and it isn't a picture of you
and the person in the ground there has been dead thirty years. That ground two
feet in front of you.

Two ol d worren, both dressed in black, both carrying identical purses,



wal ked by. One of them | ooked at ne and nodded her head.

" _Quten Tag_, Herr Rednaxela."

The nane stuck its finger in my ear, but | couldn't remenber where |I'd
heard it before. | snmiled at the woman as if | knew her and what she was
t al ki ng about .

"It took you a long tinme to get here!"

Her friend | ooked angry and shook her head. "Leave him al one. He's way
ahead of schedule.”

Rednaxel a. The crazy man on the bicycle the first day in Vienna with
Maris. He had called nme Rednaxel a!

Wthout really seeing, | watched the two wonen start wal ki ng away.

"Wait!" | ran a few steps to catch them "What are you tal king about ?
Wio' s Rednaxel a?"

Bot h wonen smil ed and exchanged gl ances -- they were in on sonething

didn't know anything about. One of themgave ne a little coquettish shrug.
"That's your job to find out. You' ve cone this far."

The ot her one came up and patted ny shoul der. "Everybody's proud of you.
Don't mind what | said before. I was only teasing."

They began to | eave again. | grabbed the one cl osest by the arm and
pul | ed her around to face ne. Her snile vanished. "Don't touch me! Stop asking
questions. Fuck offl!"

| shook her arm It was thin as a pipe cleaner through the thick wool of
her coat. "Wat are you tal ki ng about? Who's Rednaxel a? How do you know ne?"

A bunch of birds on the grass started as one and fl ew away.

The wonman saw a young coupl e nearby and started scream ng in a squeaky
voi ce, "Help! Let me go! Leave ne! Hel p!" Her conpanion hit me on the back
wi th her purse. The couple came running over and the man pulled me away from
the ol d woman.

"Who' s Rednaxela, damm it!"

"You'll find out, shithead!"

"Just tell nme now "

"The fuck I will, sonny boy."

| started back at her, but the man held ne.

"Hey, man, are you crazy? That's an old wonan!" He was strong and wasn't
going to let go.

The ol d women scuttl ed away, watching ne the whole time over their
shoul ders. At first they both | ooked terrified, but when they were a safe
di stance away, one of themlaughed like a |oon and made a crazy face at ne:
thunbs in her ears, pinkies pulling out the corners of her nouth, her tongue
zipping in and out like a snake's. Her |augh was so strange and | oud that the
man, his wife, and | all stopped tussling to watch the two wonen as they
turned and di sappeared anong the gravestones.

"Are you crazy, man? Beating up on old | adies? Wat the hell for?"

He et go of nme and crossed his arnms -- a father expecting an
expl anation fromhis ten-year-old.

"Forget it. It was a mstake." | was enbarrassed and angry and w shed
like hell | knew where the "l adi es" had gone.

"You don't shake up old ladies in _graveyards_, man. | don't care what

you do in your own country."

| looked at him "Wat are you tal king about ?"

"This is Austria. | don't care how you treat people in your own country.
Even i f that was your grandnother. Here you do it our way."

Hs wife cane up and gave nme a defiant |ook. "Were _are_ you fron? Wat
ki nd of | anguage was that? | used to work out at the United Nations, but I
never heard people talking as crazy as that before.”

"What do you nean?"

"That | anguage. Those sounds you were using. Both you and the ol d wonen.
Where are you fronP"

Her husband gave a big snort. "The ocean maybe! Maybe they're all three
dol phins in drag."



| looked at him his wife. "What did it sound |like?" | was frightened.

She | ooked at me as if | were putting her on. "You know what it sounded
like. You were doing it!"

Her man snorted again. "What did it sound like? It sounded like this."
He put two fingers together and started whistling -- whistling so loud that it
startled a flock of birds out of a nearby chestnut tree. | |ooked at him then
at his wife. She nodded at ne.

"That's it. Just like that. \Were do you speak like that? Can you do it
agai n?" She snil ed encouragingly.

| didn't tell Maris. What would I say? "I met two old wonen at the
cenetery today. | attacked one and spoke dol phin-whistle to the other. Then
they ran away and stuck their tongues out at nme." It would have been a funny

scene in a film but inreal life it had the ring of cuckooness del uxe.

And what _about _ that strange | anguage | was supposed to have spoken
with then? Where did it fit in, and why hadn't | been aware of speaking
anyt hi ng other than ny good old American German?

Who was Rednaxela? Or if _I_was him as two nutty old wonen and a
bearded UFO on a bicycle contended, who was he/l? How cone | didn't know
anyt hi ng about who "we" were? O did I?

Finally, what did Mritz Benedi kt have to do with it? Joking, the old
worman said it'd taken nme | ong enough to figure out that | had to cone to the
cenetery to see his grave

How did it all fit in? What screws or pieces or instructions were
mssing fromthe kit that would enable me to put things together correctly and
under st and?

I knew a peculiar Anerican in town named David Buck who spent nost of
his time in the National Library researching an obscure sixteenth-century
German Anabapti st who'd canped out in Austria for a while. Buck was forever
br oke and | ooking for ways to make nmoney. So | called and said |I'd pay himto
research Moritz Benedikt. Al | knew about the man were his dates and the fact
that he was buried in the Zentral fri edhof, but Buck said that was enough to go
on. He woul d get back to me when he had sonet hi ng.

Ni chol as's death and the bizarre scene at the cemetery shook nme badly. |
spent days just reading, |ooking out the wi ndow, and eating the good neals
Mari s cooked. She kept nme company and shared a confortable, necessary silence.
At first | tried to hide the dark things sw nmmng just bel ow ny surface, but
she saw themfast and said | didn't have nmuch faith in us if | did that.

"The whol e purpose of friendship is to give the other strength when they
need it. Don't cheat ne out of that perk, Walker."

To conplicate things, Eva Sylvian called two or three times a day, every
day. The conversations (nonol ogues) were all the sanme. It struck nme she woul d
have been happi er taping what she said on a recorder, then playing it back so
she coul d agree with herself. She asked if we would do this or that for her
rangi ng from hel ping to choose the inscription on N cholas's vault to picking
up her dry cleaning. The tone of her voice said she expected these things to
be done. Maris said it sounded nore as if Eva felt she deserved to be |oved,
if not for herself, then certainly for her loss. Funny how sone peopl e expect
the dearest things in life to come to them sinply because they exist or
because t hey have suffered.

One night late the phone rang in nmy apartnment and | was sure it was Eva
again. Maris answered, but her eyes wi dened when she heard who was calling.
Excitedly, she waved me over to the phone and, pointing to the receiver, said,
"It's Weber Gregston!”

Gregston was the hottest director in Hollywod. 1'd read an interview
wi th himabout his newest film _Breathing You_, which had been nominated for
six Oscars. | knew about himthrough N cholas, who'd once been his assistant
on a film

"Hel | o, W&l ker Easterling?"



"Yes?"

"Hi . Weber Gregston. Listen, | called about a couple of things. | just
heard about Ni cholas Sylvian. Jesus, | wish I'd known sooner. 1'd' ve conme to
the funeral. | just talked with Eva. Can you tell nme nore about what happened?
| didn't get a very clear picture fromher."

W tal ked half an hour about N cholas and | |iked everything G egston
said. He was genuinely grieved about the death. You could easily tell he'd
adm red and enjoyed Ni chol as very nuch. Wat was especially nice was his
know edge of the Sylvian films. He spoke about shots and angles in themas if
he'd seen each filmthree times and paid the closest attention. Qur dead
friend woul d have | oved to hear the conversation. He had thought G egston the
only near genius in contenporary film

"Listen, Walker, there's something else. I'mright in the mddle of
shooting a filmout here. It's a little enbarrassing to say, but one of ny
actors had a heart attack yesterday and | need someone fast to fill in for
him I1t'd be about five days of shooting in L.A | saw you in Nicholas's film
and he said you're good to work with. Do you think you could get away for ten
days and fly over? | knowit's short notice, but you' d get good noney besides
doing ne a great favor."

Maris was sitting right next to nme. | put ny hand over the receiver and
asked if she wanted to go to California for a couple of weeks. She threw both
hands up, closed her eyes, and gave the lucky air a big kiss.

CHAPTER THREE

The bad thing about flying to California was that the trip would have to
start at the Vienna airport so soon after the nmassacre. For sone strange
reason, I'd . . . forgotten for a while that N cholas died there. Mybe
because | didn't want to think about it, maybe because |'d thought about it
too nmuch. The realization struck nme on the ride out there.

"God, | conpletely forgot about where we're going."

Maris was | ooking out the wi ndow and turned to nme, smling. "What do you
mean?"

"To the airport. You know. Nicholas."

"Yes, | know. Someone told me they haven't replaced the glass w ndows
yet. You can still see the bullet holes."

"That's not very reassuring, is it?" | put my hand on her knee. She
covered it with hers. "I've always liked going to airports before. They're
exciting and make nme start dreaming as soon as | get close and see the pl anes
taki ng off and | anding."

"Wal ker, I've got to tell you one thing about this trip: |I'man absolute
chi cken when it comes to flying. The worst." She reached into her handbag and
took out a small pharmacy bottle.

"What's that?"

"Valium Real strong ones. | took a couple before we left, so if | pass
out hal fway across the Atlantic, you'll know why."

The bus drove up the ranmp to the departure section and stopped. | | ooked



at Maris and took a sad deep breath. "I really ain't |ooking forward to going
in there."

"Me either. Let's do it fast and get it over with."

Unfortunately, there was a long line at the check-in counter and we had
to wait. Maris asked if I'd mnd staying with the bags a few mnutes while she
went to buy nagazi nes.

Looki ng around after she'd left, | noticed there were security police
everywhere, "Kobras," in berets and battle dress, carrying stubby gray Uzi
machi ne pistols that |ooked like strange plunbing fixtures under their arnmns.
What di sturbed nme nost was that these nen | ooked at everyone and everything
with conpletely attentive, suspicious eyes. They trusted no one. And they had
probably been told not to. It reminded nme of a friend who'd been in Vietnam
and said when he was there, everyone was suspect. He'd watched a child hand a
bouquet of flowers to the driver of an Anerican troop transport truck and then
run away. The truck bl ew up seconds | ater

Maris returned | ooking as if someone had hit her. "I had to | ook.

Wal ker, there really are bullet holes all over the wi ndows downstairs! It's
unbel i evable. One of the soldiers told nme there was a shoot-out over there on
the escal ator.”

She pointed off to the left. | told her I wanted to take a | ook

"Are you sure?"

"Yes. If | see it, then maybe | won't think about it so nuch. My
i magi nation is my worst eneny these days."

| wal ked across the floor listening to the sounds of excited travelers,
the P. AL announcing flights to everywhere. A typical day at the airport. The
same sounds Nichol as woul d have heard as he stood at the El Al counter waiting
to check in. | |ooked for that counter but then thought better about really
finding it. What did | expect or want to see there? Chalk outlines of the
bodi es on the ground? A d bl oodst ai ns? The shot-out w ndows woul d be enough

The escal ator Maris had pointed out was built next to a steep staircase.
| started down those stairs because | wanted to cone across the wi ndows at ny
own speed. If | didn't like what | saw, | could turn around and go right back
up.

Seeing those bullet holes would be final proof the attack had actually
happened and Ni chol as was one of the victins. O herwi se, his death for us was
only a conposite of news reports and hysterical phone calls, a service at the
St ei nhof church, and dropping his widow off at the door of a crematorium

| descended the stairs slowy, holding the rail for support. There was
an overhang in front of me, so I'd counted fifteen steps before the w ndows

began to come into view. | went down two nore before noticing the woman
passing ne on the right, noving fast down the netal steps of the escal ator
She wore a full-length fur coat and sungl asses and had the kind of perfect

nmood hair that comes with long hours in the chair at the best _Friseur_ in
town. She jingl ed when she noved because of all the jewelry she wore. The
jingling was distracting, so | stopped to have a | ook at her. She had that
fast purposeful wal k and straight-ahead glare of an inmportant person in a big

hurry. _Beep-beep_ -- out of the way for a Hard Charger

She suddenly stunbled and fell face forward onto the sharp edge of the
nmovi ng steel step. | grabbed for her instinctively but was too far away.
Jewel ry cl anked hard against nmetal, then a quiet, thicker sound -- skin and

bone hitting. She flailed her arns, cried out, somersaulting down one step
after another, hitting and rolling. Her coat and skirt flew up, |egs spread
hel pl essly. She was wearing peach-col ored panties. There was a small purple
brui se inside one thigh.

| ran down some stairs, trying to catch up, but by then she was in a
heap at the bottom Her hair was already being sucked into the grate at the
foot of the escalator. She |lay unnoving as the stairs tore her scalp off.

| heard a scream and unconsci ously stuck my armout to the right. It hit
somet hing and | grabbed on to it. Looking quickly, I saw |I'd caught the wonman
by the arm as she was stunbling. The _sane_ woman who'd just fallen! She



steadi ed herself and smiled gratefully at me. Horrified, | |ooked at the

bottom of the escalator. No one there. |I'd seen everything take place before
it happened. Stopped it before it continued.
"Thanks so rmuch! It's these damed hi gh heels. | always have so nuch

trouble wal king in them Thanks again." She gave another snile and, standing
still, moved slowy down the rest of the way.

| sat down right where | stood, put my hands to ny head, and shook |ike
a dog in a bad thunderstorm Nicholas's death, the old wonmen at the cenetery,

Rednaxel a, saving this woman fromher future . . . | had to tell Maris
everything now. | had begun to run out of |uck

"Hey, you, get up! Let's go. Wat're you doing there?"

Looki ng up, | saw a Kobra checking ne out with both disgust and

suspi cion. He gestured with his gray Uzi for me to get going.

For dinner we were offered a precise square of mysterious-snelling beef
or nysterious-1ooking chicken. The stewardess had the face of a wonan who'd
once cone in third in the Mss North Dakota contest. To her dismay, both of us
declined the nmeals and returned to our conversation. | don't |like the taste of
al cohol , but hal fway through the flight | was vaguely drunk on scotch and
feeling much nore rel axed

Maris knew it all now It isn't often in life that you cone clean with
anot her person, but I'd tried. Wat good was it to | eave anythi ng out? How
could she make suggestions if left in the dark about inportant, albeit
frightening or enbarrassing, details?

| looked for sonme answer on her |oved face. From past chats, | knew she
liked to think things through before giving her opinion, but ny inpatience
showed too clearly in the way | kept rattling the ice in ny glass.

She | ooked at the glass, then nme. "I have ny tarot cards here. I'll do a
reading for you now if you like, but I'd still rather not. This isn't the
pl ace for it.

"The best thing to do is call ny brother |Ingramwhen we get in. | was

going to anyway, but this is all the nore reason to. Renenber | told you he's
a disc jockey in L.A ? He has this cockamany tal k show in the afternoon called

"OFf the Wall' where he interviews every kind of weirdo and lunatic you can
i mgine. It's funny and odd, but over the years he's net themall -- good and
bad. I'msure he'll know soneone you can go see. Maybe a really astute pal m st

or astrol oger."

"That's good, but what do you think of all this, Maris?"

"I think it's something to worry about. You have to find out what's
happeni ng. If you knew soneone strange and nean |ike Luc, it m ght be a very
el aborate practical joke. It's the kind of joke he liked to play."

"Seeing a wonman's future? Looking exactly |ike a dead man? That's no
joke, Maris. It's God!"

"True."

"I"'mglad you're calmabout it. It nmakes me feel better."

"I"m cal m because there's nothing we can do this mnute, ten niles above
the earth. Plane rides scare me and |' mjust in the niddl e of praying we get
there. Once we've |l anded we can figure out . . . Ch, forget it."

| sat up and | ooked at her carefully. "Wat were you going to say?"

"I was thinking about how magi cal these |ast nmonths have been. How we
met, how fast we fell in love. But then there's the other magic too --

Ni chol as's death, your friend Rednaxela, Moritz Benedikt . . . It's really a
strange tinme for us."

"Ni chol as's death was magic? That's an odd word for it."

"I don't think so. Magic neans nysterious _and_ supernatural. W both
know he shoul dn't have died. Wy he died is the nystery. My God, everything is
so strange these days.

"You al so said sonething before that isn't true: You're running out of
luck? No way! We have each other now. The only two inmportant things in life



are real |love and being at peace with yourself. You've got one of them |
t hi nk what's happening is balance. If you get one, you |lose the other. O it
di m ni shes. You have the |ove, so you have to | ose some peace. It's standard
physi cs: For every action, there's an equal and opposite --"
"-- Reaction. But you can have both. Loving someone brings you peace."
"Nope. It makes life interesting and alive, but it doesn't bring much
peace. "

The first thing | do whenever | return to a town | know is eat a
favorite neal there. In Vienna it is _nelange_ and a _Topfen golatschen_. In
Los Angeles it is a chili cheese dog at Pink's. Wthin hours of landing in
California, we were sitting at an outdoor table in eighty-degree January
weat her eating Anerica's best with her brother |ngram

They | ooked so alike: tall, topped with thick black hair, eyes set wide
apart, lips round and perfect as a dark coin. Ingram (Maris called him"Inky")
was thin and dressed in typical L.A wear -- T-shirt with the nane "Mat
Puppet s" across the front, baggy/fashionable pants, sneakers. He tal ked fast,
but his hands never noved except to bring the hot dog to his nouth. | kept
i magi ning himat a radi o microphone with those still hands, fielding questions
fromguys selling real estate on the Lost Continent of Atlantis (once it
rose). Maris was his best audience and their cl oseness was sel f-evident.

After they'd caught up on each other's lives, she told an abbreviated
version of our story. His eyes went back and forth between us, and he asked
many questions, sone of themalarm ngly personal. He knew Luc, and angrily
kept repeating he'd warned her about that asshole.

"Don't be obnoxious, Inky. | warned you about a couple of your friends,
but you didn't listen either. Two of themtried to kill you. |I only had Luc."

That made hi m | augh. He reached across the table and tried to take her
bottle of cream soda. She pulled it back and shook her head. It was one of
t hose games brothers and sisters play until the day they die and enjoy every
m nut e of.

"Everything is good between you two?"

"Wonderful . But, Inky, there's sonething inportant you can hel p us
with."

While Ferraris and low riders roared by a few feet away, she told him
about the "magic" of our last nmonths. This tinme he asked no questions at all
whi ch made ne skeptical. But then anything was possible in his world,

i ncl udi ng people who talked to Pluto. Wien she was fini shed he nodded his head
and said nore to hinmself than to us, "Venasque."

"What's that?"

"It's a man. A shanman. He teaches people to fly."

The studi o gave us a sunny apartnment off WIshire Boulevard with a
coupl e of Iong porches and bougainvillea flowers growi ng everywhere. It was
such a pleasure to wear light clothes again and go out of the house without a
coat on.

Weber Gregston's conpany, "Black Lion," gave us a car and the news that
shooting would begin for ne in a few days. Wber was making a thriller/horror
filmcalled _Wonderful _ based on three paintings by Eric Fischl. He'd witten
it together with one of the nost famous novelists in Amrerica. No one outside
t he production knew nmuch about the film because it was a cl osed set and peopl e
i nvol ved were keeping their nmouths shut. The script arrived in the hands of a
worman who | ooked |ike a prison guard.

| was set to play a professional killer named M. Pencil. Although the
part wasn't difficult, it was peculiar. Wile Maris and her brother spent an
evening out, | read the script first as an actor and then again as a

screenwiter. Both ways it was macabre, perverse, original. Wber was stil
riding high on the success of his last film and I'msure that was the only



reason why a nmmjor studio agreed to finance _Wonderful _.

That was al so the night | called Venasque for the first tinme. Fromthe
first he was garrulous and friendly. The tone of his voice sounded as though
he was grateful for someone to talk to. Ingramnust have filled himin on ny
"probl eni because the shaman asked for details on the way the woman had fallen
down the escal ator stairs, the color of the wonen's faces in the graveyard,
how to spell "Benedikt," nmy birth date.

"And you're here to make a fil n?"

"Yes. W'll be staying about two weeks."

"It'"ll have to be |onger."

"\Why 2"

"Because if we work together, it'll take a whole day to drive to the
nmount ai ns. Then we'll be up there a mninum of a week, another day to drive
back . . . 1'd say give yourself a good ten days just to be sure.™

"Can you help me, M. Venasque?"

"I can teach you to fly. That's the first step."

"What do you nean, _fly ? Really, like a bird?"

| alnmost heard himsnmile. "Birds don't fly, M. Easterling. They live.
Part of their way of living is to travel off the ground. But ask a bird how he
does that and he'll |look at you funny. The same when soneone asks you how to
wal k. Put one foot in front of the other. Sure, that's the nechanics of it,
but how do you _walk_? O find the right balance to ride a two-wheel er bike?
You do it. You find it. | can teach you where it is in you."

"And you do this with anyone?"

"Anyone who can pay."

"How much is it?"

"A thousand dollars."

"That's not much to fly."

"It's not such a hard thing to do. If you' re not satisfied at the end,
"1l give you your noney back."

"Way do | want you to live out in the desert, speak like a guru, and
tell me it takes years to nmaster the art?"

"You read _Siddhartha_ and Castaneda too many tinmes. Cone and see ne and
we'll talk sone nore. Listen, "Mam Vice' is onin five mnutes. A show
never mss. Come and see ne."

My first day on the set of _Wonderful _, | watched Gregston carefully. He
was am abl e but intense, short-tenpered, balanced by a terrific sense of
hunor. When he wasn't working he sat al one and read a novel by Robertson
Davi es, or sketched in a |eather notebook he kept constantly under his arm
The caneraman, George Lanbert, said Wber's whole life was in that notebook
but didn't el aborate.

Over coffee, the director told ne about the character I was to play.
What he said wasn't special, but spoken with such conviction, and in such
pi cturesque detail, that | got the feeling there really _was_ a M. Pencil out
there in the world who was WG 's friend.

The first of nmy two scenes was shot in the backyard of a gorgeous house
in Brentwood. All | had to do was cook hanburgers over a barbecue and smle
The boy playing ny son ate fire. He stood in front of the canera, stuck a
great burning torch down his throat and bel ched back flame, while grinning Dad
back at the grill and the rest of the adoring famly | ooked on

On our fifth day of filmng, Maris got perm ssion to watch
Unsurprisingly, she and Weber hit it off instantly. He had her sit right next
to him where they tal ked and | aughed |i ke banshees between every take. Even
Weber's people were surprised at this, judging by their |ooks and asides to
each other. | was too busy barbecuing and snmiling to have any real m sgivings,
but it was the first tine I'd ever felt even vaguely unconfortabl e about her
wi th anot her man.

At lunchtime, we snuck off to a corner of the big yard to eat al one, but



hadn't been there five m nutes before Weber cane over and asked if he could

join us.

"Weber says | look like the only woman he's ever really | oved. But she
won't | ove hi m back."

"How cone?" | bit alittle too hard into a chicken w ng

He smiled. "Her nane is Cullen Janes, and besides | ooking as great as
Maris, she's also too goddammed | oyal to her husband. She was the one who gave
me the idea for this novie. | had the nost extraordi nary experience with her a
coupl e of years ago that has kept ne thinking ever since." He put his ful
pl ate down on the grass and lit up a cigarette instead. "Cullen had these
dreans at night. Sequential -- one following the other perfectly, night after
night. Always in the sanme place: a fantasy land called Rondua, sort of like in
_Lord of the Rings_, but wilder and far nore frightening. Right after we net

and | was trying to pry her away from her husband, | started having dreanms in
Rondua, too. Every night | traveled there. W even net up with each other
there once. | couldn't begin to tell you what it was |ike. Take an old-tine

"Purple Haze' acid trip, multiply it by about sixty, and you're at Rondua's
front door. G ant dogs two stories high wearing bow er hats, a king naned
Si zzling Thunb, even the fucking _Devil_ was around. H's name was Jack Chili.
It sounds nuts, but it happened. Believe nme. Imagine sharing the sane _dreans_
wi th sonmeone. Being able to tal k about what you' ve _both_ seen the next
nmorning! It was really the only transcendental experience |'ve ever had, but
it made ne one hell of a believer.”

"\What happened to her? Are you still in touch?"

"Yes. She was attacked in New York by an escaped murderer. Killed him
with a crowbar when he broke into her apartnment.”

"Jesus!"
"There's nore. She swears she didn't do it. That her child from Rondua,
' Pepsi,' canme over and did it for her."

"She sounds nad. "

He shook his head vigorously. "No, she's full of nagic. After she
descri bed what happened, | believed her."

Maris and | | ooked at each other. She spoke first. "Do you believe in
magi ¢, Weber?"

"Yes. Look at you, Maris. Howis it possible in one lifetine to neet two
worren with al nost the sane face? Don't say coincidence. That's the easy way
out."

Maris | ooked at nme and nout hed the nanme "Moritz Benedi kt."

Weber | ook at the ground. "I've given up trying to understand God. How
He works. That sounds obnoxi ous, but when | saw Maris today, | could only
shake ny head. It doesn't disturb me anynore, although it used to. In college
| majored in philosophy and religion. | was sure that was the way to get to
the bottom of things. That, and some thinking on your own." He waved the
t hought away. "Silly little student. Do you ever read Enerson? He said it
best. | like himvery much. 'Do not require a description of the countries
towar ds whi ch you sail. The description does not describe themto you and
tomorrow you arrive there and know them by inhabiting them' That's it. That's
howit is."

The second shot took place in Malibu. M. Pencil sets up a tripod on the
pati o of someone's beach house. Opening a briefcase, he takes out a sni per
rifle, assenbles it, and attaches it to the tripod. | didn't like it because
the act was too close to what had happened with Nicholas. | told Wber that,
but he only said "Use it! Show how M. Pencil dislikes what he does for a
living, nmake himeven nore repellent."

Intercut with this would be shots of a bunch of nudists on a cruising
boat. Acconpanying themis a Dal matian that roams the deck sniffing people and
thi ngs. They tal k and | augh and have a | azy, sexy day at sea. Suddenly one of
themrears up with a big bullet hole in the niddle of his chest, like a bright



red carnation. Then the dog is hit too and knocked overboard.

Cut back to Pencil pulling the trigger again as he shoots everyone on
the boat. Perfectly cool about it, he stops once to wi pe sweat fromhis eyes
before returning to the job. Wen he's finished, he takes the rifle and tri pod
apart, repacks them and | eaves.

The part with the people on the boat would be done later. Today was j ust
me and nmy gun at the beach

A firearns expert showed nme how to put the pieces together without
fumbling or | ooking confused. Luckily I had done something sinmilar in an
earlier film so it wasn't hard after a couple of tries.

Everything went fine until | saw the dragon. | saw it through the
tel escopic sight of the rifle while Iooking out to sea, supposedly at ny
target. The creature was far away in the water, but the scope's magnification
put it right on the end of my nose. It was black and | ong and _essed_ up and
down in the water, as if on a frolic.

What does a sea serpent look like? Here's the surprise: Al that was
goi ng through nmy mnd was how beautiful its eyes were. Totally fem nine and
sexy. G ant and deep, purple, and flecked with coppery yellow | think there
were even long |lashes, too. It slowy turned its head toward shore and | ooked
at us.

Soneone off to ny left screaned

Anot her shouted, "Holy fucking _shit ! Look at _that !"

"It's the Loch Ness nonster!"

"Godzillal"

| kept watching through the scope. Soneone tugged at ny sl eeve.

"Wl ker, what does it |ook |ike?" Wber's excited voi ce.

"Beautiful eyes. You can't believe the eyes." | stepped away to let him
see. He only | ooked a nonment, then told his cameraman to try and catch it on
film

Sone of the crew ran down to the water for a better |ook. The
dragon/ serpent seened unbot hered and uninterested. It |ooped and coil ed and
swirled in the water, once showing a spiked tail that seened a nile behind its
head.

I'd seen blue whales off the coast of South America with heads as big as
open parachutes. |I'd seen a Super Gal axy transport plane block the view of the
entire sky as it left the ground. Col ossal things, but this creature lazing in
a green sea half a mle away was the biggest of all

The only reactions | had were awe and a kind of bew | dered | ove. No fear
and no real amazenent. Sonewhere inside, we know wonders |ike that exist: they
_have_to in a world as varied and individual as ours. Wiat's nore, we want
themto be there, but science and rationality hold tight rein on our reality
-- if we haven't seen it, it isn't there.

Fi ne, but twenty people stood on the shores of the Pacific Ccean and the
twentieth century watching something they'd been told all their lives didn't
exi st.

A police helicopter spluttered overhead and flew straight out toward the
thing. Raising its nmonunental head, the serpent |ooked sedately at the
whirring bug. The purple eyes blinked. Like a tall building that's just been
dynam ted, the sea all around it flew up as the nonster dove and di sappeared.

The _whop-whop_ of the helicopter circling the enpty roiling sea, the
I ong crash on shore of high backwash waves; for those of us who'd w tnessed
it, life had for once broken its silence (or one of its rules) and told us a
secret.

Yet it was no use trying to tell others, as we quickly found out. George
Lambert offered the filmhe'd taken of the dragon to the television stations.
They dutifully showed it, but also covered thenselves by filling their studios
wi th "experts" who unani nously denounced the sighting as either absurd or
hi | ari ous.

The only places that took it seriously were the creepy/wacko newspapers
like _The Truth_ or _The National Voice_ . They ran pictures of the nonster



next to articles on children who sold their nothers to the Ayatollah, or nen
who noved cream cheese with their mnds.

The conmmon belief was that Wber G egston staged the whole thing to get
publicity for his new film He was unbothered either by the accusation or the
days of craziness that followed.

"Who cares what they think, Wal ker? W know what we sawl That puts us
one up on all of them They want to think I'm pushing ny novie? Fine. O
Ceorge's filmis a fake? Fuck "em W saw it! W got a taste of what the world
isreally like under its skin. It's ny friend Cullen's crazy dreanl and,

Rondua. That's the real truth. It's what we thought life was |ike when we were
kids. Lying in bed at night, scared and excited about every sound and shadow
out there. Renenber those days?"

W were having drinks next to the swi mm ng pool of his rented house in
Laurel Canyon. Maris was doing slow | aps al one while both of us watched her
and took sone sun. She wore a black swinsuit and, with her hair slicked back
and gl eam ng, agai nst the sw mm ng pool blue she | ooked |ike a noving
excl amati on point.

"There are coyotes up here still. M neighbor told me when there was a
fire in the canyon that he saw a whole famly of themrunning away fromthe
flames. Coyotes and naybe even wol ves.

"That's |ike our sea nmonster. Who the fuck would ever think on a sunny
day at Malibu you'd | ook over the rimof your Ray-Ban sungl asses, Coca-Cola in
hand, and see the 'real thing' out there in the surf. CGodzilla at the beach!
Sounds like a title for a Roger Corman film"

Maris held on to the edge of the pool, listening. Her | egs waved slowy
back and forth in the water. The silence of the middle of the afternoon. The
air smelled of chlorine, mnosa, and | enobns. The extension phone nearby rang.

Wth a groan, Wber got up to answer it. | |looked at Maris and she blew ne a
little kiss.

"Philip! How are you? When'd you get back? Sure, |'mhone. Sure, cone
over now. There are sonme people here you'll l|ike. Come over when you |iKke.

Good. See you in a while. 1'"'mglad you' re back, you bastard!"

Ginning, he hung up. "You ever heard of Philip Strayhorn?"

"No. "

"No one has, but everyone knows who he is. 'Bloodstone.'"

"Bl oodstone! You nean in _Mdnight_? That's the nmpost hideous horror film
| ever saw. _Mdnight_. _Mdnight Too . _Mdnight Al ways Cones_ . . . How many
of them have they nade so far?"

"Three. He's made a good chunk of change pl ayi ng Bl oodstone in every
one. W& were roommates at Harvard and started in filnms together."

"You made _Breathing You_ and he made _M dnight_? That's sone
difference.”

Hal f an hour later, a nondescript balding man with an open, sweet smle
wal ked out onto the patio and grabbed Weber from behind. The two of them
danced around in each other's arns, oblivious to us.

When they separated, Strayhorn cane over to us with an extended hand and
that good smile

"You're Wal ker Easterling. |'ve seen your filns."

"You' re kidding."

He i medi ately named four obscure clunkers |I had nade | ong ago, and said
they were "terrific."

He used that word a lot, but the way he said it nade nme believe him
Philip Strayhorn was one of those people who seemto know sonet hi ng about
everything (and everyone) and love to talk about it. A polymath for sure, but
no show off. He talked in such an excited, conpelling, way that you were
qui ckly caught up in both his enthusiasmand information, no matter what the
subj ect.

How he'd gotten to be one of Hollywood' s nobst fanous on-screen villains



was interesting in itself. Broke and out of work as an actor, he wote the
screenplay for the first _Mdnight_ and sold it on the guarantee they'd |et
himplay the heavy if the filmwas ever done. It was nmade for $400, 000 and
grossed $17 mllion. The day we net, he'd just returned from Yugosl avia where
they'd recently finished shooting the fourth sequel

| wanted to know why he thought the films were so successful. He smled
and said one word, "Bosch."

"What do you nean?"

"When | wote that first one, | had a book of Bosch's paintings in front
of me and just kept looking at themas | wote. You won't find any better
nonst ers anywhere. Bl oodstone is a conbination of several of his figures. The
only hard part was trying to imagi ne what those nonsters would be like if they
cane to life. People go to the novies to be entertai ned. The best
entertainment in the world is great art. You want to be scared? Look at
_Garden of Earthly Delights_ under a nmagnifying glass; it'll give you
ni ght mares. Just don't tell that to the guy who goes to the novies at the
shopping mall Saturday night. If he heard where Bl oodstone came from he'd
wal k out or want his noney back. Al the _Mdnight_ novies are Bosch, plus a
| ot of scream ng and stabbing. They're not art, but they cone fromart.

"Tell me about your sea serpent. That's what | came over to hear."

Weber brought hima glass of ginger ale (he didn't drink al cohol), and
between the two of us, we gave himas conplete a description as possible. Then
we went into the house and watched a video of George Lanmbert's film Philip
took a piece of paper and pencil off the desk and began drawi ng. After a while
he stopped [ ooking at the film

He held up the drawing. Even in the flickering gray television |light,
the figure he'd sketched | ooked too familiar

"This is an El asmpsaurus. It lived about a hundred and fifty million
years ago, in the Jurassic and Cretaceous periods. Fifty feet long, with a
neck on it that stretched about as far as the Golden Gate Bridge does. |If your
creature were real, that's what it'd be."

"What do you nean?"

Philip pointed at the television. "That thing is not classifiable, al
told. That's what's scaring the experts. If they had a nane for it, even a
di nosaur a hundred and thirty-five mllion years old, they'd be nore confident
and willing to accept the possibility it's there. But it ain't a dinosaur
Scientists don't like things they don't know the nanmes for. See the spikes on
the tail ? No El asnbsaurus had spi kes, as far as they know. Its ears were al so
supposed to be very small. But this one's ears are big. Stop the film Wber
Look at the size of those ears.

"The Leucrocotta, Catobl epas, Nasnas, sea serpents. Al creatures tal ked
about in |legend, but no one's seen any of them since man deci ded they don't
exi st anynore. \Why? Because nan's got to be the biggest and smartest. One of
nmodern man's inventions: If | can't photograph it with my super-duper canera,
or get areading on it with ny nonster neter, or catch it in ny helicopter
then it isn't there.

"Ckay, but this thing of yours is there because too many goddamed
people _saw_it. The experts don't want to adnmit that, so they're scranbling
around. Trying to sound convincingly arrogant and di sm ssive about things |ike
actual sightings, or even your filmthere. It's all a big trick! You guys did
it with hidden wires. Steven Spielberg did it a hundred tinmes better in his
last film Convenient ways of getting out of it, no?

"You know what | was readi ng about today? Abtu and Anet. Have you heard
of then? In Egyptian | egend, they were two life-sized fish, identical-Iooking,
that swamin front of the Sun God's ship and protected it from danger. They
swam day and ni ght, always on the alert. Isn't that a beautiful inage? No Abtu
and Anet these days. Only sonar

"Let's send out for a pizza. | haven't had a good di sgusting one since
got back."

Whil e Weber called The Pizza Cinic, Philip turned to ne and said in a



qui et voice, "I really canme over to talk to you. Venasque told ne he thought
it'd be good if we net and talked a little, if you have any questions or

anyt hi ng. "
"Venasque knew | was here?"
Philip smled and shrugged. "If he can teach you to fly, he can know

where you are."

"That makes ne nervous."

"It shouldn't. You'll like him He's an old Jew who wat ches too nuch
television and eats Doritos. It just happens he's a shaman, too. The best |'ve
ever net."

| leaned toward Strayhorn, already enbarrassed about what | was going to
ask. "What exactly _is_ a shaman? A teacher or a holy man?"

"Both. More sonmeone who shows you how to read your own map. No matter

what you learn, you'll come out the other side of it knowi ng nore about
yoursel f."
"Did he teach you howto fly?" | |ooked around cautiously after asking,

i n case soneone night hear and think | was nuts.

"No. He taught ne howto swim"

"To _swm?" | said, too |oudly.

He spread both hands and gently breast-stroked the air a fewtinmes. "I
never | earned how. Never cared about it. So Venasque taught me howto swim |
needed it."

"But just to swin? You could have gone to the YMCA for that. Those were
pretty expensive swinmmng |essons!” | was about to go on, but stopped when
saw his gentle face harden. |I'd of fended him

"Forget the cynicism Walker. A good teacher knows intuitively what you
need and gives you exactly that. Sonetimes what he suggests shocks you, but
then you learn fast he knows better than you. Venasque said |I'd spent too much
of my life looking inside and had to | earn how to | ook out. Someone | know
went to himand | earned how to do calligraphy. Now they have the nost
beautiful handwiting you ever saw. What you need depends on who you are."

"Al'l right, but swi nmm ng and good handwiting are one thing, Philip.
You' ve got to adnmit that learning to fly_ is another! Wuldn't you be
skeptical if you were ne?"

"I was! Until | met himand tal ked to himfor about an hour. In between
his taco chi ps and Coca- Col as. "

"What do you guys want on your pizzas? The wor ks? Anchovi es? Extra
cheese?" Hol ding his hand over the receiver, Wber |ooked at us. Behind him |
could see Maris noving around the kitchen with a couple of green plates in her
hands.

Philip got up and started for the phone. Stopping in front of ne, he
said all he was going to say about the shaman for the rest of the night. "Go
and see him He's waiting for you. Anything else | say will only bias you."

Mansfield Avenue is in the Hancock Park section of Los Angel es. The
houses vary in style from Spani sh to Tudor to postnodern, but are generally
about the sane size. What | found nost interesting were the front yards.

Al most all of themwere small, but so perfectly green and nmown that | got the
feeling a billiard ball would roll uninpeded fromone side to the other if
only I gave it a small push. Driving slowmy down the street checking for the
ri ght house number, | also noticed an inordinate nunber of nmen wal ki ng around
in stiff dark suits, yarnul kas, and chest-length beards. Later, Venasque said
with a wy smile that they were Secret Service nmen. Wen | asked "For which
si de?" he cracked up

"' For which side?" That's good, Wl ker. You gotta good sense of hunor on
you. W can use it later."

I don't know what | expected a shaman's house to | ook |ike, but
Venasque's turned out to be no different fromothers on the block. A narrow
straight driveway bordered one side of the lawmm and went to a garage in back



A shiny bl ack-and-silver Jeep was parked in there. The house itself was
khaki -col ored, with brown netal awni ngs and decorative wought iron over al
of the downstairs w ndows. Mst of those wi ndows were w de open when | went up
the wal k. Loud tel evision noise poured out of themand onto the quiet street.
Bef ore pressing the doorbell, | stopped a nonent to hear if | could nake
out what show he was watching. Maybe if | could, it would tell ne somnething
about him As if on command, the thenme song for "I Love Lucy" boomned out. |
| ooked at ny watch -- three in the afternoon. Right on time. | |ooked through
a wi ndow and saw a chubby bl ack-and-white bullterrier standing erect on a
couch, staring right back at me. | pulled back. He rem nded ne of the lions in
front of the New York Public Library. As soon as | rang the bell, he gave one
bl unt bark, junmped awkwardly fromthe couch, and skittered across the floor to
t he door.
I was nervous, and it didn't hel p when no one answered for the | ongest

time. | was tenpted to ring again but didn't. | would show the shaman
pati ence. Maybe it was one of ny first tests.
"Wait a minute, wait a mnute, |I'mconing!"

The dog bar ked again. Once.

"Shut up, Big! You know who it is."

| straightened up and quickly tried to deci de what expression to have on
when he opened the door. A Zen koan |'d once read crossed ny mnd. "Show ne
your original face, the face you had before your parents were born."

"Hell o, Walker! It's about tine you came around.”

| don't know how it happened, but the first thing | saw was the pig. It
was gun-netal gray and about the sane size as the dog. It was definitely a
pi g, but a scal ed-down, swaybacked version. Wagging its stringy tail like a
happy dog, it canme up and very loudly sniffed (snorted at) ny |eg.

"That's Connie, and the dog is Big Top. We were just having lunch. You
want a sandw ch?" He was short and fat, and had white, crewcut hair. An
al nost conpletely forgettable face. He | ooked either like a retired policenman
or the owner of a hot-dog stand. He wore a red polo shirt and a pair of
overalls. The only thing that sort of stood out was that he was barefoot.
didn't know how to answer his sandwi ch invitation, so | said, "That'd be
great," although I wasn't hungry. | couldn't stop |ooking at the pig and
bullterrier. They stood next to each other and the pig licked the dog's face
slowy and conpletely.

"Terrific. | got sonme great pastram today at Cantor's. Cone on into the
ki tchen. Just watch out for Connie. She |likes wal king close. | think she's got
a thing for legs, or something."

Sure enough, the pig nmoved right with nme as | wal ked t hrough the pl ace.
She | eaned heavily against my left | eg the whol e way.

Venasque's honme was a real surprise. Although afternoon shadows had
nmoved in, the roonms were so full of colorful, |um nous objects and furniture
that it _felt_like there was sun everywhere. The chairs and couches were al
soft and round, and covered with tropical flower/exotic bird Lily Pulitzer
patterns. Mustard and |linme and raspberry carpets sat lightly on the polished
bl ond wood floors. He ate at a white rattan table in a white breakfast room
The pig stopped in that room and col | apsed on the white shag carpet as if the
long trip to the kitchen was too much for her. Venasque stopped and shook his
head when he saw her flop down.

"Gve a pig M& Ms and she gets tired hal fway through the day. Al that
sugar goes right to her head. No nore candy, Connie. | don't know why | keep
letting you have them"

The pig | ooked at hi mand squeaked. He shook his head again, and started
for the kitchen.

"What kind of pig is she?"

"Vi etnanese. An old Vietnanese pig. Over there in Germany they call them
" Vi et nanese hangi ng stonmach' pigs. That's not a very nice nanme, is it?
Especially not for someone as smart as her. Besides, she keeps Big Top conpany
when |''m not around.”



The kitchen was different. Unlike the frilly, femnine feel of the other
rooms, this one was all tile and stainless steel. Very high-tech and "cool,"
but done in such an interesting, individual way, that | couldn't stop | ooking
around at it while he assenbl ed ny sandwi ch.

"This is a nmarvel ous room"

"You like it? Harry Radcliffe designed it. You know Harry?"

"The architect? O course." | didn't know nuch about the subject, but
Radcliffe was so fanmous that it woul d have been hard not to know who he was.
Besi des that, he was one of Maris's big heroes, and she had phot ographs of his
buil dings up all over her apartnment.

"Yeah, well, Harry studied with me a while. Funny, funny man. After we
finished, | asked himto design me a kitchen instead of paying cash. But
not hi ng too expensive, you know? Sonething for an old man who |ikes a straight
line and a clean angle." He | ooked at me over his shoul der and wi nked. "I'lI
tell you sonething interesting. Harry is one of the biggest hotshot architects
inthe world, right? But a tin ear on that man like you can't inmagine! The
only thing he had to learn was howto listen to music. So | taught himhow to
pl ay the accordi on. He has about three of them now. But even after he | earned
how, you didn't want to be in the same roomw th himand that instrunment when
he played. A great architect and a terrible nmusician." He sniled and went back
to stacking pastram .

"Now where's that nmustard? | put it right out here on the counter. Big
Top, go get ne the nmustard, will you?"

The bullterrier wal ked straight to the refrigerator and sonmehow, with a
flick of his head (or nose), opened it. He got up on his hind |l egs, |eaned
deep into the fridge. Sticking his head forward, he put his nouth around
somet hing. A yellow tube of nustard. Junping down, he closed the door with
anot her head flick, and brought the tube to his naster

Venasque paid not attention. "Thanks, Big."

"You want to rub your back up against ny history, huh? Well, that's only
fair. You told ne yours."

W were sitting out on the small patio behind his house, drinking tea.
January night had conme and along with it, a cool ness that snuck right into
your bones. The tea tasted warm and good. Connie and Big Top slept on their
respectively naned pillows nearby. The pig never seemed to get confortable:
She kept hopping up, grunting as if something had bitten her ass, then trying
to settle herself the right way.

"Wal ker, I'"Il tell you something. Honesty fades as you grow ol der. You
get better at lying, so you do it nore. Specially about yourself. But you want
to know about ne, okay." He scratched his head, then rubbed both hands over
the top of it. "I conme fromthe South of France, originally. My parents were
German circus people. They travel ed through that area once in their lives on
the way to a date in Monte Carlo. They liked it so much they junped out of
their old lives right there and stayed. In the circus they'd had an ani nal
act, which is one of my first menories -- funny animals living in our house.
They sold the circus caravan they'd lived in, and a couple of horses, and
bought a farmout in the middl e of nowhere. Do you know France? About fifteen
mles from Carpentras and an hour and a half from Avignon. The place wasn't so
special, but they loved it enough to work like crazy to get it going in the
begi nning. Then a little gift from God happened to us; ny nother got
interested in perfume. She cooked up sonme kind of special blend that only she
knew how to do. That, and what we got fromthe farm put us in good shape. Not
great, but confortable, and still happy to be there. Then ny sister Ilonka and
| were born one year after the other



"We grew up with perfume snells, funny aninmals, and that French
countryside. It was a heaven, Wl ker. Wen | was seven, ny father taught ne
how to wal k the tightrope. He tied a horse rope between the two olive trees
right in front of our door. In the sunmer we went into the fields and picked
| avender for ny nother. Have you ever seen a |avender field blowing in the
wi nd? We spoke German with our parents and French with our friends. Wien we
got tired of one | anguage, we'd switch to the other and have a whol e ot her
worl d of words to use." He stopped and scratched the dog with a bare foot. Big
Top | ooked up sleepily and licked the foot. Once. "You know what | remenber?
d asses full of sunlight. Having famly picnics and seeing the sun in every
gl ass we used."

My | essons began at the end of that sentence. | blinked once, thinking
about his famly and their picnics. The monent | closed nmy eyes, there was a
conpletely different smell in the air. California night is danp and ri pe;

fresh-cut grass and dew, night-bloom ng flowers somewhere nearby. This new
snell was dry and sunny, hot flowers and earth giving up their scent to two
o' cl ock on an August afternoon. In the South of France, 1920.

When | opened ny eyes, the first thing | saw was a boy riding a zebra
bareback past a field of lavender. Black, white, |lavender, all noving, al
nmoverrent. He wore white shorts but no shirt or shoes. Both boy and ani mal had
t he sane serious, thoughtful expression on their faces.

"Do you want sonme w ne?"

A worman with brown flyaway hair and bold green eyes knelt by ny side, a
glass of wine in her hand. | realized | was sitting in the shifting shade of a
(chestnut?) tree with giant yellow | eaves as ny noving roof.

"The boy knows you're watching, Wal ker, so he's riding |like a good
cadet. If you weren't here, he'd go like the devil flying through hell. Here,
cone on and drink this." She shoved the glass at nme with one hand, and pushed
the hair out of her face with the other. | took it and, still watching the boy
and zebra canter back and forth, forgot to thank her

"It's Venasque, isn't it? When he was a boy."

"He _is_ a boy! Wat do you think?" His nmother's voice was a chal |l enge.

A young girl with something cupped tightly between two small hands cane
frombehind the tree. Smling, she held it out to us: it was ours if we
want ed. She | ooked very much |ike the boy.

"Mame, _regarde_ !"

"What now, Ilonka, another l|izard? Put it down. Show us."

The girl dropped to her knees, hands still cupped. She was eight.
"Il onka" nmeans apple tree in Hungarian. Her husband's nanme was . . . _would
be_ . . . Raynond. She woul d be shot by the Nazis when she was twenty-eight.
How did |I know t hese things?

A gray-green lizard sat still between her slowy opening hands. Before

she could do anything, it shot out and right up the tree. | watched her while
her happy eyes followed it up. She kept a blue flower in her dresser drawer,
pretending it had been given to her by a boy she knew. Just that norning she'd
put a finger in her own shit and, electric with guilt, tasted it. She'd been
especi ally good today as contrition for having done such a w cked thing,

al t hough no one knew about it, besides the two of us. She | ooked at me and
sm | ed sneakily. She knew what | was t hinking.

| was about to say something uninportant when | heard Venasque's voice.
H s adult voice fingered its way through ny conscious m nd
nmot her |iked the nanme |lonka. It neans --"

"Apple tree in Hungarian." 1'd put my head down and cl osed ny eyes,
knowi ng what would be there when | opened them again: today, California, sixty
years later. | was right. Both hands | ocked behind his neck, Venasque was
staring at the night sky.

"Good, you saw | wasn't sure. It was nice there, huh?"

"Was | really there?"

He grabbed for something in the air and brought his hand down to show ne
what it was. Sitting in there was the lizard his sister had let run up the



tree.

"Wal ker, there are two inportant things you' ve got to know before we get
started. You know everything about everyone. We all do. You're surprised you
could go back to that day in ny life? Don't be. It's an easy trick to learn

Sonepl ace in you is the know edge of every day of ny life. | gave you a little
push this time to find it, but soon you'll be able to do it whenever you want.
But you won't use it. Know why? Because you won't want to. Even with your own
life. Hopefully, by then you'll want to figure out howto |live wthout making

stupid m stakes on your own. Do you read nystery novel s? Yes? It's the sane
with them A fool can read ten pages and then turn to the end of the book to
see if the butler did it. But why ruin the whole process? The fun is trying to
figure out the mystery yourself. If you get it right at the end then you
really feel good and not a cheat."

"Way would | want to | earn about this place in nyself if I'mnot going
to use it?"

"For the power and the discipline! Only weak, hel pless people |learn
karate so they can hit someone. Don't you ever watch 'Kung Fu'? One of ny
favorite shows. Renmenber | told you | was going to teach you howto fly? Wll,
| am but you won't ever do it. You'll never want to, if | teach you right.
The satisfaction is knowi ng you can."

"What was the second thing |I should know before we start?"

"That's sonething el se. The second is, we know the past is a fewmllion
years old. But the future . . . there's no guarantee it will be even half as
long. Right? Well, that's what | wanted to tell you -- it _won't_ be half as
| ong.

"Conni e. Connie! Come here. | gotta lizard for you."

The pig sprang up and waddl ed over. Venasque put his open hand in front
of her. She gave it one fast _shloop_ with her wet mouth and the
sixty-year-old lizard was gone. She nuzzled his hand to make sure nothing el se
delicious was there before returning to her pillow Venasque shook his head in
wondernent, as if she had done sonethi ng speci al

"There are a few years left, but that's not inportant. |I think it'll be
best when everything is over."

"What do you nean?"

"Us, _life_, man's whole long story will finally have "The End'" witten
across it. What nobody understands is what comes _after_ that. Only sonme of
t hose who are around when it does happen will be able to find that out. | hope

I'"mone of them but | may never cone back at that tinme."

"Cone back? You nean reincarnation?"

"They' ve been tal king and witing about reincarnation forever, but no
one seens to get the hint, you know? Man is so dumb, down deep. You think
peopl e have tal ked about it for thousands of years because they're naking a
m st ake? No. Reincarnation neans coni ng back and working on life until you get
things right, Wal ker. But even people who do believe in it never think that
maybe |life on earth won't go on forever. They think you live and die and cone
back naybe ten or fifty or a hundred years fromnow That's wong. You do live
and di e and conme back, but not always in the future. Know why? Because after a
certain date, there _isn't_ a future. There's an end to our time here. Pretty
soon some idiots will make a big mstake that'll lead to other big m stakes,
and then the world will die. And | mean everything will die -- nan, aninals,
bugs. Sad, but that's the way it is. Getting back to what | was sayi ng,
there's only this certain amunt of tine available to us humans to live in.
You can cone back in 1390 or 1790 or 1990, but not so long after that because
if you did, you' d be born on a charcoal briquette! So we |ive and work out our
troubles now, or in our past. Sometinmes we Ping-Pong back and forth, depending
on what we need and where it is in our history. It even happens to ani mals.
That sea nonster you saw? Were do you think it came fronP"

"Philip Strayhorn said --"

The old man waved away the rest of ny sentence. "Phil Strayhorn's read
too many books. He should swimmnore. |I'Il give you the technical name of that



thing if you want, but all you gotta do is |look at those old sea naps

expl orers used. There's a dragon |like yours drawn on each one. That part is No
Man's Land! Don't sail here! You think guys |ike Colunmbus and Magel |l an were
fooling around? You think they were crazy? Hell no! They said don't sail there
because they'd seen sea nonsters there. But nonsters come back too, Wl ker.
From what | can understand, they usually die and cone right back to the sane
time, but sonmetimes they pop up nearby. Like out at Santa Mnica." He sniled.

"Why woul d a sea serpent be reincarnated?" Did | believe any of this?

di d.

"For the same reason man is reincarnated -- to work things out. It
doesn't matter where we are in tinme because the problenms are always the sane.
| can imagine the same is true for sea nonsters.

"I"mgoing to show you somet hi ng now which | shouldn't do yet, but you
need it to believe what |1've been telling you. Don't get scared, though. Even
if it gets bad, try not to get scared.”

Before | could say anything (like "No!" or "Help!"), | realized | was
putting nmy hands out in protest, not against Venasque, but sone man |'d never
seen before. W were in a cold gray room somewhere, and ny back was flush
agai nst a window. | saw bright daylight conming in from behind ne.

The man coming at me was a mdget, no taller than my beltline. He was
dressed in a natty blue suit that was a little nasterpi ece of tailoring and
had obviously cost a lot. Mire than his height, the nost dismaying (and
i nteresting) thing about himwas his face. It had the seraphic, suffering
beauty of Christ in a Renai ssance painting: |ong golden hair, w spy beard, and
eyes infused with all the scars and joys of life.

"You are _ny_ son!" he said, pushing nme backward through the w ndow.

| didn't have a chance to scream because the next thing | knew,
somet hi ng heavy was standing on ny chest, licking nmy face. The pig.

| looked up and saw its craggy, comical face and sweet eyes agai nst the
California night sky. | pushed her off and | ooked for Venasque. He was
standi ng by one of the flower beds, watering his plants.

"What' d you see back there?"

Weakly, | pushed nyself off the ground and into a sitting position
"What the hell was that all about?"

He put the watering can down and stabbed a stiff finger at me. "Don't
_ever_ ask me questions in that voice, Walker! You either work with me and
believe in what |I'mdoing, or you get out! You gotta lot to |learn and not so
much time to do it in."

"Well what the hell _was_ that? You send me back to sonmepl ace where a
m dget pushes me out a wi ndow? What is that? Wiere was |? Conme on, Venasque, |
don't understand this stuff!"”

"I't was your last life, Walker. How you died back there. You fell out a
wi ndow? Did you hit the ground? Did you feel yourself die?"

“Shoul d | ?"

"Yes; the nost inportant thing you coul d ve done woul d have been to stay
there and feel yourself die! Wio was it that pushed you?"

"I told you -- a mdget who called nme his son."

"Don't you want to know if it was your father? Don't you want to know
why it happened? That's the whol e purpose of studying. Al these magica
t hi ngs that have been happening to you lately all cone fromthat last life."

My heart was beating |like a hanmer on an anvil. BAM BAM BAM "Do you
know why | died there?"

He pursed his lips. "I don't know. | got a feeling, but there's al
ki nds of funny stuff com ng out of you. Like someone's turning the channels on
you fast and | can't see any one picture yet."

"How wi || | get back there to find out about it?"

"After we go to the nountains |'mgoing to have you go through a couple
of rebirthings. You know what they are?"

"You hypnotize ne and | go back through past |ives?"

"Something like that. First you gotta |learn some other things. W gotta



fix the TV set to stay on one channel before we can watch the Super Bow , eh?"

That night Maris and | nmade love -- slowy and deeply. After it was
over, she said it'd felt like two clouds touching and then nmoving together as
one great whiteness. Later, we figured out that was probably the night she
became pregnant. Neither of us was surprised.

Afterward, we lay on our backs, holding hands. She hadn't asked anything
about what had happened wi th Venasque because she knew I'd tell her as soon as
I'd sorted the nmeeting out in nmy mnd

"Wal ker, we're good for each other, aren't we?"

"OfF course! Why are you aski ng?"

She squeezed my hand hard, then let it go. "Because I'mletting myself
fall nmore and nore for you, and part of nme gets scared doing that.

"Did | ever tell you about the fat man | saw in Vienna? W were supposed
to neet one day, but | had sonme time to kill before, so | went into an Al DA
for coffee. The biggest fat man | ever saw wal ked in right behind me and sat
down nearby. He was so huge that it |ooked |like he was sitting on a pin and
not a chair. You know what he ordered? | counted. Three pieces of cake, two
scoops of ice cream and when he was finished, two coffees with _Schlag_. He

ate the whole . . . blop in about five mnutes. H s hand and nout h never
stopped nmoving: like a big steam shovel. At the end, when he went to pay, he
reached for his wallet and took out the only bill in there -- a
hundred-schilling note. H's check was for ninety-eight. | heard the waitress

tell him He gave the hundred and told her to keep the change.

"The first thing |I thought was, how sad. This big fat man, who obviously
didn't have nuch else in the world _but_ cake to |look forward to, used up the
very | ast nmoney he had to buy sone. Then | thought sonme nore about it and
realized how wong and condescending to think that way."

"How so?" | took her hand again.

"Because he probably knew sooner or |ater those cakes he | oved so nuch
would kill himwith a heart attack or sonething as bad. But so what? That's
what he | oved best, so damm it all, he's going to appreciate it to the | ast

cent or breath he had. Isn't that wonderful ?" She turned to ne while the soft
light fromthe bedroomw ndow fell over her shoul der and the top of her

breast. "I can't tell you how envious | was of him Know why? Because never in
nmy life has there been anything 1'd been that crazy about. Nothing. _Except
you_. You're the first. So | have every reason to be scared of that, don't I?

"Cbsession is nice, but it can also kill you."

"You think 1'"'mgoing to kill you?" | smiled at her, but she did not
smi | e back.

"I don't know. No, of course not. |I'mhoping |I know you well enough to
believe you're always telling the truth. That's a lot, Walker! | |ove you.

| ove you too nuch sonetines. You' ve got nore of ny secrets now than anyone
el se ever. That mekes you ki nd of dangerous, you know what | nean?"

| leaned over and kissed her gently. "Can | tell you ny coffee story
now?"

"Don't nmake fun of me. That story really happened.”

"I believe you. I'mnot making fun of you, Maris. | only want to tel
you mmy coffee story so you can see how you fit into _it_."

She pinched ny arm harder than was necessary. "You're not going to make
this up just for me?"

"I swear to God not. This happened about a week before we cane over.
Remenber that day | gave you that big bouquet of roses? Then. | went in for a
coffee, just like you did. Anyway, | had just ordered when | saw an old nan
sitting by hinself off in a corner. It was a big place, and | had the feeling
that was _his_ seat every day. H's _Stamtisch_. Al the waitresses seened to
know him | don't even know why | kept |ooking at himafter that first gl ance,
except for this great bad boy smle he had on the whole tine. Thank God | did!

"The waitress brought hima cup of coffee, and for the first time | saw



his hands. Maris, he had the worst case of pal sy or Parkinson's disease

think I've ever seen. Hi s hands were shaking so badly that they were out of
control. There was no way that nman would be able to pick up the cup and get it
all the way to his nouth before it spilled all over. But he kept smling, as
if he had a great big trick up his sleeve and was proud of it. Wat was he
going to do? Wth those crazy shaking hands, he reached into his coat and
brought out a straw --"

"A straw ?"

"Yup. A big, long, yellow straw that he dropped right into the cup. It
| ooked like a little kid was going to use it, but the thing worked perfectly.
Think about it for a minute. After it was in, he didn't once have to use his
hands, just his lips. But you know what | |oved nost? After he took his first
sip, he looked up with the proudest expression on his face. No doubl e-crossing
hands were going to stop _him_ fromhaving his coffee."

She slid closer to me. "I like that story."

"I liked seeing it, but you know what struck ne after | saw hin? The
first thing? That | had to tell _you_ about it. Partly because | want to tel
you everything now, and partly because . . . because you're _ny_ straw, Maris.
Wt hout you, | know this now, there'd be no way |I'd ever be able to --"

"Drink coffee?" She giggled.

"Drink ny life. 1've been trying to think of a good way of letting you
know how rmuch | | ove you. Seeing that guy showed nme. Before you, | had such
shaky hands. | know you won't, but | love you so nuch I wi sh you' d marry ne.'

She put a hand over ny nouth and said "Sssh!" But she also smiled --
beamed -- so at least | knew she'd been thinking about it, too.

W fell asleep with our foreheads touching. When we both junped awake
|ater, she said it was because |'d butted her so hard with ny head.

I'd been dreaming of a cenetery. A Russian Othodox cenetery in St
Pet ersburg, Russia, around the turn of the century. Qutside the high walls,
hor se-drawn sl eds, _droshkies_, hushed over the snow packed streets, with now
and then the delicate nmetal tinkle of sleigh bells. Snow was spinning slowy
down, but it was the nineteenth of April, Easter Day.

The place was full of people because this was traditionally the day they
cane to greet and honor their dead. They had col ored Easter eggs with them
which they lay on the graves. After that, they opened bags and baskets and
took out all kinds of food which they ate while standing around the
egg- or nament ed graves, chatting gaily with each other, including their dead in
t he conversati ons.

My name was Al exander Kroll. As a child, ny father had liked to call ne
Rednaxel a when we played together. | had cone today to visit his grave and
bring himan egg. He'd died the year before of a cancer that slowy ate his
face and showed nme what he would | ook like forever once the disease had
finished with him

He had been a poet, a nman capabl e of taking our endl essly |ong Russian
words and sewi ng theminvisibly together into beautiful quilts of |anguage and
i mgery. Wiile the cancer squeezed that last of himin its stone fist, he
began work on a play about a child who accidentally builds a new Tower of
Babel with toy blocks. My father died silent and sad because his body woul dn't
permit himto finish the first act. The inscription on his grave read _Dum
vita est, spes est_. While there is life, there is hope. He chose it hinself.

| didn't know ny nother because she'd died when | was born. However, ny
father, who had the very un-Russian nane Mel chior, was al nbst enough to
conpensate for a life without her. He cooked and cleaned for us, showed nme off
to the world as his greatest achi evenent and joy, and spoke to ne fromthe
very beginning as an intelligent adult who would naturally understand and
appreci ate the sound of life's thunder

An ol d couple nearby stood in front of a small grave and spoke
approvingly of how well N kol ai |ooked. | |ooked at the tonbstone and saw t hat



Ni kol ai (their son?) had been dead forty years. Father woul d have appreciated
their ongoing |love. Like Heinrich Heine, nost of his work had been a hymm to
the good in life. One of his friends, Nozdryov, said Melchior Kroll admred
thieves for their initiative, earthquakes for changing the scenery, and a
chol era plague for inspiring artists to their greatest work. But the sane
Nozdryov fell on his knees and wept the day they |owered ny father into the
earth.

"We didn't deserve him Alexi. If he isn't in heaven right now, then God
is a whore."

In ny pocket was the knife I'd used two nights before to kill the red
worman. |t was a beautiful Swedish knife and had al ways done its job perfectly,
al nrost known by itself where that baby-soft spot just bel ow the ear sang out
to be cut. If I was in a good nood, the job was finished in two noves: once
hard bel ow the ear into the neck, then out again and straight into the heart.
The first touch for greeting, the second to finish

The red woman said she worked in a | eather factory, naking gl oves.
bel i eved her because beneath all her fingernails was the red dye she used in
her job. | noticed all their hands. One woman had bitten every fingernail down
to the nub, another had black on two fingers fromblotting ink in her office.
The red woman, the nub wonman, the black woman. All of St. Petersburg was

tal king about it. | had becone the celebrity ny father should have been. | had
the fingertips of each of their thumbs in my pocket. | was witing a play
about it.

Bendi ng down to his grave, | took out pieces of bread and cheese. The

bread caught for a nmonent on the knife, so | had to reach deeper into that
pocket to free it.

From behind me | heard soneone shout, "Look out! It's a mad one. Look at
its face!"

| turned and saw the dog. It ran, then stopped and swayed as if dancing
to some secret music. People yelled at each other to watch out -- it was nad,
it had rabies. And of course it did, but that was himnow | stayed where
was and put my hand out for himto cone to ne. He tried, but his roaring eyes
and rubbery | egs kept him standi ng where he was. Hi s thick brown tongue hung
usel essly out of one side of his nmouth. He saw nme and grow ed, then whi npered.
He fell down and got up, fell down again. Poor thing.

"Careful, it'll bite you!" The old man who'd cone to visit his N kol ai
tried weakly to pull me away. | brushed his hands away.
"Cone here."

When he was a neter away, he began speaking to ne in Gernman.

" Vielleicht hist du R ppenbiest, Hammel wade, oder Schnirbein?_"

| put ny hand out again to touch him Wen |I noved, his eyes cleared to
a ferocious gold. He lunged, biting deep through nmy arminto the bone.

"Hel | o, Papa."

Venasque drove his Jeep like a little old nman.

"I _am a little old man, Wal ker. \Wat do you expect?"

W were traveling north on the Pacific Coast H ghway at thirty-five
mles an hour. The car was packed with nysterious-|ooki ng boxes, a portable
television, and both animals. The two of themeither sat at attention next to
each other, an inch behind nmy ear, or lay on their nane pillows and snored
like propeller planes. Untrue to his word, Venasque had an econony-size bag of
M & M candies on his lap that he fed to them over his shoul der

"They get tired traveling. This gives them sone extra energy."

He kept his hands at three and nine o' clock on the steering wheel and
never nmoved theman inch fromthat position. He checked both inside and
outside mrrors constantly. Every hour, no matter where we were on the road,
he sl ammed on the brakes "just to nake sure they're working." | found that
unnervi ng, but the dog and pig slept on peacefully or ate their M& Ms in
contented sil ence.



"Why' d you buy such a big car?"

"I travel to the mountains a lot. If you get in an accident in a Jeep
you don't have to worry. Besides, right before | got it, | saw John Janes
driving one down Pico Boul evard. That was good enough for ne."

"Who' s John Janes?"

He | ooked at nme incredul ously. "Don't you watch 'Dynasty'? Jeff Col by.
He's a mgjor TV star.”

A 1951 Ford passed us on the |left going about twenty mles an hour.

"How much tel evision _do_ you watch a day?"

"As much as | can. Wien | don't have to teach, | try to go _straight_
t hr ough. "

"You watch all day?"

"Don't sound condescendi ng, Wal ker. Can you remenber your |ast three
lives? | remenber mne. Can you fly? | can. Can you do this?" He took

somet hing of f the dashboard -- a snapshot of his aninmals. Wth one hand, he
stood the picture vertically on the tip of his thunmb. It stayed there and
didn't nove. Reaching over, | took it and did the sane trick on my own finger

Like the day in Maris's apartment with her photograph of Luc.

"Good! You can do that. It saves nme sone tinme. \Who taught you?"

"No one. It happened by itself."

He checked both rearview mrrors. "Nope. Lesson nunmber one: Not hing
happens by itself. It happens either because you got a special talent, or
because you teach yourself. Looks like with this, you found part of yourself
in that photo and it said hello to you."

"I don't understand.” | put the picture down on the seat.

"You want to hear how it happened to ne?"

"I"d love to, but do you think you could first speed up a little and go
around this guy? He keeps | ooking back as though he's afraid we're going to
hit him"

Venasque gave it some gas and passed a man struggling along on a
bi cycl e. When we were by, the rider gave us the finger and shook his head.
Venasque waved.

"Back in France before the war, | was a kindergarten teacher. The best
job I ever had. | sat in a roomand watched little kids grow up. The only
things | had to teach themwere fun to do, and nost of the time all we did was
[ augh. | taught well, too, because if you failed _them, you failed life.

"It took a long tine for the war to reach us because our town was
uni mportant, but when it did, it was like a knife in the eye. Nice people I'd
known all ny life started wearing uniforns and flying Nazi flags and saying
Jews were shit. We tried to ignore it, but couldn't.

"Then people started taking their kids out of our school because both ny
sister and | taught there and we were Jews."

"The Nazis killed her, didn't they?"

Venasque |icked his Iips and nodded. "You know that too? Yes, they shot
Il onka and her husband Rayrmond in their own garden. Soneone told nme she had a
strawberry in her nmouth when they picked up her body. Death doesn't even |et
you finish your neal, huh? That was the same day they cane for nme and the
children. Do you renenber that?"

| | ooked at him "Should |?"

"You were there, Walker. | thought you m ght renenber. Yes."
"Benedi kt ! "
"Yes, sir!"™ My palnms were flat down in the dirt. | could feel the warnth

of the earth through them W' d been wal king all day, and the warmh which had
felt so good in the early norning was no longer friendly by three o' clock. Al
our uni fornms were sweated through; we snelled hot, rank, and bitter. Marching,
the rucksack | carried felt |ike a bag of cenent against ny back. | wanted to
throw ny rifle away and never pick it up again. Never shoot it, never carry
it, never see it. What | had seen that day nade ne tired of everything,



i ncl udi ng nysel f.

| wanted to go hone. | wanted to sit in the Café Central and read the
Vi ennese newspapers, or perhaps wite a letter to soneone. The place woul d be
shadowy and cool as stone. When | had downed the | ast _Schluck_ of rea
coffee, 1'd wal k out onto the Herrengasse and take an easy stroll down toward
the Opera. Sonetines when you passed the Spani sh Riding School you saw
trainers | eading the horses across the street to the performance ring. | |oved
the sound their hooves nade on the cobbl est ones.

But | wasn't home. | was a Gernman soldier in southern France in the
m ddl e of a war that neant nothing to me. Every day we marched from one small
village to the next, scaring these quiet farmers for no reason other than
malice. If they gave us trouble, we shot them

That norni ng someone shot back. W were standing in the mddle of a
country road, waiting for our lieutenant to finish pissing, when we heard that
high _skak_ of a faraway rifle shot. A fat chip flew off a stone wall near by,
along with the _ping_ of the ricochet. The entire troop went down and started
firing everywhere at random

An annoyi ng | oudnout h naned Korbei, who | ooked |like a goldfish with
gl asses on, shot a woman and her husband. They were sitting in their garden a
few neters away, eating lunch. Korbei thought they had American hand grenades
on the table. It later turned out to be a bow of |arge strawberries. Korbe
was unfazed. He went into their house and stole their novie magazines.

"Benedi kt, take two nen and go down to the school. Get that Jew teacher
and what ever kids there who are Jewi sh. Take all of themto the mirie_. Make

_sure_to get all the Jews, so if anyone checks, we'll be okay. W'll neet you
there in an hour. The trucks should be here by then to take them And be
careful! Whoever shot at us is still around, and |I'm sure he's got friends.

These people are going to shit when they see their neighbors get trucked out
of here.”
"Li eutenant, the kids, too? Can't we just say --
He | ooked at nme coldly. "No. Do _you_ want to ask headquarters that
gquestion? | don't. Do you think those assholes give a shit if it's alittle
Jew or a big one? Especially after this norning?

"Benedi kt, | want to go hone when this war is over. | also want to have
—all _ my arms and |l egs when | get there. | don't give a shit who wins. As |ong
as they leave me alone, 1'Il get their Jews and shove them on trucks and even

wave good-bye when they drive off. You know that couple Korbei killed this
nmorni ng? It made nme sad, but not as sad as if that sniper had shot ne and
couldn't fuck, or walk, or see, or _live_ anynore. _That_ would make nme sad!
So we'll all follow orders while I"min comrand

"Today's new orders are to get the Jews in that school and bring themto
the mairie_. You want to talk some nore about it? Too bad, because | don't.
Fi ni shed. Go to the school and be nice to those kids when you get them GCet
goi ng. "

| had no idea where they woul d take the Jews after we brought themin.
W' d seen kiloneter-long freight trains in the railroad yards at both Avi gnon
and Carpentras, but were they for these people? | knew they were sending Jews
to work canmps in sone parts of Europe, but did that nean all of the Jews in
Europe? We'd also heard terrible, unbelievable runors about what went on in
t hose canps, but who knew if they were true? There was too nuch propaganda
about everything these days. You never knew what to believe, or whose word to
trust. Everyone had a story, even the stupidest person had "just heard
somet hing incredible." At first, we believed everything because everything was
possi bl e then, but nowit went the other way -- believe nothing until it
happened or you saw it for yourself. Besides, there was too much to think
about right where we were, especially now that these French farners had begun
shooti ng back at us.

| took Peter and Haider with me because they were smart old-tiners who
didn't need to be told to think before acting. If sonething bad happened while
we were at the school, they would at |east react coolly.



As we wal ked down the hill out of town, | thought of ny father in
Vi enna. How proud he'd been when | came home in nmy uniformthe first tinme. Hs
son, a soldier! In his last letter he'd gone on about how great things would
be when | got back. W would expand the store because, as everyone knew, a
sol dier just home fromwar wants to celebrate his return to normal life with a
new suit. He was in the niddle of pulling off a deal that would nake ny "head
turn around." There was a warehouse in town full of material confiscated from
a Jew s whol esale store. If he talked to the right people, Papa could buy the
whol e I ot of hopsack and serge and | oden for next to nothing. And _then_ we'd
be in business! | could inmagine his face as he wote these words down on the
page. The little man with the sad, saint's eyes. He would hold his green
Pel i kan fountain pen down at the very bottom and when he was finished, his
first three fingers would be all black

He also said it was so hard getting good shaving material now that he'd
decided to grow a beard and see how it | ooked. He knew people would | augh at a
m dget with a beard, but nmy father had been | aughed and pointed at all of his
life, so it made no difference to himwhat the world thought.

What woul d he say when | told himabout what had happened with
El i sabet h? How he disliked her! He disliked any girlfriend |I had, but
El i sabeth was truly his eneny. He had tried every trick he had to undermni ne
our relationship, but she saw through themall and ended up laughing in his
smal |l face. He was nothing to her except the father of the man she wanted to
marry. She didn't even bother to |laugh or be shocked by his size. Maybe that
was the greatest affront to him her indifference to his freakishness. She
wasn't kind or pitying about it, nor did she overlook it. It sinply _was_, but
since she didn't care about him she didn't care about it either

"There's the school ."

Hai der unslung his rifle and began loading it as we wal ked. Peter
adj usted his rucksack.

"How do you want to do this?"

"I don't know yet. Let's talk to the schoolteacher first."

"You think he's going to help us? You' re crazy."

"Let's just see."

The school was | ow and. made of stone. As we approached, we heard
children singing inside. Their voices were all sweet and high and happy. The
t hree of us exchanged | ooks.

"That fucking lieutenant! Why'd he send us to do this? The teacher is
one thing, but little kids? I don't care if they're Jews. Listen to that!
They're little kids."

The veins stood out in Peter's neck and his face was tomato red when he
said it.

"How do you know it wasn't a kid who shot at us this norning?"

"Don't be an asshole, Haider. You know what they're going to do with
t hese kids. You saw all those enpty trains in Avignon. My brother lives in
Linz. He told nme they' ve got one of those canps out in Mauthausen. There's a
stone quarry there a couple of hundred feet high. They set themto work
cutting rock. If they mess up, the guards throw them off the top of the
quarry. You don't think they do that to kids, too? The |ieutenant was right

about one thing -- those assholes in Berlin don't care what kind of Jewit is
-- little or big. They kill themall the sane."
| looked at him "You don't know that for sure. | never heard about a

canp in Maut hausen. "

"Benedi kt, if you shut your eyes any tighter, you're going to start
seeing stars."

As we got closer to the building, | saw sonmeone | ooki ng out the w ndow
at us. Aman with his hands in the air, as if he was directing the nmusic, was
| ooki ng our way. At the end of the day, when we coul d breathe again and stop
shaki ng, we heard he was the brother of the woman Korbei shot.

"Is that the teacher?"

"It nust be." | took a step forward while the other two stayed back. One



of them jacked a shell into the chanmber of his rifle.

"Monsi eur Venasque?"

The man in the w ndow | owered his hands and | ooked at ne.

"Do you speak CGerman?" The only phrase | knew in French.

"Yes. What do you want? I'min the mddle of a lesson.™

"I"'msorry, but would you pl ease come out here and bring all of your
students with you?"

He didn't nove for a nmonment, then nodded at me and di sappeared from
Vi ew.

"Should we go in there to nake sure? Maybe he's got a gun.”

That made sense, so | went forward and entered the building al one after
telling the others to be ready.

The place snelled of delicious flowers. There were bouquets of them
everywhere, along with children's drawings on the walls, and a bl ackboard in
front of the roomw th nusical notes witten on it. The children turned and
all of them seened either pleased or happy to see ne. They | ooked to be about
four or five years old.

The teacher was at his desk, holding an open briefcase. Wiat made ne
snmle was that his plain face rem nded me very much of Herr Schl eimer, the man
who ran the Wirstel stand at the end of ny street in Vienna.

Seeing ny snmile, the teacher hesitated a nonment, and then sniled back
gratefully. | didn't want to encourage him but didn't want to scare him
either. He knew what was going on. |If he made things easier for us, that would
hel p.

Closing his briefcase, he told the children to stand by their desks and
be quiet as birds sleeping in the nest. He translated the sentence for ne.

"Some of themare afraid of you. Their parents told them Nazis are
nonsters."

"Wul d you please tell ne which of themare Jew sh?"

"Why?" He held the briefcase flat against his chest, as if for
protecti on.

"That's not your business. Wich of themare Jews?"

Slowy, slowy, he put his free hand out, palmout, and pointed to the
first child in the first row "Celine!"

The little girl, serious and adorable, rose off the ground until she was
floating horizontally a foot above her desk. Spreading her arms like a bird,
or a child airplane, she veered softly left and glided across the room out the
open w ndow.

"Marcel, Claire, Suzy --"

These children, like inpossible peasant angels, rose, and flying too,
followed their friend out the window | ran to watch them not as a soldier
but only a man dashing after wonder.

"Look! Look at them"

Peter and Hai der didn't need to be told: they had their heads back and
| ooked as shocked as I"'msure | did. Wthout doing anything, we watched them
fly amay over a purple field of |avender.

Remenbering where | was, | turned and fixed ny rifle on the teacher. Wo
wasn't there. | | ooked around the room but the only ones there were the
children. | looked at a little boy and asked himin sign | anguage where his

teacher was. The boy giggled and threw up his hands as if they were full of
confetti

"I never knew what | actually did to make it happen. Even today |'m not
exactly sure."

W were stopped at a traffic light next to the ocean. A bunch of surfers
and their striking girlfriends wal ked close in front of us, toting their
surfboards. Every one of them had | ong blond hair and third-degree tans.

"Venasque, where did you go? Did you actually disappear? | couldn't find
you anywhere. How did you rmake those kids fly?"



The I'ight changed and he accel erated wi thout answering. It made nme mad.

" Was_ | there or not? Was that one of ny lives?"

"You know yourself about Mritz Benedi kt, \Wal ker. Renenber the nan on
the gravestone in Vienna who | ooks like you? And the midget who pushed you out
the wi ndow? That was your life too. You're beginning to find some of the
pi eces now and put themtogether. They're your pieces.

"Yes, you were there. Both of us were. That's where we net last. You
never stop meeting the same people in your lives. It's necessary. You just
connect up with themdifferently each tine."

"\What happened that day? Where did you go?"

"I don't know. | disappeared for a while. | only closed nmy eyes and said
"Hel p them to whoever was listening. There was nothing else left to do! It
was the first tine | ever discovered we've got things inside to save everyone,
only you've got to go deep down for it. God gives us a nodel kit with all the
right parts, but no instructions. It's up to us to find that this and that go
toget her. Most people don't do it, though. They glue things together fast and
wi t hout thinking because they're lazy with their lives. They don't think of
wor ki ng harder and trying to make somet hing beautiful, or maybe even
i mportant. Just a nice 'nodel' they can live in. But sonetines when you're
pushed or scared, like |I was, you use your nodel kit better because you have
to."

| wasn't in the nood for Kahlil G bran phil osophy. "Wat about all the
people who try to put the kit together right, but still end up in the shit,
Venasque? What about all the nice Jews who were gassed, or the little kids who
die of starvation in --" H s | ook stopped ne.

"Nobody said life was fair, son. None of us ever figure out all the
ri ght conbinations. There's a way to | earn sone of them but no -- Hey! You
see that girl there? The one eating the sandwi ch by the black station wagon?
Do you recogni ze her? That was your red worman in Russia, the one you killed.
Today she's having a good tine at the beach with her boyfriend. She doesn't
even _begin_to sense that the nan who killed her a couple of lifetimes ago is
driving by. Incredible! Do you know how inportant it is that she realize that?
My God, it'd help her so much to get through this life if she went up to you
and asked sone of the right questions. But she won't. She's so | azy she
woul dn't even know you if you wal ked up and said hello. Maybe she'd fee
unconfortable or drawn to you, but she wouldn't know why. But that funny
feeling wouldn't interest her. The poor girl has another bunch of trouble
com ng up and she could easily avoid it if she put only a _little_time into
trying to understand how to do things right. Not easily, but right. She won't.
She' s happy wal king on the beach in California with her boyfriend s hand on
her tushy."

"Do you really know what will happen to her?" | turned conpletely around
to watch the girl. She was kissing the boy a foot away fromthe thundering
traffic.

Venasque sighed. "Yes, | think I know "

"Do you know what's going to happen to you?"

"You mean do | know what's going to happen to _you_, Wal ker? No. That's
what interests nme like crazy. | haven't met anyone in years | can't read
quickly. I"mnot going to teach you just because |I'ma nice guy. There's got
to be something inportant for ne in ny students too. | know sone things, sure,
but I've got a long way to go, too

"Ww Look at the figure on that redhead! | |ove making this drive. You
see enough beautiful girls to make you goofy for three weeks."

Qut si de Oxnard, we sat on the beach eating and watching the ani nals
dabble with the water. The wi nd was bl owi ng and kept the heat of the day off
us.

Venasque | oved sandwi ches. In one of his nysterious boxes in the back of
the car was our |unch, which consisted of two hero sandw ches as big and round



as matching 1930s hotel arnthairs. They were packed with so many
crayon-col ored peppers, pickles, hard-boil ed eggs, cheeses, and cold cuts
that, try as it might, the tongue couldn't single out one special taste or
flavor fromthe others.

| was only hal fway through ny chair when Venasque got up, brushed his
hands on his pants, and said, "Okay, let's begin."

Looki ng up at him even knowi ng what he had done to ne already, |
couldn't imagi ne himcapable of great magic. | put the sandwi ch down on a
pi ece of waxed paper and stood up

"Go find yourself a good thick stick, about so big.'
about ten inches.

"Anyt hi ng el se?"

"No, only a stick. That's all you'll use." He turned away brusquely and
whi stl ed for the animals. They cane running.

I found a stick of driftwood a few feet away and brought it over.

"That's a good one. Now, Walker, what | want you to do is nake a sand
castle right here. You know, the kind kids build near the water where it's
wet ?"

He spread his hands

| |1 ooked down at the bone-dry khaki sand where we stood and thought he
was joking. Pushing it with a foot, | watched it slide apart, parched and
twi nkling fromthe heat and sun

"Come on, Venasque. It's too dry. It won't stick together."

"I don't want to hear that! Do what | tell you. There's a way. If | tell
you to do it then there's a way. Watch ne."

Taken aback by his tone and growi ng rudeness, | watched silently while
he went down on his knees facing me. The aninmals were at his side and renai ned
there wi thout noving or making noise. His silent guards.

The old man cl osed his eyes and suddenly stuck his arnms straight out in
front of him like a sleepwal ker

H s hands started to drip water. It cane down in fat fast plops, as if
his fingers were open water faucets. It didn't stop. He | ooked at nme without
sayi ng anyt hi ng.

Reachi ng down, he slid the shining wet hands under the sand and |eft
them there sonme time. The spot began to darken into brown and spread in al
directions. Something bel ow was maki ng everything wet. Dripping fingers.

In a while he pulled them out again and began to nmold and shape the wet
muck into walls and squared sections, then turrets and what |ooked |like a
noat .

When _his_ sand castle began to take definite shape, he stood up with a
groan and told the animals to finish it. And like hairy architects or giant
wor ker ants, they dug and pushed and pawed things further into shape.
wat ched while they did these wondrous things. Looking up once, | saw Venasque
standi ng nearby | ooking out to sea and finishing ny sandw ch. He wasn't
interested in what they were doing.

When it was done, their castle | ooked very much like the one at the
entrance to Fantasyland at Disneyl and. They stepped back and | ooked it over,
then wal ked down to the water to clean thensel ves.

"You can_ nake a castle here, Wl ker."

"I"mnot you, Venasque. | can't make water flow out of ny fingers. O
get a dog and a pig to put up walls for ne."

"No, but you gotta brain to think of sonething else. My way is different
fromyours, sure. But you gotta learn there _is_ a way for you too. Even when
it's doing sonething as small and dunb as this. Gve ne a castle out of dry
sand, okay?

"I"'mgoing to take a wal k down the beach. We'Il be back in an hour or
two, so work on it till then. Remenmber, | only want you to use that stick you
found. Don't bring up any water fromthe ocean because that's the easy way.
_And_ 1'I'l know if you've done it."

" How?"

"How wi Il | know? Do it and you'll see. Think up something el se, Wl ker



You can do it. If you caused all that magic to happen around you back in
Vi enna, you can start taking it frominside and using it for yourself."

He whi stled again shrilly, and the aninmals rushed up fromthe surf to
join him They took off together down the beach, Connie |eaning against his
right |eg. He | ooked back once and gave a big wave. "Don't use water!"

| waved back, frowning. When he was far enough away, | janmed the stick
into the sand and left it standing there while trying to deci de how to go
about this chore.

Brilliant ideas, like using spit or even piss (_they_ weren't sea
water!), had ne nonentarily excited. Yet how many tinmes would you have to spit
(or pee) before you had enough sand . . . How much wood woul d a woodchuck

chuck .

It was a beautiful day, and | kept wi shing Maris had been there to share
it. If she had, she'd have cone up with a solution. _Maris_ was the architect
in our relationship, she was the builder. | thought of Howard Roark in _The
Fount ai nhead_. He'd have known what to do, too. Unfortunately, neither Maris
nor Howard was around, so it was only me and ny stick and a beach full of dry

sand that didn't feel like sticking together unless it was wet.
The first inspiration struck. Perhaps if | dug down deep enough, the
sand would be wetter and nore fornable there. | spent the first fifteen

m nutes digging |ike a neurotic cocker spaniel in the hot sand. To no avail,
naturally. The nore sand | pushed away, the nore slid, slunk, slipped back
into ny futile hole. The nore it slid and slunk, the nore pissed off | got.
The nore pissed off | got, the nore (and faster) | tried to shovel the stuff
out. Good luck doing that! Tal k about Sisyphus trying to push his rock up the
hill. At least the gods et himnove it a little before he |ost.

About the time ny anger was beginning to redline, a man canme up and
stood there watching me work. | was too frustrated and hot to be enbarrassed
by what | was doing. Al the same, | felt like telling himto nmind his own
busi ness and take off.

"Not having nmuch luck with that hole, are you?"

| wanted to hit himon the head. His voice carried the annoying tone of
a dope who is sure he's on to sonethi ng profound.

"That's very true! I"'mnot!"
"Are you doing it for fun, or what?"
| stopped digging and, |ips pursed, watched another m ni-aval anche of

sand slide slowy and sensuously back into ny crater
"Look, can | help you, pal? | mean, is there anything | can do for you?"
"Not a thing. I'mjust standin' here watching."
"l noticed."
"But | don't think you're going to get anywhere, digging like that."
"Thank you. Do you have any suggestions?"

"Nope. "
A good way to feel stupid is to be doing sonething stupid and having
someone watch you. He wouldn't go away, either. | turned ny back on him and

started nmy spaniel bit again. Then | turned so nore of ny rear end was facing
him and | started tossing huge spunes of sand at him

"Hey, watch it! Are you crazy?"

| stopped and did nothing. Maybe he was Venasque in di sguise, come back
to try my patience. | turned and | ooked at him He sniled triunphantly and
crossed his arns.

The [ ast of ny cool blew out to sea. "Get out of here, will you?"

"I'"ll do what | want! This is a free country!"”

"I haven't heard that line since | was in fifth grade." | got up and
wal ked away. | had to get out of his range or else.

| wal ked down the beach awhile, then turned and went back. Luckily, ny
audi ence had taken off. | got back down on ny knees and | ooked once again at
ny friend, the sand.

And was still [ooking an hour |ater when Venasque returned with the

aninmals, and the nan, in tow



"How far did you get?"

"I didn't." | shrugged.

"I asked hi mwhat he was doing there and he threw sand in ny face. He's
crazy, you ask ne."

Venasque patted himon the back. "W two nade a bet that he couldn't
make a sand castle here.”

"Sand castle? You can't build no sand castle where the sand's dry I|ike
this! You gotta go down near the water where it's wet."

"No ideas at all, Walker?"

"I wanted to use spit or even piss to get it wet. But you' d have to get
too much of both. I didn't drink enough at lunch."

The other man nade a face as if sonething snelled bad.

Venasque thought it was funny. He | aughed with his nmouth wi de open --
_HA-HA-HA .

"That's good thinking, but you' re not allowed to use themeither. No
water. Not the ocean _or_ yours. _HA-HA ."

" You_ used it!" It came out sounding like a bratty, whining child. How
was | ever going to learn from hin? How can you know magi ¢ when you can't even
control your own voice or enotions?

"I"'msorry for talking like that, Venasque. | want to do it, but | don't
see how yet."

"That's okay. Take nore tinme and think it through. We don't have to be
in the nountains for a while." He turned to the other man. "Cone on, Leo,
let's go get a Coke."

| didn't see himagain till later that night.

Wrking all afternoon, | tried different approaches to the problem but
none of them worked. After a few hours | didn't think about Venasque or when
he woul d return because | knew it would either be when | had figured things
out or given up altogether

Soneti mes people cane by and said hello, but for the npbst part | was
alone. It was better that way because | wasn't feeling very friendly.

If you take the word "car" or "dog" and say it over and over a few
hundred tines, it no | onger means or sounds like anything. The sanme was true
with this puzzle. | thought about it so nuch, and poked at it from so nany
different angles, that by the time the sun was goi ng down ny brain was enpty.
The sunset was all sneared brown and orange, and punched-up thundercl ouds t hat
| ooked like pillows on a nussed-up bed.

| watched it and waited for it to tell me sonething, but it didn't. If
only God woul d speak to us at nmoments like that. Appear as a snowwhite
cockat oo on our shoul der and explain the correct way. O take up the whol e sky
with a Ronald Col nan face and a few choice, brilliant words that mnake
everyt hing resoundingly clear.

| watched the sunset until the Iight was al nost gone and the colors
dried into evening. Unconsciously, | tapped the stick on the sand in front of
me. When | becane aware of doing it, the solution dawned on me. The noment was
di sconcerting because the answer was so sinple.

Jabbi ng the stick over nmy head, | started whistling the theme song to

_Zorba the Greek_. "Teach ne to dance . . . Venasque!" That nmade me | augh. It
felt so good to figure things out. | danced and kicked up my feet, feeling a
foot taller . . . or smarter.

The stick touched the sand a sliding scratch. | drewit a long way to
the left, then up and over. No real plan in nind, | let nmy hand do its own
nmovi ng and design. It was eager to work. Wien |1'd been at it awhile, | junped

when someone put his hand on ny shoul der

"\Wal ker, you got it! Good man. Let's see."

I'd _drawn_ a castle, but that was only part of it. It sat at the edge
of a group of other buildings. It was so dark on the beach by then we could
barely make out what else |I'd drawn.



"You did a whole town, huh?"

"My hand did what it wanted. It sort of got carried away."

"I"ll say! | can't see everything, but it's terrific. You got a sinple
answer to a tough question. That's the right way to begin. Sand castles don't
all have to be up in the air. Cone on, let's get going."

No nore than that. | hesitated a nmonent, sad to be | eaving ny brainstorm
so soon after having done it. Venasque was already a | ong way up the beach
wal ki ng toward the parking |ot.

W thout turning, he yelled over his shoulder, "Leave it, Walker. That's
nothing. Wait'll you see sone of the other things you'll be able to do."

"WIl you teach me to dance, Venasque?"

| didn't even know he'd heard ne until he snapped his fingers over his
head and spun around to face ne. "'WII| you teach ne to dance, Zorba?' 'Dance?
Did you say _dance_, Boss? Conme on, my boy!' _Zorba the G eek . Directed by
M chael Cacoyannis. Starring Anthony Quinn, Al an Bates, and Lila Kedrova, who
won the GOscar that year for her performance as Bouboulina. A great film | saw
it the other day on cable.™

"Wal ker, | mss you. \Were are you?"

"The Sl eepy Arnms Mtel ."

"You' re kidding. Were's that?"

"Qutsi de Santa Barbara. W spent nost of the day at the beach.™

"That doesn't sound too nmgical."

| | eaned agai nst the headboard of the bed and told Maris the story of ny
sand castle. Venasque was sitting on the other bed, |ooking at _TV Quide_ and
scratching Big Top with his foot. He | eaned over and pointed out that a film
called _Nude Druids_ was playing on the porno cable channel. | rolled ny eyes.
He shrugged.

"Have you had anything to eat?"

"Yes, we had sone sandwi ches for lunch and we're going out |ater
There's supposed to be a pretty good restaurant near here."

"Pl ease eat, Walker. | don't want you com ng back ten pounds lighter."

"Ckay. How re things there?"

"I went to the radio station with Ingramtoday and listened to himdo
his show. There was a wonman on who teaches people howto scream”

"That sounds hard. She charges for it?"

Maris | aughed. "She wore an arny helnmet, too. There was a bunper sticker
on it that said 'Scream ng has Meaning.'"

"I'"ll try to remenber that."

"I"'mgoing to stay at Ingram s place for a couple of days, so call ne
there, okay? | miss you like crazy."

"Me, too! A thousand tines."

"I's Venasque there with you?"

"Yes."

"Tell himto take care of you

"Towill."

"And renenber the man who ate all the cake.”

"And you renenber the man who drank the coffee through the straw [1'11I

call you tonorrow, Maris. | |love you."

"Good night, _nein Liebster_."

"Good night."

| put the receiver down and sighed. It was the first time we'd been
apart at night since arriving in California. | didn't look forward to spendi ng

it without her.
"Were you ever married, Venasque?"
"Twenty-seven years | was married."
"What happened to her?"
"She died. You ready to go out?" He stood up and straightened his pants.
| took nmy sweatshirt off the bed and followed himout of the room The



parking | ot was a pal e coppery-orange fromthe |ighting overhead.
"Is it okay to | eave the animals in the roon®"

"Sure. They'|ll sleep like rocks after running around all day. Sorry I
snapped at you. It's hard tal king about my wife. I'll tell you nore about it
at dinner, after we've gotten some food in us. | hear this restaurant's got

great king crab, and it's ny treat tonight. Qur celebration for your sand
castle.”

There was no reason for Maris to worry about mnmy not eating. The two of
us tucked into enough crab that night to make the waiter give us strange
| ooks. We finished with hot fudge sundaes big as catchers' nitts.

"I lived alnost thirty years with a woman | | oved, but could never
figure out. We were happy, but there were too many times we'd | ook at each
ot her and wonder 'Who's that? Do | know t hen®

"When she died, she died badly, Wil ker. Got a cancer that ate right
t hrough her. She died too long, and the only thing left at the end was an
enpty box of anger."

"Couldn't _you_ do anything for her? Wth your . . . powers?"

"Not hing. Life and death do their own deciding."

That shocked me. "Real | y? Not hi ng?"

"Learn what life is, Wl ker. Dying conmes anyway. | couldn't do anything
for Nelia -- that was ny wife -- because the war taught me to concentrate on
life and howto nmake it better. That was sonething Nelia and | agreed on
because both of us went through that war. Living was nore inportant than
dyi ng. "

"But you just said she died badly."

"She di ed badly because she didn't |earn enough about l|ife. She went
back to her other lives again and again, as you're beginning to do, but al
she did was ook around in themlike a tourist in a foreign country. She took
snapshots of them so she could show her friends, but not think about them
herself. That's why she died badly. The only thing we can really know i s what
we' re experiencing, or what we've already lived. Then we've got to study it
like crazy till we understand."

"But you keep asking nme after | go back to one of ny lives if | felt
nyself die there. And what it was like."

"Of course | do! Maybe you'll be the one to tell me what |'ve tried to
find out all nmy life. I told you: I'mas nuch a student as you are."
"What are _you_ still trying to find out? Seens |ike you've pretty much

_found_ things."

He shook his head. "What it's like right after. What the experience of
death is. | know we conme back, there's no question of that, but where do we go
in between?"

"Venasque, was that girl we saw today really the red wonman in ny drean®?"

He smiled and signaled for the check. "No. | said that to see your
reaction. But you will bunmp into that red worman sonmetine in your life. That's
a guarantee."

"But why'd you say it today? Wat reaction was | supposed to have?"

"Exactly what you did. You were interested and intrigued. | said it
because you've _got_to start thinking differently about certain things now.
You' ve got to start thinking different _ways_, too. A man who flies has to
bel i eve he has wings. O that he can have wi ngs. You know what | nean?"

"Ckay, | accept that, but there's sonmething else | want to ask you
about, too."
He | ooked at his watch. "Is it a short question? It's time we got back

to the animals. They get nervous when |I'mgone a long tine."

"You don't have to answer now, but | have to say it now. Do you know how
often you're loud and inpatient with me? Alot. And bossy? | _admit_ | don't
know anyt hi ng, Venasque. Wenever you use that tone of voice, it either nakes
me nervous or afraid of you. Teachers aren't supposed to scare their
students. "

He got up fromthe table very quickly and threw some bills down next to



his plate. | thought I'd really offended him He |ooked at ne and rubbed his
hand over his mouth. "Ah, you're right. I"msorry. Since | got old, | don't
have so nmuch patience anynore. No matter how nuch you | earn over the years,
you can't always use it yourself when you need it nost. _Eine Schande_, huh?

Big irony. You can be the best teacher in the world, but still you get scared
when it's your turn, and you know you don't have so much tine left."
"Way not? Are you ill?" | stood there feeling hel pl ess and wong for

havi ng opened this can of wornmns.

"I'l'? Ha, no, I'mjust old Wen you get ny age, the only things that
happen to you are nore hair grows out of your ears and you get nore and nore
al one. The night comes everyday to my wi ndow. The serious night, promsing, as
al ways, age and noderation. And | amfrightened . . .' That's what it's |like
Not so great. You read poetry? You shoul d.

"That's why | got those two aninals with ne. They're ny | ast conpany."

"What about your students?"

"Very nice people, but they can't help when | have to die. That's why

I"'mtrying to discover what it's |ike now Mybe if | do, I won't be so
unconfortable. I'mgood at sone things, but | still haven't gotten past
wondering what' |l happen to me when THE END cones. You think too nuch about

"The Serious Night' when you're my age. It's natural, but it's a sickness,
too. You get nervous. You want everybody else to hurry up as much as you, and
if they don't, you get angry.

"Somet hing el se, too: | spent nost of ny life teaching people, or trying
to teach theminportant things. But | get to certain points and can't take
themany further. That's not a nice thing to know about yourself. Especially
when you're too damed old to do anything about it. Nobody likes to fail, huh?

"Cone on, we can talk nore back at the notel."

Agai n that unconfortable, thin orange light |ay over the restaurant
parking lot. Standing by the car, | |ooked up at it.

"This light looks Iike a UFOis about to |land here."

Unl ocki ng his side, Venasque | ooked up. "It's a safety light. They say
it gives a wider arc and covers nore ground. Lights up the dark corners
better."

| was about to comment, when lines out of nowhere pushed their way to
the front of my mind and tongue.

_"The night comes every day to nmy w ndow. _

_The serious night, prom sing as al ways, _

_age and noderation. And | am frightened_
_dutifully, as always until | find_

_in the bed ny three hearts and the cat-_
_in-nmy-stomach tal king as al ways now, _

_of G anna. And | am happy through the dark_
_with my feet singing of how she lies_

~warm and al one in her dark room_

_over Unbria where the brief and only_

_Paradise flowers white by white. _

I turn all night with the thought of her nouth_
_alittle open, and hunger to wal k_

_quiet in the Italy of her head, strange_

_but no tourist on the streets of her chil dhood." _

I finished out of breath and shaken, as if coming down from an epiphany.
| knew some poetry, but nothing like that, and not by heart. | also knew I'd
never read or heard that poem before tonight, when Venasque had quoted the
first three lines in an entirely different context.



When | was finished reciting, we stood there on opposite sides of the
Jeep and | ooked at each other. | no |onger needed to be told that part of ny
education was to accept miracles, to try and | eave nmysel f open to whatever
wonder s Venasque had.

Bendi ng down to get in, he said, "' The N ght Comes Every Day to My
W ndow by Jack Glbert. I've always liked his poetry. Let's go."

Back at the nmotel, both aninals barely raised their heads when we cane
in. Big Top had managed to clinmb his thick bulk onto Venasque's bed and was
resting his ass on his master's pillow Connie lay directly bel ow him | eaning
up against the side of the bed.

Venasque wal ked over and gently noved the dog off the pillow Adjusted,
the bullterrier slapped its tail tw ce.

"I don't blane him Better to have your fanny on a pillow than the

fl oor.

"Listen, Walker. | want to do one nore thing with you toni ght before we
go to sleep. I'mgoing to help you go back one nore time to another of your
lives. But it's going to be one of the earlier ones. Maybe even the first. |
want you to feel what it was like then. That'll give you sonething inportant

to think about when we get to the mountains.”

"I'"ve got enough to think about!"

"True, but not your beginnings. You saw sone of your last life, and
maybe a glinpse of the one right before that in Russia. But to start getting
the _whole_ thing in good focus, you gotta have at least a little | ook at what
it was like for you way back when. Get ready for bed and you'll do that before
going to sleep.”

| reached down for ny bag. Opening it, | realized that no matter what
was about to happen (in the hands of this flawed but remarkable man), | was
excited. My insides were fluttering and squawking i ke a box of birds that's
just been shaken, but | was on ny way to discovery, and that was what | had
cone to himfor.

"Venasque, that Jack Glbert poemis a |ove poem Wy did you quote it
to ne before? You made it sound like sonething sad."

H s head was so deep in his suitcase that | alnost didn't hear when he
spoke. "For _you_it's a love poem | don't have any G anna lying in my bed.
Only Big Top and the night at the w ndow. "

Two boys were playing catch with a white ball. Holding ny father's hand,
| stood and wat ched enviously as they threw it back and forth, calling each
ot her names when one or the other dropped it. It fell regularly, and
couldn't understand that because both of them were good catchers.

It was raining hard, so few people were around to buy father's potatoes.
Toget her we watched the boys, but unlike ne, father snickered every time they
dropped it.

A man nostly hidden under a cl oak, but sweet-stinking of the plague,
crept up to our table. He was about to say sonething when father shook his
wooden staff and told himto get away.

The man's eyes were gl assy and exhausted by the disease, but held enough
energy to flash hatred deep as a rich man's grave.

"l have to eat too!"

"Then eat the dead. Get used to the taste!"”

"I have nmoney. | can pay." A long white armenerged fromthe folds of
the dark cloak and held out several coins.

"Do you really think 1'd touch a sweet nan's noney and get sick too? Go
away! You shouldn't even be out on the street."

The dying man stood there as if waiting for ny father to change his
m nd.

I'd forgotten about the boys playing catch until one of them shouted



somet hing and their "ball" fell close to the sweet man's foot. | | ooked and
saw it wasn't a ball but the white skull of a small aninmal. The man | ooked and
reached down slowly to pick it up. Holding the skull in his hand, he regarded
it thoughtfully, then, wi thout any warning, threw it at us.

Fat her stanped a foot on the ground. The skull stopped instantly and
hung suspended in the air. "How hard it is to play ny gane!" He stanped agai n.
Both the skull and the sweet man expl oded.

| opened my eyes to the taste of dryness in my nmouth. | knew where | was
but had no energy to do nore than lie there and | ook at the stippled ceiling
of our. motel room CQutside, a truck shifted up a gear and grunbl ed away
across the night.

"Venasque?"

One of the animals gave a small, sad whine. The strong snell of
electricity hung in the air, as if some appliance had burned out or a
t hunderstorm was waiting to pounce.

"Venasque? Are you awake?" He woul dn't have gone to sleep while | noved
through a past life. But it was al so possible I'd been out so long that he'd
gi ven up, closed his eyes a nmonment and

Then there was another snell in the air -- hot, acidic, famliar: piss.
| reached up and clicked on the lanp. Squinting ny eyes, | |ooked through the
new glare toward the other bed. He was there, but one glance said everything
was wong. He'd been sitting with his back propped agai nst the headboard, but
had sl unped over awkwardly to one side and |l ay there, unnoving. My first
t hought was he'd been shot.

"Venasque!" | got up and nmoved to him Both animls were on the floor
bet ween us, looking up at ne with the bad news in their eyes. The old man's
left eye was wi de open, his right, only half. | bent over to listen to his
breat hing, but only small short grunts canme that weren't enough to fuel his
big body. I put two fingers to his throat for a pulse. It was there, but as
of f and out of synch as his breathing. Sliding himdown so he lay nore
confortably on the bed, | then called an anbul ance and gave himartifi cial
respiration until it cane.

The flashing blue lights of the anbul ance strobed through the orange
over the parking lot. The night had been full of strange, vivid colors and
total darkness. Nothing in between.

The anbul ance had arrived very quickly and the attendants worked with
the air of people who |iked what they were doing and did their job well. They
careful |y checked Venasque and asked many questions about what had happened.
Al |1 could say was |1'd fallen asleep and when | awoke he was this way. They
were synpathetic, but cool. To them the old man's col |l apse was just anot her
set of readings, procedures, forms to fill out. That was understandabl e, but
whenever | | ooked at himand his shot expression, | disliked their too-calm
voi ces, questions, indifference to his condition

When they were finished with me | called Maris, told her to contact
Philip Strayhorn, and tell himwhat happened. Fifteen mnutes |ater he called
and asked about everything. Said he was comi ng i medi ately, but asked me to
stay at the hospital in Santa Barbara until he arrived.

"How are the aninal s?"

"Sad. They know sonethi ng bad's going on. They haven't noved fromthe
floor."

| sat in a white roomand half read an article in _National Geographic_
while waiting to hear about Venasque's condition. The roomwas enpty at first,
but after a while, a good-looking couple cane in and wal ked over.

"Are you Wl ker Easterling?"



"Yes."

The man put out his hand. "Harry Radcliffe, and this is nmy wife Sydney.
Phil Strayhorn called and told us about Venasque. How is he?"

"I don't know. In intensive care, but none of the doctors have said
anyt hing nore yet."

"Ditto. W asked at the desk when we cane in, but the nurses weren't
tal ki ng. "

Sydney pushed | ong expensive hair away fromher face. "W were with him
only a few weeks ago and he | ooked great. W went to a Dodgers gane."

"How did you get here so fast?"

"We live in Santa Barbara and woul d' ve been here sooner but we were out

and --"

"M. Easterling?"

A woman stood in the doorway to the waiting roomin a doctor's white
coat and a clipboard under her arm "I'm Doctor Troise. You came in with M.
Venasque?"

"Yes. How is he? No one's told us anything yet."

"He's in a coma and we're still running tests. But there's sonething

i nportant we need to know before we go on. Certain results indicate that what
happened to him _m ght've_ been caused by a very strong el ectrical shock to
the body. Sonme big jolt fromsonething. Do you know if he touched either an
el ectrical socket or appliance before this happened? Maybe a plug whose wires
were frayed?"

"I have no idea. As | told the others, | was asleep and found himlike

that when | woke up."

"And you _heard_ nothing? Like a surprised shout? You know, how you yel
out when you get a bad shock from somnet hi ng?"

"Nothing like that, but I was sound asleep and having _big_ dreams. |
renenber that vividly, so | really nust've been deep-out, you know?"

Radcliffe stood up and wal ked over to her. "Wiy do you think it was an
el ectrical shock, Doctor?"

She | ooked at me to see if this man had the right to ask questions. |
nodded.

"I'd rather not say anything about that until we've gotten all the
results, sir." She made a wy face and turned to | eave. "Sonetimes doctors
have the bad habit of maki ng wong prognoses before they know what they're
tal king about. It gets us into too rmuch hot water. W're doing all we can for
M. Venasque. I'll let you know what we find."

When she was gone, the three of us traded "what-was-that-all-about?"
| ooks.

Strayhorn | ooked |ike hell when he got to the hospital. H s eyes were
red-rimed and full of harried sadness. He spoke quickly and asked the sane
guestion nore than once. Ms. Radcliffe made himsit down next to her and put
her arm around his shoul der

Al nost as soon as he arrived, | felt invisible ranks close around the
three of them The waiting roomhad beconme _their_ room | knew Venasque and
was there when he was "hit," but the shaman had become their sole concern now
and | was way on the outside. This was further enphasized when Radcliffe said
it was all right if | wanted to "leave things in their hands now'; they'd take
care of everything. Al though his voice was friendly and grateful, | understood
the offer to mean it'd be nice if you left, pal

"We' || take care of the animals, Walker, but it would rmake things easier
if you drove the Jeep back to L.A and put it in his garage. Gve the keys to
hi s next-door neighbor, M. Barr. Sydney will take you over to the notel to
get your bags."

Hel pl essly, | turned up ny hands. "Ckay, but let ne give you ny address
and phone nunber in Los Angel es. Make sure to call nme if there's _anything_ |
can do. Ckay?"



"Absol utely. And thanks so rmuch for doing what you did, Walker. W'l
| et you know what's goi ng on whenever they tell us here. And don't worry about
his care, either. W'll watch every nove they make. If it's necessary, |'ll
even design a newwing in this place for him"

W shook hands. Strayhorn held on a long time and | ooked at ne very
carefully. "D d anythi ng happen between you two, Wal ker? Did you do anyt hi ng
t hat m ght have caused it?"

"No, Philip, he made ne build a sand castle today on the beach, and then
when | was asleep, as | told you, he sent nme back to one of my other lives."

"Not hi ng el se? Venasque told ne you were one of the nost intriguing
people he's worked with. Said there was an enornmous magic in you. He thought
your _being_ m ght have brought that sea serpent up."

"He said that? He never told ne."

"He always has his reasons. He told ne he was really | ooking forward to
working with you. Now this. That's why |I'm asking, so don't be offended. You
m ght have done sonething without even knowing it . . . Possibly while you
wer e asl eep?”

"Philip, it's possible, but what are the chances? | don't know what
happened when | was asleep. | dreaned | was back in the Mddl e Ages with ny
father. He wouldn't sell potatoes to a man with the plague. Wen | woke up
Venasque was gone."

"Not hi ng in your dream m ght have caused it?"

"Not hi ng that | know of."

It was not until three days |later and we were flying back to Vienna that
| remenbered the part of the dreamthat could have caused everything: ny
father making the "sweet nman" and the ani nal skull expl ode the nonent they
became dangerous. Wiy didn't | renmenber that when Strayhorn was standing ten
inches fromme, waiting for information that could save Venasque? Wy didn't |
remenber that?

It was three o' clock in the nmorning when | got hone, but a light was on
inthe living room Mris was still up, reading a collection of poetry by her
favorite, Di ane Wakoski. She | ooked up fromthe book, then down again with a
smle and read:

_"Met aphors_

_|I kiss you goodbye_

_for a while_

—and will talk about ny own perceptions, _
_angers, _

—_and even the admration | feel for the beautiful _
_scoundrel . " _

"Hell o, my scoundrel. How are you? How conme you're back? What's with
Venasque?"

"That's the second tinme tonight |1've heard poetry. |Is today stil
Tuesday? Jesus, it's been a hundred hours |l ong. Venasque is in a coma. It's
bad. Strayhorn and Harry Radcliffe are up there with himat the hospital."

"You mean _ny_ Harry Radcliffe, the architect? Ww"

"Remenber | told you he studied with Venasque, too? Philip and he cane
to the hospital and nade it pretty clear it'd be better if | left. So | did,
and drove his car back. Wat a night, Maris! What a _day ! You once said 'It's
a day that tires you out the rest of your life,' and that was it exactly. Al
| wanted to do was get hone to you

"Hey, how cone you're not at your brother's house? | was so glad to see
you that | forgot you' re not supposed to be here.”

She ki ssed nmy cheek. "I had a feeling you' d be back tonight. Anyway, |



don't like the guy Ingramis living with. Have you noticed how Los Angeles is a
T-shirt society? Everyone lets you know who they are on their T-shirt. This
guy wore one that said 'I'd love to sleep with you, but I'mtaking lunch with
nmy agent.' Tell ne about what happened. Don't |eave anything out."

"Do you mind if | doit in the norning? |'mreally pooped."”

She got up and pulled me after her. "OF course. |I'msorry. Cone on
let's go to bed. |Is there anything I can do? Make you sonething to eat? You
want a back rub?"

"No, thanks. You know what Venasque told Strayhorn? That | have
"enormous magi c' in ne, quote unquote. He thought that sea nonster we saw
m ght' ve come up because | was there." | sat down again. "What do you think he
nmeant by that ?"

"What he said. You went to himbecause all those strange things were
happeni ng to you. He sensed, or knew, where they cane from that's why he
wanted to work with you. And that's why it's so terrible this happened. |'ve
been t hi nki ng about you and Venasque since you left, and you know what? |'m
_sure_ the flying | essons were only a metaphor. Maybe he really was going to
teach you, but | doubt it. He never told you he taught anyone el se how to do
it, did he? The others, like Philip and Harry Radcliffe, |learned really
mundane things |like howto swimand howto play a rmusical instrunent. Only
_you_ were supposed to fly, Walker. That's not the easiest thing in the world
to teach a person. | don't know anything about it, but I"msure it was a
nmet aphor for something el se. Don't ask me what."

"But your brother was the one who initially said Venasque taught people
to fly."

"I know. | talked with Ingram about that today and found out sonething
i nteresting: Everyone who has gone to Venasque cones away feeling better or
heal ed. But according to nmy brother, no one he knows has ever actually |earned
to fly. People go to himfor that because that's what he advertises, but he
never taught it. You were going to be the first."

"That's interesting. Sounds |like you' re probably right." But as | said
that, a picture came to mind fromthe dream (fl ashback?) I'd had at Venasque's
one night: small children flying gently through the wi ndow of a stone
school house in the South of France, forty years ago.

Al nmost at the sane tinme Maris said she would marry ne, the airplane
yawed hard to one side and began turning. W shared bl ank "Huh?" | ooks.

"I don't like it when planes nmake curves, Wl ker."

"Maybe the pilot heard what you said and is |ooping the loop for us."
She cl osed her eyes and tensed her mouth. "Honey, don't worry."

"I won't worry when ny feet are on the ground again. How conme the w ng
i s below us? What's goi ng on?"

"l don't know "

"What a nmonent for this to happen! | f
crashes. That's nice."

"Ladi es and gentlenen, this is Captain Mnninger. W' ve run into a small
technical problem so we're going to land at Seattle airport in fifteen
mnutes to take care of it. Nothing to worry about, though. W' ve got sone
freight shifting in the hold and it's got to be secured. Sorry about the
i nconveni ence. W'll get it fixed and be under way in no tine."

"You think he's telling the truth?"

"Sure. The fact he said what it was proves it. Wen there are big
problens --"

"-- |ike bonmbs?"

"They don't tell you anything. I'"'msure it's the cargo."

nally say 'l do' and the plane



" St ewar dess, could | have anot her brandy?"

| tried to take her hand but she shook me off. "I'mtoo nervous."

| |1 ooked out the window at the gray clouds. We'd both been so glad to
| eave Los Angeles that we'd all but run onto the plane. 1'd been | ooking at
the flight map when she turned to me an hour into the flight and said in a
small voice, "Do you still want to marry ne?"

Trying to keep nmy head on, | put the map down and | ooked at her. "1'd
love to marry you, Maris. You know that. | would | ove that nore than
anyt hi ng. "

"lI've never been married before."

"I know. "

Then the plane ti pped.
The stewardess brought the brandy and Maris downed it in three big

gulps. "I'mterrified. Nowthat | want to get married, flying scares nme even
nmore. That's a good sign, isn't it? Before, | was just scared of dying. Now
I"mworried nmy husband's going to die."

During all the turning and descending, | noticed sonewhere in the mdst
of that a very strange snmell in the plane. Because there was nothing else to
do, | kept sniffing to try and figure out what it was, but had no luck. It was

unpl easantly sweet, thick and stale like an old box of candy.

The pl ane dropped bel ow the cl ouds and suddenly the absol ute bl ue and
white of high skies gave over to the green of Washington State. Of to our
left, the sun cut through a patch of purple-gray clouds and lit a section of
the city like an acetyl ene torch.

"God's flashlight."

"What ?" Maris | eaned over and | ooked out the wi ndow across ny |ap

"Doesn't that light over there |ook |like God's shining a flashlight down
t hrough the cl ouds?"

She ki ssed ny cheek. "That's a nice image. | know a guy who lives in
Seattle, Henry Sanuel. A real jerk. Maybe we'll crash into his house and | can
say hello. What's that snmell? It's |like room deodori zer."

"I don't know. |'ve been trying to figure it out."

"Are the engines on fire?" Leaning over farther for a better |ook out
the wi ndow, she said, "Walker, | neant what | said about getting married. |'m
just not saying anything nore now because | don't know what to say. Do you
understand? But | want it! | realized that when you went away w th Venasque.
Bei ng al one again, even for that short time, didn't make ne feel helpless or
moony. Just indignant . . . no, _confused_ by your absence. Does that nake
sense?"

"Uh huh."

"Good." She crossed her arns and nodded once. The | andi ng gear went down
with a solid thunp. "Uh oh. Ever notice how a clock ticks faster after it's
been wound? As if it's grateful to you for doing it? That's how | feel about
us. That's why | want to get nmarried. Being with you nakes me feel full of
energy; like |I've been wound up again."

"Ladi es and gentl enen, please fasten your seat belts and extinguish al
snoking material. We're maki ng our approach to Seattle airport.”

W | anded so gently that even Maris applauded the touchdown. "This guy
can land nme any tinme."

While the plane taxied to a corner of the airport, we were told to stay
on board because the cargo problem woul d be taken care of in about twenty
m nut es.

| got up to go to the toilet, but the line ahead of ne was |ong, so
stood next to the galley and waited ny turn. Two stewardesses sat nearby and
was cl ose enough to hear their conversation, although they spoke quietly.

"It's the craziest thing | ever heard of."

"Who di scovered it?"

"Judy, because of that terrible snell. She told Dick and _he_ went down



to check. Isn't it weird ?"

"No, it's disgusting. Thank God Dick did it. 1'd have fainted,
probably."

A fat black woman standing in front of me | eaned over to them and asked
inalisp, "What _is_that smell? | been spraying 4711 all around ny head to
get it away!"

One stew | ooked at the other and shrugged. Wiy not tell her the answer,
it'll be over soon anyway. The other shrugged okay back

"Somehow a coffin we're carrying down bel ow broke open when we took off
fromL. A"

"A _coffin_? My God! You nean it broke open and there's a body floppin
around agai nst ny suitcase? My son told me to be sure to fly an American
airline because they don't have so many problens! My eye!"

Bot h st ewardesses put index fingers to their lips to hush her. Gggling

one said, "It happens sonetines if they don't secure the cargo well before we
take off. Don't worry, though. They're renobving it now. It won't be a problem
anynore."

"Wait'll I tell my son. He's a diplomat but he don't know nothin'!"

_Hnphing_ dramatically, she marched for the toilet door when it opened,
and struggled her way into the small conpartnent. "W haven't even got to
Europe yet and things are already strange!™

Maris was in ny seat |ooking out the wi ndow when | got back. "I think
they were telling the truth about the cargo. Look at all those guys down
there. Wuldn't you love to have one of their little yellow trucks? You could
park it in your _Hof . Hey, uh oh! Look at that."

A Cadillac hearse pulled up nearby on the tarmac. Two nen in black suits
got out and wal ked beneat h the pl ane.

"You want to know what's goi ng on?"

Maris turned to nme. "You know? Yeah, tell ne!"

"A coffin they're carrying got |oose on takeoff and broke open.”

"Are you serious?"

"Yup. The stewardesses were tal king about it when I went to the can."

"That's one way to congratul ate us on our wedding." She saw the
expression on ny face and put her hand on ny neck. "I'mnot serious, \Walker
Not everything is synbolic. Just sone poor guy caught up in the twentieth
century. Let's watch."

After a long wait and a nunmber of people running back and forth beneath
the plane, the men fromthe funeral hone and two airport attendants brought
out the coffin. What was queer was its size -- not a child's, but not adult
size, either. It nust have been very heavy, too, because all of them had red
faces or veins bulging on their necks. The brown netal box | ooked undamaged at
first, but then | could see a small blaze of red cloth inside at the top where
the seal had broken

"Maris sighed. "Now he knows."

"What do you nean?"

"I"ve thought that since | was a girl. \Wenever | see a coffin, | always
t hi nk whoever's in there knows the Big Answer now what it's like after we
die. Then | wonder if they're lucky or not _to_ know "

"That's what Venasque wanted to know too. But with all his powers, he
couldn't find out."

She | ooked at nme. "Maybe we're not supposed to know. Maybe we shoul d
just live the best we can and hope we've done it right by the end."

"How do you know you're living the best you can? How do you know your
best isn't really bad?"

"I"'man optimst. | don't think God would be that unfair."

"I love you, Maris."

"That's one of the reasons why |I'man optimst."



PART TWD

Peopl e create the reality they need
in order to discover thenselves.
Er nest Becker

A clown isn't funny in the noonlight.
Lon Chaney
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CHAPTER FOUR

Vienna was in the mdst of a January thaw. |slands of snow spotted the
dark earth; the airport runway gl eamed wetly in warm |ate afternoon sun

Ginning, Maris waited for me at the bottomof the stairs | eading off
the plane. "l just spoke Gernman again and it felt funny."

"It doesn't feel funny being back here. It's great. Wen we get hone |
want to call California and see how Venasque is."

"\Wal ker, you've been calling three tinmes a day. | really think they'l
| et you know i f anything changes."

"It's inportant to nme, Maris."

"I know it is, but I think you' re overdoing it. Let it rest alittle."

Peopl e wal ked by toward the bus that would take us to the termnal.
took her armand pulled her toward it. "Come on, it's not worth argui ng about.
We're hone."

"You're right. | wonder how your cat is? | kept thinking about himon
t he pl ane."

"He's happy as a clam Wenever | give himto Frau Noot he comes back
five pounds heavier. She feeds himchicken hearts whenever he's hungry."

VWhile we were waiting by the luggage carousel for our bags to arrive, a
striking man with bl eached white hair and high-tech, punk clothes wal ked up to
Mari s and enbraced her from behi nd. She spun around, but on seeing who it was,
hugged hi m

"Vitamn D"

"Hey, Maris! Were the hell have you been, damm it? W' ve been | ooking
all over Munich for you."

"Victor Dixon, this is ny husband, Wl ker Easterling."



" _Husband?_ You got nmarried! That's the news of the week. You're living
here now, or what?"

"Wal ker, Victor's the lead guitarist of the group Vitamin D."

"Hey, Walker! You're a lucky man and | hate you. Congratul ati ons. Yeah
we're giving a concert here at the _Audi Max_ tonorrow night. You want to
cone?"

"You've got a hit, huh, Victor? No nore playing at Onkel P&?"

"Hey, we're nunmber nine on the American Hot Hundred. Nunber one in
Deut schl and. "

"I know. We were just in Los Angeles. Every time | turned on the radio
they were playing it. 'Sundays in the Sky,' right? I'm proud of you, Victor
You fought through and did it."

He | ooked at her with little boy's eyes, loving and | onging for her

approval . Plainly, something big had gone on between themin the past. |I could
have been jeal ous, but felt only pride. Pride in Maris, pride in our
rel ationship. Victor Dixon was right to love her, and | liked himfor that.

"Take care of her, Wl ker, she's true gold.

"I"ll leave sonme tickets at the box office and you can go if you want.
Maris, |'m happy for you. Everybody'll be glad to hear you're all right."

Wth one nore | ook that |eaped at her like fire froma flame-thrower, he
strode off. She winked at me and didn't see himturn for one | ast glinpse of
her before going out the door

"What's the scoop on hinP"

"A romance fromlong ago. Victor was nore interested in being fanmous
t han being kind."

"It looked like it's still a romance in his eyes."

"I know, but he blewit. You re not jeal ous?"

"No, proud. Proud you love nme. He knows what he's m ssing. H's face
tells me that."

"That's interesting. He was always so cool. W tried, but he's another
person who thinks he _deserves_ |ove."

"I't's unconfortabl e thinking about you being with soneone else."

"There are our bags. It's unconfortable thinking you were married once."

"Does that make you jeal ous?"

"Thought ful . "

Frau Noot lived down the hall. Her apartment |ooked |Iike the inside of
Heidi's hut in the Al ps. Everything was _Bauern_ furniture, deer antlers, and
bad pai ntings of nountain scenes on the walls, along with what seened |ike
hundreds of yell ow phot ographs of her dead husband Leo, a conductor on the
Vi ennese tram systemfor thirty years. She had the sweet bad habit of making
i nedi bl e cakes and pressing themon the nearest victim who too often was ne
because of my vicinity. She was also Orlando's other great fan, and gl adly
took care of himwhenever | had to be out of town. He was in her arns when she
opened the door.

"Maris and Wl ker, you're back! Say hello, Ol ando."

"How are you, Frau Noot? W brought you a present from California."

"More bubbl ebath! You always bring nme the best kind. Cone in. W were
just watching television."

Al t hough he was blind, Frau Noot was convinced Olando liked to sit on
her lap and watch television. I knew he liked to sit on her |ap and watch
tel evisi on because TV neant snack tine, usually pretzels. Ol ando didn't need
to see pretzels to enjoy them

"How s he been?"

"Sad, Walker. | fed himall his favorite neals and petted hi m whenever
he wanted. But | think he was mad at ne for something. O else he mssed you
nmore than usual." Her face got tight and she | ooked about to cry.

"Ch, you know how he is. Cats do what they like. He ignores ne half the
tine, too."



She smled, but her eyes stayed downcast. "That's very good of you, but
| didn't do sonething right this tine. Look at how glad he is to see you." He
was on the fl oor weaving back and forth between ny | egs.

"H, Olando. How are you?"

"My brother gave ne a special new recipe for American apple cake, Frau
Noot. Let's mmke it together this week."

"Yes, Maris, 1'd like that. Can we do it soon? The postman's birthday is

next week and 1'Il make it for himif it's good."

"Sure. W'll do it." Maris |ooked at ne and nmout hed the words "Tel
her." | nouthed "Us?" pointing back and forth.

"Yes."

"Maris and | are going to get married, Frau Noot. You're the first one
to know. "

She cl apped her hands and rocked back and forth in her seat. " _This_is
good to hear! | knew it would happen. I'mthe first to know? Wat an honor
Waen?"

Maris and | | ooked at each other and smil ed.

"I don't know We didn't tal k about that yet."

"Do it on your birthday, Walker. That's com ng soon."

"Exactly, Walker! That's when we'll do it. And we'll bake a big apple
cake for the occasion."”

"I _wll bake it, Maris, but not apple! | have a special cake for
weddi ngs. That will be nmy present to you. _Eine Noot Torte a la Easterling! _"

Unl ocki ng the door to my apartment, | asked Maris what she thought a
Noot Torte woul d be.

"I don't know, but we'll have to eat the whole thing, even if it has
lizards init, or else her heart will be broken."

"Ch boy, home. Snell it. _Hone! " Olando was the first one through the
door, walking jauntily, like a nodel at a runway show. W unl oaded the bags on
the floor.

"Wal ker, | want to go home for a while and get some stuff. You don't
m nd, do you?"

"No, | want to take a shower and see if there's anything inportant in
the mail. You want to take any of your things?"

"No, there's nothing inportant in there. My car's around the corner
"Il be back in a couple of hours."

She came up to ne and we enbraced. "You snell like a trip."
"That's why | want a shower. Cone back soon and we'll go out to dinner."
"I want a schnitzel. | love the idea of getting married on your

birthday. How d she know when it was? Did she guess your sign?"
"No, blackmailed nme |ast year so she could bake a birthday cake."
"How d she do that?"
"Threatened to bake ne one a day for the rest of the year unless | told
her."
"That's dangerous. | think | have to go to the bathroombefore I |eave."
She went off down the hall while | wal ked into the bedroomto unpack
I'd unzi pped one bag and was staring into it tiredly when she returned.

"Does Orlando like to join you in the toilet?"

"Not usually."

"I'"d say he was kinky, but he can't see. Followed ne right in and lay by
the tub while | peed. Now |l 'mreally going. I'll see you in a couple of
hours."

W ki ssed, and she left. Hanging up a suit, | realized | had no desire
to do that, so | started to undress. Naked, | padded into the bathroom

Lying on the floor by the tub was Venasque's pig, Connie.

"Don't be shocked." She spoke to me in his voice.

"Good Christ!" |I sat down on the toilet. "It _is_ you, isn't it,
Venasque?"



"Yes. | died a couple of hours ago. While you were circling Vienna." The
pig shifted on the floor to a nmore confortable position

"Why are you here? How can you be?"

Ol ando wal ked in and right over to Connie. He sat down next to her. The
pig sniffed the cat indifferently.

"Were you here when Maris came in?"

"Yes, but she wasn't able to sense nme. |'mhere for you, Walker. | have
to tell you sonme things."

"Isit . . . Is death what you thought it would be?"

"I can tell you one thing. If everyone was innocent, then there woul dn't
be so much fear. The innocent don't know evil, so they don't fear it. No, only
the guilty and the lovers really fear. The first because of what they are, the
second for what they might lose. That's really all | can tell you about it,

Wal ker. Do you have any other questions? I'll answer what | can."

"Why are you Conni e?"

"Because she was alive and you know her. And because she's funny. Wuld
you have preferred Big Top? Connie had to die for me to conme to you, but
ani mal s have a qui ck passage to heaven anyway, and it's necessary for nme to be
her e.

"You _rmust_ spend all of your time now finding out who you are, Wl ker
It is the nost inportant thing you' |l ever do. | can't enphasize that too
strongly. | understand now why you canme to me and why all of those strange
t hi ngs happened to you. Believe nme, it is nore incredible than ny being here
like this. If we had been able to work together, it would have revealed itself
to you then. Too bad -- it would have been the greatest achi evenent of ny
life."

" _Me_? What am |, Venasque? \Wat are you saying?' | was freezing cold
and realized with no enbarrassnment that | had an erection

"Study your dreams. Follow up on what you learn fromthem Maris doesn't
know it yet, but she's pregnant. You nust find your father before the baby is
born. Your real father, not the man in Atlanta. He is in Vienna and watches
everything you do. He isn't your friend. He |oved you once, but doesn't
anynore. Be very careful with him"

"Who is he?"

"The potato seller. Melchior Kroll. The midget. Al of them before,
someone else this tinme. When he | oved you, he gave you sone of his powers.
They're coming now, that is part of the problem but you ve got to learn to
use themright or else you'll |ose when you face him Look at your hand."

There were no lines on ny right palm O ny left. No fingerprints, no
lifeline, no love line. Only the soft pink hills of flesh and a purple trace
of veins beneath the skin.

"Thi nk of the name Mel chior. Think of Caspar and Balthazar. They're
next. | can tell you nothing else. | don't know what will happen to you. Fate
is an open road. What you're capable of is beyond belief. But so is he. Touch
the cat on his head."

I reached down and petted Ol ando. Pushing his head up into ny hand, he
purred. Wthout warning, his conpletely white eyes began to grow darker and
formpupils, irises. Wiatever he saw for the first time in his life nade him
how and arch his back as if he were about to be attacked. Spitting and

hi ssing, he ran madly out of the room | had given himsight.
"It won't last long; he'll be blind again in an hour. You don't have the
power yet to nake it stay, but you will soon, whether you work on it or not.

"One of my greatest m stakes was refusing to believe | could do things
like that, things other people couldn't. In the beginning | made children fly,

made nyself invisible . . . You were there, you saw what | did. | couldn't
accept it. But you have to, Walker, imrediately, and work with it. It took me
years to figure out only one problem-- howto build nmy sand castle with the

tool s at hand. You don't have years, plus you have two probl ens. \What does a
man do with the power to raise the dead? O give back sight, or see another
person's future?" Both Venasque and his voice began to fade, the Cheshire Cat



fromWal ker in Wnderland. "The first thing to do is believe fully in those
powers, no matter how skeptical you are. Because the second problemis much
worse and you'll need those powers to succeed: How do you kill magic w thout
killing yoursel f?"

"I's ny real father magic?"

"Yes, but so are you. Even nore so, because of your relationship with
Maris. Your father couldn't do that. You can, because you're nore in this
world than his now "

He was al nost gone. | wanted to ask sonething el se but couldn't think
what. My tongue was thick as a tire. "Were do you go now, Venasque?"
"I't wouldn't matter if |I told you. You'll go soneplace else. Don't mss

your chance, Walker. Don't let himhurt your famly. He's a jeal ous son of a
bitch. He has been for four hundred years."

The bat hroom was enpty. The tile floor cold under ny bare feet.
Sonmewhere in the other room| heard ny cat running and crashing into things he
normal Iy knew to avoi d.

Olando |lay asleep on the floor, exhausted by his short, nightmarish
tour through the land of vision. Wat would he think when he woke again to the
dark world he'd always known? Did cats, |like us, think Thank God, it was only
a dream when they woke from nonsters, or the color blue, that took formin
their sightless eyes?

I'd had a shower and was feeling better. Maris hadn't returned, but that
was good because | wanted to think about what | would tell her of Venasque's
visit when we were together again. Certainly not that she was pregnant. If it
were true, it was her secret and joy to discover first. How long would it be
bef ore she knew? How woul d she tell ne?

Lying on the bed in a bathrobe, | tried out different ways of reacting
toit. "You' re _what_?" "Pregnant! No, _really_ ?" How could | keep the news
from her? The phone rang.

"Wal ker? David Buck here. Were've you been? |I've been calling you for
days."

"Hi . We've been in California. Wat's up?"

"I"ve been doing that research for you. You know, about your | ook-alike,
Moritz Benedi kt ?"

"Right! What did you find?"

"Big scandal. A very interesting story. You want me to tell you now, or
do you want to get together? |I've got ten pages of notes."

"Both, but tell ne the basics now "

"Ckay. Moritz Benedikt is a pretty commonly found nane in Vienna. One
guy was a very fanmous editor of the _Neue Freie Presse_. But your Benedi kt was
famous for something else.”

" Famous?"

"Yeah, wait, it was front-page stuff. He was born here in 1923 and di ed
in 1955. Worked as a tailor for his father in a shop on the Kochgasse in the
Ei ghth District, Benedi kt und S6hne, Schneiderei. The store was right down the
street fromthe building where Stefan Zweig |ived. Nothing special there,
except he was raised by his father because the nother died when Mritz was
born."

"Wait a minute, David, let me get this down." But | wasn't witing. |
was thinking about the killer in St. Petersburg, Al exander Kroll. He was al so
rai sed by his father because the nother died in childbirth. "Wat was the nane
of Benedi kt's father?"

"Kaspar. Kaspar Benedi kt. The interesting thing about himwas he was a

m dget . "
"1 know. "
Buck paused. "You _knew ? How?"
"It doesn't matter. Go on." | started when sonething junped up on the

bed next to me. Olando, his old calm blind self. He rubbed agai nst ne,



wanting to be tickled. Didn't he renenber anything?

"Fromthe different accounts |'ve read, Benedikt junior fought for the
Germans in southern France in Wrld War Two. He was taken prisoner by the
Allies, held awhile, then let go. Wen he got back to Vienna, he started
wor ki ng again for his father. This is where it gets interesting. Seens |ike
Moritz had a girlfriend named Eli sabeth G egorovius. She worked as a waitress
at the Café Museum She's still alive, if you want to contact her. | have the
address and phone nunber, but | didn't talk to her. She's probably the one
putting fresh flowers on his grave."

"You're sure she's alive?"

"Yes. | called the nunber when | found out about her. An old woman
answered and said ' Gegorovius', so | assuned it was her

"Anyway, she and Moritz had one of those great, years-long courtships
that either end in marriage or both people dying of old age. Rea
ni net eent h-century ronmance. From what | got, they were engaged forever before
they got married. The newspapers said that was the first thing that nade the
old man crazy: His son was going to get married and | eave the house. Renenber,
t hough, this was after |ike _years_ of going out together, so it wasn't a big
surprise to Papa.

"Elisabeth and Moritz got married in 1953 and lived in her apartment. He
continued to work in the tailor shop and she at the café. Everything stayed
peaceful for two nore years. She and Kaspar didn't get along, but his son
| oved her, so there wasn't anything he could do _but_ accept it.

"I'n 1955, January, Elisabeth discovered she was pregnant. She told
Moritz, and he was thrilled. The first thing he wanted to do was give his
father the good news. So he went over to the old nan's apartnent and told him
You know what Kaspar di d? Pushed his son out of a fifth floor w ndow and
killed him

"When the police cane to take himaway, Kaspar told them-- wait a
mnute, let me read it to you -- told them'He would have loved it nore than
me.' That was it."

| 1 ooked down at Ol ando. "What happened to the father?"

"I"'mnot finished! Wiile they were taking himto the police station
there was a terrible crash and the two cops in the car were killed, along with
the driver of the other car. There was a photograph of the accident in the
paper. Both cars, _both_ of them Walker, were standing straight up on their
noses! How the hell could that happen? It |ooked like a novie scene. And guess
who the only one was who survived the crash? Kaspar Benedi kt."

"You mean they never found hinP"

"Yeah, they did. You know t he Pestséule, the plague statue down on the
Graben? That night, after a big Viennese manhunt, they found hi m hangi ng from
it, stone dead, with a note pinned to his shirt. The note said ' Two eyes too
many.' _Zwei augen zuviel _."

Olando's back felt elastic and warm under nmy hand. He purred like a
wound- up spring toy.

"Where did they bury hinP"

" That_ was difficult finding out. It took nme al nbst three days of
di ggi ng. The nane Gregorovius is Geek, you know You've heard about how
incredible they are as fighters in war? | guess they're used to it, if you
| ook at their history. Wll, old Geek Elisabeth got some kind of snal
revenge on her father-in-law. Because she was next-of-kin to both Benedikts,
the authorities went to her about disposal of the body. You know what she did?
Donated it to the medical school to be cut up! Wiatever was left of himafter
they finished was probably burned, but who knows?"

"\What happened to her child?" It was the only inportant question

"Can't help you there, Walker. | assunme it was born and is still around.
You'll have to go to Elisabeth for that. |'ve got pictures and Xeroxes and
other things for you. When do you want to get together?" He snorted. "You want
to meet at the Café Museumso | can give themto you?"



| decided not to tell Maris anything until after | had spoken with the
Gregorovi us wormman. Wien Maris returned from her apartnent, she was wearing a
green dress | had never seen before. Wth her California tan against it, she
| ooked as though she'd been on the beach rather than a plane for the | ast
twel ve hours.

W went to dinner and tal ked about getting married. Wat Venasque and
Buck had told ne sat calmy with its hands folded inits lap, waiting its
turn. | felt isolated fromher because of the information |I'd | earned that
afternoon, but didn't feel | was keepi ng anythi ng back because it all had to
be thought about first, and put in proper perspective. There was no question
about telling her everything -- | would. | only wanted sone tinme to get it
straight and . . . cooled off before putting it in front of her for the Maris
reaction.

"I know what | want to give you for your birthday."

"My birthday? |I'mthinking about it as our weddi ng day now. "

"That, too. | got an inspiration when | was honme. It's going to take ne
some time, so don't be inpatient if you don't get it on the day. It'll be
worth waiting for. | _hope_.

"Hold nmy hand, Wal ker. That always feels good. Now, something happened
didn't tell you about. The nost prestigious gallery in Los Angeles wants me to
do a one-man show for them It's the big break for ne."

My jaw dropped. "That's, uh, pretty inportant information, Maris. How
cone you didn't tell ne?"

"Because | had to think about it awhile first. It happened right before
we left America. Al so because you had enough to think about with all that
Venasque stuff."

"The biggest gallery in L.A ? That's a hell of a great thing, isn't it?"

She squeezed ny hand and blushed. "Yes. | think this is it."

"I"mproud of you. Also a little pissed off that you didn't tell ne
_imredi ately_."

"You like ny work, don't you, WAl ker? That makes me feel surer.”

"I love it! Where do they cone fron? | know you' re not supposed to ask
the artist that question, but really -- where _do_ the cities cone fronP"

"Now? My dreams, nostly. Both daydreans and night dreams."” She sat
forward and her expression grew nore excited. "But dreans aren't dangerous, or
thrilling, until we think of themas real possibilities. It's our own fault

and responsibility if we let that happen. Dreans make no prom ses, you
know? In mne, | _see_these cities, but then it's up to me whether | can
bring themtogether the way they appear in ny head. | want to show exactly
what's passed through ne. Sometines | think it's Iike a hand grenade thrown
intony . . . gut. | try to cover it and absorb all of the inpact. Does that
sound goof y?"

"Inspired.”

She sat back. "Did | ever tell you about why | made the first city?"

"Never. Wat happened?"

"Well, ny father is a selfish man and can be pretty cold. But when | was
sevent een, he was stabbed and al nost died. W were living in New York then. M
heart had pretty much closed toward himin a | ot of ways, especially since
was goi ng through nmy own typical teenage hell. But seeing himin such bad
shape opened me up pretty dammed fast. Suddenly | felt this conplete
_agony_ of love for him He didn't deserve it, but that's what | felt. Lying

in that hospital bed, his face as enpty and gray as a beach in winter . . . It
al nrost drove me mad. So, al nost unconsciously, | found nyself in a store one
day buying a LEGO set with this dimidea. | wanted to build hima city where
he could live while he was recuperating. | spent a week working on it. | built
hi mthe kind of hospital he should be in, the house where he should live
afterward. Big picture wi ndows, a veranda, a giant lawmn . . . | got so carried
away, | even bought in a nodel train store the kind of _dog_ | thought should

be at his side while he sat there in a pink chair and waited for his body to



return to him

"It gave ne such peace and pleasure to construct | just continued doi ng
it."

"Did it help your father? | nean, after you gave it to hin®"

She smiled. "He |looked at it once and said it was 'sweet.' |t doesn't
matter. | don't even knowif |I was making it for him | believe ny nind was
telling me there was a place | could go, or _build_ for mnyself, where | could
be al one and happy. It was one of the things that saved ne.

"I wasn't so happy when | was young. But now | am because | |ove you."
Her napkin fell on the floor. Bending over to pick it up, she cried out, "OuM"

"What's the matter?" My first thought was the child inside her

"Ch, | do that sonetimes. |'ll nake the dunbest nmotion, like pick up a
napki n, and throw ny back out. Nowit'll be like this for three days. Damm!"

"Can | do anythi ng?"

"You can let go of ny el bow. You're squeezing it to death. Don't worry
-- it's not major. Just Maris York growing older. Maris _Easterling_ grow ng
ol der. How does that nane sound? | keep trying it out on ny tongue."

"You're sure you're all right?"

"Yes. You didn't answer me -- how does Maris Easterling sound?"

"Good. Like a Southern belle. You don't want to keep your own nane?"

"No. Then we'd sound like a British law firm Easterling and York." Do
you think your parents will |ike ne?"

| 1 ooked at her and thought about Mritz Benedikt telling his father he
was going to marry Elisabeth.

My parents. Wuld ny real parents like Maris? First | had to find them
First I had to find _him.

El i sabet h G egorovi ous Benedi kt sounded nervous but interested when |
called. | told her | had discovered her husband' s grave at the Zentral fri edhof
by acci dent and, amazed by the physical resenbl ance between us, had done sone
further research on him Could I cone and talk to her?

"You know what happened to nmy husband?"

"Yes."

"You know about his father? What happened to hinP"

"Yes."

"How cone you want to see ne?"

She lived on the fifth floor of a wal k-up near the Prater. Although it
was a good di stance away, the giant ferris wheel in the anusenment park | ooned
behi nd her building. Inside, the place snelled pleasantly of freshly baked
bread, which was incongruous because everything else in there was dark and
defeated. The second Bezirk_ is a worker's district. Buildings there are
either new and dull and functional, or old and dying. Many of the ol der ones
show signs of one-tinme grandeur or imagination on their faces, whether via
Jugendsti|l facades or the interesting sinplicity of the Bauhaus style. But
like the old novie queen who has turned seventy or eighty, whatever beauty or
appeal remains shows nore what has been lost, rather than what is left.

The stairway was wi de enough for three people, and at every | anding
there was a stained glass window of a different kind of flower. CQut of
curiosity, | opened one and | ooked down at the courtyard bel ow. Yugosl avi an
ki ds were kicking a soccer ball around, shouting at each other in their
staccato, brusque | anguage. One of them | ooked up, waved, and shout ed,
wi eder Rapid!_"

Her door was the only one on the floor painted white. A brass nanepl ate
in script letters spelled out "Benedikt." Inside, | heard Peter Gabriel and
Lauri e Anderson singing "Excellent Birds."

| had to ring the bell tw ce before anything happened.

| thought she would at |east be startled by ny resenblance to her
husband, but the 60i sh woman who opened the door nerely | ooked at ne with her
head cocked to one side and an anused smile. She had high Sl avic cheekbones

_ I mrer



and green eyes set beneath a tightly curled bonnet of white hair. She was fat
and barely contained by a cheap yell ow and orange house dress.
"M's. Benedi kt?"

"Yes. Wait a mnute. Lillis, turn the nusic down! The man is here!" The
nmusi ¢ remai ned up. She put up her hand for nme to wait, disappeared down the
hall, and cane back after the nusic was | owered.

Was Lillis her son?

"Yes, you do look like him Come in."

The front hall was a nmess of snow boots and coats and, strangely, toys:
pl astic dunp trucks, "Masters of the Universe" dolls, one of those |arge
Japanese robots that "transforni into something racy and sl eek after ten
twists and turns of their silver arnms and | egs.

"Everything was clean in here an hour ago, but Lillis likes to play
everywhere. This way."

If she was pregnant in 1955, then the child would have been born in
1956, meking it over thirty years old. The toys, colorful and by the | ook of
them wel | used, took on a foreboding quality.

The l'iving roomwas nothing special. A travel poster for G eece was
framed on one wall, a Van CGogh reproduction on another. | | ooked around for
phot ographs but didn't see any.

"You |ike baklava? | bought some fresh."

Before | could say anything, she gestured for ne to sit and left the
room | chose a big padded chair, and without thinking, sat in it and | eaned
back slightly. It turned out to be one of those reclining jobs, and before
knewit, | was alnost flat on my back. The surprise shook ne. Struggling to
right myself again, | heard a high-pitched | augh that sounded al nbst aninmal in
its ferocity. Looking for its source, | saw nothing but a fast-noving shadow
in the doorway disappear before | was straight up again. Ms. Benedi kt
returned a little while later with a tray | oaded with coffee things and a
pl ate of shining bakl ava.

"You're an Anerican? That's funny. | once had an Anerican boyfriend
before the war. He was a student at the university and used to cone in after
cl asses.”

She had beautiful hands: long and white, and tipped by well-cared-for
red nails. | watched themwhile she poured the coffee. A slight frisson of
fear wal ked up nmy back. Somewhere inside | knew those hands, knew how
i nportant they were to her, knew what they did when she nmade | ove, knew how
she sonetimes secretly held themup to the light to admre, as if they were
her only small work of art.

"Be careful in that chair. It's a recliner.”
| took the cup she offered. "I know. | alnobst killed nyself a minute
ago. "

Her face brightened, and she | aughed deeply. It was conpletely different
fromthe laugh 1'd heard before.

"Yes, |'ve done that too! Sonetimes | forget and go right back in it.
Lillis loves it, though. He'd sit there all day if I let him
"He'll be in, in a mnute, so you' d better know. He |ooks |ike a normal

man, but he's autistic. Do you know what that is?"

I was hesitant to say the word but did anyway. "Schizophrenic?"

"More or less. Lillis lives in his own head. He |ooks like a man but is
really a little boy who doesn't know how to talk yet. He's very strange. Don't
be surprised if he cones in and acts crazy. He _is_ crazy, but he's my son
You will see."

The tone of her voice was everyday and unenbarrassed. She had lived wth
the problemso long that it was only another part of her life, however
difficult. 1've always had the greatest adniration for people who appear, at
| east outwardly, to handle such crushing setbacks with both cal mand unnoticed
strength. Their burdens woul d be unthinkable to nost of us, and the thanks
they get for bearing themis mnimal.

"Has he al ways been like that?"



She put a piece of baklava in her nouth and nodded. "A gift fromhis
grandfather. After he killed Mritz, he called before the police cane and told
me what he'd done. Said that it was all ny fault and the child's. It took ne
years to renenber the whol e conversati on because you can imagi ne the shock it
gave nme. The last thing that little nonster ever said to me was |'d better
have an abortion or 1'd be sorry."

"Do you believe he had that kind of power?"

"Yes, he had powers. | was stupid enough to think I could beat him but
I was wrong. |'ve been wong for thirty years." She continued eating. "On the
i sl and where | grew up, Fornmori, there was an old woman who told fortunes by
| ooking at | anb bones. She was never wong. Do you know what she told nme when
| was ten years old? That | would marry a man who was too right for me and
that | would | ose himbecause of that.

"When Moritz cane back fromthe war, he told ne our relationship was the
only thing that mattered in his life. He also told his father that, and the
old man hated both of us for it. It had been just the two of themfor so many
years. Kaspar thought it would stay that way. He wanted to be everything to
his son, which is sick. That's all, _sick_. Then when | cane al ong, he saw he
couldn't have it that way. That maybe a norrmal nan wants nmore out of life than
a pat on the head fromhis father. He did everything he could to break us up
But | fought him M. . . ."

"Easterling."

"M. Easterling. | fought and won Moritz away from his father because
had nmore to give than that ugly midget, and he knew it. That way | won." Her
voi ce was full of cancerous di sappoi ntnent, menories, and acid. It would be
that way until the day she died.

I had no chance to react or say anything because Lillis appeared in the
door way.

There are wonen whose beauty makes you forget where you are, or even who
you are. It doesn't happen often, but when you do encounter one of them it is
al nrost cruel the way they affect you. | have never understood how any man
could live with one of these creatures wi thout going nmad with either paranoia
or desire.

More disturbing still are the nen who have the kind of physical beauty
that transcends sexual gender. There were a nunmber of themin Fellini's film
_Satyricon_, and | renenber, even as a young man, being nmade hotly
unconfortable (as well as captivated) by their unearthly | ooks. Wat did God
have in mnd with then? Are they here to remind us of the possibility of
heaven and angels, or to taunt us nortals who are limted to one flesh, one
physi cal way?

Lillis Benedi kt was inconceivably beautiful. Long hair, shiny and surfer
bl ond, that swept in a frozen curve over a high ivory forehead. H s eyes were
| arge and blue, as deeply set as his nother's, only slightly nore curved and
Oiental. The rest of the face was | ong and perfectly proportioned, down to
the full crinmson lips and teeth white as paper

He was smling shyly when he came in -- the smle of a small boy who has
been called into the living roomto be introduced to conpany. | was so taken
by his looks that | didn't realize at first the fly of his pants was wi de
open.

Looki ng straight at me, the smile stayed frozen on his face. Normally, a
stare |like that woul d have made me uneasy, especially knowi ng the man was
di sturbed, but his dammed face was so hypnotic | couldn't | ook away.

"Lillis, pull up your zipper!" She got up to go to himbut he ran across
the room Falling to his knees beside ne, he grabbed my armtightly.

"Do you mind? He won't hurt you. If I try to touch himnow he'll only
fight and make a scene. He'll be okay in a while and | can fix it then."

"It's fine. Don't worry. Hello, Lillis."

"You don't have to pay attention to him He'll sit there and just |ook

That's his way of saying he |ikes you. He's not dangerous." She reached over
and picking up a piece of the dessert, handed it to him He took it and let it



drop to the floor, his eyes never |eaving ny face.

| picked it up and handed it to himagain. Taking it, he squashed it
bet ween hi s fingers.

"I think he's the nost beautiful man |'ve ever seen.”

"I know. If he were nornmal he'd have a hard tinme keeping the wonen away.
As it is, when we wal k down the street they ook at himas if they were
dream ng. Excuse nme a minute, |I'll be right back." She got up and |left the
room

He pulled nmy hand to his face and pushed it agai nst his cheek. Rubbing
it up and down with his eyes cl osed, the gesture reninded me of the way
Ol ando nmoved when he was being petted.

"Can you speak?"

Li ke a fish, he opened and cl osed his nouth several tines before
speaking. Hi s words cane with the slow, high precision of alittle girl's
voi ce.

" Today I'll brew, tonorrow |'Ill bake. _
_Soon I'll have the queen's nanesake. _
_Oh, how hard it is to play nmy gane_
_For Rumpelstiltskin is ny nane._"

Ms. Benedi kt dropped sonething in the hall as she was returning. Lillis
| ooked fearfully at the door. He had shown nme one of his secrets and it seened
he was afraid she would discover it. Only after she was back in the roomdid
renenber |'d heard one of his lines before, in one of nmy dreans -- "How hard
it isto play ny gane."

"I's everything all right? Look how he | ooks at you! He's not usually
that friendly with strangers.”

"Does he ever speak, Ms. Benedikt?"

"Yes, once in a while. He likes it when | read to him The strange thing
is, he has a very good nenory sonetinmes. Especially for fairy tales. H's
favorite is '"Runmpelstiltskin.' Wen he's in the nmood, he can repeat al nost the
whol e story frombeginning to end. Now that | think of it, that's the only one
he ever says."

Whet her he understood her or not, sonething in what his nother said
seened to anger him He got up quickly and repeated what he'd said before.
Only this tine, the lines were spoken so fast and with such force that they
ran together in a kind of high-speed gibberish

"' Todayl 'l Il brewt ormorrow ' || bake . . .'"

| hadn't realized how small the roomreally was until he started running
around it. He clinbed over furniture, hit walls, kept falling down and getting
up agai n. What was he doi ng? The expression on the woman's face said she
didn't know any nore than I.

"Lillis, stop!"

"' Todayl' Il brew .

"Pl ease, stop him"

| tackled himaround the knees and we went down together. He kept
ki cking his legs and repeating the sane lines. On the floor he brought his
face up long enough to kiss ne on the lips. Wen | pushed hi maway he | aughed.

"'1s your nane Ri ppenbiest, or Hammel wade, or Schnurbein?'"

"Lillis, stop!"

"'1s your nane Kunz? Is your nane Hi nz? Can your name be
Rurpel stil t skin?""

"Lillis!"

When | got back to the apartnent, | saw Maris had done a |lot of shifting
around to accomodate her growi ng stash of things there. Although she'd slowy



begun bringi ng her stuff over, she refused to nove into ny place until after
we were narried. Nonetheless, | |oved seeing her clothes in the closet, her
books on the table.

She was working at her computer. Orlando |lay asleep on the monitor, his
new favorite hangout when it was on and warm

"Jesus, wait till | tell you what just happened to ne."

"Hold it a sec, Walker. Let ne finish this. Don't |ook, either. I'm
wor ki ng on your birthday present." On the screen over her shoul der | saw sone
brightly colored intersecting |ines, but nothing nore.

| wal ked into the kitchen for a glass of water. At the sink | happened
to |l ook out the wi ndow down into the courtyard bel ow. What | saw nmade me run
out of the roomfor the front door

"\Where are you goi ng?"

"I'"1l be right back!"

Taking the stairs two at a time, | was at the bottomfast. A few seconds
more and | was in the courtyard, |ooking at the bicycle.

You see themall the tine in big Anerican cities: crazy-I|ooking things,
with every inch of their surface covered with pennants and flags, streamers
and mrrors, that make the bikes shimrer and wave as they fly erratically down
La Brea or Madi son Avenue, piloted by riders as outl andi sh as the machi nes.
Vienna has its share of eccentrics, but not this kind. That was another reason
why seeing the thing again was such a shock.

Leani ng up against the wall, unmoving, it |ooked pathetically sad and
desperate -- a real quack's dream of style and speed. But what kind of style?
Fl ags advertising mlk, a Vienna soccer team and an old OVP presidenti al
candi date stuck out from beneath the yell ow banana seat. Two cracked rearvi ew
mrrors on either side of the handlebars, with stickers of the cartoon
characters Asterix and Obelix stuck in their centers, inpeded any rear vision
they m ght have offered. The bike itself was painted like a piece of furniture
fromthe Italian design group Menphis. One fender was orange, one blue, the
di fferent crossing bars each another vivid, clashing color. The tires had been
sprayed silver, even on the bottom

| had seen it before. So many weeks before, on the night | brought Mris
back to Elisabeth's apartnment. The night we first slept together. Standing
there with ny hand resting on the seat, | tried to remenber exactly what the
man | ooked |ike who rode it. Al that cane to nmind were his broken teeth,
scraggly beard, and the fact that he'd greeted me as Rednaxela. And his snell!
The snmell of a man on fire with nadness.

"Vl ker!"

| 1 ooked up and saw Maris's distant face hangi ng out the wi ndow of our
apartnent.

"\What are you doi ng down there?"

"Cone down and | ook at this."

"What's up?"

"Just cone."

| turned back to the bike to see if there was a way of deci phering
anyt hing i nportant fromthe hieroglyphics scraw ed and gl ued and stuck on to
it. Still looking when Maris arrived, | briefly explained who it belonged to
and what that meant. Wth no further questions, she got down on the other side
of the bi ke and began | ooki ng, too.

"Where's the guy who owns it?"

"I wish | knew That'd nake things a ot sinmpler."

"You think he knows you live here? Wat's this?"

"An old fountain pen clip. I'msure he knows. There aren't many bikes
like this in Vienna, huh? It's got to be a lot nore than _Zufall _ that he
parked it in our courtyard."

Frau Noot came through the door with a bag of garbage to dunp. Seeing
us, she snmiled and waddl ed over

"What a beautiful bicycle! Did you buy it, Walker? It's very artistic."

"No, it's not mine, Frau Noot."



"We used to do this with our bikes when | was a girl. Don't ask how many
years ago _that_ was! W even put cards like this, too. To nake it sound I|ike
a notorcycle." She bent over and, struggling, pulled sonething off the back
wheel . "Kids never change. \Wat does it say, Maris? | can't read w thout ny
gl asses. "

Handi ng the white piece of paper over, she folded her arms and waited to
hear what her discovery said. "They won't mind | took it off. There's another
on the other side."”

"I think it's a calling card for a tailor. 'Benedi kt and Sons,

_Schneiderei _.'" She | ooked at ne and held it out. "You better look at it."
Al that was on the card was their title and an address | al ready knew
on Kochgasse in the Eighth District. | turned the card over and over, hoping

there woul d be nore.

"I guess it's time we went over there.”

"He's a playful little shit, isn't he?"

Maris spoke in English, but Frau Noot understood that one word and
| ooked at her with shocked eyes.

CGetting off the Nunmber 5 tram at Kochgasse, Maris took ny hand and
st opped ne.

"You really had to tackle hinP"

"Yes. | think he would have ended up junping out the w ndow or something
if I hadn't. He was totally out of control. Wat nunber is that? The place
shoul d be on this bl ock."

"What happened after he went down?"

"The wonan wanted ne to | eave, but he wouldn't let go of my arm So |
hung around awhil e and sort of petted himtill he cal med down. Then | took
off."

"Are you going to go back?" She was wal king fast to keep up

"I don't know. \What nore could | get fromthen? Moritz had a beautiful
son who's autistic. H's nother says it's due to Kaspar Benedi kt's powers, and
there's nothing to disprove that."

"Kaspar Benedi kt's dead."

"Let's hope so. Unfortunately, it's beginning to | ook |ike sonething of
himlives on."

The street was narrow and cars were parked bunper to bunper all the way
down it. W passed a Turkish bakery and several other small stores before
reaching the address. At first we didn't realize we were there because
Benedi kt und S6hne had di sappeared. In its place was a nodern stationery
store. Maris and | | ooked at each other and stepped cl oser. The w ndow was
full of Garfield and Peanuts pencil cases and school notebooks, Mnt Bl anc ink
bottl es, pocket calculators, and portable typewiters. | |ooked harder
knowi ng sonething was there, that sonmething _had_ to be there.

It was. In the lower |left-hand corner of the wi ndow was a | arge deca
that advertised "M. Pencil sold here!"

"Look at this." | tapped the decal with my finger and Maris gave a
little gasp.

"How d he know about that?"

"Let's find out." Pushing the door open, | walked in, half expecting to

see the wild man on the bicycle behind the counter selling graph paper

A very attractive m ddl e-aged woman was behi nd the crowded counter
tal king on the tel ephone and smling. She saw me and quickly got off.

"Good day. Can | help you?"

| looked at her a long nonment. "Yes, |'d like to buy a M. Pencil. O
some of them whichever you've got."

Her smile went fromfriendly to confused. "Excuse ne?"

"The thing you have advertised in the w ndow outside, M. Pencil"?

"I"'msorry, but | don't know what you nmean. Could you explain what it
is?"



"Um why don't you come outside with me and I'lIl show you what | mean."

She came around the counter and | held the door for her. W al npst
bunped into Maris comng in.

"She doesn't know what M. Pencil is."

"Interesting."

"It's over here. This decal."

"I'"ve never seen that before! | don't even know who put it there."

"You're sure?"

"I should know -- | own the store and do all of the decorating! 1've
never even heard of M. Pencil. Is it an Anerican product? Wat is it?"

"How | ong have you had the store?"

Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. "Wy do you want to know?"

"Because one of my relatives used to have a tailor shop here, Benedi kt
and Sohne. "

"Then you shoul d know what happened to the Benedi kts. My father bought
the store fromthe wi dow, and we've been here ever since. Did you want to | ook
at the store, or buy this M. Pencil thing? You still haven't told nme what it
is yet."

"Have you ever net any of the Benedi kt famly?"

"No. It's cold out here and | have to go back inside. |Is there anything
el se you would |ike?"

Maris spoke. "lIs your father still alive?"

The wonman | ooked fed up with us. "Yes."

"Does he ride a bicycle and have a beard?"

"No! He's blind and is retired in Widling. Excuse nme now. "

She left us there. As she was about to go back into the store she
stopped. Turning, she went to the decal on the window and pulled it off with
one long, dramatic _zip_. Crunpling it in her hand, she | ooked at us and
dropped what was left of it on the ground. | was going to pick it up, but what
for? There woul d be others. That was about the only thing | was sure of.

"What do you renenber first? The first thing you remenber about your
whol e [ife?"

"Papa, you _always_ ask me that. | don't know. | told you."

"Come on, you mnust renenber something."

"Why do you al ways want to know?"

"Because |'myour father. | want to know what's in ny son's head. The
nore a boy can renmenber, the nore grown up he is."

"What do _you_ remenber?"

"How beautiful your nother was. What a nice voice she had."

"I know that. | think I renmenber when she sang to ne. Wien | was a
little baby."

"See, you do renenber things. Wat else?"

W were walking in the forest. Papa said we woul d be near Vienna by the
end of the day, but | was already tired. | asked himto carry nme again, but he
said | was too big to be carried all the time. | was al nbst bigger than him

| liked the forest, but npst people stayed away fromit because they
were afraid of what was in there. Not Papa and ne. He said we were nagic and
not hing could hurt us. He said nothing could kill us, either, because we were
so special. W were from sonepl ace else. | didn't renenber where, because
was just a little baby when we had to | eave.

| didn't want to tell himbecause it was nmy own secret, but the earliest
thing I remenbered was being carried out of the city where | was born on

Papa' s back, and | ooking at all the castles and towers. | think he was
runni ng, because | renenber going up and down and up and down, and maybe | was
crying because | was scared. | renmenber the castles and the towers and horses

and people all over the place.
| also remenber ny nother |eaning over ny bed one night and crying
because there were so many nanes in the world and she couldn't find the right



one. She had long red hair and I think ny bed was nade out of gold.

"Do you renmenber how they tried to stop us? Maybe that was too | ong ago
for you."

"Tell me again. | like that story about how we ran away together."

"Al'l right. Your nother was the queen and she was very beautiful. But
her heart was white and cold as a star. She didn't keep her promises. That's
one of the worst things in the whole world a person can do."

"That's very bad. | keep ny prom ses, don't |?"

"Yes, you do, Walter, and |I'mvery proud of you for that. If you prom se
me you'll go get wood, you always do it. That's a very inportant quality in a
person. Don't ever forget it."

That rmade me feel good. "But Papa, if you | oved Mama so much, why did
you take ne away from her?"

"Because she | oved only herself. Her heart was only big enough for one
person. She woul d have made you sad your whole life. Wen | first nmet her, she
was a poor girl who woul d have done anything to be rich. She got her father to
lie to the king and tell himshe could make gold out of straw "

"You can do that. |I've seen you."

"But normal people can't. Your nother thought she woul d be beautifu
enough to make the king forget about gold when he saw her. And he thought she
_was_ beautiful, but he Ioved gold nmore. That's what got her into trouble in
the first place.”

"The king was ny first father, right?"

"Yes, but your first father isn't always your best father. He was as

cold and greedy as your nmother. That's why they fit so well together. | knew
that if they ever did have a child, the only thing they would |ike about it
was that it was theirs, like their gold. Wen it grew up, they wouldn't treat

it any differently than a ring or a bracelet. Wen they weren't wearing it or
showing it off to the world, they'd throwit in a drawer and forget about it."
That made me nmad. "But you said Mther |oved nel"
"She | oved you because you were just another piece of jewelry, Walter

not because you're a wonderful little boy."
| picked up a rock and threw it against a tree. The tree yelled "OM
Stop that!" and rubbed the place where it got hit. | |ooked at Papa and told

himto stop being crazy. He | aughed.

"Don't you like talking trees?"

"Trees don't talk."

"We can nake themtal k."

"But they don't _really_talk. Now you're lying!"

"You're right. I"'msorry. Wat a snmart boy. Are you hungry?"

"No. Tell nme nore about the tinme we left the city."

"Your nmother promised me if she got to be queen, she would let ne take
care of you when you were born. But when that happened, she told nme to go
away. She didn't 'need' ne anynore.”

"That's not nice."

He put his hand on ny head and smiled at ne. "That's what | thought too,
son. But | would have gone away because | |oved her. But then | waited around
till you were born and saw how she treated you. Even as a baby | knew your
life would be terrible and sad if you stayed with her. So | went to her and
said she'd made me a promi se and had to keep it, whether she liked it or not.

"Do you know what she said to ne? 'Go away, little man. | already have a
court mdget.' But | knew her well by then, so | didn't even let that insult
bother ne. Instead, | pointed at her and turned one of her fingers into gold.

| said | would do one nore every day until she kept her promi se to ne.
"Walter, she didn't even know ny nane! All of the things | had done for
her, and she never once asked who | was. She just used me to get what she
wanted and then after that happened, wanted me to di sappear like a cloud after
the rain."”
Was he angry! We wal ked for a long time before he said anything again.
Then he only said, "Go away, little man," three or four times. | knew when



Papa was mad that | should be quiet. Once, when a man was meki ng hi m mad, Papa
made a big bird fly out of the man's nouth. But the bird was _really_ big and
it couldn't get out of his mouth. Papa made ne wal k away, but | think the man
di ed because he fell down on the ground and was meki ng funny sounds and was

hitting his nmouth, really scared. | saw that.

"Yet | still gave her a chance. | gave her one nore chance to prove she
was at least alittle human."”

"She had to guess your name. | renmenber that part, Papa."

"That's right. | gave her three days to find out ny name. If she could
do that, then all right, I'd go. At |east she knows the nane of the guy who
gave her all she ever wanted in life. That's not asking so rmuch. | |oved your
not her, Walter. Never forget that. | would have stayed with her and hel ped
forever, even though she was married, if only she had shown the snall est
ki ndness or gratitude." He | aughed, and that nade ne happier. | took his hand.

| didn't understand everything he was saying, but if he |laughed then things
wer e okay. He | aughed agai n.

"She was finally scared! She finally realized she was going to | ose
somet hing and there was nothing she could do about it. GCh, how she sent them
runni ng! They ran all over that kingdomtrying to find out who the little man
was. The nanes she guessed were as wong as she was. Ratbod! Pankratius! Nanes
as old and stupid as stone. Have you ever heard a man with that nanme? | gave
her a chance, but knew she'd never get it right because her inagination was as
smal | as her heart."

"I know your nane, Papa."

"I know you do, son. You own the greatest secret | have. That's what
gi ves you your powers. No other people know that nanme, so no one else can do
what you can. There's no other person like you in the world. That's what | do
for _nmy_ son: give himeverything |I have.

"But your nmother was too blind to know I'd have done that for her, too.

She was too used to buy and sell, 1'll give you this if you'll give ne that.
Not 'I love you, so | want you to have this. It's free, straight fromny
heart.'

"She guessed over two thousand names in the time | gave her. After those
t hree days her tongue was as red as her eyes, but still she wasn't even cl ose.
Do you renmenber what her |ast guess was?"

"Runpel stiltskin!"

"That's right. She thought ny name was Runpel stiltskin. Wat
desperation! | can't even say that nanme. You know what the funniest part is?
Al she had to do was ask. All she had to say was 'Please tell nme what your
nane is.' And | would have done it imrediately. ~

"Come on, let's eat. This tal king nakes nme hungry."

W took off our packs and put them down. He took out apples and cheese,
and a bottle of water.

"\What happened when she coul dn't guess?"

"She called ne a little frog and said she was going to have her guards
kill me. | told her first to ook at her left hand and think about that. On
her right hand she already had one gold finger. You know what was on her left?
A big fat frog instead of her hand. The worst part was, it was alive."

"You really made her hand into a frog?"

"I really did."
"Could I do that, Papa?"
"You can do anything | do. | taught you how "

"Just think your name and then think what | want."

"Right. Eat your apple."

"Can | do it to you?"

"I'f you want."

| closed my eyes and thought his nane and thought | wanted _both_ of his
hands to turn into frogs. Wien | | ooked, there they were -- two big frogs! But
somet hi ng was wong wi th them because they didn't nove.

"What'd I do w ong?"



He smiled and | ooked at them "You didn't think clearly what you wanted.
You didn't think if you wanted themalive, so you only got dead frogs. And
| ook at their color -- that's not a frog's color, because you weren't thinking
a special color when you made your w sh. You only nade dead dream frogs."

| started crying, but he didn't say anything. | cried till | got tired
of it and felt stupid.

"Now wi sh them away, Walter, or else I'll have to live with frogs for
hands for the rest of ny life!"

That made me laugh and | did what he said. They went away. It was easy
to wi sh somet hing away. Mich easier than wi shing _for_ sonething.

He reached over and touched ny cheek

"Quit it, Papa. I'mnot alittle baby anynore."

"Sonmetines | forget that. Eat your apple and cheese. They're good."

"I don't want anynore. \Wat happened after you nade her hand into a

frog?"

"If you eat your apple I'll tell you. That's it, big bites. And pl ease
bite the cheese or else it'll get fleas."

"Papa, telll™

"Ckay. Wile she was | ooking at her croaking hand, | took you out of

your bed and w apped you in the fur blanket 1'd brought. It was the niddle of
wi nter and the snow roared |ike lions outside. The whole city was covered and
| knew we'd have a hard time running through it when we got outside."

"Why did we have to run? You coul d have kept anyone away."

"Probably, but it was mdnight, and our powers are much | ess then
Al ways remenber that, son. Qur magic works best in the day. At night nost of
it goes back to the noon and sleeps there until first light. Aninmals have
their magic at night. That's why it's not safe to travel after the sun goes
down where there are aninals.

"Now tell ne again what | just said."

"Animal s are magi c at night and we should stay away fromthem™

"Good." He sat there awhile, sonetinmes biting his apple or his cheese.
There were birds singing, and somewhere far away | heard someone choppi ng
wood.

"How did you get me out of the castle?"

"I turned to your nother and said 'You' re too proud and greedy to care

what child you have, so long as no one knows the difference. So I'Il give you
a child to show others. You can pretend it's yours and, that you defeated ne.
But _never_ cone after us, or I'll kill you. Do you understand?' She

understood. Al the hatred in her eyes told nme she understood very well but
coul d do nothing about it.

"I took the frog off her hand and changed it into a baby. 'There's your
child, Queen. The one you deserve.'"

"What happened t hen?"

"I put you in nmy rucksack, down deep where no one would be able to see
you. Then | ran out of the castle. I'll remenber that night as long as | |ive.
The snow was as deep as the sadness after death, but the only thing I could do
was run until we were safely away. There was a festival going on in the city,
and there were bonfires burning everywhere. People were drunk and singing, and
men were racing their horses back and forth across the snowy streets.”

"The horses. Yes, | renenber that, Papa. | renenber hearing all the
hor ses. "

He |ay down on his back and closed his eyes. "I have no sense of
direction at night, but I knew the southern gate of the city because that's
where the potato market was. | ran through that gate and into a night with a

knife between its teeth. Horrible and cold, white and bl ack

"But we made it, and here we are about to start our newlife in Vienna."

"Why Vi enna, Papa?"

"It's a good city for us to start in. Right nowit's full of plague, so
people like us can live there undi sturbed because there's so nuch ot her
madness around. No one will notice a little man and his son selling potatoes



by the side of the road."
"WIl we live there forever?"

"On and off. It's where | cone fromand | like it. You will, too. People
there | eave you alone. | want to do a lot of traveling with you, Walter, but
sooner or later | think we'll always go back there."

"What happened to ny not her?"

He | aughed again. "Just what | expected would happen. On the road, |'ve
al ready heard the story three times how that good queen saved her only child
fromthe evil dwarf Runpel stiltskin by guessing his nane.

"Come on, it's time to go."

The dream nmust have lasted no nore than twenty mnutes. | |ooked at the
cl ock beside the bed in sleepy wonder. Maris wasn't there because she'd
decided to stay at her place and work on ny birthday present.

| had to talk to her about this. | decided to wait awhile and let ny
head cl ear before calling. Luckily she didn't nmind |late night calls, unlike
me, who strongly believed they meant bad news was about to arrive.

What a dream | could still smell the danp pine forest and see the sun
reflect yellow off the red apples. My "father" wore old | eather boots that
cane to points at the toe. He had a beard, but it was trimed cl ose and was a
deep, tree-bark brown. He was handsone and about thirty years old. The only
thing that made himdifferent was his size. He was a midget. He wal ked with a
kind of strutting lurch that was both conmic and distressing. To judge fromthe
way these small people wal k, one would think the world is a boat on a storny
sea: The only way to keep one's balance is to walk |ike a sw nging pendul um

| closed my eyes and tried to renenber or see other things fromthe
dream but it was no use. It had all slipped back into the mind s dark a few
m nut es ago.

Ol ando was asleep on ny arm but suddenly lifted his head and | ooked

around; his inevitable sign that the phone was going to ring. | even started
getting up before it happened because his alarmwas so dependable. | was a
foot away when it did ring. |

"Hel | 0?"

"You finally_had that dream Now we can begin."

"Excuse ne? VWo is this?"

"What was ny nane in your drean®?"

"Who is this?"

"Ckay, we'll do it slowy. Wiat was ny name when we got to Vienna that
time? Not my real name, but the one | took. Cone on, Walter, |I'mgiving you a
big hint. In Russia | was Melchior, right? Last time | was Kaspar, so what's
left? Wiat was ny name when we cane into Vienna the first tinme? It wasn't
Rurpel stil t skin!™"

He | aughed, and | knew that sound so well.

"Where are you?"

"I'n Vienna!" He | aughed again. "Wtching you and your new girlfriend.
You're still such a horny little boy, aren't you? | told you not to do that.
You get into trouble every time, but you insist on doing it. What am | going
to do with you? _Magic and the mundane don't mix!_ Listen to your father. You
want to have magi cal powers? Fine, but you can't have them _and_ fuck the
girls too. That isn't allowed.

"Look at what that m xing has done to your friends. N ck Sylvian and
Venasque are dead. Your other pals in California just |lost everything in an
earthquake . . . You even disturb the dead! How about that poor fellowin the
coffin that broke open when you fl ew back here

"Venasque didn't tell you, but you know why he had that stroke? Because



of you. That last dreamin the notel roonf? Blew right out of your head and
burned his brain! Remenber the doctor asking if he'd touched some live wire or
el ectrical source? It was you, Walter; _you're_the live wire.

"How many |ives are you going to go through before you realize you can't
mx with them anynore? Once you turn ny corner, you can't go back. You could

have been an _ocean_, but now you're not enough spit to fill a mouth.
"It was so good in Russia. | thought maybe if we stayed there you'd
| earn sonething -- see that our way together is so nmuch better than yours with

any worman. But no, you've got to touch them don't you? Wrse, you gotta touch
themand then fall in love with them

"Stubborn. 1've got to say that for you. | drive you mad in one life,
t hen push you out the wi ndow in another, but still you don't learn
"So | bring you back and bring you back . . . But you go out and make

the sane m stakes!"

"What magic? | have no magic."

"That's right, it's going away fast. But that's your own doing. Still
you could talk our language with the old girls in the cenetery. Then you saw
that woman fall down the escal ator before it happened. Hey, you even brought
up a sea serpent!

"Al'l that magic | gave you _is_a lot for a nornal little boy to handle,
but | believed in you, Walter! | wanted to give you everything your nother
never woul d have.

"That's one thing | didn't tell you. Maybe it's tine | did.

"You know why | took you away fromher? | |oved you, there's no question
about that, and 1'd do it again anytime. The years we spent together were the
happi est | ever had. |I admt it. My own boy." He started crying -- |ong,
hoar se weeping, cut with big drags for air in between. It went on for sone
time. | was holding the receiver so tightly that ny hand began to cranmp. |
swi tched hands. "Do you remenber the time you brought ne the stone? The first
time you used the magi c? You brought that big piece of granite and turned it
into a dianond right in front of me. You said that was how big your |ove was
for me. My God, | love you. | would have |oved you for the rest of tinme if you
hadn't been so _fucking human! _

"Everything |I taught you, everything |I gave you woul d have made any
intelligent person fall down on his knees and kiss ny feet. But not you.
You're just like your nother, you little shit! Selfish and weak. So pl eased
with yourself. M. Myvie Star

"Il tell you why | took you. Because she promised to love ne if | gave
her what she wanted. 'Make ne queen and I'll love you for the rest of ny
life.' That's what she said -- not fuck, _love_. Wiy do you think I helped in
the first place? Wiy do you think I gave her all the magic | had? She was so
convincing. 'l don't care if you can't do it. Wio needs _that_? It only makes
peopl e sad. Love isn't touch -- it's the mind.' She made me believe her eyes
and not think about what was really going on in that rat-filled head of hers.

"My m stake. She couldn't |ove people -- only things. You think she
| oved your father? He was king, that was the only thing she | oved about him

"When you were born | saw a glimrer of sonmething in her, maybe |ove,
maybe not. But | knew that was how |I'd win. Even if she didn't |ove her child,
just the object that had come out of _her_ body had value. And | took that
object. | made you |love nme nore than you ever woul d have | oved her

"The best part was sonetimes |1'd go back to her in her dreams, sonetines
with you next to me. You were such a lovely child. W'd show her what she was
m ssing."

| hung up. The phone rang again i nmedi ately, but sonmething told nme it

wasn't himthis time. It absolutely was not him | picked it up
"Wal ker, please cone over right now | started bl eeding a few m nutes
ago and it's not stopping. Please come now. |'m scared."

| drove down the Girtel_ at eighty mles an hour, running red lights



the whole way. It was two in the norning and the streets were enpty, but there
were several near-msses that sent ny heart into the back seat. | fishtailed
left on Jorgerstrasse and flew up that narrow w nding street, hoping no one
woul d get in ny way. At Wattgasse a patrol car appeared and we raced al ong for

several blocks before |I realized they m ght do sonething professional |ike
shoot ne. | pulled over, junmped out, and ran back to tell them what was going
on.

Vi ennese police are notoriously unpleasant and fascistic, but the Iook
on ny face and the words that came zoomi ng out nust have convinced them |
wasn't bullshitting. They said to foll ow t hem

On Dobl i nger Hauptstrasse we were doing ninety, one right after the
ot her. When we raced past a bunch of nen repairing the tramtracks, one of
them got so scared he ran across the street. | |aughed because there was only
that and praying left.

When we pulled up to the house an anbul ance was already in front of the
open gate. W all got out and ran, as if there was sonething nore we coul d do.

Her white bed was full of blood. She was Iying on her back with her eyes
cl osed whil e one of the ambul ance nen worked between her spread | egs. Her
paj ama bottoms were tossed to one side, red splashes over their green. She was
such a nmodest woman, yet here were five men, four of them unknown to her, al
staring at her nobst secret self.

I went over and touched one of her hands holding so tightly on to the
headboard behi nd her.

"Maris, it's me. |I'mhere.”

She kept her eyes closed. "I know. | know On! Just stay here. | know
you're here."

| 1 ooked at one of the anbul ance nen and caught his eye. He shook his
head. "I don't know "

One of the policenmen cane up behind me and tal ked quietly into ny ear
"I was with the UN forces in Lebanon. | saw sonething like this happen over
there. It might not be anything. Sometinmes they just start bleeding. It's
dangerous, but it doesn't nean she's going to |ose the baby. Just wait." He
squeezed ny shoul der and went back to his partner

The man wor ki ng on her spoke for the first tinme. "Okay. |'ve done all |
can here. We're going to take you to the hospital now " He | ooked at ne. "I
t hought she was bl eedi ng t hrough, but she isn't, so we can nove her."

Her eyes opened wi de and she | ooked around crazily. "Wl ker? Wl ker
where are you?"

"Right here, Maris. |I'mhere."

"They're going to take ne to the hospital."

"Yes. I'll go with you."

"Ckay. Ckay. Let's go to the hospital." She | ooked at the man bendi ng
over her. "It hurts, but I think I can go with you. | think | can go to the
hospital because | think I have to go --"

" Sssssh . "

It hadn't been so long since |I'd been in a hospital at night, waiting
for news: in Santa Barbara with Venasque, the night of his stroke.

The Rudol fi nerhaus is hidden behind a row of high, thick hedges. The
first time | went there to visit a friend, |1'd had to ask where it was because
it's so well canouflaged. Once you find it, though, it's not at all the scary,
doonful place a hospital can be. It's open and airy and full of
floor-to-ceiling wi ndows that |ight even the saddest corners. \Wen we pulled
up to the door that night, a smling orderly cane right out and took over.

They wheeled Maris into an exam nation room and asked ne to wait in a
room nearby. A few mnutes later, a doctor with a | arge noustache and a good
snmle came in. H s nanme was Doctor Scheer, and | |iked himfromthe very
begi nni ng.

"M. Easterling? I'"'mglad you're here. I'd like to ask you sone



questions to clear up a fewthings. If that's all right with you."

"You speak good English, Doctor, but we can al so speak German if you'd
like."

"No! This way, | get to practice for free. Your friend --

"Fi ancée."

"Ch, let nme note that. Your fiancée Ms. York was quite close to shock
when she cane in, so we've put her on intravenous to start some fluids back
into her. Then we'll wait awhile to see if that helps. If it doesn't, we'll
give her a transfusion. But there's no need to worry at this point because she
appears otherwi se to be a strong and healthy wonman. That's npst inportant.

"Let me ask you these questions though. |Is she pregnant?"

"Doctor, this will sound funny, but I _think_so."

He | ooked at nme bl ankly, then wote sonething down. "Could you be nore
specific? Did she tell you? Has she had tests?"

"No, but, um a friend who's a doctor said she | ooked |Iike she was

pregnant. Her face, or her physical presence . . . \Wuatever it is, | do know
she hasn't had her period for a while and normally she's regular."”

"Well, we can find that out fast enough. There's a gynecol ogi st in-house
and I'lIl give hima call. I"'msure he'll want to run a few noni nvasive

procedures on her --

"What does that nean?"

"Do you know what a sonogramis? It's like the sonar they use on ships
to detect submarines or mnes beneath the surface of the water. W send sound
waves down through the body in a conpletely harm ess, 'noninvasive' way, which
then lets us see what's going on inside the person wi thout having to expose
themto an X-ray.

"If Ms. York is pregnant, it will show up there. | would think with
everything |I've seen so far, what we've got is a classical threatened
abortion."

" Abortion?_ She didn't --"

He held up his hand to silence me. "M. Easterling, the word abortion in
nmedi cal terms means any kind of term nation of pregnancy. Laynen mi suse the
word all the time, so it has come to have a terrible connotation. In Ms.
York's case, 'threatened abortion' only nmeans that her body itself is
threatening the abortion. She has had nothing to do with it. However, as far
as | can see, although there was a large |oss of blood, this has not happened
yet."

"You nmean she mi ght be m scarrying?"

"A threatened mscarriage. There are two other possibilities that we are
going to check out. One of themis called a 'placenta previa' and the other is
called 'abruptio placentae.' Both of them nean her body may naturally be
saying sonething is wong with this fetus, so it refuses to carry it. Do you
under stand me?"

"I"mgetting confused."

"The body keeps constant check on itself. Wen a woman gets pregnant and
t hen suddenly, naturally aborts, it usually neans the fetus was in one way or
anot her defective. This isn't always the case and sonetinmes, in sonething Iike
37 percent of all miscarriages, the woman [ oses the child for unknown
reasons."

"But what if she isn't pregnant? Wiy woul d she be bl eeding Iike that?
There was a hell of a lot of blood."

"I"'mnot sure yet, but | still think she _is_, fromthe brief
exam nation | just gave her. There's a nedical saying: 'Rare things occur
rarely.' Unless she has sone kind of serious condition that's been unknown
till now, like a tunor or some other kind of cancer, fromher condition I
woul d say she has all the synmptons of what | described to you before."

"Isn't all that blood she | ost before dangerous?"

"You' d be surprised how much a body can | ose before it gets into rea
trouble. She's a strong woman. Her body coul d probably | ose alnost two liters
and still she'd be all right."



"Two liters?"

"Yes. The thing we worry about nost with loss of blood is that the
patient will then go into shock. This didn't happen here. M. York was
di soriented and her col or was bad when she canme in, but we caught it in tine.
Now | et's see what the gynecol ogi st says."

He took out a pack of unfiltered cigarettes and, |ighting up, took a
deep, happy drag. | snmled and he smiled back. "Don't say anything. | have to
live with a wife who's a jogger. | conpronmise by taking a five-mle wal k every

day." He paused. "Every day that the weather is nice."
They wouldn't let me see her that night, although they assured ne she

was better and it would be all right if | went hone. | assured them | was
quite confortable in my awful chair in the waiting room But after two hours
of hospital walls and silence, |I fell into a deep sleep

It took days for the train to cross Europe, but | was in no hurry. There
was an exhaustion so deep in ny bones that all | seemed to do the whole trip
was sl eep, wake for a few minutes, then fall asleep again. Once, | slept right
through a fistfight that happened two feet away from me when a German sol dier
from Konstanz tried to steal a pack of American cigarettes fromny friend
Ginter.

The only interesting part of the train ride was when we crossed into
Switzerl and. The rest of the European countryside | ooked |like any place that's
gone through years of war, but not Switzerland. Crossing the border was |ike
entering a fairyland, or at |least the |land you dreamed of returning home to
after living in a trench and dirty underpants for three years. It was so
cl ean! Not hi ng was ruined, nothing destroyed or broken. The cows were brown
and wore gold bells in green neadows of grass. There was perfectly white snow
on the nountains, white sails on the boats in the | akes. How coul d anyt hi ng
stay white while a war was going on? In the Zurich station, where we had to
lay over while other, 'nmore inportant,' trains passed ours, vendors sold
chocol ate wrapped in silver paper, cigarettes in yellow and red boxes, apples
and tomat oes as big as your hand.

The Swi ss are horrible people, but they're smart. They take no sides and
have no friends, but what do they care? They nake it through wars untouched,
with their banks full of nmoney and their fat stomachs full. In France we heard
they turned away Jews fromtheir borders even when they knew what woul d happen
by sendi ng them back. Sonetimes | thought about the French Jews we'd put on
trucks. Sometines, no, a lot of the tine | thought about those French children
who . . . flew out of that school house.

They wouldn't let us off the train in Zurich but that didn't matter. Al
we wanted fromthemwas their food, and between us we had just enough noney to
buy it. When | ate a chocolate bar for the first tinme there, | alnost got sick
to ny stonmach fromthe pure beautiful sweetness of it. They had coffee with
real m |k and sandw ches on dark bread so fresh and warmit kissed the inside
of your mouth. There's a funny contradiction here: You dream about food |ike
t hat when you can't have it, especially when you can't have it for years, but
at the sane time you conpletely forget what it tastes like until you put it in
your nmouth and bite down after a thousand days. Wien | told Ginter that, he
said, "Yeah, just like pussy." Wwen | sawthe glint in his eye, good man that
he is, |I felt sorry for the first woman he slept with when he got home to
Br egenz.

Naturally that nmade me think of Elisabeth. Wuld she be at the station
to neet me? 1'd witten from France, but who knew what happened to letters
sent from another country during a war? | kept thinking the post office there
took prisoners' letters and threw them away first chance they got. But every
once in a while I'd heard fromher or ny father. His letters were always the
same: boring -- how great things were going to be when | got back, the newest
deal he'd pulled off and how much profit he'd made . . . But her letters were
killers. They never tal ked about the weather or how hard the war was on them



in Vienna. They tal ked only about sex. They tal ked about what kind of dreans
she was havi ng, what she thought about when she masturbated, what sort of
t hi ngs she wanted to do when we coul d sl eep together again. After one of those

letters arrived it always kept me hard for a week. | never knew whether | was
glad or not to get them Stupid as it sounds, they al so made ne nervous and
unconfortable. I'd play with nyself so many times I'd get dizzy. Wen | wote

her that, she wote back and set a date way in the future when, at exactly the
same time, we should both jerk off and think of the other doing it. She was
good in bed, but these letters told ne things about her |1'd never known when
we' d slept together before the war. | wondered if that's _all_ they were --
dreans on paper. \When we finally got to touch again, would she go back to
bei ng cozy sweet Elisabeth who sonmetines purred |ike a cat when she was really
hot, and nost nights fell asleep with one | eg over nine?

Ginter got off at Bregenz. As we hugged good-bye, both of us started
crying like fools. W were home, for better or worse, and we were glad of it.
The last | saw of him he was standing on the platformwith a scared | ook in
his eye. There were people swarm ng all around, but none of themwent up to

him | knew exactly how he felt, so | pushed the wi ndow down and yelled at
him "Cone to Vienna if it's bad here. You know where I am Kochgasse!"
He waved at me. "Ckay, but I'Il be all right. You take care, pal."

It was another two days before | got home. Across the whole country,
foreign troops were everywhere. English, Russians, Anericans in Jeeps and
tanks, wal king by the side of the road . . . A group of themeven waved to the
train as we went past. A year before we woul d have been shooting at each
ot her.

From what we heard, Austria had been divided up anong different
countries. Each _Bundesland_ was controlled by soneone else. In the train we
| earned Vienna itself was split up like that, and wondered who would be in
charge of the different districts, and what changes woul d have taken pl ace.
More bad things to think about.

The | ast stop we nade before we got there was Linz, which, fromthe | ook
of things, had been hit hard. What | renenber nost, though, were two freight
cars off on a siding with arge Jewish stars painted sloppily on their sides.
Bel ow the stars was the word "Maut hausen.” In France, | didn't believe the
stories until that day | saw the kids fly, the day our lieutenant told us to
round themup and put themin the trucks. After that | believed every story |
heard about the death canps. But what was | supposed to do? What coul d anyone
do when one word against it would have neant the firing squad, or worse. The
i eutenant had been right that day -- our job _was_ to get our asses home in
one piece, no matter what the orders were.

That was one of the fewthings | wanted to talk to ny father about. He
was a survivor. If you were his size, you had to find a way to survive in this
world. | wanted to hear what he had to say about what the Nazis had done and
why. Mich of ny life he'd been able to make sense of things that had only
confused ne. Maybe there _was_ a good reason for killing all those Jews but |
just didn't know it.

When the train pulled into Vienna it took only a few mnutes for nme to
make out both of themwaiting side by side on the platform Wen they saw ne
El i sabeth started to run, but ny father grabbed her arm and held her there.
Then he started alone toward nme in that funny side-to-side wal k he had when he
was in a big hurry.

When we reached each other he pulled me down and ki ssed ny cheeks. "M
boy! Moritz! You' re hone. You're here.”

He used the Papa | anguage, the secret words he'd taught ne when | was a
boy but which 1'd always disliked.

"Hell o, Papa. Talk to me in Gernman. | want to hear my own | anguage now. "
| was crying again. | picked himup and hugged him but over his shoul der
was | ooking at Elisabeth, so far down the way. Papa was Papa, but Elisabeth
was hone.



"Dave? Wl ker Easterling."

"Hey! What time is it? Christ, what's so inportant at eight in the
nmorning that it can't wait?"

"Dave, | want you to do sone nore research for ne.

"Right now? Can | brush my teeth first? Wat happened, did you find
anot her skeleton in your famly cl oset?"

"No, this tine it's something nore in your direction. I want you to find
out all you can about the history of the fairy tale 'Runpelstiltskin.' | know
it cones fromthe Brothers Gimm but | want you to really dig into this and
find out everything you can."

After checking with the doctor on duty and hearing that Maris was stil

sl eeping, I went honme for a shower and a change of clothes. Ol ando was
indignant that I'd left himalone for the whole night, so | first had to play
with himfor some mnutes before he wal ked away with his tail in the air,

satisfied for the time being.

| was tired and stiff and worried about Maris, but once | was back in ny
apartment, the _other_ phone call fromthe night before cane back and hit ne
full force. Everything that had happened since then had cl ouded over sone of
what he had said, but enough of it returned and gave me a full dose of the
creeps. Not to nention the dream|'d had in the hospital waiting room which
along with the other dreans |I'd had over the | ast weeks, was begi nning to nake
sonme sense

After | showered, changed, and put the coffee on, I went to ny desk and
| ooked for a pencil and paper. While searching around, | happened to notice
the conputer in the corner and thought that would work just as well. Turning
it on, I put in and pulled out the various disks, comands, bl ah-blah that
needs to be done before you can have your conversation with the tel evision
screen. While it was thinking, | fiddled with the nmouse and thought about the
nanes Kaspar, Balthazar, and Mel chior. When the word-processing program cane
up, | created a new file and typed those nanes at the top. Renenbering that
somewhere in Maris's | oad of books was a copy of _Gimis Fairy Tales_, | got

up to look for it. Unbelievably, it was the second book | pulled out of a big
box. "Runpelstiltskin," page 209.

Al though it's a fanmous story, | didn't realize how short it was. Before
reading, | did a quick line count and saw it was no nore than 1500 words. Her
copy was in English and I knew I'd have to get hold of the German origi nal
too, but for the noment this would be enough

Whet her we have better nenories, or sinply a better capacity for wonder
as children, what struck me was how well | renmenbered the story, although it
had been nore than twenty years since |I'd last read it: The poor mller's
daught er who can supposedly spin straw into gold (according to her father),
the king's interest, her desperation when it cones times to actually do it.

_When she began to weep, the door suddenly opened, and a little man
entered.

Not a nmidget or a dwarf, "a little man."

What | had forgotten was that he first takes a necklace and a ring from
the girl before he does any spinning for her. That made no sense, even in the
land of fairy tales. If she was so poor, where did she get all the jewelry? |

decided to hold off on the cynicismuntil I'd read the whole story.
Just after that comes the first intriguing part of the story. Wen the
girl has nothing left to give but still must spin gold for the king, the

little man demands her first child when she becones queen. She agrees! Unti
that point we're obviously supposed to not only be on her side, but feel great
pity for both her poverty and hel pl essness. But if she is so virtuous, why
woul d she accede so quickly to such a terrible and i nhuman demand? Al that is
said to justify her decision is, _Wio knows whether it will ever conme to that?
thought the nmiller's daughter. And since she knew of no other way out of her



predi cament, she promised the little man what he denanded_.

Lured to the kitchen by the strong perfune of fresh coffee, | got up
feeling like a graduate student at work on his thesis: "A Critical Exam nation
of the Role of Early Germanic Sexismin 'Runpelstiltskin,' by Wl ker J.
Easterling." There's probably sone weenie out there actually witing sonething
l'i ke that.

Warm ng ny hands around the coffee cup, | | ooked down into the
courtyard, but today there was no Runpel stiltskin bicycle | eaning up agai nst
the wall. | renenbered the scene in _The Bicycle Thief_ where the little boy

wat ches his father steal a bicycle and then get chased by the nob. My father?
The only father 1'd ever known was Jack Easterling of Atlanta, Georgia. A
tall, quiet man who sold ad space in the _Atlanta Constitution_ and |iked
not hi ng nore than to have a catch in the backyard with his son Wal ker, who was
never a very good basebal | player

Wal ker, Moritz, Al exander (Rednaxela), \Walter

Easterling, Benedikt, Krol

What was the last nane of the boy in ny Runpelstiltskin drean? My coffee
break was over. Before sitting down again with the book, | typed those nanes
into the conputer, too

The king cones in the next norning, and seeing his third haul of new
gold, decides to marry the girl. Nothing nore is heard of their relationship
until a year later when the queen delivers her first child.

_The little man had di sappeared_ (?!) _fromher m nd, but now he
suddenly appeared in her roomand said, 'Now give me what you prom sed_.

Wait a minute. | knewit was a story, but howin the world could he have
' di sappeared' from her m nd when fromthe begi nning he'd been the reason for
her success? | was chewing on that when a fewlines later |I found the key to
the story.

_The queen was horrified and offered the little nan all the treasures of
the kingdomif he would let her keep the child, but the little man replied,
"No, sonething living is nmore inportant to me than all the treasures of the
world._"

Whay woul d he say that? If he was nagical enough to spin straw into gold,
couldn't he just as well have conjured up a real child of his own? Sonethi ng
in what he said the night before slid into my mind. Something about how the
girl promised to love himeven if he couldn't do it. What was _it_, sex? An
intriguing notion, and it nade sense. | read the line again. . . . _sonething
living is nore inportant to me than all the treasures of the world_.

| put on my screenwiter's hat and started thinking about notivation
The little man falls in love with the girl and does her spinning. He thinks

she'll love himfor it, even though he's not a "real" man because he's
i ncapabl e of taking her to bed. But that makes himfight all the harder for
her because he hopes that by doing all these nagical things, she'll love him
anyway.

| sat back in the chair and snorted. Wat would Freud or Bruno
Bett el heimsay? This had to go into the conputer too. | went over and started
typi ng, not watching what was happening on the screen. Wien | did have a few
words written, | |ooked up to check

On the nonitor was a picture of a room It was clear and in col or and
| ooked like a novie. Atelevision flickered in a corner of the room and
realized one of ny old filns was showing there: the filml had made with
Ni chol as when Victoria and | first came to Vienna. | even knew the scene. It
had been so difficult to shoot that we'd had to do it over and over unti
Ni chol as blew his top at nme and said, "Start acting |ike a human being, will
you?"

Soneone in the room | aughed.

The picture bled away and was repl aced by one of Victoria and a man in
bed, fucking: the actor 1'd introduced her to who owned all of the nice
Hof f mann furniture. They were noving around |ike nmad dogs, how ing and biting,
eating each other alive. Despite the passage of tine and ny great |ove for



Maris, what | saw punched me in the stomach. While ny friend hunped nmy wife,
she began hitting himon the back with her small fist. She cried out "I hate
you! | hate you, Walker!" The man | aughed and put his hand over her nouth. She
bit it and made himyelp. My nenories of sleeping with Victoria were quiet and
confortable. She used to tickle my back with her long fingernails, and | augh
when | tried to roll her around or do something different.

The television picture bled away until the screen was enpty. Just the
roomwas there now. | heard footsteps sonewhere off-camera and then the nadnman
on the bicycle walked into the scene. He had a | arge bow of popcorn in one
hand and was humring. Sitting down in the rooms only chair, he picked up a
renote control box fromthe floor and changed the channel. Another of my old
films came on.

"What are you doi ng?"

Popcorn sprayed across the fl oor when the man junped up. He | ooked al
around himbut clearly didn't know where | was.

"Walter, are you here?"

"What the fuck are you doi ng? Where did you get those filns?"

"Where are you?"

"I"mhere. Here! Looking right at you!"

He smiled, but there was only dark in his nouth.

"You still have your magic. | can't see you but you can see me. That's
wonderful . You _can_ still do it if you want."

"I don't want anything."

He kept |ooking around, as if he'd spy me in a corner sooner or |ater
Gving up, he spread his arns like a mnister in front of a congregation
"You're really _not_ here. That makes me so happy. My son still has his magic.
VWhat's iy nane? Tell me ny name, Walter."

| was about to say something but stopped. "Tell me why you're here. Then

"1l tell you."

"I"ve always been here. Every time you cone back, |I'mhere. Every life
you live, I'"'mhere to see if you're ready to come home to nme. The bi ggest
nm stake | ever made was letting you grow up. | should have kept you little.

When you were little you |loved nme so nmuch. You didn't think about girls then
you only wanted to be with your Papa. Wy did | ever let that happen?”

"The dreans are real? | lived those |ives?"

He cl apped his hands. "Yes! Yes! Do you know how happy | amto hear you
ask that question? This is the thirty-first life you' ve lived. Never once in
any of them have you realized what's been going on. This is the first tinme!l It
means you're so close. What's nmy nane, Walter? Tell Papa his nane."

"No, not yet. Why have | had to live all these lives? Wiat's the
pur pose?"

"The purpose? You don't renenber? You don't renmenber betraying your own
father? You're doing it nowwith that bitch in the hospital! Only this tine
it's going to be different if you keep it up, my boy. Oh, yes, this tine
you're not going to have another chance. Even a father |oses his patience
after this long. Every life you get nore and nore |ike your nother. Both of
you promi se and both of you lie.

"Maybe it's just in your blood. Maybe | was wong to think if | taught
you, if | raised you right, you' d be different and see how nuch better it is
to be like me. Like your father!™

| spoke as coolly as | could. "My father is in Atlanta."

H s answer was cooler. "Ch, really? Watch the television. See for
yoursel f, _\Wal ker_."

In an instant | knew the place. |'d been there so many tines since ny
parents told ne where 1'd really cone from The alley behind Conroy's
Restaurant in Atlanta. The only things different were a 1956 Chevrol et parked
there, and the area | ooked nuch cleaner than | remenbered. At the far end of
it, a mdget appeared holding sonething in his arnms. Something |arge and
wrapped in a white blanket. He went straight over to one of the garbage cans
behi nd the restaurant, and after first kissing the thing inside the bl anket,



laid it down carefully inside one of them

He hovered over the can and whispered, "This tinme. Come home this tine,
Walter." The sound of someone approachi ng made himpull back fast. After one
| ast tender look, the little man scurried away.

Fromthe other end of the alley a bumslunk in, |looking into every
gar bage can al ong the way. Wen he reached this one he | ooked once, tw ce, and
suddenly his face said everything. He lifted the white bundl e gingerly out of
the can, and for the first time | saw that there was a note pinned to the
bl anket. The bumsaw it too, his drunken eyes trying to focus.

"Holy shit, a baby! Wait, what does it say? 'Hs name is . . . Walker?
Pl ease take care of him' Well, holy shit, Wl ker. Looks |ike soneone doesn't
want you." Cradling the baby to his chest, he staggered away. Al ong the way,
the note fell off without his seeing it.

Shortly after he left, a nmotorcycle roared through the alley and ran
over the note. Somehow or other it stuck to the wheel

"Now tell ne ny nane, son."

Wthout nmy touching it, the nonitor rose off Maris's table and expl oded
in mdair.

"Fuck you, Papa."

"How are you?"

"Ckay. "

"You don't | ook okay. You | ook very un-okay."

"Wrry. It gives you winkles."

"Cone here."

"I can't nove."

"Come here anyway."

| got up and wal ked over to her bed. She | ooked both pal e and radiant.
"W're going to have a baby. Wat do you think of that?"

"I think I love you and |I'mvery happy."

She frowned. "You don't sound excited."

"Maris, | don't know what you're supposed to say when you find out
you're going to be a father. | guess I'min shock."

"That's better. | think | amtoo, but it's nice, isn't it? | was so
scared last night. | thought this is really it, folks. My tinme has cone. Crazy

how twel ve hours later you can be glad for all that blood."

"What did the doctor say?"

"That it'd be best if | stayed here flat on ny back for a couple of
weeks. That part | don't like -- it means we can't get married till 1I'm Qut of
here.”

"That can wait. Neither of us is going anywhere."

She took ny hand and squeezed it. "Wat shall we name it? |'ve been
t hi nking ever since they told ne. | hope you don't mind, but I don't want to
call it either Walker or Maris. | don't like it when people nanme their Kkids
after themnsel ves."

"I agree. How about Walter?"

" Valter?_ Wiere' d you get that nane?"

"Nowhere. It's a joke."

"'Walter Easterling' sounds like a fat banker." She squeezed ny hand
again. "They've given me every test in this hospital. They're very nice about
it, but every tinme soneone new conmes into the roomthey want to give ne
anot her test."

"Maris, I'msorry if I'mnot good conpany. |'msort of stoned right now.
You' re the one who went through all the pain, but |I'mwoozy fromsleeping in
the waiting room | guess.”

"I can see. Wen they told me you did that | wanted to run out and kiss
you. That wasn't necessary, but |I'msecretly glad you did it."

Al t hough she'd been through hell the night before, the news of the child
had so buoyed her that she chatted away until she was exhausted. It showed in



her eyes first -- | literally saw sonething | eave them before they dropped
closed for a | ong second.

"I think I have to sleep now, nmy friend."

"Ckay, sure. But you feel better?"

"I feel terrible, but I don't care. W're going to have a child, Walker
You know how much | want that. | never told you before, but once when | was
with Luc | missed ny period for a couple of weeks and thought | was pregnant.
I've never felt so tornin ny life. Wien ny period canme | was so happy |
cried. 1've always been ashaned of that, the being happy, but now | know | was
right. Now the whole thing is right and | feel like the best is about to begin
for us. It's the truth."

"That's a great conplinment, you know?"

"It's going to be a good baby. You deserve the conplinent."

| called froma phone booth near her buil ding.

"Hel | 0?"

"Ms. Benedikt? This is Wal ker Easterling. Ms. Benedikt, would it be at
all possible for you to talk to me for a fewnnutes? It's really extrenely

i mportant."
"No. | don't know. | don't want you coming up here again after what
happened last tine with Lillis. You understand."

"I do, | understand conpletely. But we can neet in a café. Ms. Benedikt

"Why do you want to talk? |I told you everything."

"It's about Kaspar Benedikt. | have to tell you sonething that I found
out about him"

"Li ke what ?"

"Pl ease cone and neet me. I'mfive minutes fromyour place. W can go to
the café across the street."

"Al'l right, but only for a fewmnutes. 1'Il get Herr Lachner to sit
with Lillis."

She canme into the café wearing an orange housedress and pi nk bedr oom
slippers. The waitress knew her and brought over a glass of white wi ne w thout
bei ng asked.

Whil e she drank | | ooked closely at Elisabeth's face, trying to find the
worman of my forty-year-old dream Some people keep their looks all their
lives. Whether they get fat or thin, the face stays with them like their
fingerprints. Mritz's wife was fromthe other group. In ny dream she was thin
and drawn fromthe war. Since then, she'd traded her face for potatoes and
bread, and white wine at eleven in the norning.

"What do you want today?"

"You said you believed Kaspar Benedi kt had special powers. Did you mean

t hat ?"

She drank and nodded at the sanme time. Her glass was al ready
three-quarters enpty and she signaled for another. "I told you, | cone from
Greece, so |'ve seen sone people with powers, mister. Believe it or not, |'ve
seen ghosts, and a worman told ny future exactly by reading | anb bones."

"Yes, | remenber that. If you do believe, Ms. Benedikt, then | want to
tell you a dream| had. It mght scare you, but it's necessary that you hear
it."

"When you've lived with a nmidget, then a war, then Lillis, not nuch
scares you. Tell nme."

"Ckay. In the dream|'mconing into the Westbahnhof on a troop train
fromFrance. The train cars are all green brown and they're filled with

sol diers com ng back after the war. |I'm | ooking out the w ndow of our car but
| can't see you or Papa." Elisabeth's nouth tightened when she heard that
word. | expected her to say sonething, but she only closed her eyes and shook

her head. "Should |I go on?"
"Yes."



"I"'mtrying to think of what 1'mgoing to say to you if you're there,
but my mind is blank. Tonight, or whenever | get you into bed, I'"mgoing to
tell you that. 1'mgoing to tell you |'"'mso excited to see and . . . touch you
that I don't know what to say."

"What el se?"

"Are you all right?"

"Yes. What el se?" The waitress brought her second gl ass, but she only
put her hand around it.

"I get off the train carrying two big duffle bags with me. In one of
themare two pairs of red silk underpants | got for you when | was in Paris.

As the train comes to a squeaking stop, | see you and Papa standi ng maybe
twenty meters down the platform You wave to ne and start to run, but he hol ds
you back."

Her eyes still closed, she spat out, "The little shit. 1'll renenber
that the rest of ny life. What nerve! He grabbed ny armand said so |oudly
t hat everyone around us could hear, 'l go first. You think he wants to see you
before he sees his father?' | was so enmbarrassed to be there with himanyway.

Peopl e woul d think we were related or somnething."

"The end of the dreamis |ooking over his shoulder as | hugged him |
wanted to see where you were. You were_ the first one | wanted to see.”

She gave one hard | augh, alnost a grunt. "I know. That's what you told
me that night." She opened her eyes. "You dreanmed that?"

"You' re not surprised?"

"Why? | believe in reincarnation. | thought somnething was strange about
your wanting to come and talk to nme. After | saw your face | was sure
somet hi ng el se was goi ng on inside you."

"Then | want to tell you some other things."

W were there an hour. In between she nmade a phone call to the nman
watching Lillis and said she would be back soon

| told her everything but what had happened with the computer and the
fairy tale. The dreams, the prophetic visions, the deaths of ny friends.
Unlike the first time we'd net, she was quiet, but when she did speak, it was
to ask an interesting or perceptive question. | began to understand why her
husband had cared so nuch for her. Wen | was al nost finished | described ny
experiences with the man on the bicycle and how he'd wel coned ne "back" as
Rednaxel a.

"I'"mcold."

"Wwuld you like to put on ny jacket?" | started to take it off.

"That won't help. I'"'mcold _inside_. There's nothing you can do about
that. My friend Herr Lachner has net his sister fromtheir |last incarnation
She lives in Perchtol dsdorf. Now |I've met ny husband. Looking at you, |'m not
surprised. "

She was suspiciously calm Had | gotten through?

"Ms. Benedikt, let's say it's true. Let's say | amyour |ate husband
and Kaspar Benedi kt has returned too, as the man on the bicycle."

"That's why I'mcold. | think it's true. | want to know what he'll do to
us this tinme. You' ve seen Lillis. Wat nmore could he do?"

"Do you know why he hurt your son?"

"He was al so Moritz's son. Have you ever seen a man with no _Spatzy ?"

" Spatzy_ ? What's that?"

"A penis. Prick. Pee-pee."

"No. "

"I have: Kaspar Benedikt. A mdget with no prick. Can you think of a
wor se conbi nation? | always wondered how he made Moritz. Once, | went into the
store to neet Miritz for lunch. The old man didn't know | was there and wal ked
out of the back roomwith only a shirt on. No pants or underpants. | couldn't
hel p | ooking, you know? | saw it for only a second or two, but there was
nothing there, or it was snaller than the eye could see. It was only red down
there and, | don't know, shiny. Like a scar froma burn."

"Runpel stiltskin."



"What ?"

"Not hi ng. What did you do when you saw it?"

"Choked. Made some shocked noi se because that's when he saw ne."

| sat forward. "What did he do?"

"The pig! He pulled up his pants fast but then asked me if | wanted to

lick himthere. That's when we really started hating each other. | don't Ilet
anyone talk to ne |like that. Nobody."

Almost to nyself | said,. "He isn't human.”

"What ever he is, or whatever he was, wasn't very human. You don't know
how the man treated me, even before we knew Lillis was coming. | tell you, he

hat ed me because he knew how nmuch his son |oved ne. In the beginning he only
i gnored ne. But when he knew how rmuch | ove there was between us, he got a
mllion times worse.

"I hate to think he m ght be back. | was so happy when |I heard he'd hung
hi nsel f. The worst night of nmy life there I was, |aughing and cryi ng because
they'd found himw th a rope around his neck down on the G aben

"You know what | did with the body?"

"Yes. Why aren't you nore . . . shocked that you might be sitting across
the table from Mritz?"

"Because you're not Mritz. You | ook Iike himand you remenber things
about me, but | don't feel anything for you. It's |like bunping into an old
friend forty years later. Maybe the face is famliar and maybe there are sone
good menories, but it's not the person you gave your soul to. The only thing
that would make nme junp or faint now would be to see _him walk into this
room |'d know it was himjust as | know you're not. He'd come over here and
say things only the two of us knew. "

"I know sone of those things, Ms. Benedikt."

"So what? You don't know themall. That's the difference between you and
Moritz. Scattered little pieces don't nake a person. It's all the pieces put
t oget her that does."

A week later | rmade a huge m stake. Maris had been doing well in the
hospital and they were tal king about letting her go home early if she
continued to progress.

On the other side of town, | was regressing. One night | dreaned | was a
young mal e prostitute in Vienna at the turn of the century. None of it made
sense to ne, but on waking | renmenbered what "Papa" had said about ny
thirty-one lives and knew this had to be one of them It was a violent,
sensual dream full of honpsexual opera singers, barons in drag, and a brothe
straight out of a Jean Genet play.

"Come here, little boy. |I've bought your breath.”

For the first tine in those other worlds I1'd traveled (lived?) in,
felt thoroughly trapped and afraid. | have never been to a whore, but if their
world is anything like that, they have ny full synmpathy. Al that mattered
there were orgasnms and fantasy. But the orgasns came too quickly (or not at
all) and the fantasies were |like bad stage sets. | didn't even know ny nane
because the nmen called nme different things. It was not a degradi ng experience
because | felt so distant fromwhat was done to nme. No, the fear came from
feeling this is it, I'll never |leave here. This will be where | end ny life

The norning after, | got out of bed and inmedi ately began | ooki ng
t hrough Maris's boxes for her tarot cards. After an hour | realized she often
carried themin her purse, so there was a good chance she had them at the
hospi t al

In a great nobod when | got there, she hesitated only a bit before
agreeing to do a reading for me. How could | have been so sel fish and
t houghtl ess? Way didn't | once think that her problem _night_ be due to ny
magi c, or "Papa," and not natural causes? So nuch el se had gone wrong because
of those things. Perhaps | didn't consider them because | wanted the doctors
to be right -- it was a baby, this happened often, it was nedical, and not



unnat ur al

Fromthe first card she turned, | knew it was wong to ask. The Tower.
The Eight of Swords, the Nine of Swords, Death . . . Any good card was upside
down, the bad cards in every inmportant place. | know nothing about the tarot,

but | could read her face and that told ne enough. By the time she turned the
| ast one, her hand was shaki ng.

"Forget it." | started to sweep the cards up in my hand.

She grabbed it. "Don't do that! Don't touch ny cards! | have to do it
again. Gve themto nme, Walker. Now "

"Forget it."

"Gve them™"

"It doesn't matter_ , Maris!"

"It does. | have to do it for me too. Don't you understand?"

| handed them back. After shuffling many tines, she |aid down exactly
t he sane hand.

"Ch, CGod. Wl ker, call the doctor. | think I'm bl eeding again."

She was, and this time there was a rush of doctors and hurried talk.

Luckily, Doctor Scheer was on duty and expl ai ned what was happeni ng.

"I't's not good, M. Easterling. Everything was going well until now, but
this indicates serious problens. W're going to have to keep rmuch cl oser watch
now, especially with that baby inside her. Doctor Lauringer said he's very
concerned she might lose it if the bleeding continues."

"Could it have been stress?"

"That is as good a reason as any."

| stood in the parking | ot outside, |ooking up at the sky.

"Help _her_, for God's sake. Use whatever you have to help her. She's
your life, Walker. She's in there and she's sick and you're not hel ping at
all. Think about Maris first. Think about the baby. Save them and you save
yoursel f. Save them and you' ve saved yoursel f."

Dave Buck | ooked Iike a refugee from Wodstock. He wore a full-length
beard, Anmerican arny fatigues, and conbat boots. |I'd been to his apartnent
once and the only picture in the whol e place was a psychedelic poster of Mby
G ape.

If he wasn't deep in the bowels of the National Library |ooking up facts
on his Anabaptist, Buck was wal king the city. He knew nore about the place
t han nost Vi ennese, and would often take ne to see some strange Roman ruin or
undi scovered junk store way out in the Twenty-third District that sold old war
nmedal s and uni f orns.

"The problemwith the Brothers Ginmis there's been too much witten on

them | got your info for you, but I've been in the friggin' library too |ong.
My eyes feel like old headlights. Let's walk the Ring and 1'Il tell you what
found. "

Any gui debook will tell you that Vienna is one of the great wal king

cities in the world. The streets are either wide and tree-lined, or else
crooked/narrow and filled with interesting or odd stores. The autonobbile is
part of the city but doesn't own it yet.

Wnter there nmeans cold and nmist. It rarely snows hard, but the days are
short, cold, and danp. Buck was standing at Schottentor with his bare hands
under his arnpits and a green canoufl age watchcap on

"You | ook like you're going on maneuvres."

"Yeah? Conme on, | gotta get ny bl ood noving."

W wal ked in front of the university, past the Burg Theatre and Town

Hal | .

"Are we going to hike or talk?"

"Talk." Still noving, he took a tape recorder out of one of his nmany
pockets. "I use this when | want a quote froma book |I can't take out of the

library. Listen."
He turned the machine on and thunbed it to its highest volune. | took it



and held it to ny ear.

"'Contrary to popular belief, the Gimms did not collect their tales by
visiting peasants in the countryside and witing down the tales that they
heard. Their primary nethod was to invite storytellers to their house and then
have themtell the tales aloud, which the Gims either noted down on first
hearing or after a couple of hearings. Mst of the storytellers during this
peri od were educated young wonen fromthe mddle class or aristocracy."'"

He reached over and took the machine away fromme. "That's it for that.
I've got a bunch of quotes for you that I'Il transcribe and send over, but
that's the nost inportant one.

"The ot her thing you should know, and this applies to alnmost all of the
Gimmfairy tales, the nen _changed_ a hell of a lot of them before they ever
saw print. The brothers were big believers in both the unification of Germany
and the true German spirit, whatever that is. It meant they took stories
they'd heard fromtheir sources and edited them Took out sexy parts, changed

nmorals around . . . That kind of thing. They didn't want any good German child
readi ng sal acious or lewd stuff. Bad for the upbringing. In their way, they
really were kind of literary fascists. | never knew that before.”
W stopped at the light in front of the entrance to the Hapsburg Pal ace
and watched tourist busses pull in, eyes and caneras glued to their w ndows.
"Have you noticed that, |ike, every other tourist in Vienna these days

i s Japanese? \Wat does that nean?"

"That they have better taste than the Anericans who all go to Paris and
eat at MDonald's.

"What about ' Runpelstiltskin'? What did you find there?"

"The nanes to renmenber are Dortchen and Lisette WId. No, don't bother
writing them down because |'ve got it typed for you. The story was told in
1812."

"Where was this?"

"The town of Kassel in Germany. The Ginms |lived there for a nunber of
years and | gather that's where they heard nany of their nost fanmous stories.

The i magi nati ons of all those nice bourgeois girls. Today we'd call it sexua
hysteria."
"CGo on."

"I 1 ooked through fifteen books for you, Walker. Some of them were ol der
than your story. The best | could find was this: The WIld sisters told the
Gims 'Runpel stiltskin' in 1812 and the only notation | could find about it
specifically was it's one of the 'm xed version' stories. That neans one of
two possibilities: The girls made up or told the story together, _or_ after
the Gimms heard it, they took what they wanted fromthe original and threw
the rest out."

"Or both."

"Or both, but nmy guess is the former."

"\Why 2"

"The brothers got their stories frombasically two sources: mddle-class
girls like the Wlds, or lowlifes like the neighborhood tailor's wife. There
was even an old soldi er named Krause who gave them stories in exchange for old
cl ot hes! Now, the books say the girls got _their_ stories from household
servants. Even if what they heard was sexy, | can't imagine in those prudish
days young girls would have had the courage to tell people of their own class
racy stories. Especially if their listeners were of the opposite sex! It just
wasn't done. Take a | ook at what the wonmen wore in those days if you want an
i ndication of their nores. It wasn't the Age of Aquari us.

"No, my guess is Dortchen and Lisette heard a maid tell a story which
with a little fixing, became 'Runpel stiltskin.' After the girls had cl eaned up
what ever parts they thought weren't fit for good ears, they went to the Ginms
withit."

He stopped and grabbed nmy arm "Know why else | think that? Because
Dortchen ended up marrying WlhelmGimnmlater on. She didn't want to nake a
bad first inpression, you know?"



" _That's_ interesting. What el se, Dave?"

"Only one nore thing. They never stopped revising the tales. It's |ike
the Folios of Shakespeare. First Folio, Second Folio . . . In 1920 in a pl ace
in Alsace called the A enberg Mnastery, soneone di scovered a set of the
stories in the brothers' handwiting. Cbviously that's become the definitive
Gimm but every scholar | read said they worked and reworked the originals
for years. Even when you read themin Gernan, inmagine the difference between
the 1812 'Runpel stiltskin' and the last edition that cane out in 1857."

"But there's no trace of the original story that the Wld Sisters tol d?"

"None. "

Besides telling ne this information, Buck was a quiet walker. If there
was a landmark or building worth noting he nentioned it, but otherw se we
trudged through the cold in silence. Past the Opera, the Bristol Hotel, the
I mperial. At Schwarzenberg Platz we turned right and wal ked toward the Russi an
War Monunent .

"\Where are we goi ng?"

"I found a Yugosl avi an restaurant down by the Sudbahnhof that serves
good _sarma_. You in the nood?"

"Lead on."

He was qui et awhile |onger, but as we passed Bel vedere Pal ace, surprised
me by asking, "Why're you so interested in 'Runpelstiltskin ?"

"A new novie project."

"What's the story?"

"It's an interesting idea. Did you ever read _Gendel , by John
Gar dner ?"

"Yes. The story of Beowulf_ told through the eyes of the nonster?"

"This is simlar. The story of 'Runpelstiltskin' through _his_ eyes."

"You're witing for Walt Disney these days?"

"No, but it's got sone of the same feeling. In ny story, the reason why
the little man spun for the girl was so she'd | ove him She prom sed she woul d
_if_ he made her straw into gold. But he doesn't trust her, so he nakes her
prom se to give himher first child, just in case."

"And she says okay because she wants to be queen?"

"Right. Now, when she is queen he cones and says keep your prom se. She
tells himto fuck off."

"'Fuck off'? That's up to date. Are you maki ng a postnodern version?"

"Picture this queen as an entirely egotistical, selfish bitch who'd do
anything to get what she wants. She dupes the guy into naking her gold, but
never has any intention of |oving him

"Plus, here's one of the big twists: Since he's a magic man, he has no
sex. "

Buck | aughed. "He's dickl ess?"

"In sweeter terns, sexless. But he's also a romantic. Believes if they
| ove each ot her enough, they don't _need_ sex."

"He sounds dopey. You sure this isn't 'Snow White' ?"

"He is to a degree . . . a romantic dope. But that belief nakes him
vul nerabl e, nmore believable. Mich nore than a cliche | eprechaun who w ggl es
hi s nose and nakes a pot of gold appear.

"When he sees she won't love him he's crushed. But then the bitter
spurned lover part in himcones out. '"If | can't have her, then I'mgoing to
hit her right where it hurts.'"

"Take the kid."

"Not only does he take the kid, but treats himlike a son and teaches
himall his magic. Both to spite Mama and because he grows to | ove the boy. It
makes sense. Since he can't have children this is the closest'he'll ever get."

"That's it? ' The End' ? Runpel stiltskin and son wal k off into the
sunset ?"

"Not quite. Rumpelstiltskin takes the child and sonehow nmoves them both



over into real life. How he does that | don't know yet, but I'mworking on it.

"Inreal life they live together happily for a while. Then Papa makes
hi s bi ggest mstake: He allows the boy to grow up. And when the boy grows up
he inevitably starts |ooking at wonen."

"The Brothers Gimmwouldn't like it, Walker. You're starting to get
sexy."

"Wait. The boy grows up and falls in love with a woman. Papa gets
conpl etely pissed off because that was what got himinto trouble in the first
pl ace -- human | ove.

"Holy Jesus, it's true!"

Buck | ooked at me. "Wiat's true?"

"Wait! The boy falls in love with a worran. The ol d man knows that if it
goes further, he loses his son. So he threatens himby saying that if he goes
with a woman, he'll get him But the boy's a boy and ignores Papa. He goes
ahead and falls in |love and Papa kills him™"

" Kills_ hin? W're still talking Walt Di sney here?"

"Kills him but then brings himback to |live another |ife. Hopes that by

doing it, the boy will sonmehow have |earned his | esson and will go back to
| oving Papa. But Walter doesn't renenber his last life. So growi ng up, he
falls in love again . . ." | stopped wal king and | ooked straight at Buck

"Falls in love again and the old man kills himagain. Again and again."
"Sounds interesting. There's the restaurant."”

The place was snoky and too hot. Tough-Iooking nmen with thick nmoustaches
and | oud voices sat at tables drinking wine and tal king. There was a
television tuned to a soccer game in one corner, but no one watched. W
ordered sarma_ and beer and checked out the room No one was interested in
us.

"Tell me the rest. The story ends with the old nman killing his son, ad
i nfinitun? No happy endi ng?"

"How woul d _you_ end it?"

"I like sad ends. |'d leave it there. Post-nodern _and_ existential
It'"ll be shown at all the filmfestivals."

"Don't be nodern. Tell ne howthe Ginmms wuld end it."

"What are the essential elements of the story? Love is the big one.™

"Bad | ove, nostly. Selfish or possessive."

"Ckay, then the Gims would nmake a point of showi ng you how bad t hat
kind of Iove is, and how good | ove should win out."

"G ve nme an exanple."

"Am | going to get paid for this if you use it?"

"Sure. W'll take equal screenwiting credit."

"That's good. Maybe | could pay my heat bill then. Let's see, you' ve got
your bad | ove, but we haven't seen nuch good so far. What about the kid's
magi c? You said the old man taught him™

"That's a problemtoo, because in _this_ world, the kid doesn't renenber
how to do it. Just knows that he has it in himsonewhere. VWen we neet him
it's today and he's only di scovered what's up. Wio he is."

"Then let himbe in love with a girl who shows himthrough | ove. That's
kitschy. They'll love it in Hollywod."

"Too sinple. She's just your normal beautiful girl. Reads the tarot, but
doesn't know or understand real nmagic."

"Make the old man threaten her some way. That'll bring out the fighting
spirit in our hero."

| started to say sonething but stopped. "Wat do you nmean, threaten?"

"Go after the girl. You said the boy's finally discovered who he is?
Then have the old man tell himhe's going to kill the girl if he doesn't go
back to their old way of life."

That bitch in the hospital

The baby. The bl eedi ng. The | oss.



Even a father loses his patience after a while. This time you' re not
goi ng to have anot her chance.

| stood up. "Dave, | have to go."

"The food hasn't cone!"

"Eat mine. Here. This'll cover it."

"You're a strange boy, Wal ker. Going hone to wite? Don't forget ny
cut."

Qut on the street there were no taxis. | stood there feeling as though
was going to piss in ny pants. Wien | couldn't stand it anynore, | went
| ooki ng for a phone booth. There was one a couple of blocks down. | called

Maris's roomat the hospital. She was eating lunch. She felt fine. Said the
food there was so good she was sure she'd put on weight. That did nothing to
stop my worrying.

Heari ng her voice cool ed sone of the fire in nmy stomach, but | knew it
was only tenporary. Wuld he hurt her? Was that what he neant by "losing his
pati ence"? Look at what he'd done to Lillis Benedikt. Did he get nmadder and

nore vengeful every life I lived?
| had to nmove, go somewhere. Stepping out of the phone booth, | | ooked
around and saw t he Sudbahnhof standing gray and wet in the mst. |1'd go over

there and take a train sonmewhere. To Rax and | ook at the nountains. Yes, an
hour train ride where | could sit, |ook out the wi ndow, and think about this
newest ni ght mare.

The traffic was heavy, and it took tinme to cross it and reach the
bui | di ng. Inside, hundreds of people in various stages of their trips bustled
by. Two American kids with pastel knapsacks and Mount Everest hiking boots ran
for the two o' clock train to Villach. A group of old men with thin rubber
bri ef cases conferred under the arrival/departure board. Turkish and
Yugosl avian famlies with nmany cheap suitcases and boxes wapped with heavy
cord sat disconsolately on themwaiting for their train south.

There was no train to Rax, so | decided to take the two o' cl ock, get off
at Wener Neustadt, and wal k around there a while. Good, let's go. | ran up
the stairs behind the knapsack kids, enjoying their excited, famliar-soundi ng
VOi ces.

"We'|l stay in Villach overnight then catch the nmorning train to
Trieste.”

"What's in Villach?"

"l don't know. Muntains. Cone on."

Ambl i ng down the stairs toward us was a crowd of football rowdies
dressed in the violet and white colors of the Austria Menmphis soccer team
There was quite a bunch of them and they all |ooked drunk

"Hey, Phyllis, | want a hat like that. Think I can find one in Villach?"
The American boy was middl e-sized but weighted down by the sack he was
carrying.

"Aneri ka! Hey, fucking Anerika!"

"Don't say anything. Just walk by them"

The kids | ooked at me, surprised to hear their own | anguage.

"What ' d you say?"

"I gnore these guys. Don't say anything to them"

It was too |ate. The giant of the group, who | ooked |Iike a young Her mann
Coering, noved over to block our way. His friends snmled and | ooked at each
ot her know ngly.

"Hey, Am s! | speak English. Talk to ne."

"Buzz off, Bozo."

The giant | ooked at the girl and | eered. "Boat-zo? Was Boat-zo?"

"Just get out of our way."

He exaggeratedly sidestepped, but when the girl nmoved by himhe grabbed
her arm Pulling her close, he licked her face.

Her friend, gallant and stupid, noved up. "Cut it out, man."



The rowdy gave hima hard fast push and the kid fell flailing backward
down the stairs.

Whil e he was |aughing, | took two steps up and stuck my fingers in the
fat guy's eyes. He screaned. Letting go of the girl, he slapped his hands to
hi s face.

“I'" mblind!"

Shocked at what had happened, his gang stood where they were an instant,
then cane for ne.

Wth no thought at all, none, |I curled ny hand into a fist with the
fingers covering the thumb. Then | put it instinctively to ny chin. Al of the
men were wearing long violet and white scarves. As one, the scarves blew up
into their faces and al ready burning, began nelting onto their skin.

Screans, black snmoke, the snell of cooking neat.

| don't know what | did.

The American boy was standi ng again.

"Go! Run!"

They went one way, | the other: back toward Vienna, Maris, ny father

At the entrance to the station, | stood a nmonent to catch up with
nysel f.

Ataxi pulled in a slowcircle until it was in front of me. It was so
close that | had to | ook. Papa was driving.

"Qut of breath? Not you, boy. | told you you still had your magic."

He pulled away with a screech. | ran after himbut the closer |I got, the

faster the taxi noved. As he drove into traffic, he stuck his head out the
w ndow.
"Tell me nmy name, Walter!™

Olando | eaped into ny lap when | got home. | put a hand on his head and
stroked his warmfur. He purred. Not |ooking at him | made ny other hand into
a fist, covering the thunmb. Putting it to ny chin, | tried to remenber
everything that had gone through ny head. | felt the cat's soft paw batting at
my arm Looking down, | saw that his eyes had returned. He coul d see again.

Dear Maris and Wl ker,

"1l assume you heard about our earthquake. | once went through a few
horrid seconds of one in Peru, but nothing conpared to this baby. Strayhorn
and | were at the Taco Bell near Beverly Center when it hit. At first |
thought it was only ny tostada goi ng down the wong way, but when the walls
cracked and the front wi ndow blew out | knew we were in for it.

What do you think about when you're watching your own death? Phil kept
saying "This isn't a novie! This is _not_ a noviel" Good old Strayhorn. |
froze but he pulled nme out of there in tine. W stood in the parking | ot
feeling the ground do the hula under our feet. We | ooked at each other. What
the hell else can you do?

To make a sad story short, both of our houses slid into the canyon and
along with them everything i nportant we owned. So what? We're still alive
while too many people out here aren't. Too many friends disappeared and
haven't shown up yet. We're assum ng the worst, Goddam it.

God. That's one funny creature, isn't He? Especially when you see al
this suffering and loss. Did | tell you that | used to be a regular
church-goer? | was.

Natural Iy things have changed. My perspective is very different. Being a
famous movi e nogul | ooks absurd in this context. So no matter what happens,



have decided that when | can square away what's left here, 1'mgoing to flee
this ruin (parts of it are that bad) and travel. Appropriately enough, our
studi o withstood the quake. Most of the studios did. Ain't it perfect for

Hol | ywood? That neans |'mobligated to finish _Wonderful _, but that shoul dn't
t ake | ong.

After it's done I'mtaking the salary they gave ne and travel on it.
Strayhorn says | should buy a new house, but | don't want to be around here
now. Maybe not ever again. We'll see. Al this verbal diarrhea is only to say
that sooner or later I'd Iike to cone through Vienna and see you, if that's
okay. I'mstarting out in New York so | can catch up on news with ny friend
Cull en Janes (remenber her, Maris? Your |ookalike?), then on to Europe.
don't know what the schedule is precisely, but I'll keep you posted. | want to
keep a clean dance card in ternms of obligations to either clock or cal endar

Wiy this letter? Because | realized after all the trouble here that |
i ked you both very nmuch. \Wen you see the shine on the reaper's blade up
close, you realize it's inmportant to be with people who nmake you feel good to

be alive. Both of you did that for me and I'mgrateful. | hope a little of it
is mutual. 1'll be in touch. Don't |eave Vienna!

M/ | ove,

Weber

Dear Maris and Wl ker,

Wth you in the hospital and me out of luck here in broken L. A, it
seens that we younger Yorks could use a good dose of luck right now. As | told
you over the phone, |I'm physically okay, but not nentally.

@ enn's death burned a hole through the nmddle of everything I am |
pray you never have to experience what it's like to watch someone you | ove
die. No matter how brave or strong you think you are, their loss puts a |ayer
of ash over everything that once mattered. H s clothes, his notorcycle that
made too rmuch noise, his half-finished pack of cigarettes in the rubble cal
nmy nane and there's no way of covering ny ears. You know nme -- | used to be
too distant and anused by life to let it sink its teeth into nmuch of nme, but I
realize now that @ enn's being allowed me that distance. He compensated for it

with his total involvenent in everything we knew together. | mss his banging
in the door and up the stairs to tell me about the bag | ady on Hol | ywood
Boul evard who gave hima chocol ate-chip cookie. Best of all, he wouldn't go on

about how sweet it was of her to do that. Only how great the cookie tasted on
a hot afternoon.

| hope you and Wal ker are well, notw thstanding the hospital thing. |
never said much about it when you were here, but | |ike your new man very
much. I'monly sorry we didn't have nore tinme together. Have his dreans/nagic

ei t her smoot hed out or explained thensel ves? My experience over the years with
peopl e who' ve been touched by the miraculous is that if they're decent and

caring, they will prevail. Many of them prevail _and_ use that power to good
ends. | don't know what | could do for you here but if there is anything,
pl ease |l et ne know.

The earthquake destroyed our house, so all |'ve been doing recently is
goi ng through the ruins for anything that can be sal vaged. There isn't nuch.
I"'mstaying with a friend until | can find another place. But that can wait.

No house this tine, though. Houses are for nore than one person. Al one,
there's too nuch enpty room Enpty rooms are never good conpany.

Not much else to tell. Californians can't believe this has happened. For
years peopl e tal ked about the com ng earthquake, but no one really believed it
woul d cone. Everyone had a few extra flashlights and canned food stored in a
cl oset, but we were even enbarrassed to adnit to those precautions. One of the
ironies was G enn's total paranoia about it. W fought nore than once about
eart hquakes. A week before it happened, he said he was seriously thinking of



nmovi ng out of the state because the possibility scared himnore the | onger he
lived here.
"How can you nove out of California when you' re so successful ?"
"Because you can't be successful when you're dead, Ingram”

Call me if you need anything -- the nunber is below | mss you and am
happy for the Easterlings and the comng child. The hospital is only for a
while, Maris. |I'msure of that. The rest, the good things, will be waiting for

you when you get hone and have all the rest of your lives to enjoy them

| love you,
I ngram

She | ooked up with tears in her eyes. "The poor guy. Wat can we do for
hi nP"

"Make a tape and send it to him"

"Something nore than _that . His whole life is gone, \Wal ker. The cl osest
| ever came to that feeling was when Luc chased ne around Miunich. It's misery
every day. Being in here is dreany conpared to that."

"I'n your tape tell himto call a guy naned Mchael Billa. I'll give you
t he nunber."

"Who's Mchael Billa?"

"A man | know out there. They'll like each other."

"How do you know he didn't get killed in the earthquake?"

"I . . . talked to himthe other day. Believe ne, Maris. They're right
for each other."

"Hrm You're not telling me sonmething. Your mouth is too flat. It always
gets flat when you have a secret."

| kissed her forehead and snmiled |ike a politician

"I know you, Walker. You're holding lots of things back fromne these
days. Aren't you?"

"Not so many.

"Enough. What's happening with the bicycle nut? Did you find out
anyt hi ng new?"

"I think he's lying low. Wants ne to think about that M. Pencil bit

awnhi le. "
"\What about your dreans? Anything new happeni ng there?"
"Nope. "
"Your nmouth is tight again.”
"Maris, you' ve got enough to think about now. |'m not hol ding back

anything I can't handle. Sure, the dreans are continuing, and | worry about
the bicycle man, but that's not new. You' re ny greatest concern. You and our
child are nost inmportant. If you want to help ne, take care of yourself.
Ingrams letter says it right. Qur earthquake was your getting sick. But
_we've_ still got a chance to beat it. I'mnot trying to sound patronizing,
but if you can hold on and keep steady till you're well, then we're going to
be able to say 'Fuck you, earthquake. Qur l|ives are our own, not yours.'"

| knew no one naned M chael Billa. H's nane and tel ephone nunber slid
into ny mind the way "fist to chin" slid in the day at the train station.
only knew that when Billa and I ngram York got together they would fall in
| ove.

"Can | help you, sir?"

"I"'mlooking for the children's section.”

"Two aisles down on the right. Is there anything special | can help
wi t h?"

"I"d like to see whatever editions of _Ginmms Fairy Tales_ you have."



"There are a fewthere. I"'msure of it."

| wal ked down past the fiction. The new Stephen King novel, _Flash and
Bl ood_ (translated as _Schmerz_ in Gernan) stopped ne and | thought to buy it.
But reading the German title (_Pain_) rem nded nme of how far off translations
can be. In homage to King, | decided to wait until the English version arrived
in town.

The children's section was small but | oaded with those tall, thin,
nostly picture books that cost so nuch and give a kid so little after one or
two reads. Ten dollars for eleven words on each page about a lost ball that
finds its way hone.

Cranped in next to themhere and there were standard editions of the
classics. Hans Christian Andersen, Perrault, WIhel mBusch's Max und Moritz .
As a child | didn't read nuch, but the books | renmenbered were these and ot her
ol dies that gave you real worlds, rather than | ong pages, bright colors, and
tepid climaxes.

There were two copies of Ginms: one for little readers and the other a

no-frills/no-pictures copy printed in the old German script. | chose the
second. Remenbering Buck's story about the definitive edition found in the
A enberg Monastery, | turned to the front of the book to see if this was one
of them

"This is what you' re | ooking for."

| turned, knowi ng the voice. He had trimed his beard and was wearing a
dark bl ue doubl e-breasted suit that was the twin to one I owned.

"Nice suit."”

He | ooked pl eased. "I thought so too after I saw you in yours. Like son
i ke father."”

"Why are you regul ar size now?"

"Change. Something different. A new perspective. Do you want this book
or not? | bought it for you, so you mght as well take it. | already know the
story."” When he sniled, his teeth were white and straight.

"New teeth too?"

"Don't you like then?" He curled his hand into a fist, a famliar fist,
and put it to his chin. Wien he smiled again his teeth and mouth were the
brown graveyard | remenbered. "Better?"

"Why are you here?"

"You keep wanting to talk to me, Walter. | thought 1'd let you do it
once." He shot his cuff and | ooked at a gold wistwatch. "You have five
m nutes. "

"That's not enough, it's too fast. You should give me time to think of
what | want to ask you."

"I don't have to give you _shit_, son. You want to talk to nme? Do it

Now.

"Did you make Maris bl eed?"

"Yes."

" \Npy 2"

"To rem nd you of certain things."

"WIl you leave her alone if | go with you?"

"I"ll leave both her _and_ the child alone. It's a boy, in case you were
wondering. He'll look nore |ike her than you, if he ever grows up."

"Way woul d you hurt then? Wat's the point?"

"Way woul d you hurt ne, boy? That's a better point. |'ve given you every

chance in the world. But this is the first tinme you' ve ever known exactly
what's happening, so this tinme it's the finale.
"You stay and try to be human, then |I stop you. If you come back to ne,

you'll |eave a happy wi dow and child. Your son will grow up thinking |lovely
t hought s about his dead daddy, and your wife will never remarry. She's very
much in love with you. This time you chose well. Not |ike the G eek woman."

"Did you do that to Lillis?"
"Yes. You have a mnute and a half."
"What if | go with you?"



"First you die here. W get out of this world and take you back where
you belong. Then I'll have to show you again how to beconme your real self. The
sel f you should be."

"You said in one of the dreans that our place _is_ Vienna!"

"Anot her Vienna, Walter. A city you ve forgotten. You' ve been back here
so many times. Every life you' ve felt a pull to live here, but never once have
you understood why. Vienna is your father's city. One nore question."

"What if | say no?"

"You won't. You love Maris too nuch. That's one of the good parts in

you. Once you realize there's no choice, you'll come hone."
"What will happen if | don't?"
"Maris will die and I'Il take the child. There'll be nothing you can do

about it, either. Bye-bye.

"No, don't touch ne! Until you know ny nanme, your magi c only works on
them Sometinmes. That once in ny roomwhen | couldn't see you was a j oke.
Don't take it as any sign. That's why | want you to cone hone. | want to teach
you all the things you' ve forgotten." He touched nmy shoul der gently. "The

first lesson will be to find out what Papa's nane is."

"How | ong do | have?"

"A nonth."

"WIl you | eave us alone until then? Conpletely alone. No tricks, no
spying . "

He | ooked at ne. "Yes, that's fair. 1'll |eave you conpletely al one. No
['"1Il give you until your birthday. That's twenty-six days. I'll give you

twenty-si x days al one to say good bye. That should be | ong enough.™

| carried the new nonitor into the living roomand connected it to the
conputer. | went through the box of discs |ooking for the word-processing one
again. | hoped that turning it on wouldn't bring a repeat of what had happened
the last tine.

The nanes of the conputer prograns sounded |ike buzz words on the
Starship Enterprise: "V-Ram" "Copy Star." "Signum"

" I _think we should put up the V-Ram shields, M. Spock. W're coning
to Signum."

" It's only a copy star, sir. Nothing to worry about.

In the middl e of these space names appeared "DEGAS."

"' DEGAS ? \What are you doi ng here?"

| fed the disc into the conmputer and turned it on. It was one of Maris's
art progranms. After nuch fiddling around | rmanaged to bring up fromits menory
drawi ngs of buildings and cities she'd done.

What tal ent she had! Talent and humor and a truly distinctive way of
interpreting the world. She didn't like to show work that wasn't finished and
woul d have been angry if she knew | was snooping in her files. But | excused
nmysel f on the spot and continued | ooki ng.

| had never asked if she wi shed she were an architect and not a
visionary in mniature. You always cone up with questions to ask when the
person isn't around to answer. She believed in magi c and she believed in Cod.
But what did she think of heaven and hell? Did she want a boy or a girl for
her first child? What things did | do that got on her nerves but she never
told nme about? What could | do to make it better?

There was a drawing for a clown museumin the formof a magician's hat,
a villa by the sea shaped Iike a woman's hand opening toward the water.

Witten bel ow one drawi ng was the quote fromthe Jon Silkin poemI|'d
gi ven her.

_And | shall always fear_
_The death of those we |ove as_
_The hint of your death, Love._



Under another, a drawi ng of a church, was witten "The opposite of |ove
was al ways di sappearance." Patricia Geary.

Both Maris and | were inveterate quotation collectors, but what did this
one mean? | wanted to turn and ask, but she wasn't there. She wasn't there and
never would be again in ny life if | did what ny father demanded.

How woul d he nake nme "die"? Wiat would Maris do after that? Was he to be
bel i eved when he said she'd remain true to nme for the rest of her life? At
first the thought was conforting, but then |I realized how utterly selfish it
was to desire that. Did he think I would be at peace knowi ng the person |
| oved nmost was living out the rest of her days on "hold," believing there was
no other possibility of fulfillment for her?

What a hateful, evil being he was.

| kept |ooking at the drawings until | got tired.
"One nore."
That "one nmore" was so interesting that | |ooked at three nore.

The fourth would have been the last, but the fourth was the fruit. The
fruit that, once inhaled, gave off an answer the way an orange expl odes from a
color into a world of snells once you have punctured its skin.

It was a drawing of a city. A nedieval city, or perhaps one nmuch ol der
| have never been very good at history, but this city I knew It was the
Vi enna "Papa" had alluded to in the bookstore.

"Another city. A city you have forgotten."

| knew the streets, the buildings. | knew the sounds in the air that
were the city on any sumer day. Her drawing was a series of |lines and curves,
pillars, statues, fountains, buildings. It was _ny_ city and where it had cone
fromin Maris could only be attributed to | ove.

When you | ove soneone deeply, you know secrets they haven't told you
yet. O secrets they aren't even aware of thenselves. | had used no magi c on
Maris. Not that | knew how to use the neager powers | still unconsciously
held. This | knew for sure. |I'd not bew tched or bedazzled her into | oving ne.
I'd only hoped and worked for her |ove, knowi ng that that is the hardest work
inlife. I loved her for what she was, | |loved her for what she was beconing
| couldn't imagine a tinme in life together when | would turn and think "This
is wong. She isn't the person | loved. She isn't the person | hoped she was.'
Maris was the person | wanted to share nmy life with. She was al so the person |
wanted to share the trivia of ny life with, because that too is part of the

magi ¢ of concern: \Whatever you live is inportant to themand they will help
you through it.

Because | knew her so we'll, | was sure this was how she felt, too. The
picture in front of me attested to this, and if our world hadn't already been
so filled with equal neasures of wonder and abom nation, | would have been a

very frightened man because of what | saw on the nonitor. She had entered a
part of ny mind that even | owned no key or code word to.

The drawi ng took up al nost the whol e screen, but typed small in one
corner were the words "Breathing you on your birthday, Walker. | love you." It
was the city she'd neant to build for ne as a birthday present. \Wat she
didn't know was she'd created the city where | had begun. Her |ove had taken
over, however unconsciously, and showed me not only the city, but where to
wal k through it to find ny father's nane. My second f at her

| had one nore dream before | |eft Vienna.

My father had rented a villa on Lake Maggiore in northern Italy for the
month of July. It was an old sunny house with bal conies off every bedroom and
a wi de veranda that |ooked out over the | ake bel ow. Whenever | wanted, | was
allowed to wal k down the dirt path to our private dock. W had no boat, but
the concrete finger that jutted out into the water was a perfect place for
| ooking at fish and dreaning. | had a |l ot of freedomthat summer and used nuch



of it sitting on the dock, feeling the sun on ny shoul ders and cooling ny feet
in the browmn water. If | |ooked hard | could see the train far across the | ake
winding its way in and out toward Stresa and then the Swi ss border. Daddy was
reading a novel called _A Farewell to Arns_, and one day he read the part to
me about the nman and worman in love living in the hotel in Stresa.

I'd di scovered how fashi onabl e a suntan was to the big kids. So since
there wasn't nmuch else to do, | sat a long tinme in the sun trying to dye ny
skin as brown as possible and |l ook to see if | knew anybody on the boats
whi zzing by. W only had a nonth on the | ake because Daddy had to be back at
wor k the begi nning of August. | nade a promise to nyself that | would read
t hree books and get a great suntan before we went hone.

Even though the weat her was usually nice and sunny in the day,
everyt hing changed at night. There were thunderstornms all the time like 1'd
never seen before. You could hear them coming sonetimes two hours before they
hit, outside our wi ndow. Wienever | heard the thunder rolling in or saw the
scary white lightning over the mountains, |1'd pick up whatever | was doi ng and
run for the living room

The roomwas yellow. Al the furniture was yellow, and | think even the
lights were yell ow. Daddy said the furniture was by Art Deco, but | didn't
know who that was. The inportant thing was every chair in there was fat and
round and friendly. You could fall into themfromany position and be
confortable. My favorite I'd secretly named "Si nbad" and everyone knew it was
nmy chair. People even got up and gave it to me when | cane in. Sinbad and
were friends. When the storns were bl owing and hissing |like a nonster, we'd
| eave the doors to the patio open because Daddy |iked to watch the rain go
si deways, not down, outside. The wind blewit in all kinds of crazy directions
and sonetinmes | got scared, but not really.

The best part of the storns was when they got really bad, Daddy al ways
cane into the living room and sitting down at the piano there, would begin
playing along to the rain and thunder. He played the piano very beautifully
and knew t housands of different songs and classical nusic. Wth every bang of
t hunder he banged out sonething nice on the piano. Wen the rain or the w nd
bl ew the curtains up high, he played nusic by a nan naned Delius who wote
nmusi ¢ that sounded like the rain. Daddy said playing the piano like that was
tam ng the storm and | never had to be afraid of any stormhe could play to.

Since | was always the biggest scaredy cat about the storms, | was
al ways the first one in the living roomwth ny conmi cs or coloring book or
what ever | was working on at the tine. But sooner or later ny brother Ingram
or Mommy, would conme in too, and all three of us would listen to the rain and
Daddy playing the piano, and it would be Iike living in heaven for ne. There
we all were -- safe and protected and cozy in the mddle of the storm
surrounded by yellow light and my Daddy's nusic. That was the best part of the
sumrer .

"How I ong will you be gone?"

"I think only three days. It depends on the production. They told ne
t hree days."

She | ooked at nme accusingly. "Wat if | have probl ens?"

"I'"ll be on the next plane. I"'monly going to Germany, Maris. They're

payi ng me a couple of thousand dollars to hold up a chanpagne bottle. It's
sort of hard to say no."

"I'"ve seen those chanpagne ads. Lots of beautiful girls in | ow cut
dresses.”

"Are you being serious or just grunpy?"

"Grunpy. | know you have to go. This hospital isn't cheap.”

"Don't worry about that. You know we've got plenty of nmoney fromthe
film"

"Plenty of noney |asts an hour when you've got someone in the hospital
| don't want you to go because |I'Il mss you. No other reason. Even if you're



not right here, knowing you're in town makes ne feel better. Is that babyish?"

"I love it. |I love you too for feeling that way. Listen, | wanted to ask
you a question about sonething else. Did you and your famly ever spend a
sumer on Lake Maggiore in Italy when you were little?"

She nodded. "Yes, near a town called Laveno."

"Do you renenber much of it?"

"Pretty much. Wy?"

"Do you renenber 'Sinbad ?"

"Si nbad? No. Wat are you aski ng?"

"I had a dream about you last night. | dreanmt | _was_ you in that house
inltaly."

"You _were_ ne?"

"I was you, and I was in that big yellow living roomwhere you all went
when thunderstorns cane at night. Your father played the piano to tame the
rain."

She sat up fast. "That's _right_! Ch, Walker, 1'd forgotten all about
that. It's so nystical. Tell me the whole thing inmredi ately. Every detail."

When | had finished her cheeks were flushed and she wore the biggest
smle |I'd seen in days.

"That is so. . . It gives ne little shivers all over. Sinbad! How coul d
you know about Sinbad? You know why | called it that? Because sonetinmes |'d
pretend it was ny sailing ship and I was off on an adventure. Sailing past the
Island of the Sirens. | would hold ny ears and think | needed lots of wax to
hold off their screams. My favorite novie when | was growing up was _The 7th
Voyage of Sinbad_. Did you ever see it? Wth the cyclops and the princess who
was shrunken down by the evil magician? | even renenber the nane of the actor
who played him Torin Thatcher."

"You sound |ike Venasque. He knew the cast of every film nmade."

"Sinbad. | saw that novie six times. Wienever they asked the genie in
the lanp to do sonething, he'd bow and say 'I shall try, ny naster, | shal
try.'

"You were nme as a little girl in Laveno. Wl ker, that nust mean
somet hi ng good. Maybe it's a turning point. Al your other dreans were so
strange and disturbing. This one is only chil dhood and nagic."

" Your _ childhood. That's the kicker."

"No, that's the beauty! Wuldn't it be sonmething if that happened to us
forever? Dream each other's dreams? W'd know each other so well we could be

"ldentical twins."

"Ha ha. Not funny."

"How do you feel today?"

"Good. Especially after hearing that. |'m sad you' re going away, but |'m
okay. Listen, there's one thing, though. You don't have to call me fromthere
as much as you do here. I1t'd be sweet, but eleven calls a day from Germany
woul dn't hel p our bank account."

"There's a lot to tal k about when I'm away."

"That's true. _How_long will you be gone?"

"Three days. 1'll take the night train back Tuesday."

"Ckay, then five times a day is enough."

The night train to Cologne is strictly business. Night trains to Italy
are full of excited tourists and |overs off for a weekend in Venice at the
Danieli. Trains north, especially to the heart of German business, are quiet
and full of tired men in runpled suits with their neckties pulled down,
| ooki ng wanly through their briefcases.

I was in a first-class conpartnent by nyself until a few m nutes before
the train was due to leave. | had the Gernman edition of the fairy tales on ny
lap but only because | wanted to read sone of the other stories. | had no
further need of reading "Runpelstiltskin."



The conpartnment door slid open and a wonman wal ked in. Wien | saw her |
t hought of a line nmy college roomate had once said when we were gassi ng about
wonen.

"Someti nes you see one on the street who's so beautiful you want to wal k
up to her, put your hand over her nouth, and just whisper 'Don't tal k. Comne
with ne.' You take her inmmediately to bed, never letting her say a word.
Because no matter what she says, it's going to spoil that first beauty you saw
in her. You know what | nean? Silent, she's perfect."

The wonman across fromne was that kind of perfect. Dressed in a shimery
bl ack | eather coat and skirt, she had a small Oiental face that held a
stunning m xture of voluptuous child and i nnocent wonan; |ong straight hair
fell down over her shoulders like a black waterfall. | smled at her and
turned back to the w ndow.

"I's this seat taken?" She spoke English in a high voice.

"No. Can | help you with your bag?"

"That would be very nice."

She was already sitting when | stood to put her Louis Vuitton suitcase
onto the rack above. She seened very used to nen hel ping her through life.

"Thank you very much. You speak English?"

"Yes."

"That's so good. I'mso tired of speaking other people's |anguages. Are
you going to Frankfurt? It's along trip, isn't it?"

An hour after the train started, Kiko had told nme all about her nodeling
jobs in Europe, an lItalian boyfriend who didn't appreciate her enough, and how
lonely her life was. She asked if she could sit on ny side of the car, and
after she did, every few words were acconpani ed by a touch on ny hand, ny knee

If it had happened before Maris, | would have been a happy man. As it
was, | smled and was a synpathetic listener, but made no attenpt to
reci procate her warnth. Plainly, she wasn't used to that, and her face grew
nore and nore puzzled. After another ten mnutes of |ong | ooks and | ong
fingernails on my knee, | touched her hand and said | was married.

"So? Is your wife on the train?"

"No, but she's in ny nmind and that's enough."

Angry as a swatted bee, she stood right up and went for her suitcase. |
offered to help, but she gave nme the evil eye and said no thanks.

She was a small woman and had to reach all the way up to get hold of the
sui tcase handle. Gving one hard pull, the bag cane flying off the shelf,
knocki ng her back against the opposite wall head first. The bag hit the floor
She cried out and slunped crookedly into the facing seat. She'd cracked the
back of her head agai nst one of the metal coat hangers screwed into the wall.
Bl ood was everywhere -- dripping down the |eather, spotting her white hands,
the gray silk bl ouse.

Her eyes were closed and she munbled in either shock or pain. | |eaned
over, put ny hand on the top of her head and said _it_. One nonment | felt warm
bl ood and wet sticky hair under ny fingers. The next nonment | felt only warm
dry hair. | pushed her head up and told her to open her eyes, everything was
okay.

| sat there awhile calning her, telling her she'd fallen asleep and
cried out sonething about her suitcase falling. But | told her to | ook --
there it was up on the rack. She'd only had a bad dream

When it was clear she was all right, | got nmy bag and left the
conpartnent. Before going, | put her to sleep. Nothing was sinpler

In Col ogne the next nmorning, | had a two-hour |ayover before ny next
train left. After a bad cup of coffee in the station restaurant, | found a
phone and called Maris. | told her I was in the hotel and they'd given ne a
ni ce room overl ooki ng the great cathedral

"How does it look? Is it like St. Stephen's?"



| had never been to Col ogne and knew not hing about it. The only things I
saw were trains and tracks and commuters. Closing nmy eyes, | said _it_ again
and vivid pictures of the Gothic cathedral, the fourteenth-century stained
gl ass wi ndows, and the Magi's shrine inside the church came sliding into ny
head. | went on to quickly describe parts of the city, including the
Roman- Germani ¢ Museum and its nmillion-piece "Dionysus Msaic," even the cable
car over the Rhine. She told me | sounded like a travel guide and she was
j eal ous.

| got off the other train in the afternoon. | needed only three hours to
do what was necessary. The only real problemwas finding the place.

On the train back to Vienna | didn't dream but |ooking out the w ndow
at the sun rising over the Austrian countryside, | let ny mind go its way and
this is what | saw. O felt. O knew sonewhere inside.

It is sumrer in East Hanpton, Long Island. Victoria Marshall's parents
own a house there by the ocean and invited me down for the weekend. That
evening we'd gone to a play at the John Drew Theatre. It was boring, but the
interesting part of the two hours was Victoria's hand on my thigh. It wasn't
like her. At college we'd spent nonths rolling around on my narrow bed,
touchi ng and pushing cl othes aside, getting too hot and too frustrated for our
own good. She wants to be a virgin when she gets married, but she also | oves
me and doesn't know what to do. She wants us to sleep together, but she also
wants to keep her promise to herself. |I love her but she is beginning to
confuse ne.

Her hand rubbing nmy thigh in the theatre, inches away fromthe eyes of
her Hi gh Epi scopalian parents, tells ne sonething is very different tonight.
Is this it? Is she saying yes?

The parents know their daughter and don't worry that anything untoward
m ght happen if they're not around to keep an eye on ny shenani gans. They have
one drink with us after the show and go off upstairs to their bedroom

Victoria and | are sitting on the couch. |I have a drink in nmy hand but
t hi ngs have gotten so heated in me that the ice has nelted. She waits unti
the toilet flushes twice up there and the faniliar sounds of people getting
into bed are over before she turns to me, her eyes full of snoke and pronmi ses.
She says not hi ng, but when she reaches over to touch ne, | alnost pull back
because the nmoment has really cone and | can't believe it. Not only does she
touch ne, but pulls ne to the floor with her

She whi spers, "Do you have sonething with you?"

"Yes."

"Al'l right." She begins to take off her clothes. Me too. Wien we're
naked | renenber at the last mnute to take it out of ny wallet. Hands
trenbling, | tear it open but leave it in its wapper. | amafraid the floor
will squeak and tell on us, but it is a silent conspirator

W kiss and touch and everything is hot. Plus, everything is not just
this, it is leading up to the noment |'ve been waiting for al nost a year.
touch her between her |legs and she is wetter than |I've ever felt. This is

unbel i evabl e. Moving away, | reach for the rubber. It conmes gliding out of its
envel ope and expands into a circle in nmy hand. | have no trouble putting it
on. Turning to her, she is nore beautiful than ever. | rise up and gently part

her | egs. They nove open quickly, and already she is noving her head from side
to side.

| can't get in. | nove and use my hands and she does what she can, but
it is nouse. | sinply can't get in. Her eyes are wi de open now and they say
something | can't hear. |Is she afraid? Have | scared her into thinking she is
too small and will be this way forever? Is it disgust? How could I be so
bunbling and inept? How could | do this to her?

W try nmore and nore until mnmy penis gives up any hope and says good



night. We lie on our sides, fingertips still touching, but we are |ost. \Wat
now?

| see all this, but it's nothing new | was there and renenber too well
that enbarrassing night. What _is_ different is sonmething else | see with ny
new eyes. Somet hing outside the house, sitting on top of the Marshalls' Cape
Cod roof.

He has been up there the whole tinme, watching. Squatting |ike a Fusel
creature, his hand over his nouth, he's |aughing and snickering, trying to
keep quiet so that no one inside will know sonething is up on the roof
listening to the hopel ess silence of two nineteen-year-olds.

| called himon the phone.

"How d you get ny nunber?"

"I"d l'ike you to cone to dinner."

"When? Where'd you get this nunber?”

"Can you come tonight?"

He was silent, suspicious, but there was nothing he could do anynore.
knew that, but he didn't.

"Toni ght ? Way t oni ght ?"

"I have to talk to you."

| convinced him W'd have his favorite nmeal, done the way he liked it.
| told himl'd had a dream and renenbered how to cook it. | even called him
Papa once and that nust have done it. He agreed. Seven o'clock

| called Maris and told her 1'd be home a day early. Then | went
shoppi ng.

They wanted to help, but |I said they were nmy guests and | woul dn't hear
of it.

At the market | bought _Tafelspitz_, _Kren_, applesauce, the makings for
tartar sauce. Two bottles of good red wine fromStyria. An old nenu but one
all of themwuld feel confortable eating. If we ever got around to eating. No
matter what happened, | didn't think it was going to be a | ong evening.

They loved television; couldn't get over it. They watched a docunentary
about famine in Africa, a Bud Spencer film a choral group fromthe Vorarl berg
t hat sang sone songs they knew. That nade them especially happy.

| spent the rest of the afternoon in the kitchen. Maris was such a good
cook that | hadn't whipped up a big neal for a long tinme. | enjoyed the hours
putting the pieces together

| was done at six and went in to take a shower. This was going to be a
big evening and | wanted to |l ook right for it.

At six-thirty they insisted on setting the table. | |let them because
think they were so enbarrassed that |I'd cooked the neal.

The bell rang pronptly at seven. | wal ked down the hall, accomnpani ed as
al ways by Ol ando. He wal ked faster now that he could see, but his sweet
personality was still the sane.

When | opened the door | only saw a big bouquet of flowers wapped in
shiny plastic paper. Tilting his head to one side, he peeked out from behind
them and said, "I brought you some flowers. You used to like roses.”

| smled and took them "I still do. That's nice, Papa. Come in."

| let himpass me and gestured toward the living room "Dinner's al npst
ready. "

He went forward a few steps, but then Ol ando began weaving his way in
and out between his feet, alnost tripping him "Get out of here! | hate cats!”
He put his hand out, fingers spread. Orlando fell over, dead in an instant.

| put ny hand out, fingers spread, and the cat opened his eyes again.

The ol d man stopped, back to nme, and didn't nove.

"Your name is _Breath_, Papa. Cone on, dinner's ready."

He wal ked slowy forward. What el se could he do?



At the door to the living roomhe saw the two wonen sitting on the
couch. Both had their hands folded carefully in their |aps over the wde
spread of their silk dresses. For two such plain-looking woren, in that noment
with their faces Iit expectantly, they were quite |ovely.

"Papa, 1'd like to introduce you to the Wld Sisters. Dortchen and
Li sette.”

For the first time he turned and | ooked at ne. "Wat is this?"

"You're all nmy guests for dinner."

"What the fuck is this, Valter? Wo are they?"

"You don't know?"

"I wouldn't _ask_ if | knew"

| turned to the wonen. "Please excuse ny father, |adies. He must be
tired."”

He grabbed ny jacket and pulled ne to him "Wat are you doing, Walter?
What ' s goi ng on?" There was no fear in his face, only distrust and malice.

Did | feel any pity for what | was about to do? Pity for the man who'd
once upon a time raised me like a son and taught me everything he knew? Taught
me everything | knew once agai n now?

| laughed in his face. "Do you want to eat first, or should the | adies
begi n?"

He said nothing, only continued glaring at nme, holding ny jacket.

"I think we should start with the story," Lisette said in her small,
cultured voice. "A good story al ways enhances the appetite.”

"I agree," Dortchen said.

"Good. Then pl ease do."

The two worren | ooked at each other. Lisette told Dortchen to begin:

_Once upon a tine there was a little nman whose nanme was Breath. It was a
strange name, but because he had such strong magi c i nside, whoever had created
hi m chose a nanme no human woul d ever guess. _

Papa let go of ny | apel

_The little man was content with this magic for a time, but as he grew
ol der, he realized it was not enough in life. What one really needed was | ove,
especially if you happened to be Breath, who was imortal._

_One day he was out wal king and saw a beautiful young maiden sitting at
a spinning wheel in a barn. She was very poor, but so beautiful that the
little man fell instantly in |love. _

" What is your nanme?" he asked brusquely, not wanting her to know that
al ready he loved her with all his soul. _

" My nane is Alexandra, but I'mso sad that | have al nbst forgotten
it._"

" \ihy? "
" Because the king is coming tonorrow and | lied to him | told himl

could spin gold out of straw. When he sees that | can't, he'll kill me._"
_Now Breath could do this kind of magic easily. An idea came to him

Perhaps if he spun the gold for the girl, she would fall in love with him

forever. _

_At the sane tine, he had had so many bad experiences with |ove that he
was careful about such things._

" What will you give ne if | spin for you?_ "

" My neckl ace,"” the maiden said._

_The neckl ace meant nothing to him but he didn't want her to know that.
He wanted her love, but love is a hard fish to catch and one nust do it

careful ly. _

~The little man took the necklace and sat down at the wheel, and _whizz,
whi zz, whizz_, three tinmes round, the spool was full. Then he inserted another
one, and _whizz, whizz, whizz , the second was full. And so it went unti

nmorni ng, when all the straw was spun, and all the spools were filled with
gol d_.

_The girl watched with delight, but never once in those nany hours did
she ask the little man his nanme or thank hi mwhen he was done. That nade him



sad, but those hours together with her alone only made his love grow until it
was al nost too large for his body.

| watched the expression on his face as the story went on. There was a
softening there, a sadness for oneself, a sadness for the truth of history.
Dortchen spoke quietly, but besides her voice there was no other sound in the
room

_So the king had the nmiller's daughter brought into an even |larger room
filled with straw and said to her, "You rmust spin all this into gold tonight.
If you succeed, you shall becone ny wife." To hinself he thought: Even though

she's just a miller's daughter, I'll never find a richer woman anywhere_.

Papa stiffened. "That's right! He didn't want her. He only wanted the
gold. | told her that! But she didn't want |ove either. She wanted to be
queen. "

Dortchen and Lisette | ooked at each other, but | gestured for Dortchen
to go on. Instead, she | ooked at her sister and the other continued:

Everyone knows the story. The little man spun gold for the third time on
the prom se of Alexandra's child. After a year she gave birth. (To nme). He
returned and told her to keep her prom se.

_The queen was horrified and offered the little nan all the treasures of
the kingdomif he would let her keep the child. But the little man knew she
had no | ove for her son because her heart was as white and cold as a star
Breath replied, "No, sonmething living is nore inportant to ne than all the
treasures in the world. "

He | ooked at me so sadly, nodding yes, that's all true.

_Furious that he had denied her, the queen began to rant and rave so
much that her true, mean spirit showed itself. Finally, she said, "Go away,
little man. | already have a court m dget. "

"She hated nme so nmuch! She couldn't stand | ooking at ne!"

Li sette was upset by his constant interruptions. She cleared her throat
loudly. _Alexandra said other terrible things. Wen Breath had had nore than
enough and knew how nuch she despi sed him he turned one of her fingers into
gold to renmind her of his powers. But his heart still ached for her, so he
gave her one nmore chance. "I'll give you three days' tine. If you can guess ny
nane by the third day, you shall keep your child_."

The story continued. The _true_ story of Breath that Dortchen and
Lisette WIld had made up to tell the Brothers Gimmnore than a century and a
hal f before. The difference was that their version was exactly the sane as the
one Papa had told ne so long ago in the woods outside Vienna. Every nuance,
every detail was the sane; the bed of gold, the frog on the hand that was
turned into the human child for the proud queen, everything.

Earlier that afternoon, with enbarrassed | ooks on their faces, the
sisters had told ne how the Gims had | aughed and | aughed at the nane
Rumpel stiltskin. They wanted to record the girls' story, but felt it was nuch
too sad and wong in its original form Little magical nen shouldn't be able
to get away with stealing human children. It was sinply too strange and
imoral. No, their story would end with the good and virtuous queen guessing
the little man's nanme because she was so worried about |osing her child. O
course his name had to be Runpel stiltskin because it was the craziest,
funni est nane either of them had ever heard. WI hel masked, "Which of you nmade
that up? It's genius." Dortchen shyly said, "Me."

_So Breath ran out of the city with the child into the stormy bl ack
ni ght and neither of themwas ever seen again. _

The effect on Papa was as |'d expected. By the tine they'd "finished"
the story, he was |eaning against the wall, crying and nodding at the sane
ti me. Someone other than hinself finally knew and had told the story of his
sad life.

The sisters, on the other hand, were delighted by his reaction. Lisette
asked if he was all right. He spoke in a quiet, haunted voice. "Yes."

When they were done, | waited a nmoment before asking themto do ny favor
for me. Originally, in Kassel, when |I'd asked themto do it, both were



astoni shed. That was _all_? I'd brought them back only to do this one little
t hi ng?

"Yes, ladies. You created the story. Now continue it. Please do ne the
favor of adding nmy small end, or coda, to it. For all time. Forever."

"Do you know who they are, Papa?"

He was so distraught he didn't seemto hear ne.

" Papa?"

"What ? No. Who are they?"

"They created you, Papa. You' re based on a man named Retzner who |ived
near Kassel. A poor man who once, after having done some work for a farnmer's
wife, wasn't paid for it. To get even he stole her child. That's correct,
isn't it, |adies?"

"Yes. W made it up together."

He | ooked at me enptily. Wat was | saying to hin®

"They made you _up_, Papa! You' re not real. You cane out of their heads.
Wat ch!

"Dortchen, would you finish the story now?"

She strai ghtened her dress in her lap and took a deep breath:

_Now, the little man nanmed the boy Walter because he was a human child
and needed a human name. But because he | oved himso, Breath also taught him
all the magic he knew. The boy grew up knowi ng what it was to be human, as
wel | as knowi ng what it was to possess great magic. _

_The two of themlived together happily for many years. But even Breath,
magi ¢ as he was, nmade one m stake. And he made it because there were many
human t hi ngs he coul d never understand. He allowed Walter to grow up
Natural Iy, when that happened, the boy fell in love with a pretty young
mai den. He told his Papa that he wanted to marry and start a famly of his
own. Breath couldn't accept the thought of losing his only love. He told
Walter that if he did marry, he would kill him But Walter was young and very
much in love, as his nagical father had once been with Al exandra. Walter
ignored his father and married the girl anyway. "

"What is this? What do you nean, they created ne?"

"Listen."
Dortchen went on: _Breath's anger was as large as an ocean and he struck
his son down, killing himinstantly. But living without any love at all in

this world was too much for the little man. So he brought Walter back to life
in another tine and place. He hoped that in this new exi stence, his son would
| earn that being both human and magi cal doesn't work. Once nixed, they can be
di sastrous to everyone concerned. Breath hoped that in this newlife, his son
woul d realize that being with his father was all he should want out of life_.

_Sadly, though, the same thing happened in this new life too, and again
Breath's anger killed his son._

This time | was surprised by the old man's reaction. Rather than bl ow
up, he seened to slunp, as if the truth were sucking himnore and nore into
hi nmsel f.

| didn't care. He wanted ny life. | didn't want his. Maris was ny |ove.
| didn't belong to his.

Dortchen sighed. Poor Papa nade the sane nistake again and again through
time and always with the same result. This made hi m neaner to the only person
who had_ ever loved him It got so bad that, in tine, he conpletely forgot
what | ove nmeant, only thinking about his own happiness.

"This terrible circle continued to turn round and round until the
twentieth century. There the boy's name was Wl ker."

Papa | ooked at nme and put out his hand. "Please!"

"CGo on."

"In this life, however, Wl ker found perfect [ove with a woman who was
able to show himsecret, lost parts of his soul and being. In themwas the
answer to the dilema that had ruined all of his past |lives and happi nesses.

"He went to Kassel and resurrected the Wld Sisters who had originally
created the story of Breath. Wl ker asked themto cone to Vienna to help him



fight his father. Because Lisette and Dortchen knew what true | ove was, they
agr eed.

"They came and net the father to tell himhow they had created him But
there was one thing left. Wl ker asked themto end the story of Breath
differently. He asked themto say, _Wen Breath heard the end of their story
and di scovered where he'd really come from he was so sad that |ike his heart,
he turned to glass and broke. Wen he died, his nagic died with him The magic
he'd taught his son. The magic that had enabl ed Wal ker to bring the WIld
Sisters back to life to hel p. Wen Breath was gone, Wal ker was only human
again_."

There was a delicate ping_, as slight as a heartbeat, and then the

sound of glass breaking on the floor. | junped out of the way, but some of it
flew up and cut me. Brushing it off, | |ooked at the couch but they were al
gone.

4

It's good being "only human" again. There _are_ times when | wish |
still had some magic left. For exanple, the norning | told Maris the story of
what really happened, and she got so angry | was afraid she was going to start
bl eedi ng again. She didn't, though. After her initial explosion, she sat up in
that big white bed and said, "I couldn't have done anythi ng anyway, could I?"

"Maris, you did everything! Your drawi ng showed ne how to beat him™"

"Because | wote 'Breathing you' at the botton? Big deal ."

"No, because you showed nme into a part of nyself that had been cl osed
through all ny lives. If you'd only shown me his name it wouldn't have done
any good. That would have only given us equal power. Showing ne the city
showed nme his nane _and_ what | should do with it. It was clear in an instant.

~You_ did that. You showed ne how. | couldn't have found it al one."
"It's hard finding your way across soneone el se's heart, isn't it?
"Wal ker, prom se ne something. | believe all of this is over. | believe

you won. But if _anything_ ever comes up again, you must tell ne. WIIl you
proni se that?"

"It's over, Maris. Nothing else is going to happen.™

"I don't care. You have to prom se ne that.'

"Ckay. "

"Put up your right hand and say it."

"I promise to tell you everything."

"It doesn't have to be only magic, either. If I'mterrible and you hate
something I do, you can't hold back. You have to tell. A deal? | pronise to do
the same with you."

"It's a deal."

| kept nmy promise. Six nonths later, the day it happened, | told Maris
about the girl at the door

The bell rang, | answered it. The instant after | knew who she was, |
realized again nothing is done w thout regret.

She was wearing a long red cape that covered her head as well as her

body. She had bl ond hair, honey-colored skin, lips as red as the cape.
"Once upon a tine there was a sweet little maiden. Wioever |aid eyes
upon her could not help but love her." | |ooked up the line later

"Do you know who | an®"

"Yes, | think so."

I"'mLittle Red Ri ding Hood. We've heard about you. _All__ of us have
heard about what you did. Wt don't like it. You' re dangerous."

Qur son .



_About the Author _

Jonat han Carroll is the author of _The Land of Laughs_, _Voice of Qur
Shadow , _Bones of the Moon_, and _A Child Across the Sky . He lives in
Vi enna.



