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The Editor's Notebook

A Confidential Chat with the Editor

For the last year or so | have been boring my friends, and not afew strangers, with a semi-coherent, ill-reasoned,
and doubtless mistaken rant on the subject of the American short story asit is currently written.

The rant goes something like this (actudly this is the first time | have so formulated it): Imagine that, sometime
about 1950, it had been decided, collectively, informdly, alittle at atime, but with findity, to proscribe every kind of
novel from the canon of the future but the nurse romance. Not merely from the critica canon, but from the store racks
and library shelves as wdl. Nobody could be paid, published, lionized, or cherished among the gods of literature for
writing any kind of fiction other than nurse romances. Now, because of my faith and pride in the diverse and rigorous
brilliance of American writers of the last half-century, | do believe that from this bizarre decision, in this theoretical
America, a dozen or more authentic masterpieces would have emerged. Thomas Pynchon's Blitz Nurse, for example,
and Cynthia Ozick's Ruth Puttermesser, RN. One imagines, however, that this particular genre-that any genre, even
one far less circumscribed in its elements and possibilities than the nurse romance-would have paled somewhat by the
year 2002. Over the last year in that oddly diminished world, somebody, somewhere, would be laying down Michael
Chabon's Dr. Kavalier and Nurse Clay with aweary sigh and crying out, "Surely, oh, surely there must be more to the
novel than thig!"

Instead of "the novel" and "the nurse romance," try this little Gedankenexperiment with "jazz" and "the bossa
nova," or with "cinema' and "fish-out-of-water comedies." Now, go ahead and try it with "short fiction" and "the
contemporary, quotidian, plotless, moment -of-truth revelatory story."

Suddenly you find yourself sitting right back in your very own universe.

Okay, | confess. | am that bored reader, in that circumscribed world, laying aside his book with a sigh; only the
book ismy own, and it is filled with my own short stories, plotless and sparkling with epiphanic dew. It was in large
part aresult of a crisis-aword much beloved of tedious ranteurs-in my own attitude toward my work in the short story
form that sent me back into the stream of aternate time, back to the world as it was before we al made that fateful and
perverse decision.

As late as about 1950, if | referred to "short fiction,” | might have been talking about any one of the following
kinds of stories: the ghost story; the horror story; the detective story; the story of suspense, terror, fantasy, or the
macabre; the sea, adventure, spy, war, or historical story; the romance story. Stories, in other words, with plots. A
glance a any dusty paperback anthology of classic tales proves the truth of this assertion, but more startling are the
names of the authors of these ripping yarns. Poe, Bazac, Wharton, James, Conrad, Graves, Maugham, Faulkner,
Twain, Cheever, Coppard. Heavyweights dl, some considered among the giants of modernism, source of the
moment-of-truth story that, like homo sapiens, appeared relatively late on the scene but has worked very quickly to
wipe out dl its rivals. Short fiction, in dl its rich variety, was published not only by the pulps, which gave us Hammett,
Chandler, and Lovecraft among a very few other writers now enshrined more or less safely in the canon, but also in the
great dick magazines of the time: The Saturday Evening Post, Collier's, Liberty, and even The New Yorker, that proud
bastion of the moment-of-truth story that has only recently, and not without controversy, made room in its august
confines for the likes of the Last Master of the Plotted Short Story, Stephen King. Very often these stories contained



enough plot and color to support an entire feature-length Hollywood adaptation. Adapted for film and radio, some of
them, like "The Monkey's Paw," "Rain,” "The Most Dangerous Game" and "An Occurrence at Owl Cresk Bridge"
have been imitated and parodied and have had their atoms scattered in the general stream of the nationa imagination
and the public domain.

About sx months ago, | was going on in this vein to Mr. Eggers, the publisher of this magazine, saying things
like, "Actudly, Dave, horror stories are dl psychology,” and "All short stories, in other words, are ghost stories,
accounts of visitations and reckonings with the traces of the past." Emboldened by the fact that he had not completely
succumbed to unconsciousness, | went on to say that it was my greatest dream in life (other than hearing Kansas's
"Dust in the Wind" performed by a mariachi orchestra) someday to publish a magazine of my own, one that would
revive the lost genres of short fiction, a tradition | saw as one of great writers writing great short stories. | would
publish works both by "non-genre" writers who, like me, found themselves chafing under the strictures of the Ban,
and by recognized masters of the genre novel who, fifty years ago, would have regularly worked and published in the
short story form but who now have no wide or ready market for shorter work. And | would toss in a seriaized novel,
too, carrying the tradition al the way back to the days of The Strand and Argosy. | would-

"If | let you guest-edit an issue of McSweeney's," said Mr. Eggers, "can we please stop talking about this?"

The McSweeney's Mammoth Treasury of Thrilling Tales is the result of this noble gesture. Whether the
experiment has been a success, | leave to the reader to judge. | will say, however, that while they were working on their
stories, a number of the writers found within these covers reported to me via giddy e-mails, that they had forgotten
how much fun writing a short story could be. | think that we have forgotten how much fun reading a short story can
be, and | hope that if nothing ese, this treasury goes some smdl distance toward reminding us of that lost but
fundamental truth.

-Michael Chabon
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Tedford and the Megalodon

By JIM SHEPARD

He went in search of arelic of earth's past, and came face-to-face with the mortal specter of his
own!

He'd brought some books with him on the way out, but had lost the lot of them on the transfer to the smaller boat.
One of thelifting pallets had upset and spilled the crate down the side of the ship. His amanac had been saved, for
which he was thankful.

Among the losses had been his Simpson and his Eldredge; his Osteology and Relationships of
Chondrichthyans; his Boys' Book of Songs, Balfour's Development of Elasmobranch Fishes, and, thrown in from his
childhood, his Beadle's Boy's Library, including Wide Awake Ned: The Boy Wizard.

Above his head, interstellar space was impossibly black. That night he wrote in his almanac, Velvet set with
piercing bits of light. There seemed to be, spread above him, some kind of galactic cloud arrangement. Stars arced up
over one horizon and down the other. The water nearest the ice seemed disturbingly calm. Little wavelets lapped the
prow of the nearest kayak. The cold was like awind from the stars.

Thirty-three-year-old Roy Henry Tedford and his little pile of provisions were braced on the lee side of atalus
slope on a speck of anisland at somewhere around degree of longitude 146 and degree of latitude 58, seven hundred
miles from Adelie Land on the Antarctic Coast, and four hundred from the nearest landfall on any official map: the
unprepossessing dot of Macquarie Idland to the east. It was a fine midsummer night in 1923.

Hisidand, one of three ice-covered rocks huddled together in a quarter-mile chain, existed only on the
hand-drawn chart that had brought him here, far from those few shipping lanes and fishing waters this far south. The
chart was entitled, in Heuvelmans's barbed-wire handwriting, alongside his approximation of the location, The Islands
of the Dead. Under that Heuvelmans had printed in block |etters the aboriginal word Kadimakara, or "Animals of the
Dreamtime."

Tedford's provisions included twenty-one pounds of hardtack, two tins of biscuit flour, a sack of sweets, a bag of
dried fruit, a camp-stove, an oilskin wrap for his almanac, two small reading-lanterns, four jerry cans of kerosene, a
waterproofed one-man tent, a bedroll, a spare coat and gloves, a spare set of Wellington boots, a knife, a small tool
set, waterproofed and double-wrapped packets of matches, abox camerain a specially made mahogany casein an
oilskin pouch, arevolver, and a Bland's .577 Axite Express. He'd fired the Bland's twice, and both times been knocked
onto his back by the recoil. The sportsman in Melbourne who'd sold it to him had assured him that it was the closest
thing to field artillery that a man could put to his shoulder.

He was now four hundred miles from sharing awish, or aword, or amemory. If al went well, it might be two
months before he again saw afriendly face. Until she'd stopped writing, his mother had informed him regularly that it
took a powerful perversity of spirit to send an otherwise intelligent young man voluntarily into such alife.

His plan looked excellent on paper. He'd already |eft another kayak, with an accompanying supply depot, on the
third or westernmost island, in the event bad weather or high seas prevented his return to this one.

He'd started as a student of J.H. Tate'sin Adelaide. Tate had assured himself of volunteers for his fieldwork by
making a keg of beer part of his collection kit, and had introduced Tedford to evolutionism and pal eontology,
enlivening the occasional dinner party by belting out, to the tune of "It's aLong Way to Tipperary":

It's along way from Amphioxus,
It'salong way to us;

It's a long way from Amphioxus

To the meanest human cuss.
Farewell, finsand gill dits,

Welcome, teeth and hair -

It's along long way from Amphioxus,
But we all came fromtherel

Tedford had been an eager acolyte for two years and then had watched his enthusiasm stall in the face of the
remoteness of the sites, the lack of monetary support, and the meagerness of the finds. Three months for an old tooth,
asold Tate used to put it. Tedford had taken ajob as aclerk for the local land surveyor, and his duties had exposed
him to a panoply of local tales, whispered stories, and bizarre sightings. He'd found himself investigating each, in his
freetime, in search of animals known to local populations but not to the world at large. His mode was analysis, logical



dissection, and reassembly, when it came to the stories. His tools were perseverance, an appetite for observation, a
tolerance for extended discomfort, and his aunt's trust fund. He'd spent awinter month looking for bunyips, which he'd
been told inhabited the deep waterholes and roamed the billabongs at night. He'd found only a few fossilized bones of
some enormous marsupials. He'd been fascinated by the paringmal, the "birdstaller than the mountains,”" but had
uncovered them only in rock paintings. He'd spent a summer baking on a blistering hardpan awaiting the appearance
of the legendary cadimurka.

All that knocking about had become focused on the day that a fisherman had shown him atooth he'd dredged up
with a deep-sea net. The thing had revealed itself to be a huge whitish triangle, thick as a scone, the root rough, the
blade enamel-polished and edged with twenty or so serrations per centimeter. The heft had been remarkable: that
single tooth had weighed nearly a pound.

Tedford had come across teeth like it before, in Miocene limestone beds. They belonged, Tate had assured him, to
a creature science had identified as Carcharodon Megalodon, or Great Tooth, arecent ancestor of the Great White
Shark, but nearly three times as large: a monster shark, with jaws within which atall man could stand without stooping,
and a stout, oversized head. But the tooth that Tedford held in his hand was white, which meant it came from an
animal either quite recently extinct, or not extinct at al.

He'd written up the find in the Tasmanian Journal of Natural Science. The editor had accepted the piece but
refused its inflammatory title.

A year later nearly to the day, his eye had been caught by a newspaper account of the Warrnambool Sea
Monster, christened for the home port of eleven fishermen and a boy, in three tuna boats, who had refused to go to
seafor several days. They'd been at work at certain far-off fishing grounds that only they had discovered, which lay
beside a shelf plunging down into very deep water, when an immense shark, of unbelievable proportions, had surfaced
among them, taking nets, one of the boats, and a ship's dog back down with it. The boy in the boat that had capsized
had called out, "Is that the fin of agreat fish?" and then everything had gone topsy-turvy. Everyone had been saved
from the vortex except the dog. They'd been unanimous that the beast had been something the like of which they'd
never seen. In interviews conducted in the presence of both the local Fisheries Inspector and one B. Heuvelmans,
dentist and naturalist, the men had been questioned very closely, and had all agreed upon the details, even down to
the creature's length, which seemed absurd: at |east sixty-five feet. They'd agreed that it was at least the length of the
wharf shed back at their bay. The account made clear that these were men used to the sea and to all sorts of weather,
and to all sorts of sharks, besides. They had seen whale sharks and basking sharks. They recounted the way the sea
had boiled over from the thing's surfacing and its subsequent submersion. This was no whale, they'd insisted; they'd
seen itsterrible head. They'd agreed on everything: the size of its dorsal, the creature's staggering width, its ghostly
whitish color. What seemed most to their credit, in terms of their credibility, was their flat refusal to return to the sea
for nearly aweek, despite the loss of wages involved: alossthey could ill afford, as their wives, also present for the
interviews, pointed out.

It had taken him aweek to get away, and when he'd finally gotten to Warrnambool no one would speak to him.
The fishermen had tired of being the local sport, and had told him only that they wished that anyone else had seen the
thing rather than them.

He'd no sooner been back at his desk when other stories had appeared. For aweek, there'd been a story every
morning, the relevance of which only he apprehended. A small boat had been swamped south of Tasmania, in calm
seas, its crew missing. A ninety-foot trawler had struck areef in what was charted as deep water. A whale carcass,
headless and bearing trenchlike gashes, had washed ashore near Hibbs Bay.

As soon as he could get away, he took the early coach back to Warrnambool and looked up B. Heuvelmans, the
dentist, who turned out to be an untidy cockatoo of a man holed up in a sanctuary at the rear of his house, where he'd
built himself alaboratory. As he explained impatiently to Tedford, in the afternoons he retired there, unavailable to his
patients pain and devoted to his entomological and zoological studies, many of which lined the walls. The room was
oppressively dark and close. Dr. Heuvelmans was secretary to the local Scientific Society. Until recently he'd been
studying atiny but monstrous-looking insect found exclusively in a certain kind of dung, but since the fishermen's
news, the Sea Monster story had entirely obsessed him. He sat in arotating chair behind a broad table covered with
books, maps, and diagrams, and suggested they do what they could to curtail Tedford's visit, which could hardly be
agreeable to Tedford, and was inexpressibly irksome to his host. While he talked, he chewed on the end of what he
assured Tedford was adentifricial root. He sported tiny, horn-rimmed sunglasses and a severely pointed beard.

He wanted no help and he was perfectly content to be considered a lunatic. His colleagues only confirmed his
suspicion that one of the marvels of Nature was the resistance that the average human brain offered to the
introduction of knowledge. When it came to ideas, his associates stuck to their ruts until forcibly ejected from them.
Very well. That gjection would come about soon enough.

Had he information beyond that reported in the newspapers? Tedford wanted to know.

That information alone would have sufficed for him, Heuvel mans retorted; hisinterviews at least had
demonstrated to his satisfaction that if he believed in the beast's existence he did so in good company. But in fact, he
did have more. At first he would proceed no further upon that point, refusing all direct inquiry. The insect he'd been
studying was apparently not eaten by birds because of a spectacularly malodorous or distasteful secretion, which
began to rise faintly from the man's clothing the longer Tedford sat in the stuffy little room.

But the longer Tedford did sit, mildly refusing to stir, the more information the excitable Belgian brought forth. He
talked of afellow tooth-puller who'd befriended some aborigines up near Coward Springs and Bopeechee and who'd



reported that they spoke of hidden islands to the southeast infused with the spirit of the deep upwellings, something
terrible, something malevolent, something to be avoided. He'd reported that they had aword for "shark that devours
the sea." He displayed a piece of fisherman's slate-from a boat he said had gone entirely missing-on which was written
"Please help us. Find us soon before we die."

Finally, when Tedford apparently seemed insufficiently impressed, he'd gone into alocked cabinet with a great
flourish and had produced a tooth-white-identical to the tooth Tedford had been shown. The Warrnambool fishermen
had pulled it from the tatters of their net-line, he said.

Moreover, the dentist said, working the dentifricial root around his back molars, he'd found the fishing grounds.
And with them, the islands.

Tedford had been unsuccessful at concealing his shock and excitement.

The job had taken him a couple of weeks, Heuvelmans had gone on, but on the whole he was quite set up by his
overall ingenuity and success. He was traveling there in a matter of days, to positively identify the thing, if not catch
it. Could Tedford accompany him? Not by along chalk.

What they were talking about, Heuvelmans mused, after they'd both had sufficient time to ponder the brutality of
his refusal, would be second only to the Sperm Whale as the largest predator the planet had ever produced. He then
lapsed into silence with the look of a man peering into deep space.

When Tedford finally asked what sort of weapons he intended to bring, the man quoted Job: "He esteemeth iron
as straw, and brass as rotten wood." And when his guest responded, "Am | to understand that you're proceeding
unarmed?’ Heuvelmans said only merrily, "He maketh the deep to boil like apot.”

Tedford had taken his leave intending to return the next day, and the next, and the next, but had come back the
following morning to discover Heuvelmans already gone, on, as his housekeeper put it, "a sea-voyage." He never
returned.

Tedford finally asked the housekeeper to notify him if there was any news, and two weeks after that the good
woman wrote to say that part of the stern of the ship her master had contracted, the Tonny, had floated ashore on the
Tasmanian coast.

He'd prevailed upon the housekeeper to give him access to the sanctuary-in order that he might help solve the
mystery of the poor man's disappearance-and there discovered, in the course of tearing the entire place apart, the
man's notes, a copy of the precious map: everything. On one of the three islands there was said to be a secret opening,
a hidden entry to a sort of lagoon otherwise completely encircled by rock and ice. He wasto look for light blueice
along the water level, under a half-dome overhang, to paddle up to that place, and to push through what he found.
That would be his private gate into the unknown.

It had reached the point at which his friends had noticed that the great majority of his expressions reflected
discontent, and he'd started speaking openly about being crowded round by an oppressive world. Everything had
been herded into afew narrow margins; everything had been boxed up and organized. What was zool ogy-or
pal eontology-but an obsessive reordering of the boxes? Finding what science insisted wasn't there-that was the real
contribution.

He liked to believe that he was the sort of man who viewed the world with an unprejudiced eye and judged it in a
reasonable way. In letters to those few undemanding correspondents who'd remained in touch, he described himsel f
as suppliant before the mysteries of Nature.

He felt more frequently as though his only insight was his desire to be left alone. Passing mirrors, he noticed that
his bearing was that of someone who'd seen his share of trouble and expected more on the way.

He didn't find himself to be particularly shy. When addressed he always responded. He had proposed to one
woman, and she had visibly recoiled, and replied that their friendship had been so good and so pleasant that it would
have been a pity to have spoiled it.

Hisfirst memory was of beating on the fireplace hob with a spoon. Asked by his father what he thought he was
doing, hereplied, "I'm playing pretty music.”

His mother, whose family had made a fortune in shipbuilding, was prone to remarkslike, "I have upgraded my
emeralds, down through the years."

Asaboy he'd felt his head to be full of pictures no one else could see. It was as if the air had been heavy-laden
with strange thoughts and ideas. He'd grown up on an estate far outside of their little town, with his brother Freddy as
his closest and only friend. Freddy had been two years older. They'd trapped bandicoots and potoroos in the
understory of eucalyptus stands, and Freddy had taught him how to avoid getting nipped by jew lizards and
scaly-foots. They'd ridden each other everywhere on the handlebars of their shared bicycle, and worked together on
chores. They couldn't have been more different in their parents eyes: tall and fair Freddy, who'd announced at the age
of fourteen that he'd been called upon to minister to lost souls in the interior, once he came of age; and the diminutive
Roy, with amat of brown hair hed never fully wrestled into order and a tendency to break jars of preserves or
homemade wine just from restlessness. Freddy had helped out at the local hospital, while Roy had collected filthy old
bones and left them lying around the house. Freddy's only failing, in fact, seemed to have been hisinability to more
fully transform his brother.

Until it al went smash, the day before Roy's fourteenth birthday, when Freddy, on an errand to the lumber mill,
somehow had pitched into the circular saw and had been cut open from sternum to thigh. He'd lived for two days. His
brother had visited him twice in the hospital, and each time Freddy had ignored him. Just before he had died, in Roy's
presence, he had asked their mother if she could hear the angels singing. She had fallen to weeping again, and had



told him she couldn't. "What a beautiful city," he had responded. And then he had died.

Tedford's father had never mentioned the accident again. His mother had talked about it only with her sister and a
close cousin. They'd had one other daughter, Mina, who had caught a chill and died at the age of seven.

His father had become the kind of man who disappeared the moment attention was directed el sewhere. He seemed
to leave just for the sensation of motion. He had devel oped away of lingering on aword, kneading it for its sadness.
His mother had evolved the belief that Providence put such people as Freddy on Earth to make everyone happy, and
then to open everyone's eyes to certain virtues once they were gone.

Tedford had been found a month after the accident, asleep in the road with a mouthful of raw onion, and a paring
knifein his hand.

No one had ever talked to him about his brother's refusal to see him. And until his brother had died, he would
have said that his life story had been the story of a nuisance.

Dawn came like a split along the horizon. The first night had gone well, he thought, peering out of histent flap.
He'd even slept. While he pulled on his over-clothes the walls of the tent bucked and filled in the wind. Hisarms and
back ached from the previous day's paddling. Cold damp air filled his sleeves and the back of his shirt.

The night before it had occurred to him, the moment he'd extinguished his reading-lantern, that for the next two
months he would be as far from human aid as he would be on the moon. If he ran into serious mishap, only his own
qualitieswould save him.

Old Tate had used to remark, often after having noted some particularly odd behavior on Tedford's part, that there
were as many different kinds of men in the world as there were mothers to bear them and experiences to shape them,
and in the same wind, each gave out a different tune. Tedford had dowly discovered himself to be unfit for lifein the
land-surveyor's office as he had gradually come to understand hisinability to express to anyone else the awful
resiliency theimage of Carcharodon Megalodon had taken on in his psyche.

The creature inhabited dreams that did not even feature marine settings. He'd once pronounced its name in church
services. Asfar as Carcharodon Megalodon was concerned, he was till a caveman, sguatting on his haunches and
bewitched by the magic-conjuring representation he himself had drawn on the wall.

But if he was acting like a schoolboy, at least he'd resolved to address the problem, and see Life asit was, for its
own sake, prepared to take the consequences. Lacing up his boots, he reasoned to himself that he wanted to see the
animal itself, and not hisfear and delight init.

Fifteen million years ago, such monsters had been the lords of creation, the lords of time; then they'd remained
nearly unchanged throughout the ages, carrying on until there were only afew stragglers hanging on the very edge of
annihilation. Life had gone on around them, leaving them behind. The monsters science knew about, and the ones it
didn't. The formation of the northern ice caps and the extension of the southern during the Pleistocene had resulted in
the drastic lowering of the sealevel, exposing the continental shelves around Australia and Antarctica and trapping all
sorts of marine life in the deep pockets of isolated water. Tedford was convinced that in afew of those deep
pockets-adjacent to the cold, nutrient-rich bottom current that seemed to originate along the edge of Antarctica, to
flow north to all the other continents of the world-his quarry resided, surfacing every so often in the same remote
feeding-zones.

What percentage of the sea's surface had been explored? (Never mind its abyssal depths.) And meanwhile,
dunderheads who plowed back and forth across the same sea-lanes with their roaring engines announced with
certainty that there was nothing unusual to seein the ocean. Outside of those narrow water-lanes, upon which
everyonetraveled, it was all darkness. He wasin an unexplored areathe size of Europe. He wasin aregion of
astounding stories. And he had always lived for astounding stories.

Hisfirst day of searching came up a bust when a cresting wave swamped his kayak a few feet from camp. He spent
the bulk of the afternoon shivering and beating his arms and having to disassemble and examine the camera for water
damage. His second day was scotched when he slipped on an icy slope outside his tent and badly sprained an ankle.
The third» dawned gray and ominous and turned to an ice storm in the time it took him to outfit his kayak. The fourth
dawned bright and clear and helay in histent, cold and wet, his ankle throbbing, unwilling to even believe that things
were beginning to turn around.

Hefinally roused himself and hurried into his outer clothes and spent some time in the blinding sunlight chipping
the glaze of ice off his kayak's control surfaces. He breakfasted on some dried fruit and tea. The seawas calm. He
loaded the camera and rifle in their oilskin pouches into the storage basket on the kayak's prow, hung his compass
around his neck, put his map-packet in his jacket pocket, settled into his seat, and shoved off from the ice with his
paddie. His little tent seemed to be awaiting his return.

He traveled east along the lee side of the island. It was larger than he'd realized. He saw streaks of guano on some
of the rocks but otherwise no sign of life. The paddling seemed to help the painin his ankle, and theice slipped by at a
walking speed. Every so often he had to skirt what looked like submerged ice-reefs.

The easternmost island unveiled itself through atorus-shaped mist. From what he could see from his bobbing
little boat, it looked to be the largest of the three. The seas around it displayed more chop, perhaps from the open
ocean beyond. He spent the remainder of the day circling it twice, each time more sowly. He saw no light blueice, no
half-dome overhang, no hidden entry. Upon completion of the second full circuit, he despaired, and immediately
upbraided himself for hislack of pluck.

The sun was getting low. To the south, in the far distance, icefields stretched from horizon to horizon, with peaks
towering higher than mastheads.



He bobbed back and forth for a bit in the gathering swell, stymied, and then paddled a hundred yards or so
offshore and began his circuit again, from a different perspective.

Halfway around on the northern side he spied a bit of yellow fifty feet up on an ice-shelf. He considered various
approaches to it for some minutes, trying to calm his excitement, paddling this way and that, and finally puzzled out
what looked like aworkable route. He lost another half hour trying to find a secure tie-up. When he finally began
climbing, he had only an hour or so of sunlight l€ft.

Even with hisankle, it was an easier climb than he'd hoped. At the top he came upon arecent encampment
sheltered in the lee of a convex wall of ice-covered rock. There were meat tins and an old bottle. It looked asif the
contents of asmall leather bag had been burned. Only two notebooks and a stylographic pencil were left. The
notebooks were empty.

He assumed al of this was Heuvelmans's work. Perhaps he'd had the ship he'd contracted wait some distance
away while he'd made the rest of the journey alone.

But what to make of it? He crouched among the tins, feeling himself maddeningly unable to concentrate. It was
only when he stood, aware that the light was failing at such arate that he had to leave without delay, that he saw the
rock cairn, arranged in an arrow-shape, pointing to the west, and the island from which he'd come.

He spent the evening in his bedroll listening to his tent walls buffet madly in the wind, and trying to devise a
method of measuring the salinity of hislittle bay. The morning revealed the interior canvas to be tapestried with thin
sheets of ice crystalsin fantastic designs.

Sunrise was a prismatic band in the east, violet near the water and shading to golden above. He found it difficult
to conceive that along that violet line, steamers ran, and men talked about the small affairs of life.

He'd secured a packet from Hobart on the southeastern coast of Tasmaniafor the trip across the south Indian
Ocean. In spite of the steamships and railways and motorcars, the whole place had felt close to the end of the earth,
especialy at night. Tedford had prowled around in his sleeplessness, and in the last hours before dawn, the hills
around the docks had emanated with layers of unearthly noises. He'd spent alittle timein some pubs but had found a
genera state of disinterest in science to be the case among the fishermen and dockhands. His ship had left in the
predawn darkness of his third day in the town, and he remembered thinking asit pulled away from its moorings that he
was now up to his neck in the tureen.

Three mackintoshed figures had been walking the quay alongside his ship in athin, cold rain. He'd thought of
calling out to them alast word, and had dismissed the notion. He'd seen big ships and little ships on his way out of the
harbor, some with their deck-lights burning and some in darkness except for the riding lights upon their mainstays.
He'd been able to make out the names of afew of them as his ship's light had passed over their overhanging sterns or
bows. Lighters and small craft had been crowded into their darker shadows. Near a steamship's funnel, agreat lamp
had illuminated some coaling basins and the sides of awharf.

Once the sun was up, he had passed the time imagining that every wave had its twin, and singling one out and
searching for its mate. The islands had revealed themselves only afew miles west of Heuvelmans's coordinates, and
he'd arranged his pickup date, descended the ship's ladder into his heaving kayaks, at that point lashed together, had
given the ship's mate a cheery wave, and had set off from the hull. He'd looked back only once, and the ship had
disappeared by that point.

He opened a tin and made sure of his breakfast. While he ate he observed how the snow around his campsite
organized itself into little crescents, as though its lee sides had been scooped out with tablespoons.

How he'd liked life, he wanted to think-every bit of it, the colored and the plain, the highlights and the low! He
wondered whether the mere feel of things-common things, all sorts of things-gave anyone el se the intensities of
contentment that they provided him.

He thought he would start with the windward side before the breeze picked up. When he set off, a petrel winged
past overhead, in aleisurely manner: the first sign of life. A half an hour later he noted, out to sea, the steam-puff
fountains blown into the air by the exhalations of whales.

Again he circled the entire isdand without finding anything. This time he repeated the circle even closer to the
shore, however, his kayak often bumping and scraping on rocks. In a protected hollow, he found another arrow, this
one hastily carved into the rock. It pointed the way into an unpromisingly narrow backwater, which, when he
maneuvered it, opened abit into an odd kind of anteroom. The water below him seemed to drop off into infinity. The
wavelet sounds were excessively magnified in the enclosed space. Way below, he could make out thick schools of dull
green fish, two to four feet long, which he assumed to be rock cod.

Before him was awall of ice thirty feet high. He bumped and nudged his kayak back and forth. The wind played
tricks down the natural chimney. He could see no opening, and he sat.

But in the late morning, when the sun cleared the opposite wall above him, it illuminated, through theice, aridge
about ten feet high, in the middle of which a six-foot-wide fissure had opened. The ice in frozen cascade over the
fissure turned a pearl blue.

He hacked at it and it came away in slabs which dunked themselves and swirled off in eddies. He kept low, poled
hisway in with his oar, and the mouth of a great blue cavern opened on his right hand.

When he passed clear of the cavern it was as though his vision was drowned in light. The sun rebounded
everywhere off snow and ice. It took him minutes, shading his eyes, to get his bearings.

Hewasin anice-walled bay, square in shape, perhaps four hundred yards across. The water seemed even deeper
than it had before, and suffused with a strange cerulean light. There was no beach, no ledge. At their apex, the walls
looked to be seventy feet high.



The atmosphere above them seemed to have achieved a state of perfect visibility. Away from the sun, in a deep
purple sky, asingle star was shining. The taste of the air was exhilarating.

Hewaited. He circled the bay. He felt asilent and growing desire for lunch. Schools of big fish roiled and turned,
everywhere he looked in the depths.

He'd wait all day, if necessary. He'd wait all night. His kayak drifted to and fro, his paddle shipped and dripping
from the blade, while he double-checked hisrifle and his lantern. He removed his camera from its case.

The fish-school s continued to circle and chase themselves about, every so often breaking the surface. He waited.
Halfway through the afternoon the detonations of an ice fall boomed off to the west. The sun started to dip. The
shadows in the little bay seemed to grow cooler. He suppered on some hardtack and a sip of water.

There was a great upwelling that he rode, like aliquid dome; and then calm. He put a hand on his cameraand then
hisrifle's stock aswell. His pulse eventually steadied. A pale moon rose, not very high above the ice wall. While be
watched, it acquired a halo. The temperature was dropping. His breath was pluming out before him.

Hejudged he'd been in the bay, floating, for six hours. His legs were tiff and his bum sore. When he rotated his
foot, his ankle lanced and radiated with pain.

He'd been lucky with the weather, he knew. The South Pole was the Southern Hemisphere's brew vat of storms.

The darkness was now more complete. He switched on his lantern. As he swung it around, shadows became
stones, or shards of ice. The water was as motionless asindigo glass, until he lifted his paddle and began to stroke
with it, and every stroke sent more and more ripples across the shining surface.

As he paddled, he reiterated for himself what Tate had taught him regarding the cardinal features of Life: the will
to live, the power to live, the intelligence to live, and the adaptiveness to overcome minor dangers. Life carried itself
forward by its own momentum, while its mode was carved and shaped by its battle with its environment.

He sang a song his father had sung to him, while he paddled:

Over his head were the maple buds

And over the tree was the moon,

And over the moon were the starry studs
That dropped from the Angels shoon,

He stopped and drifted once again, turning his bow so he could gaze at his wake. Freddy had always referred to
him as Old Moony because of his daydreaming. Tedford carried in hisamanac, back at his campsite, his membership
card in the Melbourne Scientific Society and his only photograph of his brother: a murky rendering of atall,
sweet-looking boy with pale hair.

Above him the southern lights bloomed as green and pink curtains of a soap-bubble tenuousness. He could see
the stars through them. The entire eastern sky was massed with auroral light. Draperies shimmered acrossit.

Therein hisbay, uplifted on the swell of the round earth, he could see how men had come to dream of Gardens of
Eden and Ages of Gold. He wondered more things about Carcharodon Megalodon than he could have found out in a
lifetime of observation; more than he had tools to measure. All that he could attend to now was akind of dream noise,
huge and muted, that the bay seemed to be generating, resonant on the very lowest frequencies. That, and akind of
emotional mirage of himself as the dying man taking hisleave. He considered the picture asif from high on the
ramparts of ice, and found it to be oddly affecting. The cold was insistent and he felt his every fiber absorbed init, his
consciousness taken up in some sort of ecstasy of endeavor. The air felt alive with itsinnumerable infinitesimal
crystallizations. His ankle throbbed.

He fancied he heard submarine sounds. Then, more distinctly, the stroke of something on the surface. Hislantern
revealed only the after-turbulence.

He paddled over. In the moonlight, splashes made silvery rings. He would have said he was moving through a
pool of quicksilver.

The moon disappeared and left him in darkness. He glided through it, close enough to whatever had surfaced to
taste a mephitic odor upon the air.

For the first time he was frightened. He kept his lantern between his legs and shipped his paddle and pulled his
Bland's to him by the stock. This thing was the very figure of the terrifying world around him, of the awfulness of
nature.

The surface of the bay began to undulate. His little craft rocked and bobbed accordingly, in the darkness. He was
very near the end but he had not, and would not, lose good cheer. Things had come out against him, but he had no
cause for complaint.

Why had his brother refused to see him? Why had his brother refused to see him? Tears sprang to his eyes,
making what little light there was sparkle.

The moonlight reemerged like a curtain raised upon the bay. Above it, the stars appeared to rise and fall ona
canopy inflated by wind. But there was no wind, and everything was perfectly till. Everything was silent. His heart
started beating in his ears.

The water alone dipped and swirled. Just below the surface, shoals offish panicked, scattering like handfuls of
thrown darts.

He caught sight of afaint illumination in the depths. Asit rose, it took the shape of afish. The illumination was
like phosphorescence, and the glimmer gave it obscure, wavering outlines.

There was a turbulence where the moon's reflection was concentrated and then a rush of water like a breaking



wave as the shark surged forward and up. The body towered over Tedford's head. He lost sight of the ice wall behind
it in the spray.

It was as if the bottom itself had heaved surfaceward. The run-up of its splash asit dove sent his kayak six or
seven feet up the opposite wall, and he was barely able to keep his seat. He lost both hisrifle and his lantern.

The backwash carried him to the middle of the bay. He was soaked, and shaking. Seawater and ice durried around
his legs. He experienced electric spikes of panic. His camera bobbed and tipped nearby in its oilskin pouch, and then
sank. A wake, amovement started circling him. The dorsal emerged, itslittle collar of foam at its base, and flexed and
dripped, itself astall asaman. The entire animal went by like a horrible parade. He estimated its length at fifty feet. Its
thickness at twelve. It was atrolley car with fins.

It turned on its side, regarding him aswell, its eye remarkable for its size and its blackness against the whiteness
of the head, hobgoblin-like. It sank, dwindling away to darkness, and then, deep below, reemerged as avast and
gaping circle of teeth coming up out of the gloom.

Where would Tedford have taken his find, had he been able to bring it back? Who understood such a creature's
importance? Who understood loss? Who understood separation? Who understood the terrors of inadequacy laid
bare? The shark's jaws erupted on either side of Tedford's bow and stern, curtains of spray shattering outward,
turning him topsy-turvy, spinning him to face the moon, leaving him with a flash of Jonah-thought, and arresting him
an instant short of all for which he had hoped, and more.






The Tears of Squonk,
and What Happened
Thereafter

By GLEN DAVID GOLD

Revenge is a sport best played by those
whose memories
are long-and that
made her a dangerous
foe, indeed.

Inlate March 1916, aweek before the Nash Family Circus came to Tennessee, their spotty poster advertisements
clung to the sides of buildings throughout the railroad town of Olson. Olson was best described as sleepy, save for
the constant rattle of the railroad yards; it was not at all a place for murder. And the Nash Family and their hired
performers seemed anything but evil.

The posters, stock images dated and fading already, promised tame acts. A horseback rider here, aclown there, a
roaring lion, and finally apair of juggling clowns pasted next to each other to lend some small company. Taken
together, they looked as forlorn as the orphans who sometimes stood outside the tent and imagined far greater
attractions than those that ever actually wheezed through their paces under the single, patched canvas big top.

The talents of the Nash family clowns were generally tepid. Some of the horses had been remarkablein their
youth, true, but they were tired-granted, only half astired as the acrobats, who mostly daydreamed of returning to
Germany when the war was over. No, what the Nash Family Circus had to offer was the moral backbone of its patriarch,
Ridley Nash.

Nash had been in the circus business since 1893, when the traveling carnival had been born. A cook in Chicago,
and a splendid mimic of the world's cuisines, he had made the daily meals at the international pavilions at the
Columbian Exposition. He had been so impressed by the clean family entertainment, he purchased his first wagon then
and there, on credit, from adeder in the dry goods pavilion.

By 1916, he was referred to as "Colonel" Nash, which dismayed him privately, as he had never served in the army,
and he felt the term disrespected those who had. Still, it was the custom among traveling circuses to have a faux
colond at the helm, and so he bore it manfully.

Among the Nash Family Circus posters was a broadside of printed text which Nash had set himself. He insisted
that every word be true, beginning with "A Moral Entertainment,” and ending with "23 Y ears of Dealing Squarely with
the American Public." In between were other promises, such as "8 funny clowns," and if the eighth clown was under
the bottle that night, to keep the count honest, Colonel Nash donned the red nose and | et himself be hit with the
dapstick.

At the center of the broadsheet was a woodcut of an elephant, Mary, billed as the third-largest elephant in
captivity. She was seen in a headdress and cape, with an indication by her side that she stood twelve feet at the
shoulder.

The elephant was indeed the third-largest in captivity, and she stood exactly as high as the Colonel claimed, and
one morning had been measured three inches taller, but the Colonel kept the smaller number, as he could count on it
being verified.

The posters he'd designed to showcase the elephant were for many years treasured, not for their moral authority,
but simply for how Mary was shown both head-on and from the side. Nash felt this presented her headdress and cape
squarely, to use his preferred term, but more than one spectactor to her final performance commented-- before spiriting
away a copy of the broadsheet-how prescient the Colonel had been in showing her as if she were posed for a police
blotter's mug book.

The morning of Mary's last day, roustabouts swung sledgehammers along the stake line, and ring-makers were
leveling the field exactly forty-two feet in al directions from the center pole, which was erected by aline often men
chanting as they had since the days of Dan Rice, "easy, easy, easy, PULL."

The sky was iron gray with clouds, and the humidity brought an odd smell, something rusted and cruel, from the
train yards, which surrounded and dwarfed the town. Tiny Olson sat in the shadow of Wildwood Hill, the top of which



was agraveyard for freight cars. In the town, the parade band attempted in vain to tune their ratty instruments, and
beyond and above them was the hulking, distant silhouette of OI' 1400, the McKennon Railway's hundred-ton train
derrick, which was used to snatch trains off the track and then drop them, helpless as baby turtles, onto the scrap
heap.

The parade was a chance to show the town just allittle for free, to build anticipation for that evening's show. At
eleven AM, the brass band was fully engaged and marching: the scruffy and heartbroken Nash children, plustwo
pony boys and a mule skinner who had some |egitimate use for the dide trombone. Next were the three acrobats who
normally did handsprings in the street, but because of the mud, they rode on the back of aflatbed cart pulled by goats,
and made a human pyramid at one end, tumbled down, then reassembled at the other end.

Next came the eight funny clowns, most of whom seemed, at eleven AM, not so much funny as wrestling with
philosophical discontents.

The sole clown of merit was Squonk. When he and Mary had joined the Nash Family early in the season, the
Coloné hilled Squonk in the programs as " Joseph Bales, portraying Squonk the Clown," in the spirit of full disclosure,
but Bales, atrained artist who had studied in Europe, was furious. "Nash," he said, folding hisarms, "I'm atrained
artist. And when | studied in Europe, we didn't give away our names, not for the world." Bales argued that pantomime,
makeup, false nose, and floppy Bibleback shoes were all poetics, in the Aristotelian sense, intended to preserve
mystery. Grudgingly, mostly to keep the temperamental Bales at ease, Nash-who wasn't quite sure about the
Aristotelian reference, though it sounded impressive-billed him from then on, in entirety, as " Squonk."

That morning, Squonk-in his dunce's cap and bloated single-piece checked suit with three yellow pom-poms down
the front- seemed to be everywhere at once, miming the trombonist's slide and puffed-out cheeks, then threatening to
topple the human pyramid. In what warmed the crowd as a rib-tickling lampoon (though it lacked the same effect on his
peers, who glared daggers at him), Squonk became stern with the other clowns, tutting their performances. He showed
them the proper way to toss a child into the sky, lofting and catching a small girl and handing her adaisy al in one
motion as smooth and delicate and transparent as glass.

But thiswas just the warm-up for the big finish. At the head of the parade, two front-door men began to wave
their arms, standing asiif to block the side streets. They cried out, "Hold your horses! Here comes the elephant!"

The crowd fell to arespectful hush, as there was something glorious and humbling about seeing, once ayear at
most, such an impossible beast. Some regarded the bizarre mix of parts-trunk, tusks, huge ears-as evidence of the
existence of abounteous and clever God. Nash, who was swayed by the God argument, also spent stray moments here
and there staring Mary in the eye, sensing within her awonderful intelligence. Squonk wrote out a quotation for him to
use during his pitch: "Comte Georges L eclerc de Buffon, famed naturalist from France, tells us the elephant 'by his
intelligence makes as near an approach to man, as matter can approach spirit.™

Hence the warning about horses. Elephants would tolerate being chained to afreight car and stuck with a hooked
pole, and forced to stand on their hind legs and trumpet. But they would not tolerate horses. The mere fact of horses
drove them into an atavistic frenzy. The eye clouded over, amost asif musth, the elephant madness, had invaded the
brain.

When the street was thought to be secure, Squonk loped forward, dropping all of his humorous antics. His years
of European training rushed to the forefront. His rigid posture, his head tilted upward, arms flourishing gracefully,
indicated that behind him stood a magnificent work of art known as an elephant. The crowd produced a kind of
applause that was at once awed and hesitant.

Mary walked slowly, trunk held forth in a question mark that tilted left and right as she marched through the muck.
She wore a sequined headdress, and a long cape with a Shakespearean ruff. There was akind of knife-scarring on her
ear, an M, made to indicate her name (elephant theft was rare, but costly). The more educated patrons of the circus,
upon seeing the outfit, and the M, understood at once how fitting her name was. They would murmur, Queen Mary, as
the ground trembled with each step.

Bales had trained Mary in a unique manner-she was never humiliated into squirting water at the crowd, or
balancing aball with her trunk. He was more demanding, more of amartinet than that. Mary performed ballet.

Thus the Nash broadside included mention of Mary's dynamic performances for the crowned heads of Europe
(citing, as per Balessresume, Carlos |1 of Spain and Sophia of Greece, since Nash was aware that "crowned heads'
was an unacceptably vague term that invited suspicion). The crowd at the parade was there to see ballet, and, had the
show at Olson gone as had every other performance that season, Mary would have indulged them with one simple
motion, a curtsy, that would have guaranteed a full house that night. It was such an indescribable gesture that most
members of every previous crowd were driven to sputter to friends, "Y ou have to seeit-you just have to seeit.”

Alas, at 11:15, as the town clock was striking the quarter-hour, Mr. Timothy Phelps, senior director of the
McKennon Railway, arrived at the parade viathe narrow alley between the Second National Bank and Tannenbaum'’s
hardware store. He appeared mounted, with exquisite form, on his English saddle-backed horse, Jasper.

What happened next was so terrible, so simple, so unbelievable, that townspeople's memories could never have
been trusted to relay it accurately. In fact, the story would surely have been demoted to the realm of folklore were it
not for a single motion picture camera.

The Pathé Prevost Camera, the camera of choice for professionals, had but one drawback: If the camerafell over
and struck a hard object, the film stock tended to explode into flames. An amateur filmmaker named Alexander Victor
was experimenting that morning with acetate "safety" film. He'd ridden therails of the American South, tinkering with
improvementsin the optical range finder, and shooting endless locomotives in transit, train-crew razorbacks waving at



the camera. Today, he had alighted on the circus parade, which wasideal to him for its interesting motion.

He hand-cranked his camera on the sidewalk, directly across from the alleyway. And so local memories, hazy in
other details, are precise in thisregard, al of them, no matter where they were that day, recalling it from the same
vantage point. Their memories took on the scratched negative, the variable speed and mysterious lighting of amateur
film. Mary broke from the parade route, trotting left with an almost magnetic attraction to Jasper and hisrider,
scattering to the four winds the townspeople between her and her quarry. Standing next to the brick wall of the bank,
Phelps and his horse-rather a greyish smear in the frame-by-frame dissection of the scene-nervoudly paced back and
forth, but couldn't make up their collective mind, and then Mary, headdress and cape buffeting with each step, was
upon them. It was asif she needed to scratch an itch against the rough bricks, one quick flex of her shoulder, forward,
then one slower, luxurious kind of return back, and horse and rider were no more.

Thiswas horror enough. But next, camera still rolling, citizens of Olson sepia blurs crossing the foreground, Mary
lowered one front foot to Phelps's back, as if holding the corpse steady, and then she wrapped her trunk around his
neck. The next motion was fluid, like drawing areluctant cork out of a champagne bottle.

There was pandemonium in the streets, people unsure of exactly which direction constituted proper fleeing, and
Alexander Victor's film ends with aman in abowler hat running his way, his vest and watch fob suddenly filling up the
screen, and then, blackness.

Nash, rooted in the mud, hadn't seen exactly what happened, but tried to calm the situation, his clear showman's
bellow ineffective. He saw the village blacksmith run forward and withdraw a pistol from his apron, which he proceded
to empty at Mary's flank. The bullets made small pockmarksin Mary's hide, and she flapped her earsin concern, but
she continued walking and there was no further outcome.

Squonk stood paralyzed, his jaw wavering, in the middle of the street. He removed his pointed, conical hat, and
lowered his head. He put his palm over his eyes as Mary, his friend and companion, approached him and gingerly
reached out her trunk for the apple she always received at the end of every parade.

The rumor that the show must go on was one started by patrons and furthered by newspapermen who liked how it
sounded. Many acircus folds without a second thought, and Nash knew, at noon, and at one o'clock and at two
o'clock, that there would be no performance that night. He had returned Mary to her freight car, and put most of his
men around it to guard her. When a group of townspeople approached, excited as boys invited to their first dance, and
armed with rifles, pistols, and sticks of dynamite, Nash stopped them himself. Nash had expected them, and had been
girding himself dl afternoon to tell alie. It wasthefirst lie he knowingly told the public.

"You can't kill an elephant that way," he announced.

His tone was so authoritative, so dismissive, he wondered where his voice was coming from. He sounded asif he
werereciting Leviticus. "A gun, even astick of dynamite, that will in no way pierce this beast's hide."

The men of Olson exchanged glances. There was a problem at hand, but some of them were known to be clever,
and it was only amatter of time until someone yelled, "Electricity!"

Nash shook his head. "Edison himself attempted that once and failed. It just made the elephant angry.” His
second lie.

This caused murmurs, and Nash knew where this would go, a building kind of frustration and impatience. As soon
as one man was telling the rest he could call his cousin in Frazer, who had a cannon from the War Between the States
that might still work, Nash stopped them. He found himself saying, more of a circus man than he'd ever been, "We will
settle it tonight, gentlemen. We will not leave this town without settling it, publicly, fully, and demonstra-bly." He
wasn't sure why he added that last word, but it seemed to hold promise to the men, who, upon being assured that
Mary would die somehow, turned, and walked away, holding their pistols or their riflesforlornly.

So the Colonel sat in his wagon, which was parked atop its brass brake shoes in a swampy depression nearest
Mary's freight car. He was unsure of what to do. His elephant had killed someone-apparently done so with vigor,
though he hadn't seen it, and continued to have his doubts. There was a very reasonable demand for vengeance. The
idea of having a murderous animal in his charge made him fedl ill. But what made him feel worse was the deeper source
of hislieto the townspeople: if Mary were killed, he could never pay off hisloan.

The finances of a circus were as arcane and toxic as the combinations of Ural Mountain herbs the property men
used to jazz up the Sterno squeezings they swilled on long winter evenings. There were loan-outs, buybacks, reverse
repurchase agreements for contracts based on projected earnings. In short, Nash only owned Squonk and Mary's
contract because he had guaranteed a bank in Chicago $8000, payable in installments through the end of the summer
season. He had paid off $1500 so far. There was no way he could now make up the balance, and for him, financia
responsibility was the basis of modern civilization. He had never pitted that belief against his belief in animals' basic
nobility, and when the two forces rubbed together like this, the friction upset him.

At three o'clock he called Joseph Balesinto his wagon to see how best to proceed. Bales entered with his head
hung low, and when Nash began to speak-he began with an overall statement of how he still believed in the
intelligence of the elephant, and was about to discuss whether female elephants perhaps fell under the sway of musth
-Balesinterrupted him. "Hanging," he said.

"Pardon?"

It was a conversation Nash would recall, helplessy, without conscious effort, many times for the rest of hislife.
The specifics were worn away, but the general feeling of dread was quite solid.

"Mary committed a crime," Bales said. " She should pay. By hanging. It would be poetic.”

Usually Bales spoke in sentences forged from many dependent clauses welded together by sarcasm. Tonight he



sounded like a different person. Determined, a man who has made the right choice quickly, begging for no time to
reconsider it. He leaned forward and pointed with one articul ated, bony finger, out the window. And there, on the
hilltop, was the hundred-ton railroad derrick, looming just like a gallows.

Nash shook his head, but said nothing. Bales stood, put his hand on the door handle, and as away of departing,
jammed his hat down upon his head. His back was shaking, shoulders quivering. Then, determined, he whispered,
"And it would be more poetic, still, in the deepest sense-poetic justice-when we charge admission."

When the door closed, Nash stared after it, his own eyes welling up. A terrible taste came into his mouth, avile
copper flavor, exactly like that of a penny.

That night, the whole town of Olson turned out on Wildwood Hill. Also present were the whole towns of Softon,
Burroughs, Myers, and Carmel, over two thousand people, each of whom had paid the exorbitant sum of two dollars
for the privilege of standing among the train wreckage to see an elephant hanged.

Nash himself elected not to attend. That an animal would be done such violence broke his heart. Just before dusk,
he returned to Mary, who stood chained in her freight car, and looked her one last time in the eye. He saw within the
same intelligence and kindness he had always seen. The longer he stood, the less he could forgive himself for taking
the financially responsible way out of this. He retreated to his bed for the rest of the sleepless night.

Alexander Victor set up his camera, to no great effect. Even by the kerosene-fueled pan lights, with their reflectors
and occasional flashes, there was not enough light, through the silt and smoke drifting over the excited crowd, to see
anything more than vague shapes, suggestions of some tribal ritual.

Wildwood Hill was a gentle slope of about two hundred feet, with spiraling rails and afootpath, terminating in the
antediluvian detritus of trains gone extinct. There were men and women and children walking gaily up the path, finding
good vantage points surrounding the final length of railway track. The derrick's wheelhouse, belching diesel smoke,
sat atop a power plant the size of alocomotive. And extending from the wheelhouse, at the midpoint of itsiron belly,
was a kind of mechanical trunk: amuscular crane with a superstructure of steel girders, and at the end of it, adull steel
hook.

At seven o'clock, the doors to Mary's freight car were thrown open and she was led by torchlight along the
pathway to the hill. The crowd, upon seeing her at agreat distance, cheered for awhile, but as her stride was stiff and
slow, and the circular pathway uphill quite long, they soon lost their appetite for cheers, and fell instead into muted
conversations.

When she finally appeared, it looked at first asif Mary would pass toward the derrick without trouble, but when
she came upon the crowd, she froze solid. Some swore that she seemed to eye the steel hook, but perhaps her
psychology was more simple than that. She was usualy led to perform at thistime of night, and yes, she was wearing
her headdress and cape, and yes, there was a cheering crowd.

But no tent. And the tenor of the crowd, for a creature that lived on emotion over reason, must have frightened
her.

She shied away from the path, and it took several quick pokes of the elephant stick to keep her from retreating.
Still, no power in the world could get her to go forward to her fate. Long minutes passed this way, with the crowd
yelling out its disappointments, until resolution came from an unlikely source. A figure fought his way through the
shoulder-to-shoulder overals. It was Joseph Bales, out of his uniform. No makeup. Woolen jacket, beaten work
trousers, a derby. From his occasional missteps and slurred speech, it was apparent he had ladled out applejack for
himself from the canned heat wagon. If you looked closely, you could see afine tapestry of broken capillaries around
his eyes, which he wiped at with the back of his deeve.

Mary immediately reached out her trunk for her friend, who patted her gently. "Thisway," he said, and walked
severa steps toward the derrick. She followed, but then stopped, and nothing, not all the pats and praise and
reassurances in the world, could get her closer to the hook.

Balestried to smile at her, but failed. Just as the crowd began again to grow unruly, he held out his handsto his
sides, palms out, asif trying to stop afight. He put his head down, and let out asigh of awful resignation.

When he next raised his head-plainface or not-it was Squonk the Clown who looked up, light and limber as a
dishrag. He did amild leap, from foot to foot, and then back again, then once forward, once back, and then he pointed
back at Mary. Understanding passed through her, and she, too, put her feet outward, then back. Then she stepped to
the l€eft, then the right, then turned around in afull circle. The audience let out alusty cheer-Mary was doing her ballet!

The pas de deux was based on Plastikoff's La Chauvre-Souris Dorée, arare work in that it cel ebrated not
courtship, but daily love, the often-pale and unnoticed emotions that pass between a man and wife. When Squonk
performed a saut de I'ange, Mary, who could not of course jump with all four feet in the air, neverthel ess responded by
extending one leg behind her, and her opposite forward leg straight ahead, in a perfect arabesque.

She did not notice that, far overhead, the crane was swinging into position.

Finally, Squonk performed a series of assembles sur la point, jumping with hislegs together, turning in midair,
going up on histoes, springing again, with akind of grace that would seem unrepeatable until Mary followed him,
shuffling in acirclelike atrolley on aturntable. For her big finish, she did exactly what she'd done a thousand times
before-rear legs slightly crossed, lowering herself until she was ailmost belly to the ground, and dropping her head as if
in supplication: a perfect curtsy.

And that was when Squonk stepped forward and slipped the hook into the chain around her neck.

She startled backward, but it was too late. Gears far away, deep in the power plant, began to grind. Mary stood up
herself, shaking her head like a dog shedding water. And then her forelegs were lifted off the dusty ground. She



walked on her two legs, balancing, and the turbine whined awfully as something seemed to dlip, and she started to
return to the earth-briefly, though-as the crane applied inexorable force, she was pulled upward again, and her rear legs
were removed from the earth, too.

All around, on the tops of dead scrap, of passenger cars stripped bare, of tankers gone to rust, the men and
women and children lost their ability to cheer. An elephant is not meant to leave the ground, and the sight is sickening,
akind of rebuke to the natural order-fossils found in a churchyard, arainfall of salt cod in the desert. There was a hush
under the smoldering pan lights. Mary's stubby legs kicked in the air, and then, just once, after long moments, the eye
startled wide in recognition of what was happening. The trunk sprang straight, a quick and disappointed
half-strangling trumpet, and then she went limp.

No one knows for certain how long the elephant hung over Wildwood Hill. A man schooled in night photography
offered to let people pose with the corpse, but there were no takers. There was a general call toward Squonk, and then
confusion, then realization: He was gone. He had probably turned away the moment the crane began its work. He was
never seen again.

A year passed. Then another. The Nash Family soldiered on, barely, sending in cash to cover a good portion of
Mary and Squonk's contract, and then making small monthly payments. There was no longer a big finish to the
Colonel's circus. Instead, Nash added a trained chimpanzee who, dressed in atoga, rode in a chariot pulled by two
basset hounds. He also added a castaway from the Sparks circus, Captain Tiebor, who had ateam of sealions he
claimed were college graduates. Nash dutifully wrote that into his new broadsides, and if that absurdity troubled him,
he said nothing about it. He till claimed to offer amoral entertainment, though there was no longer a chronol ogical
measure of his dealing squarely with the American public.

In winter, 1918, the family went off the road for a season. Nash went alone to arented ranch-style haciendain an
unincorporated valley not far from Los Angeles, California. Hisidea, expressed vaguely to the family he left behind,
was to find new talent associated with the motion picture industry-perhaps some tumblers or wild animal acts were
dissatisfied with the life behind the camera, and perhaps they truly wanted to see the world.

But the words seemed hollow to him, and in their letters, no one asked him how the quest was going. Since Mary's
hanging, Nash had been directionless. He knew no onein Los Angeles or its environs, which he found lonely and
strange-acres of olive groves and citrus trees somehow mysteriously kept alive in the desert climate. He halfheartedly
visited Famous Players once, but was turned away at the secretarial pool when he couldn't remember the name of the
man he was supposed to meet. He spent the rest of the afternoon riding the trolley cars home.

When he cared to think about it in culinary terms, ahabit he retained from his previous career, Nash believed there
were two types of circus attractions: the sweet and the sour. The sweet consisted of wholesome entertainments that
were exactly as presented: the trapeze, the animals, the clowns. The sour were those that relied on fooling people. The
Indiarubber pickled punksin jars, talked up as two-headed babies. The pink lemonade they sold that was actually
water the clowns had washed their tights in. They had seemed too easy to keep apart, those worlds, but at some point
Nash had crossed aline, and gone sour himself.

One February afternoon, Nash was interrupted in his morning ritual of shaving by aknock at his door. He peered
out the keyhole, worried that it might be an associate come to take him back early to the circus; but no, the man on the
other side of the door was no one he knew. Wiping away the foam, Nash let himin.

The stranger's face was broken and scorched, with patches of red skin among wrinkles, the expression a perpetual
wince, asif he'd spent every moment of hislife in hostile weather. His age was impossible to guess. He wore the
familiar black cape and hat of arailway detective, which was the main reason Nash had so readily let himin.
Unaccustomed to company, Nash fumbled to offer him coffee, which the stranger accepted, announcing at the same
time his name, "Leonard Pelkin." Pelkin had once been arailway detective, he continued, but he had retired and was
now working privately.

They sat on either side of agalley that had been built into Nash's small kitchen, cramped but breezy, with agood
view of the valley over Nash's shoulder. Pelkin took the opportunity to admire it while digging a portfolio out of his
knapsack.

"Might | ask you some questions?"

"Certainly."

Pelkin carefully removed a stack of four-by-five photographs. Asif dealing ahand of poker, he placed them
facedown in afield of five. "It's about amurder," Pelkin said. He cleared histhroat, asif he had more to say. Nash
nodded, to indicate he was being helpful. Pelkin nodded back, and then took a sip of coffee. He gestured with the
coffee cup, toward the photographs. " Suspects,” he continued.

Then he turned over the photographs, each making a confident snap as they went faceup.

For amoment, Nash was silent.

"These are murder suspects?' he finally asked.

Pelkin nodded. "Do you recognize any of them?"

"They're elephants,” Nash said.

"Look again."

Nash didn't need to look. He was upset, as he felt this was a problem that had been handled long ago, destroying
agood part of himsdlf in the bargain.

"I'm sure they're elephants. If you're here, talking to me, then you know why I'd know that."

Pelkin put up afinger." One elephant," he said. "Just one."



The five photographs had been taken years apart, the earliest ones streaked and bubbling with emulsion. Each of
them showed an elephant in the midst of carnivals or circuses-Nash recognized a wagon from the Sells organization,
and a Ringling banner, and, finally, his own sagging big top, whose patches were as identifiable as surgical scars. It
was like the sun breaking over a mountaintop.

"Mary," he said.

"Can you indicate where you see her?' Pelkin asked.

"Are you serious? She's the el ephant standing before my tent."

"Isthat her in the other photographs?"

It was hard to tell. In one, she wore akind of tiara; in the rest, she was unadorned. "It could be."

"Did she have any identifying marks?"

"Well. Well. Shewas exactly twelve foot tall. Isthat what you mean?'

Pelkin's eyes narrowed. "Twelve foot? Or twelve foot, three inches?"

"No, exactly twelve foot, as per the broadsides." He blew out his cheeks. "Of course, that one morning in Denver,
she seemed to be twelve-foot-three.”

Pelkin brought his hand down on the table hard enough to make the spoons jump.

"y el

He leaned forward, and said, asif trying to be calm, "Is it possible she was, all those other times you measured
her, slouching?'

"I don't understand."

Pelkin eased away. He looked over Nash's shoulder, at the elm trees beyond the window. "Any other marks you
remember?' he asked, faintly.

"She had an M on her ear."

"Likethis?' Pelkin thumbed through some photographs until he found what he was looking for, and snap, it went
down on the table: It was a close-up of an elephant’s ear.

Nash nodded. "Y es, except Mary had an M and this elephant hasan N."

Weighing that statement with afrown, Pelkin brought out a fountain pen, shook it, then added asingle
downstroke. "An M like this, iswhat Mary had?"

"I'm sorry, how many elephants have letters on their ears? Perhaps all of them. I've only examined one up close.”

And at once there came forth the bitterness Nash had been trying so hard not to taste. The glimpses he'd had into
Mary's eye, the raw mind he'd seen there, how she had been betrayed.

"One eephant, I'm thinking," Pelkin said. "There was an elephant named Nommi, with Ringling, and four years ago
shekilled aman. | think they just hustled her out the back way in the middle of the night, changed her name, and sold
her to you."

"That'simpossible," Nash said, but as he did, he brought up the photographs one by one and stared at them.
"These are Nommi ?'

"One of them is. Oneis of a Sells elephant, name of Veronica. She was akiller too, six years ago. And the name,
see, if you-" Pelkin awkwardly put up two fingersto make aV, and then joined with them afinger from the other hand,
which made a backward N. He moved his fingers around, trying to get it right, and then gave up. "Before that, lonia.
That's the one with the tiara.”

Nash wanted to tell Pelkin that he was insane, but could somehow not move his mouth to form the words. He had
asickly feeling, one tinged with guilt, asif he himsalf were being accused.

"The man Mary trampled in Olson, he was on a horse," he said, meaning by this to begin a conversation that
would end with Mary being, if not blameless or excusable, than at least understandable: an animal pushed beyond her
naturd limit.

"Mary didn't exactly trample Phelps, did she?' Pelkin said.

"Wwel ..."

Pelkin started packing up his photographs, and Nash hoped this meant it was over. But instead, there was a new
photograph to study.

It was about eight inchestall, and of such length that it camein aroll, which Pelkin unwrapped. He smoothed it
out, then weighted it down at either end with coffee cups.

It was a safari shot. Five men at the center, in white pith helmets, Springfields cracked open across their laps.
Native bearers of atribe Nash did not recognize were to the left and to the right. Some of them covered their faces
before the camera, but left the rest of themselves exposed, including the women, a detail Nash dwelt on for a shameful
amount of time before realizing what, exactly, he was being shown.

Thefive hunters were al posing with their trophies: one man atop them, two on either side, two kneeling before
them-a half-dozen dead African el ephants.

"Oh, my lord," Nash cried.

There were pencil marks around the men's faces, which were half-crinkled in the photograph, hardly recognizable
to begin with. Pelkin tapped on the image of one man to the right, whose rifle was jauntily slung over his shoulder.
"Timothy Phelps," he said, "when he was a much younger man. The Southern Crescent Railroad, in 1889, took its
senior-most managers on safari to the dark continent. Five of them are now dead. Killed by elephants.” He picked up
his coffee cup; the photo rolled shut. "An elephant.”

Nash smoothed out the photo, holding it open himself. He stared until full understanding settled in on him. He felt
buoyed by it; he could make sense of this. Almost giddily, he whispered, "Mary's family, then?"



"What?"

"The elephants who were killed here on the hunt. They're Mary's family, aren't they? She's been having her
revenge."

There was arotten silence in the room as Pelkin sized him up, astonished. Not in a pleasant way. At once, the
sourness of the circus returned to Nash. Pelkin's look was the kind reserved for the lowest hick, the kind who buys the
Fiji Mermaid, the he/she dancer blow-off, the pickled punks and the lemonade, all of it, hook, line, and lead-heavy
sinker.

"Youthink ..." Pelkin grinned. "Y ou think Mary, an elephant, is the mastermind, or something?"

"Well."

"Look." Pointing again into the group of hunters. Toward the |eft, isolated from his comrades, arms folded,
wearing no gun himself, was Joseph Bales.

"Oh! How? How?"' Nash paused, helplessly.

"Y ou know him as Bales, right? That's not his name. His name is Bowles. The clever ones, when they change their
names, make them similar enough they'll answer to them in their sleep. Bowles was supposed to be promoted, and he
wasn't. | hear he was aterrible safari member, made a big fuss about everything, spent hours telling his fellow men
around the campfire how uneducated they were. After the safari, he was fired. He went bitter, Nash. How bitter, no one
knew. Some bitter guys, they scheme but they don't have any follow-through. They fade. Not Bowles. He went out
and became a circus clown, the way some of the really bitter ones do. For the last dozen years, he has been luring
these men to their deaths. The day before your circus arrived in Olson, Phelps received atelegram telling him to ride
his horse to the parade, as awonderful surprise was waiting." Pelkin shook his head. "Wasn't so wonderful, in my
opinion."

For agreat deal of time, Nash said nothing. He felt he should say something, but the specifics eluded him. Pieces
of this macabre plot surfaced: Bowles scheming revenge, Bowles becoming a circus clown, alighting on the poetic
justice of death-by-elephant. Finally, he said, "Aristotle."

"What?"

"Heliked Aristotle," he said, blushing a bit.

Pelkin shrugged, and then wrote Aristotle on the back of one of the photographs. "Any ideas where Bowles might
have gone?"

"Why did hekill her?'

"Pardon?"

With no difficulty, Nash was back in the circus wagon, with Bales opposite him, Bales holding back tears-or was
he actually crying them?-and determined to have Mary hanged. "He said killing her would serve justice.”

"Oh. Y eah, the justice expert. Sure. He was done, Nash. He'd managed to get her out of trouble four times before
that. Slipped

away in the dead of night four times, changing her name, changing his name. Thistime, he didn't need her
anymore. He'd killed everyone he wanted to, and this way he wasn't going to leave any evidence behind."

"Hmmph." Nash nodded. "So he betrayed her."

"Sure," Pelkin said. Like most railway detectives, he was terse, but when revealing secrets he took a shameless
delight in relaying the horrors behind them. "They were partners. She didn't know the game was rigged until the
blow-off."

"l see.

He now wanted Pelkin to depart, as he was beginning to feel a strange and restless feeling, asif impatient for a
loved one returning from along trip. He wanted to throw open the door, look down the drive, and see, bagsin hand,
himself. He hardly listened as Pelkin snapped out another pair of photographs.

"These men, though, it seems Mary-or whatever her name was at first-she killed them in 1902. That was two years,
asfar as| can tell, before she met Bowles. It was apretty fair partnership, I'd say. A good match."

"Yes, yes, | see," Nash said, impatiently. He was beginning to listen not to Pelkin but to a story unfolding in his
brain. Mary, an animal, whose impulses were harnessed by a bad man. The tragedy of her life, coupled with the sheer
evil of Bowles, made him hurry through the remainder of the interview with Pelkin. He was unsure of all thingsin the
world, save one: He needed to be alone.

The conversation continued for less than five minutes. Pelkin had confirmed the trail was cold here. Abruptly, he
shook Nash's hand, and he | eft.

When Nash was quite alone, he dug out awax pencil and a sheet of butcher paper, and began to write down al he
remembered about Mary, trying to balance the good (her intelligence and, generally speaking, kindness) with the
bad-her having murdered people, for instance. He remembered then the salty tracks on Squonk's cheeks- if they had
been there at all-and as he thought of them glistening, they enraged him. False, awful, sour, heedless crocodile tears,
theworst kind of carny, the lowest of men, working Nash like a sucker.

He wrote long into the afternoon, had a snack, and then began to rewrite everything into a short and morally
instructive playlet, which could be performed by a small circus. It was about awicked clown and the elephant he
tricked. When he was done, Nash realized he was about to shop for another elephant, and he made a note to send out
wires to Sarasota, where the circus exchange kept track of such requests.

From 1919 to 1924, the Nash Family presented their circus as ever, sometimes lucky enough to adhereto a strict
schedule when times were good, other times blowing the route and wildcatting it until business caught on again. The



lynchpin of their show was Nash's playlet, a mel odrama that featured the impish and terrible antics of Moxie, a clown,
and Regina, aluckless and sad elephant suffering fits during which she accidentally murdered people. Finally, she was
taken outside, and, as seen in a silhouette projected against the raw canvas tent, hanged until dead.

In his broadsides, and his talking before the performance, Nash explained that every word was the truth, including
the hanging, though he had changed the names. It was said that the finale was done in shadow because of its graphic
and disturbing nature, which was true, but actually secondary to its function as a special effect. Nash would never
really harm the elephant, whom he loved: a second love, the cautious kind. This one was named Emily, and she had
credential s so spotless her owner liked to say she could run for the Senate.

The crowds were entertained and disturbed by the spectacle, which was never quite the success Nash hoped.
When the flaps to the tent opened after each performance, the crowds were hesitant to |eave, and some audience
members stayed behind to talk to Nash. There had been rumors, promulgated in whispers by other Nash Family
performers, that Mary had killed even before she'd met Squonk. He was an awful man, to be sure, but wasn't Mary
herself aso guilty? Wasn't the execution, even if facilitated by Squonk, somewhat just? And Bales, did he escape, just
likethat? Did hekill again? Why wasn't he brought to justice in the end? And though Nash tried to answer the
guestions, he always grew flustered, asif the audience were missing the point, and he would retire to his wagon for the
night.

Thereis no record of the last performance; it was never truly historical or important. It was unusual, a sort of
passion play on a pachy-dermic scale, but though generousin spirit, it was too small a venue-melodrama-to
incorporate a serious truth: Just as there are intelligent, wicked men, there are intelligent, wicked elephants. A thing of
pure nature is not by necessity a good thing.

Just before the turn of the new century, the story of Mary was determined to be folklore, a confused truncation of
the truth, something contradicted by old-time Ol sonites, rerouted by oral historians: all alie, it was now said. There
were rumors of an amateur film (long-since disintegrated "safety” film that was no more stable than nitrate in the
end)-exactly the kind of red herring "evidence" that indicated an urban legend at play. There had indeed been posters
featuring an elephant named Mary, and several years later an odd play about hanging an elephant. But this was a play
put on nowhere better than a circus, and it was apparent people had confused this with the truth. An elephant
hanged? Papers were composed in the anthropology department of the University of Tennessee about the conflation
of lynching narratives with that of an elephant. It was explained that the story evolved from a need to dehumanize the
victims, or, in a contradictory interpretation, to enrage the very people who would never lift afinger to protect afellow
human being.

When facing the past, and attempting to do so squarely, it's difficult to understand what is marvelous, what is
real, what is terrible, and what points overlap.

But there has been a recent development: Wildwood Hill, long ago surrounded by the blue fencing and tarpaulins
of a Superfund site, has been purchased by the petrochemical combine that inherited the land in adeal with the
vanished McKennon Railroad. Thereis amove to cap the areain advance of atoxic waste cleanup, and the first
gesture isto dig wellsinto the hill's core, to test the soil for penetration of |eeching chemicals.

Ten yards from the end of the tracks, under debris from six generations of abandoned railroad technology, isan
excavation site twenty feet wide and twenty feet deep, scratched out of the clay aimost a hundred years ago, and filled
in again almost immediately. At the center, among the roots and weeds, the tiny stones and shards of broken glass and
metal, lie elephant bones.

Caked with dirt, dark with dried tissues, they also gleam with a necklace of stainless-steel chain, and thereisa
shroud, once probably red, once likely ruffled and imperial, now as decayed and colorless as the dirt.

note: This story could only have been written with the aid of The Day They Hung the Elephant by Charles Edwin
Price.
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The Bees

By DAN CHAON
No hellhound hunts a man more implacably than
the memory of the son he once abandoned.

Gene's son Frankie wakes up screaming. It has become frequent, two or three times aweek, at random times:
midnight-three AM-five in the morning. Here is a high, empty wail that severs Gene from his unconsciousness like
sharp teeth. It is the worst sound that Gene can imagine, the sound of ayoung child dying violently- falling from a



building, or caught in some machinery that is tearing an arm off, or being mauled by a predatory animal. No matter how
many times he hearsit he jolts up with such images playing in his mind, and he always runs, thumping into the child's
bedroom to find Frankie sitting up in bed, his eyes closed, his mouth open in an oval like a Christmas caroler. Frankie
appearsto bein akind of peaceful trance, and if someone took a picture of him he would look like he was waiting to
receive a spoonful of ice cream, rather than emitting that horrific sound.

"Frankiel" Gene will shout, and claps his hands hard in the child's face. The clapping works wdl. At this, the
scream aways stops abruptly, and Frankie opens his eyes, blinking a Gene with vague awareness before settling back
down into his pillow, nuzzling a little before growing Hill. He is sound asleep; he is always sound asleep, though even
after months Gene can't help leaning down and pressing his ear to the child's chest, to make sure he's ill breathing,
his heart is ill going. It dwaysis.

There is no explanation that they can find. In the morning, the child doesn't remember anything, and on the few
occasions that they have managed to wake him in the midst of one of his screaming attacks, he is merdy deepy and
irritable. Once, Gene's wife Karen shook him and shook him, until findly he opened his eyes, groggily. "Honey?" she
said. "Honey? Did you have a bad dream?' But Frankie only moaned a little. "No," he said, puzzled and unhappy at
being awakened, but nothing more.

They can find no pattern to it. It can happen any day of the week, any time of the night. It doesn't seem to be
associated with diet, or with his activities during the day, and it doesn't stem, as far as they can tdl, from any sort of
psychological unease. During the day, he seems perfectly norma and happy.

They have taken him severd times to the pediatrician, but the doctor seems to have little of use to say. There is
nothing wrong with the child physically, Dr. Banerjee says. She advises that such things are not uncommon for
children of Frankie's age group-he is five-and that more often than not, the disturbance smply passes away.

"He hasn't experienced any kind of emotional trauma, has he?' the doctor says. "Nothing out of the ordinary a
home?'

"No, no," they both murmur, together. They shake their heads, and Dr. Banerjee shrugs.

"Parents," she says. "It's probably nothing to worry about." She gives them abrief smile. "As difficult as it is, I'd
say that you may just have to weather this out.”

But the doctor has never heard those screams. In the mornings after the "nightmares,”" as Karen cdls them, Gene
feels unnerved, edgy. He works as a driver for the United Parcel Service, and as he moves through the day after a
screaming attack, there is a barely perceptible hum at the edge of his hearing, an intent, deliberate static diding along
behind him as he wanders through streets and streets in his van. He stops dong the side of the road and listens. The
shadows of summer leaves tremble murmuroudly against the windshield, and cars are accelerating on a nearby road. In
the treetops, a cicada makes its trembly, pressure-cooker hiss.

Something bad has been looking for him for along time, he thinks, and now, at last, it is growing near.

When he comes home at night everything is normal. They livein an old house in the suburbs of Cleveland, and
sometimes after dinner they work together in the small patch of garden out in back of the house-tomatoes, zucchini,
string beans, cucumbers- while Frankie plays with Legos in the dirt. Or they take walks around the neighborhood,
Frankie riding his bikein front of them, his training wheels recently removed. They gather on the couch and watch
cartoons together, or play board games, or draw pictures with crayons. After Frankie is asleep, Karen will sit at the
kitchen table and study-sheis in nursing school-and Gene will sit outside on the porch, flipping through a
newsmagazine or a novel, smoking the cigarettes that he has promised Karen he will give up when he turns thirty-five.
He isthirty-four now, and Karen is twenty-seven, and he is aware, more and more frequently, that thisis not the life
that he deserves. He has been incredibly lucky, he thinks. Blessed, as Gene's favorite cashier at the supermarket
always says. "Have a blessed day," she says, when Gene pays the money and she hands him his receipt, and he feels
asif she has sprinkled him with her ordinary, gentle beatitude. It reminds him of long ago, when an old nurse had held
his hand in the hospital and said that she was praying for him.

Sitting out in his lawn chair, drawing smoke out of his cigarette, he thinks about that nurse, even though he
doesn't want to. He thinks of the way she'd leaned over him and brushed his hair as he stared at her, imprisoned in a
full body cast, swesting his way through withdrawa and DTs.

He had been a different person, back then. A drunk, a monster. At nineteen, hed married the girl he'd gotten
pregnant, and then had set about to dowly, steadily, ruining dl their lives. When held abandoned them, his wife and
son, back in Nebraska, he had been twenty-four, a danger to himsdf and others. Hed done them afavor by leaving, he
thought, though he ill fdt guilty when he remembered it. Years later, when he was sober, held even tried to contact
them. He wanted to own up to his behavior, to pay the back child-support, to apologize. But they were nowhere to be
found. Mandy was no longer living in the smal Nebraska town where they'd met and married, and there was no
forwarding address. Her parents were dead. No one seemed to know where she'd gone.

Karen didn't know the full story. She had been, to his rdief, uncurious about his previous life, though she knew
he had some drinking days, some bad times. She knew that he'd been married before, too, though she didn't know the
extent of it, didn't know that he had another son, for example, didn't know that he had |eft them one night, without even
packing a bag, just driving off in the car, aflask tucked between his legs, driving east as far as he could go. She didn't
know about the car crash, the wreck he should have died in. She didn't know what a bad person he'd been.



She was a nice lady, Karen. Maybe a little sheltered. And truth to tell, he was ashamed-and even scared-to
imagine how she would react to the truth about his past. He didn't know if she would have ever redly trusted him if
she'd known the full story, and the longer they knew one another the less inclined he was to revedl it. HEd escaped his
old sdf, he thought, and when Karen got pregnant, shortly before they were married, he told himsdf that now he had a
chance to do things over, to do it better. They had purchased the house together, he and Karen, and now Frankie will
be in kindergarten in the fal. He has come full circle, has come exactly to the point when his former life with Mandy
and his son, DJ, had completely fdlen apart. He looks up as Karen comes to the back door and speaks to him through
the screen. "I think it's time for bed, sweetheart," she says softly, and he shudders off these thoughts, these memories.
He amiles.

He's been in a strange frame of mind lately. The months of regular awakenings have been getting to him, and he
has a hard time getting back to deep after an episode with Frankie. When Karen wakes him in the morning, he often
feds muffled, duggish- asif he's hungover. He doesn't hear the darm clock. When he stumbles out of bed, he finds he
has a hard time keeping his moodiness in check. He can fed his temper coiling up inside him.

He isn't that type of person anymore, and hasn't been for a long while. Still, he can't help but worry. They say
that there is a second stretch of craving, which sets in after several years of smooth sailing; five or seven years will
pass, and then it will come back without warning. He has been thinking of going to A.A. meetings again, though he
hasn't in some time-not since he met Karen.

It's not asif he gets trembly every time he passes aliquor store, or even asif he has a problem when he goes out
with buddies and spends the evening drinking soda and nonalcoholic beer. No. The trouble comes at night, when he's
adleep.

He has begun to dream of his first son. DJ. Perhaps it is related to his worries about Frankie, but for several
nights in a row the image of DJaged about five-has appeared to him. In the dream, Gene is drunk, and playing
hide-and-seek with DJ in the yard behind the Cleveland house where he is now living. There is the thick weeping
willow out there, and Gene watches the child appear from behind it and run across the grass, happily, unafraid, the way
Frankie would. DJ turns to look over his shoulder and laughs, and Gene stumbles after him, at least a six-pack's worth
of good mood, a goofy, drunken dad. It's so red that when he wakes, he ill feds intoxicated. It takes him a few
minutes to shake it.

One morning after a particularly vivid version of this dream, Frankie wakes and complains of a funny
feding-"right here," he says-and points to his forehead. It isn't a headache, he says. "It's like bees!" he says. "Buzzing
bees!" He rubs his hand against his brow. "Inside my head." He considers for a moment. "You know how the bees
bump against the window when they get in the house and want to get out?' This description pleases him, and he taps
his forehead lightly with his fingers, humming, "zzzzzzz" to demonstrate.

"Doesit hurt?' Karen says.

"No," Frankie says. "It tickles."

Karen gives Gene a concerned look. She makes Frankie lie down on the couch, and tells him to close his eyes for
awhile. After afew minutes, he rises up, smiling, and says that the feeling has gone.

"Honey, are you sure?' Karen says. She pushes her hair back and dlides her pdm across his forehead. "He's not
hot," she says, and Frankie sits up impatiently, suddenly more interested in finding a Matchbox car he dropped under
achair.

Karen gets out one of her nursing books, and Gene watches her face tighten with concern as she flips dowly
through the pages. Sheislooking at Chapter Three: Neurological System, and Gene observes as she pauses here and
there, skimming down alist of symptoms. "We should probably take him back to Dr. Banerjee again," she says. Gene
nods, recaling what the doctor said about "emotional trauma."

"Are you scared of bees?' he asks Frankie. "Is that something that's bothering you?"

"No," Frankie says. "Not redlly."

When Frankie was three, a bee stung him above his left eyebrow. They had been out hiking together, and they
hadn't yet learned that Frankie was "moderately allergic” to bee stings. Within minutes of the sting, Frankie's face had
begun to distort, to puff up, his eye swelling shut. He looked deformed. Gene didn't know if held ever been more
frightened in his entire life, running down the trail with Franki€'s head pressed against his heart, trying to get to the car
and drive him to the doctor, terrified that the child was dying. Frankie himsdf was cam.

Gene clears his throat. He knows the fedling that Frankie is talking about-he has fdt it himsdlf, that odd, feathery
vibration inside his head. And in fact he feels it again, now. He presses the pads of his fingertips against his brow,
Emotiona trauma, his mind murmurs, but he is thinking of DJ, not Frankie.

"What are you scared of 7' Gene asks Frankie, after amoment. "Anything?"

"You know what the scariest thing is?' Frankie says, and widens his eyes, miming a frightened look. "There's a
lady with no head, and she went walking through the woods, looking for it. 'Give...me...back ... my ... head.

"Where on earth did you hear a story like that!" Karen says.

"Daddy told me," Frankie says. "When we were camping."”

Gene blushes, even before Karen gives him a sharp look. "Oh, great," she says. "Wonderful."

He doesn't meet her eyes. "We were just telling ghost stories,” he says, softly. "I thought he would think the
story was funny."

"My God, Gene," she says. "With him having nightmares like this? What were you thinking?"



It's a bad flashback, the kind of thing he's usually able to avoid. He thinks abruptly of Mandy, his former wife. He
sees in Karen's face that look Mandy would give him when he screwed up. "What are you, some kind of idiot?"
Mandy used to say. "Are you crazy?' Back then, Gene couldn't do anything right, it seemed, and when Mandy yelled
at him it made his stomach clench with shame and inarticulate rage. | was trying, he would think, | was trying, damn it,
and it was as if no matter what he did, it wouldn't turn out right. That feding would sit heavily in his chest, and
eventually, when things got worse, he hit her once. "Why do you want me to fed like shit," he had said through
clenched teeth. "I'm not an asshole," he said, and when she rolled her eyes a him he slapped her hard enough to
knock her out of her chair.

That was the time he'd taken DJ to the carnival. It was a Saturday, and he'd been drinking alittle so Mandy didn't
likeit, but after all-he thought-DJ was his son, too, he had aright to spend some time with his own son, Mandy wasn't
his boss even if she might think she was. She liked to make him hate himself.

What she was mad about was that he'd taken DJ on the VVelocer-ator. It was a mistake, he'd redlized afterward. But
DJ himsdf had begged to go on. He was just recently four years old, and Gene had just turned twenty-three, which
made him fed inexplicably old. He wanted to have alittle fun.

Besides, nobody told him he couldn't take DJ on the thing. When he led DJ through the gate, the ticket-taker
even amiled, asif to say, "Here isayoung guy showing his kid a good time." Gene winked a DJ and grinned, taking a
nip from aflask of peppermint schnapps. He felt like a good dad. He wished his own father had taken him on rides at
the carnival!

The door to the Velocerator opened like a hatch in a big silver flying saucer. Disco music was blaring from the
entrance and became louder as they went inside. It was a circular room with soft padded walls, and one of the workers
had Gene and DJ stand with their backs to the wal, strapping them in side by side. Gene fdt wam and expansive from
the schnapps. He took DJs hand, and he amost felt as if he were glowing with love. "Get ready, Kiddo," Gene
whispered. "This is going to be wild."

The hatch door of the Velocerator sealed closed with a pressurized sigh. And then, dowly, the walls they were
strapped to began to turn. Gene tightened on DJs hand as they began to rotate, gathering speed. After a moment the
wadl pads they were strapped to did up, and the force of velocity pushed them back, hdd to the surface of the
spinning wadl like iron to a magnet. Gene's cheeks and lips seemed to pull back, and the sensation of helplessness
made him laugh.

At that moment, DJ began to scream. "No! No! Stop! Make it stop!" They were terrible shrieks, and Gene
grabbed the child's hand tightly. "It's dl right," he ydled jovidly over the thump of the musc. "It's okay! I'm right
here!" But the child's wailing only got louder in response. The scream seemed to whip past Gene in a circle, tumbling
around and around the circumference of the ride like a spirit, trailing echos as it flew. When the machine finally
stopped, DJ was heaving with sobs, and the man at the control panel glared. Gene could fed the other passengers
staring grimly and judgmentally at him.

Gene fdt horrible. He had been so happy-thinking that they were findly having themselves a memorable
father-and-son moment- and he could fed his heart plunging into darkness. DJ kept on weeping, even as they left the
ride and walked along the midway, even as Gene tried to distract him with promises of cotton candy and stuffed
animas. "l want to go home," DJ cried, and, "I want my mom! | want my mom!" And it had wounded Gene to hear that.
He gritted his teeth.

"Fine!" he hissed. "Let's go home to your mommy, you little crybaby. | swear to God, I'm never taking you with
me anywhere again." And he gave DJ a little shake. "Jesus, what's wrong with you? Lookit, people are laughing at
you. See? They're saying, 'Look at that big boy, bawling like a girl."

This memory comes to him out of the blue. He had forgotten dl about it, but now it comes to him over and over.
Those screams were not unlike the sounds Frankie makes in the middle of the night, and they pass repeatedly through
the membrane of his thoughts, without warning. The next day, he finds himsdf recalling it again, the memory of the
scream impressing his mind with such force that he actually has to pull his UPS truck off to the side of the road and
put his face in his hands: Awful! Awful! He must have seemed like a monster to the child.

Sitting there in his van, he wishes he could find a way to contact them-Mandy and DJ. He wishes that he could
tel them how sorry heis, and send them money. He puts his fingertips against his forehead, as cars drive past on the
street, as an old man parts the curtains and peers out of the house Gene is parked in front of, hopeful that Gene might
have a package for him.

Where are they? Gene wonders. He tries to picture a town, a house, but there is only a blank. Surely, Mandy
being Mandy, she would have hunted him down by now to demand child support. She would have relished treating
him like a deadbeat dad; she would have hired some company who would garnish his wages.

Now, sitting at the roadside, it occurs to him suddenly that they are dead. He recalls the car wreck that he was in,
just outside Des Moines, and if he had been killed they would have never known. He recalls waking up in the hospital,
and the dderly nurse who had said, "You're very lucky, young man. You should be dead.”

Maybe they are dead, he thinks. Mandy and DJ. The idea strikes him a glancing blow, because of course it would
make sense. The reason they'd never contacted him. Of course.

He doesn't know what to do with such premonitions. They are ridiculous, they are self-pitying, they are paranoid,
but especialy now, with their concerns about Frankie, he is a the mercy of his anxieties. He comes home from work
and Karen stares at him heavily.



"What's the matter?' she says, and he shrugs. "You look terrible," she says.

"It's nothing,” he says, but she continues to look a him skeptically. She shakes her head.

"l took Frankie to the doctor again today," she says, after a moment, and Gene sits down at the table with her,
where she is spread out with her textbooks and notepaper.

"l suppose youll think I'm being a neurotic mom," she says. "l think I'm too immersed in disease, that's the
problem.”

Gene shakes his head. "No, no," he says. His throat feels dry. "You're right. Better safe than sorry.”

"Mmm," she says, thoughtfully. "I think Dr. Banerjee is starting to hate me"

"Naw," Gene says. "No one could hate you." With effort, he smiles gently. A good husband, he kisses her pam,
her wrigt. "Try not to worry," he says, though his own nerves are fluttering. He can hear Frankie in the backyard,
shouting orders to someone.

"Who's he talking to?" Gene says, and Karen doesn't look up.

"Oh," she says. "It's probably just Bubba." Bubba is Frankie's imaginary playmate.

Gene nods. He goes to the window and looks out. Frankie is pretending to shoot a something, his thumb and
forefinger cocked into a gun. "Get him! Get him!" Frankie shouts, and Gene stares out as Frankie dodges behind a tree.
Frankie looks nothing like DJ, but when he pokes his head from behind the hanging foliage of the willow, Gene fedls a
little shudder-a flicker-something. He clenches his jaw.

"This class is redly driving me crazy,” Karen says. "Every time | read about a worst-case scenario, | start to
worry. It's strange. The more you know, the less sure you are of anything."

"What did the doctor say this time?' Gene says. He shifts uncomfortably, till staring out a Frankie, and it seems
asif dark specks circle and bob at the corner of the yard. "He seems okay?"

Karen shrugs. "As far as they can tell." She looks down & her textbook, shaking her head. "He seems healthy."
He puts his hand gently on the back of her neck and she ldlls her head back and forth against his fingers. "I've never
believed that anything redly terrible could happen to me" she had once told him, early in their marriage, and it had
scared him. "Don't say that," he'd whispered, and she laughed.

"You're superstitious," she said. "That's cute.”

He can't sleep. The strange presentiment that Mandy and DJ are dead has lodged heavily in his mind, and he
rubs his feet together underneath the covers, trying to find a comfortable posture. He can hear the soft ticks of the old
electric typewriter as Karen finishes her paper for school, words rattling out in bursts that remind him of some sort of
insect language. He closes his eyes, pretending to be asleep when Karen finally comes to bed, but his mind is ticking
with small, scuttling images:. his former wife and son, flashes of the photographs he didn't own, hadn't kept. They're
dead, afirm voice in his mind says, very distinctly. They werein afire. And they burned up. It is not quite hisown
voice that speaksto him, and abruptly he can picture the burning house. It's atrailer, somewhere on the outskirts of a
small town, and the black smoke is pouring out of the open door. The plastic window frames have warped and begun
to melt, and the smoke hillows from the trailer into the sky in away that reminds him of an old locomotive. He can't see
inside, except for crackling bursts of deep orange flames, but he's aware that they're inside. For a second he can see
DJsface, flickering, peering steadily from the window of the burning trailer, his mouth open in aunnatural circle, asif
he's singing.

He opens his eyes. Karen's breathing has steadied, she's sound asleep, and he carefully gets out of bed, padding
restlessly through the house in his pgjamas. They're not dead, he tries to tdl himsdf, and stands in front of the
refrigerator, pouring milk from the carton into his mouth. It's an old comfort, from back in the days when he was drying
out, when the thick taste of milk would dightly cam his craving for adrink. But it doesn't help him now. The dream, the
vision, has frightened him badly, and he sits on the couch with an afghan over his shoulders, staring a some science
program on television. On the program, alady scientist is examining amummy. A child. The thing is bald-almost a skull
but not quite. A membrane of ancient skin is pulled taut over the eyesockets. The lips are stretched back, and there are
smadl, chipped, rodent-like teeth. Looking at the thing, he can't help but think of DJ again, and he looks over his
shoulder, quickly, the way he used to.

The last year that he was together with Mandy, there used to be times when DJ would actualy give him the
creeps-spook him. DJ had been an unusually skinny child, with a head like a baby bird and long, bony feet, with toes
that seemed strangely extended, as if they were meant for gripping. He can remember the way the child would dip
barefoot through rooms, dinking, sneaking, watching, Gene had thought, always watching him.

It isa memory that he has dmogt, for years, succeeded in forgetting, a memory he hates and mistrusts. He was
drinking heavily at the time, and he knows now that acohol had grotesquely distorted his perceptions. But how that it
has been dislodged, that old feeling moves through him like a breath of smoke. Back then, it had seemed to him that
Mandy had turned DJ against him, that DJ had in some strange way almost physically transformed into something that
wasn't Gene's red son. Gene can remember how, sometimes, he would be sitting on the couch, watching TV, and hed
get afunny feding. Hed turn his head and DJwould be at the edge of the room, with his bony spine hunched and his
long neck craned, staring with those strangely oversized eyes. Other times, Gene and Mandy would be arguing and DJ
would suddenly dide into the room, creeping up to Mandy and resting his head on her chest, right in the middle of
some important talk. "I'm thirsty," he would say, in imitation baby-talk. Though he was five years old, he would playact
this little toddler voice. "Mama," he would say. "l isfirsty." And DJs eyes would rest on Gene for a moment, cold and



full of calculating hatred.

Of course, Gene knows "how that this was not the redlity of it. He knows: He was a drunk, and DJ was just a sad,
scared little kid, trying to ded with arotten situation. Later, when he was in detox, these memories of his son made him
actudly shudder with shame, and it was not something he could bring himsdf to tak about even when he was deep
into his twelve steps. How could he say how repulsed he'd been by the child, how actualy frightened he was. Jesus
Chrigt, DJ was a poor wretched five-year-old kid! But in Gene's memory there was something maevolent about him,
resting his head pettishly on his mother's chest, talking in that singsong, lisping voice, staring hard and unblinking at
Gene with a little amile. Gene remembers catching DJ by the back of the neck. "If you're going to tak, tak normal,"
Gene had whispered through his teeth, and tightened his fingers on the child's neck. "You're not a baby. You're not
fooling anybody." And DJ had actualy bared his teeth, making a thin, hissing whine.

He wakes and he can't breathe. There is a swimming, suffocating sensation of being stared at, being watched by
something that hates him, and he gasps, choking for ar. A lady is bending over him, and for a moment he expects her
to say, "You're very lucky, young man. You should be dead.”

But it's Karen. "What are you doing?" she says. It's morning, and he struggles to orient himsalf-he's on the living
room floor, and the television is till going.

"Jesus," he says, and coughs. "Oh, Jesus." Heis sweating, his face fedls hot, but he tries to cdm himsdf in the
face of Karen's horrified stare. "A bad dream," he says, trying to control his panting breaths. "Jesus," he says, and
shakes his head, trying to smile reassuringly for her. "1 got up last night and | couldn't sleep. | must have passed out
while | was watching TV."

But Karen just gazes at him, her expression frightened and uncertain, as if something about him is transforming.
"Gene," she says. "Are you dl right?'

"Sure," he says, hoarsely, and a shudder passes over him involuntarily. "Of course." And then he redlizes that he
is naked. He sits up, covering his crotch self-consciously with his hands, and glances around. He doesn't see his
underwear or his pgama bottoms anywhere nearby. He doesn't even see the afghan, which he had draped over him on
the couch while he was watching the mummies on TV. He starts to stand up, avkwardly, and he notices that Frankie is
standing there in the archway between the kitchen and the living room, watching him, his arms at his sides like a
cowboy who is ready to draw his holstered guns.

"Mom?"' Frankie says. "I'm thirsty."

He drives through his deliveriesin adaze. The bees, he thinks. He remembers what Frankie had said afew
mornings before, about bees inside his head, buzzing and bumping against the inside of hisforehead like a
windowpane they were tapping against. That's the feeling he has now. All the things that he doesn't quite remember
arecircling and aighting, vibrating their cellophane wings insistently. He sees himself striking Mandy across the face
with the flat of his hand, knocking her off her chair; he sees his grip tightening around the back of DJ's thin,
five-year-old neck, shaking him as he grimaced and wept; and he is aware that there are other things, perhaps even
worse, if he thought about it hard enough. All the things that he'd prayed that Karen would never know about him.

He was very drunk on the day that he left them, so drunk that he can barely remember. It was hard to believe that
held made it dl the way to Des Moines on the interstate before he went off the road, tumbling end over end, into
darkness. He was laughing, he thought, as the car crumpled around him, and he has to pull his van over to the side of
the road, out of fear, as the tickling in his head intensifies. There is an image of Mandy, sitting on the couch as he
stormed out, with DJ cradled in her ams, one of DJs eyes swollen shut and puffy. There is an image of him in the
kitchen, throwing glasses and beer bottles onto the floor, listening to them shatter.

And whether they are dead or not, he knows that they don't wish him well. They would not want him to be
happy-in love with his wife and child. His normal, undeserved life

When he gets home that night, he feels exhausted. He doesn't want to think anymore, and for a moment, it seems
that he will be alowed a smdl reprieve. Frankie is in the yard, playing contentedly. Karen is in the kitchen, making
hamburgers and corn on the cob, and everything seems okay. But when he sits down to teke off his boots, she gives
him an angry look.

"Don't do that in the kitchen," she says, icily. "Please. I've asked you before.”

He looks down at his feet: one shoe unlaced, half-off. "Oh," he says. "Sorry."

But when he retreats to the living room, to his recliner, she follows him. She leans against the door frame, her
arms folded, watching as he releases his tired feet from the boots and rubs his hand over the bottom of his socks. She
frowns heavily.

"What?' he says, and tries on an uncertain smile.

She sighs. "We need to tak about last night," she says. " | need to know what's going on."

"Nothing," he says, but the stern way she examines him activates his anxieties dl over again. "I couldn't Sleep, so
| went out to the living room to watch TV. That's dl."

She stares a him. "Gene," she says after a moment. "People don't usually wake up naked on their living room
floor, and not know how they got there. That's just weird, don't you think?"

Oh, please, he thinks. He lifts his hands, shrugging-a posture of innocence and exasperation, though his insides
are trembling. "I know," he says. "It was werd to me too. | was having nightmares. | redly don't know what



happened.”

She gazes a him for a long time, her eyes heavy. "l see” she says, and he can fed the emanation of her
disappointment like waves of heat. "Gene," she says. "All I'm asking is for you to be honest with me. If you're having
problems, if you're drinking again, or thinking about it. | want to help. We can work it out. But you have to be honest
with me."

“I'm not drinking," Gene says, firmly. He holds her eyes, earnestly. "I'm not thinking about it. | told you when we
met, I'm through with it. Redlly." But he is aware again of an observant, unfriendly presence, hidden, moving aong the
edge of the room. "I don't understand,” he says. "What is it? Why would you think I'd lie to you?"

She shifts, 4l trying to read something in his face, dill, he can tell, doubting him. "Listen," she says, at last, and
he can tdl sheis trying not to cry. "Some guy called you today. A drunk guy. And he said to tell you that he had a
good time hanging out with you last night, and that he was looking forward to seeing you again soon." She frowns
hard, staring a him as if this last bit of damning information will show him for the liar he is. A tear dips out of the
corner of her eye and along the bridge of her nose. Gene fedls his chest tighten.

"That's crazy," he says. He tries to sound outraged, but he isin fact suddenly very frightened. "Who was it?"'

She shakes her head, sorrowfully. "I don't know," she says. "Something with a'B." He was durring so badly |
could hardly understand him. B.B.or BJ. or .. ."

Gene can fed the amdl hairs on his back prickling. "Was it DJ?" he says, softly.

And Karen shrugs, lifting a now teary face to him. "I don't know!" she says, hoarsely. "I don't know. Maybe."
And Gene puts his padms across his face. He is aware of that strange, buzzing, tickling feeling behind his forehead.

"Who is DJ?' Karen says. "Gene, you have to tell me what's going on."

But he can't. He can't tell her, even now. Especialy now, he thinks, when to admit that he'd been lying to her ever
since they met would confirm dl the fears and suspicions she'd been nursing for-what?-days? weeks?

"He's someone | used to know a long time ago," Gene tells her. "Not a good person. He's the kind of guy who
might ... cal up, and get akick out of upsetting you."

They sit at the kitchen table, silently watching as Frankie eats his hamburger and corn on the cob. Gene can't
quite get his mind around it. DJ, he thinks, as he presses his finger against his hamburger bun, but doesn't pick it up.
DJ. Hewould be fifteen by now. Could he, perhaps, have found them? Maybe stalking them? Watching the house?
Gene triesto fathom how DJ might have been causing Franki€e's screaming episodes. How he might have caused what
happened last night-snuck up on Gene while he was sitting there watching TV and drugged him or something. It seems
far-fetched.

"Maybe it was just some random drunk," he says at last, to Karen. "Accidentally calling the house. He didn't ask
for me by name, did he?"

"l don't remember," Karen says, softly. "Gene...."

And he can't stand the doubtfulness, the lack of trust in her expression. He strikes his fist hard against the table,
and his plate clatters in a circling echo. "I did not go out with anybody last night!" he says. "I did not get drunk! You
can ether believe me, or you can . . ."

They are both staring a him. Franki€'s eyes are wide, and he puts down the corncob he was about to bite into, as
if he doesn't like it anymore. Karen's mouth is pinched.

"Or | can what?" she says.

"Nothing," Gene breathes.

Thereisn't afight, but a chill spreads through the house, a silence. She knows that heisn't telling her the truth.
She knows that there's more to it. But what can he say? He stands at the sink, gently washing the dishes as Karen
bathes Frankie and puts him to bed. He waits, listening to the small sounds of the house at night. Outside, in the yard,
there isthe swing set, and the willow tree-silver-gray and stark in the security light that hangs above the garage. He
waits for awhile longer, watching, half-expecting to see DJ emerge from behind the tree as he'd done in Gene's dream,
creeping along, his bony hunched back, the skin pulled tight against the skull of his oversized head. There is that
smothering, airless feeling of being watched, and Gene's hands are trembling as he rinses a plate under the tap.

When he goes upstairs at last, Karen is aready in her nightgown, in bed, reading a book.

"Karen," he says, and she flips a page, deliberately.

"l don't want to talk to you until you're ready to tell me the truth,” she says. She doesn't look a him. "You can
deep on the couch, if you don't mind."

"Just tdl me" Gene says. "Did he leave a number? To cdl him back?"

"No," Karen says. She doesn't look a him. "He just said he'd see you soon."

He thinks that he will stay up al night. He doesn't even wash up, or brush his teeth, or get into his bedtime
clothes. He just sits there on the couch, in his uniform and stocking feet, watching television with the sound turned
low, listening. Midnight. One AM.

He goes upstairs to check on Frankie, but everything is okay. Frankie is asleep with his mouth open, the covers
thrown off. Gene stands in the doorway, aert for movement, but everything seems to be in place. Franki€'s turtle sits
motionless on its rock, the books are lined up in neat rows, the toys put away. Frankie's face tightens and untightens
as he dreams.

Two AM. Back on the couch, Gene startles, half-asleep as an ambulance passes in the distance, and then there is



only the sound of crickets and cicadas. Awake for a moment, he blinks heavily a a rerun of Bewitched, and flips
through channels. Here is some jewdry for sale. Here is someone performing an autopsy.

In the dream, DJis older. He looks to be nineteen or twenty, and he walks into a bar where Gene is hunched on a
stool, sipping a glass of beer. Gene recognizes him right away-his posture, those thin shoulders, those large eyes. But
now, DJs arms are long and muscular, tattooed. There is a hooded, unpleasant look on his face as he ambles up to the
bar, pressing in next to Gene. DJ orders a shot of Jm Beam-Gene's old favorite.

"I've been thinking about you alot, ever since | died," DJ murmurs, He doesn't look at Gene as he says this, but
Gene knows who he is talking to, and his hands are shaky as he takes a sip of beer.

"I've been looking for you for along time" DJ says, softly, and the ar is hot and thick. Gene puts a trembly
cigarette to his mouth and breathes on it, choking on the taste. He wants to say, I'm sorry. Forgive me But he can't
breathe. DJ shows his amdll, crooked teeth, staring at Gene as he gulps for air.

"I know how to hurt you," DJ whispers.

Gene opens his eyes, and the room is full of smoke. He sits up, disoriented: For a second he is till in the bar with
DJ before he realizes that he'sin his own house.

There is a fire somewhere: he can hear it. People say that fire "crackles," but in fact it seems like the amplified
sound of tiny creatures eating, little wet mandibles, thousands and thousands of them, and then a heavy, whispered
whoof, as the fire finds another pocket of oxygen.

He can hear this, even as he chokes blindly in the smoky air. The living room has a filmy haze over it, asiif it is
atomizing, fading away, and when he tries to stand up it disappears completely. There is a thick membrane of smoke
above him, and he drops again to his hands and knees, gagging and coughing, a thin line of vomit trickling onto the
rug in front of the still chattering television.

He has the presence of mind to keep low, crawling on his knees and elbows underneath the thick, billowing
fumes. "Karen!" he cdls. "Frankiel" but his voice is swalowed into the white noise of diligently licking flame. "Ach,"
he chokes, meaning to utter their names.

When he reaches the edge of the stairs he sees only flames and darkness above him. He puts his hands and
knees on the bottom steps, but the heat pushes him back. He feels one of Franki€'s action figures underneath his pam,
the melting plastic adhering to his skin, and he shakes it away as another bright burst of flame reaches out of Franki€e's
bedroom for a moment. At the top of the stairs, through the curling fog he can see the figure of a child watching him
grimly, hunched there, its face lit and flickering. Gene cries out, lunging into the heat, crawling his way up the stairs, to
where the bedrooms are. He tries to cdl to them again, but instead, he vomits.

There is another burst that covers the image that he thinksis a child. He can feel his hair and eyebrows shrinking
and sizzling against his skin as the upstairs breathes out a concussion of sparks. He is aware that there are hot,
floating bits of substancein the air, glowing orange and then winking out, turning to ash. The air is thick with angry
buzzing, and that is al he can hear as he dips, turning end over end down the stairs, the humming and his own voice, a
long vowel wheeling and echoing as the house spinsinto a blur.

And then heislying on the grass. Red lightstick across his opened eyesin a steady, circling rhythm, and a
woman, a paramedic, lifts her lips up from his. He draws in along, desperate breath.

"Shhhhh," she says, softly, and passes her hand along his eyes. "Don't look," she says.

But he does. He sees, off to the side, the long black plastic deeping bag, with a strand of Karen's blonde hair
hanging out from the top. He sees the blackened, shriveled body of a child, curled into a fetal position. They place the
corpse into the spread, zippered plastic opening of the body bag, and he can see the mouth, frozen, calcified, into an
ovd. A scream.



Catskin

By KELLY LINK

The witch had made her children what they were-literally. But
when her blood cried out for revenge, only one had the wit and
courage to undo her murderer.

Cats went in and out of the witch's house all day long. The windows stayed open, and the doors, and there were
other doors, cat-sized and private, in the walls and up in the attic. The cats were large and sleek and silent. No one



knew their names, or even if they had names, except for the witch.

Some of the cats were cream-colored and some were brindled. Some were black as beetles. They were about the
witch's business.

Some came into the witch's bedroom with live thingsin their mouths. When they came out again, their mouths
were empty.

The cats trotted and slunk and leapt and crouched. They were busy. Their movements were catlike, or perhaps
clockwork. Their tails twitched like hairy pendulums. They paid no attention to the witch's children.

The witch had three living children at thistime, although at one time she had had dozens, maybe more. No one,
certainly not the witch, had ever bothered to tally them up. But at one time the house had bulged with cats and babies.

Now, since witches cannot have children in the usual way-their wombs are full of straw or bricks or stones, and
when they give birth, they give birth to rabbits, kittens, tadpoles, houses, silk dresses, and yet even witches must
have heirs, even witches wish to be mothers- the witch had acquired her children by other means: she had stolen or
bought or made them.

She'd had a passion for children with a certain color of red hair. Twins she had never been able to abide (they were
the wrong kind of magic) athough she'd sometimes attempted to match up sets of children, as though she had been
putting together a chess set, and not afamily. If you wereto say a witch's chess set, instead of a witch's family, there
would be some truth in that. Perhaps thisis true of other families aswell.

One girl she had grown like a cyst, upon her thigh. Other children she had made out of thingsin her garden, or
bits of trash that the cats brought her: aluminum foil with strings of chicken fat still crusted to it, broken television
sets, cardboard boxes that the neighbors had thrown out. She had always been a thrifty witch.

Some of these children had run away and others had died. Some of them she had simply misplaced, or accidentally
left behind on buses. It isto be hoped that these children were later adopted into good homes, or reunited with their
natural parents. If you are looking for a happy ending in this story, then perhaps you should stop reading here and
picture these children, these parents, their reunions.

Areyou till reading? The witch, up in her bedroom, was dying. She had been poisoned by an enemy, awitch, a
man named Lack. The child Finn, who had been her food taster, was dead already and so were three cats who'd licked
her dish clean. The witch knew who had killed her and she snatched pieces of time, here and there, from the business
of dying, to make her revenge. Once the question of this revenge had been settled to her satisfaction, the shape of it
like ablack ball of twine in her head, she began to divide up her estate between her three remaining children.

Flecks of vomit stuck to the corners of her mouth, and there was a basin beside the foot of the bed which was full
of black liquid. The room smelled like cats piss and wet matches. The witch panted as if she were giving birth to her
own death.

"Flora shall have my automobile," she said, "and also my purse, which will never be empty, so long as you aways
leave acoin at the bottom, my darling, my spendthrift, my profligate, my drop of poison, my pretty, pretty Flora. And
when | am dead, take the road outside the house and go west. There's one last piece of advice."

Flora, who was the oldest of the witch's living children, was redheaded and stylish. She had been waiting for the
witch's death for along time now, although she had been patient. She kissed the witch's cheek and said, "Thank you,
Mother."

The witch looked up at her, panting. She could see Floras life, already laid out, flat as a map. Perhaps all mothers
can see asfar.

"Jack, my love, my bird's nest, my bite, my scrap of porridge," the witch said, "you shall have my books. | won't
have any need of books where | am going. And when you leave my house, strike out in an an easterly direction and
you won't be any sorrier than you are now."

Jack, who had once been alittle bundle of feathers and twigs and eggshell all tied up with atatty piece of string,
was asturdy lad, almost full grown. If he knew how to read, only the cats knew it. But he nodded and kissed his
mother, one kiss on each staring eye, and one on her gray lips.

"And what shall | leave to my boy Small?' the witch said, convulsing. She threw up again in the basin. Cats came
running, leaning on the lip of the basin to inspect her vomitus. The witch's hand dug into Small's leg.

"Oh, itishard, hard, so very hard, for amother to leave her children (though | have done harder things). Children
need a mother, even such amother as | have been." She wiped at her eyes, and yet it is afact that witches cannot cry.

Small, who still dlept in the witch's bed, was the youngest of the witch's children. (Perhaps not as young as you
think.) He sat upon the bed, and although he didn't cry, it was only because witches' children have no one to teach
them the use of crying. His heart was breaking.

Small was ten years old and he could juggle and sing and every morning he brushed and plaited the witch's long,
silky hair. Surely every mother must wish for aboy like Small, a curly-headed, sweet-breathed, tenderhearted boy like
Small, who can cook afine omelet, and who has a good strong singing voice as well as a gentle hand with a hairbrush.

"Mother," he said, "if you must die, then you must die. And if | can't come along with you, then I'll do my best to
live and make you proud. Give me your hairbrush to remember you by, and I'll go make my own way in the world."

"Y ou shall have my hairbrush, then," said the witch to Small, looking, and panting, panting. "And | love you best
of dl. You shall have my tinderbox and my matches, and also my revenge, and you will make me proud, or | don't know
my own children."

"What shall we do with the house, Mother?' said Jack. He said it asif he didn't care.



"When | am dead," the witch said, "this house will be of no use to anyone. | gave birth to it-that was a very long
time ago-and raised it from just a dollhouse. Oh, it was the most dear, most darling dollhouse ever. It had eight rooms
and atin roof, and a staircase that went nowhere at al. But | nursed it and rocked it to sleep in acradle, and it grew up
to be areal house, and see how it has taken care of me, its parent, how it knows a child's duty to its mother. And
perhaps you can see how it is now, how it pines, how it grows sick to see me dying like this. Leave it to the cats.
They'll know what to do with it."

All thistime the cats have been running in and out of the room, bringing things and taking things away. It seems
asif they will never dow down, never cometo rest, never nap, never have the timeto sleep, or to die, or even to
mourn. They have a certain proprietary look about them, asif the houseis already theirs.

The witch vomits up mud, fur, glass buttons, tin soldiers, trowels, hat pins, thumbtacks, love letters (mislabeled or
sent without the appropriate amount of postage and never read), and a dozen regiments of red ants, each ant aslong
and wide as a kidney bean. The ants swim across the perilous stinking basin, clamber up the sides of the basin, and go
marching across the floor in ashiny ribbon. They are carrying pieces of timein their mandibles. Timeis heavy, evenin
such small pieces, but the ants have strong jaws, strong legs. Across the floor they go, and up the wall, and out the
window. The cats watch, but don't interfere. The witch gasps and coughs and then lies still. Her hands beat against
the bed once and then are still. Still the children wait, to make sure that sheis dead, and that she has nothing else to
say.

In the witch's house, the dead are sometimes quite talkative.

But the witch has nothing else to say at thistime.

The house groans and all the cats begin to mew piteoudly, trotting in and out of the room as if they have dropped
something and must go and hunt for it-they will never find it-and the children, at last, suddenly know how to cry, but
the witch is perfectly still and quiet. Thereisatiny smile on her face, asif everything has happened exactly to her
satisfaction. Or maybe sheislooking forward to the next part of the story.

The children buried the witch in one of her half-grown doll-houses. They crammed her into the downstairs parlor,
and knocked out the inner walls so that her head rested on the kitchen table in the breakfast nook, and her ankles
threaded through a bedroom door. Small brushed out her hair, and, because he wasn't sure what she should wear now
that she was dead, he put all her dresses on her, one over the other over the other, until he could hardly see her white
limbs at all, beneath the stack of petticoats and coats and dresses. It didn't matter: Once they'd nailed the dollhouse
shut again, al they could see was the red crown of her head in the kitchen window, and the worn-down heels of her
dancing shoes knocking against the shutters of the bedroom window.

Jack, who was handy, rigged a set of wheels for the dollhouse, and a harness so that it could be pulled. They put
the harness on Small, and Small pulled and Flora pushed, and Jack talked and coaxed the house along, over the hill,
down to the cemetery, and the cats ran along beside them.

The cats are beginning to look a bit shabby, asif they are molting. Their mouths ook very empty. The ants have
marched away, through the woods, and down into town, and they have built a nest on your yard, out of the bits of
time. And if you hold a magnifying glass over their nest, to see the ants dance and burn, Time will catch fire and you
will be sorry.

Outside the cemetery gates, the cats had been digging a grave for the witch. The children tipped the dollhouse
into the grave, kitchen window first. But then they saw that the grave wasn't deep enough, and the house sat there on
its end, looking uncomfortable. Small began to cry (now that he'd learned how, it seemed he would spend all histime
practicing), thinking how horrible it would be to spend one's death, all of eternity, upside down and not even properly
buried, not even able to feel the rain when it beat down on the exposed shingles of the house, and seeped down into
the house and filled your mouth and drowned you, so that you had to die al over again, every timeit rained.

The dollhouse chimney had broken off and fallen on the ground. One of the cats picked it up and carried it away,
like a souvenir. That cat carried the chimney into the woods and ate it, a mouthful at atime, and passed out of this
story and into ancther one. It's no concern of ours.

The other cats began to carry up mouthfuls of dirt, dropping it and mounding it around the house with their paws.
The children helped, and when they'd finished, they'd managed to bury the witch properly, so that only the bedroom
window was visible, alittle pane of glass like an eye at the top of asmall dirt hill.

On the way home, Flora began to flirt with Jack. Perhaps she liked the way helooked in hisfuneral black. They
talked about what they planned to be, now that they were grown-up. Florawanted to find her parents. She was a pretty
girl; someone would want to look after her. Jack said he would like to marry someone rich. They began to make plans.

Small walked alittle behind, dippery cats twining around his ankles. He had the witch's hairbrush in his pocket,
and his fingers slipped around the figured horn handle for comfort.

The house, when they reached it, had a dangerous, grief-stricken look to it, asif it was beginning to pull away
fromitself. Floraand Jack wouldn't go back inside. They squeezed Small lovingly, and asked if he wouldn't want to
come along with them. He would have liked to, but who would have looked after the witch's cats, the witch's revenge?
So he watched as they drove off together. They went north. What child has ever heeded a mother's advice?



Jack hasn't even bothered to bring along the witch's library: He says there isn't space in the trunk for everything.
Hell rely on Floraand her magic purse.

Small sat in the garden, and ate stalks of grass when he was hungry, and pretended that the grass was bread and
milk and chocolate cake. He drank out of the garden hose. When it began to grow dark, he was lonelier than he had
ever been in hislife. The witch's cats were not good company. He said nothing to them and they had nothing to tell
him, about the house, or the future, or the witch's revenge, or about where he was supposed to sleep. He had never
dept anywhere except in the witch's bed, so at last he went back over the hill and down to the cemetery.

Some of the cats were still going up and down the grave, covering the base of the mound with leaves and grass,
birds feathers and their own loose fur. This looked strange, but it was a soft sort of nest to lie down on, Small
discovered. The cats were still busy when he fell asleep-cats are aways busy-cheek pressed against the cool glass of
the bedroom window, hand curled in his pocket around the hairbrush, but in the middle of the night, when he woke up,
he was swaddled, head to foot, in warm, grass-scented cat bodies.

A tail iscurled around his chin like a scarf, and all the bodies are soughing breath in and out, whiskers and paws
twitching, silky belliesrising and falling. All the cats are deeping a frantic, exhausted, busy sleep, except for one, a
white cat who sits near his head, looking down at him. Small has never seen this cat before, and yet he knows her, the
way that you know the people who visit you in dreams: She's white everywhere, except for reddish tufts and frills at
her ears and tail and paws, as if someone has embroidered her with fire around the edges.

"What's your name?' Small says. He's never talked to the witch's cats before.

The cat liftsaleg and licks herself in a private place. Then she looks at him. "Y ou may call me Mother," she says.

But Small shakes his head. He can't call the cat that. Down under the blanket of cats, under the pane of window
glass, the witch's Spanish hedl is drinking in moonlight.

"Very well then, you may call me The Witch's Revenge," the cat says. Her mouth doesn't move, but he hears her
speak inside his head. Her voice is furry and sharp, like a blanket made out of needles. "And you may comb my fur."

Small sits up, displacing sleepy cats, and lifts the brush out of his pocket. The bristles have left rows of little holes
indented in the pink palm of his hand, like some sort of code. If he could read the code, it would say: Comb my fur.

Small combs the fur of The Witch's Revenge. There's grave dirt in the cat's fur, and one or two red ants, who drop
and scurry away.

The Witch's Revenge bends her head down to the ground, snaps them up in her jaws. The heap of cats around
them is yawning and stretching. There are things to do.

"Y ou must burn her house down," The Witch's Revenge says. "That's the first thing."

Small's comb catches a knot, and The Witch's Revenge turns and nips him on the wrist. Then she lickshim in the
tender place between his thumb and hisfirst finger. "That's enough," she says. "There's work to do."

So they dl go back to the house, Small stumbling in the dark, moving farther and farther away from the witch's
grave, the cats trotting along, their eyes it like torches, twigs and branches in their mouths, as if they plan to build a
nest, a canoe, afence to keep the world out. The house, when they reach it, isfull of lights, and more cats, and piles of
tinder. The house is making anoise, like an instrument that someone is breathing into. Small realizesthat all the cats
are mewing, endlessly, asthey run in and out the doors, looking for more kindling. The Witch's Revenge says, "First
we must latch al the doors.”

So Small shuts all the doors and windows on the first floor, and The Witch's Revenge shuts the catches on the
secret doors, the cat doors, the doorsin the attic, and up on the roof, and the cellar doors. Not a single secret door is
left open. Now all the noiseis on the inside, and Small and The Witch's Revenge are on the outside.

All the cats have slipped into the house through the kitchen door. Thereisn't asingle cat in the garden. Small can
see the witch's cats through the windows, arranging their piles of twigs. The Witch's Revenge sits beside him,
watching. "Now light a match and throw it in," says The Witch's Revenge.

Small lights a match. He throws it in. What boy doesn't love to start afire?

"Now shut the kitchen door," says The Witch's Revenge, but Small can't do that. All the cats areinside. The
Witch's Revenge stands on her hind paws and pushes the kitchen door shut. Inside, the lit match catches something
on fire. Fireruns along the floor and up the kitchen walls. Cats catch fire, and run into the other rooms of the house.
Small can see dl thisthrough the windows. He stands with his face against the glass, which is cold, and then warm,
and then hot.

Burning cats with burning twigs in their mouths press up against the kitchen door, and the other doors of the
house, but all the doors are locked. Small and The Witch's Revenge stand in the garden and watch the witch's house
and the witch's books and the witch's sofas and the witch's cooking pots and the witch's cats, her cats, too, al her cats
burn.

Y ou should never burn down a house. Y ou should never set acat on fire. Y ou should never watch and do nothing
while ahouse is burning. Y ou should never listen to a cat who says to do any of these things. Y ou should listen to
your mother when she tells you to come away from watching, to go to bed, to go to sleep. Y ou should listen to your
mother's revenge.

You should never poison awitch.



In the morning, Small woke up in the garden. Soot covered him in a greasy blanket. The Witch's Revenge, white
and red and clean-smelling, was curled up asleep on his chest. The witch's house was still standing, but the windows
had melted and run down the front of the house.

The Witch's Revenge, waking, licked Small clean with her small sharkskin tongue. She demanded to be combed.
Then she went into the house and came out, carrying alittle bundle. It dangled, boneless, from her mouth, like akitten.

Itisacatskin, Small sees, only thereisno longer acat insideiit.

He picked it up and something shiny fell out of the loose light skin. It was a piece of gold, sloppy, dippery with
fat. The Witch's Revenge brought out dozens and dozens of catskins, and there was a gold piece in every skin. While
Small counted his fortune, The Witch's Revenge bit off one of her own claws, and pulled one long witch hair out of the
witch's comb. She sat up, like atailor, cross-legged in the grass, and began to stitch up a bag, out of the many
catskins.

Small shivered. There was nothing to eat for breakfast but grass, and the grass was black and cooked.

"Areyou cold?' said The Witch's Revenge. She put the bag aside, and picked up another catskin, afine black
one. She dit asharp claw down the middle. "We'll make you awarm suit."

She used the coat of a black cat, and the coat of a calico cat, and she put atrim around the paws, of gray and
white striped fur.

While she did this, she said to Small, "Did you know that there was once a battle, fought on this very patch of
ground?"

Small shook his head no.

"Wherever there's agarden," The Witch's Revenge said, scratching with one paw at the ground, "1 promise you
there are people buried down under it. Look here." She plucked up alittle brown clot, put it in her mouth, and cleaned it
with her tongue.

When she spat the little circle out again, Small saw it was an ivory regimental button. The Witch's Revenge dug
more buttons out of the ground-as if buttons of ivory grew in the ground-and sewed them onto the catskin. She
fashioned a hood with two eyeholes and a set of fine whiskers, and sewed four fine cat tails to the back of the suit, as
if the one that grew there wasn't good enough for Small. She threaded a bell on each one. "Put thison," she said to
Smdl.

He does and the bells chime and The Witch's Revenge laughs. "Y ou make a fine-looking cat," she says. "Any
mother would be proud."

Theinside of the catsuit is soft and alittle sticky against Small's skin. When he puts the hood over his head, the
world disappears. He can only see the vivid corners of it through the eyeholes-grass, gold, the cat who sits
cross-legged, stitching up her sack of skins-and air seeps in, down at the loosely sewn seam, where the skin droops
and sags over his chest and around the gaping buttons. Small holds histailsin his clumsy fingerless paw, likea
handful of eels, and swings them back and forth to hear them ring. The sound of the bells and the sooty, cooked smell
of the air, the warm stickiness of the suit, the feel of his new fur against the ground: He falls asleep and dreams that
hundreds of ants come and lift him and gently carry him off to bed.

When Small tipped his hood back again, he saw that The Witch's Revenge had finished with her needle and
thread. Small helped her fill the bag with the gold pieces. The Witch's Revenge stood up on her hind legs, took the bag
between her paws, and swung it over her shoulders. The gold coins went dliding against each other, mewling and
hissing. The bag dragged along the grass, picking up ash, leaving a green trail behind it. The Witch's Revenge strode
along asif she were carrying asack of air.

Small put the hood on again, and he got down on his hands and knees. And then he trotted after The Witch's
Revenge. They left the garden gate wide open, and went into the forest, toward the house where the witch Lack lives.

Theforest issmaller than it used to be. Small is growing, but the forest is shrinking. Trees have been cut down.
Houses have been built. Lawnsrolled, roads laid. The Witch's Revenge and Small walked alongside one of the roads.
A school busrolled by: The children inside looked out their windows and laughed when they saw The Witch's
Revenge striding along, and at her heels, Small, in his catsuit. Small lifted his head and peered out of his eyeholes after
the school bus.

"Who lives in these houses?' he asked The Witch's Revenge.

"That's the wrong question, Small," said The Witch's Revenge, looking down at him and striding along.

Miaow, the catskin bag says. Clink.

"What's the right question then?' Small said.

"Ask me who lives under the houses,” The Witch's Revenge said.

Obediently, Small said, "Who lives under the houses?"

"What a good question!" said The Witch's Revenge. "Y ou see, not everyone can give birth to their own house.
Most people give birth to children instead. And when you have children, you need houses to put them in. So children
and houses: most people give birth to the first and have to build the second. The houses, that is. A long time ago,
when men and women were going to build a house, they would dig a holefirst. And they'd make alittle room-alittle,
wooden, one-room house-in the hole. And they'd steal, or buy, aboy or agirl to put in the house in the hole, to live



there. And then they built their house over that first little house."

"Did they make adoor in thelid of the little house?' Small said.

"They did not make adoor," said The Witch's Revenge.

"But then how did the girl or the boy climb out?' Small said.

"The boy or the girl stayed in that little house," said The Witch's Revenge. "They lived there dl their life, and
they are living in those houses still, under the other houses where the people live, and the people who live in the
houses above may come and go as they please, and they don't ever think about how there are little houses with
children sitting in little rooms, under their feet."

"But what about the mothers and fathers?' Small asked. "Didn't they ever go looking for their boys and girls?"

"Ah," said The Witch's Revenge. " Sometimes they did and sometimes they didn't. And after all, who was living
under their houses? But that was along time ago. Now people mostly bury a cat when they build their house, instead
of achild. That'swhy we call cats house cats. Which is why we must walk along smartly. Asyou can see, there are
houses under construction here."

And so there are. They walk by clearings where men are digging little holes. First Small puts his hood back and
walks on two legs, and then he puts on his hood again, and goes on al fours: He makes himself as small and dinky as
possible, just like acat. But the bells on his tails jounce and the coins in the bag that The Witch's Revenge carries go
clink, miaow, and the men stop their work and watch them go by.

How many witches are there in the world? Have you ever seen one? Would you know awitch if you saw one?
And what would you do if you saw one? For that matter, do you know a cat when you see one? Are you sure?

Small followed The Witch's Revenge. Small grew calluses on his knees and the pads of hisfingers. He would have
liked to carry the bag sometimes, but it was too heavy. How heavy? Y ou would not have been ableto carry it, either.

They drank out of streams. At night they opened the catskin bag and climbed inside to deep, and when they were
hungry they licked the coins, which seemed to sweat golden fat, and always more fat. Asthey went, The Witch's
Revenge sang a song:

I had no mother

and my mother had no mother
and her mother had no mother
and her mother had no mother
and her mother had no mother
and you have no mother

to sing you

this song

The coinsin the bag sang along, miaow, miaow, and the bells on Small's tails kept the rhythm.

Every night Small combs The Witch's Revenge's fur. And every morning The Witch's Revenge licks him al over,
not neglecting the places behind his ears, and at the backs of his knees. And then he puts the catsuit back on, and she
grooms him all over again.

Sometimes they werein the forest, and sometimes the forest became atown, and then The Witch's Revenge would
tell Small stories about the people who lived in the houses, and the children who lived in the houses under the houses.
Once, in the forest, The Witch's Revenge showed Small where there had once been a house.

Now there was only the stones of the foundation, covered in soft green moss, and the chimney stack, propped up
with fat ropes and coils of ivy.

The Witch's Revenge rapped on the grassy ground, moving clockwise around the foundation, until both she and
Small could hear a hollow sound.

The Witch's Revenge dropped to all fours and clawed at the ground, tearing it up with her paws and biting at it,
until they could see alittle wooden roof. The Witch's Revenge knocked on the roof, and Small lashed histails
nervously.

"Well," said The Witch's Revenge, "shall we take off the roof and let the poor child go?"

Small crept up close to the sunken roof. He put his ear against it and listened, but he heard nothing at all. "There's
no onein there," he said.

"Maybe they're shy," said The Witch's Revenge. "Shall we let them out, or shall we leave them be?"

"Let them out!" said Small, but what he meant to say was, "L eave them aonel" Or maybe he said "L eave them
be!" athough he meant the opposite. The Witch's Revenge looked at him, and Small thought he heard something
then-beneath him where he crouched, frozen- very faint: a scrabbling at the dirty, moldering roof.

Small sprang away. The Witch's Revenge picked up a stone and brought it down hard, caving the roof in. When
they peered inside, there was nothing except blackness and afaint, dry smell. They waited, sitting on the ground, to
see what might come out, but nothing came out, and after awhile, The Witch's Revenge picked up her catskin bag, and
they set off again.

For several nights after that, Small dreamed that someone, something, small and thin and cold and dirty, was



following them. One night it crept away again, and Small never knew where it went. But if you come to that part of the
forest, where they sat and waited by the stone foundation, perhaps you will meet the thing that they set free.

No one knew the reason for the quarrel between the witch Small's mother and the witch Lack, although the witch
Smdl's mother had died for it. The witch Lack was a handsome man and he loved his children dearly. He had stolen
them out of the cribs and beds of palaces and manors and harems. He dressed his children in silk, as befitted their
station, and they wore gold crowns and ate off gold plates. They drank from cups of gold. Lack's children, it was said,
lacked nothing.

Perhaps the witch Lack had made some remark about the way the witch Small's mother was raising her children, or
perhaps the witch Small's mother had boasted of her children's red hair. But it might have been something else.
Witches are proud and they like to quarrel.

When Small and The Witch's Revenge came at last to the house of the witch Lack, The Witch's Revenge said to
Small, "L ook at this monstrosity! I've produced finer turds and buried them under leaves. And the sméll, like an open
sewer! How can his neighbors stand the stink?"

Male witches have no wombs, and must come by their houses in other ways, or else buy them from female
witches. But Small thought it was a very fine house. There was a prince or a princess at each window staring down at
him, as he sat on his haunches in the driveway, beside The Witch's Revenge. He said nothing, but he missed his
brothers and sisters.

"Come along," said The Witch's Revenge. "WEell go alittle ways off and wait for the witch Lack to come home."

Small followed The Witch's Revenge back into the forest, but in alittle while, two of the witch Lack's children
came out of the house, carrying baskets made of gold. They went into the forest as well and began to pick
blackberries.

The Witch's Revenge and Small sat in the briar and watched.

Small was thinking of his brothers and sisters. He thought of the taste of blackberries, the feel of themin his
mouth, which was not at all like the taste of fat. Degp in the briar, the hood of his catsuit thrown back, he pressed his
face against the briar, aberry plumped against hislips. The wind went through the briar and ruffled his fur and raised
gooseflesh on his skin beneath the fur.

The Witch's Revenge nestled against the small of Small's back. She was licking down alump of knotted fur at the
base of his spine. The princesses were singing.

Small decided that he would live in the briar with The Witch's Revenge. They would live on berries and spy on the
children who came to pick them, and The Witch's Revenge would change her name. The name Mother wasin his
mouth, along with the sweet taste of the blackberries.

"Now you must go out," said The Witch's Revenge, "and be kittenish. Be playful. Chase your tail. Be shy, but
don't be too shy. Don't talk to them. Let them pet you. Don't bite."

She pushed at Small's rump, and Small tumbled out of the briar, and sprawled at the feet of the witch Lack's
children.

The Princess Georgiasaid, "Look! It'sadear little cat!"

Her sister Margaret said doubtfully, "But it has five tails. I've never seen a cat that needed so many tails. And its
skin is done up with buttons and it's amost as large as you are."

Small, however, began to caper and prance. He swung his tails back and forth so that the bells rang out and then
he pretended to be alarmed by this. First he ran away from histails and then he chased histails. The two princesses
put down their baskets, half-full of blackberries, and spoke to him, calling him a silly puss.

At first he wouldn't go near them. But slowly he pretended to be won over. He allowed himself to be petted and
fed blackberries. He chased a hair ribbon and he stretched out to let them admire the buttons up and down his belly.
Princess Margaret's fingers tugged at his skin, then she did one hand in between the loose catskin and Small's boy
skin. He batted her hand away with a paw, and Margaret's sister Georgia said knowingly that cats didn't like to be
petted on their bellies.

They were all good friends by the time The Witch's Revenge came out of the briar, standing on her hind legs and
singing:

| have no children
and my children
have no children
and their children
have no children
and their children
have no whiskers
and no tails

At this sight, the Princesses Margaret and Georgia began to laugh and point. They had never heard a cat sing, or
seen acat walk on its hind legs. Small lashed his five tails furiously, and all the fur of the catskin stood up on his
arched back, and they laughed at that too.

When they came back from the forest, with their baskets piled with berries, Small was stalking close at their hedls,
and The Witch's Revenge came walking just behind. But she |eft the bag of gold hidden in the briar.



That night, when the witch Lack came home, his hands were full of giftsfor his children. One of his sonsran to
meet him at the door and said, "Come and see what followed Margaret and Georgia home from the forest! Can we keep
them?'

And the table had not been set for dinner, and the children of the witch Lack had not sat down to do their
homework, and in the witch Lack’s throne room, there was a cat with five tails, spinning in circles, while a second cat
sat impudently upon his throne, and sang:

Yed

your father's house
isthe shiniest
brownest largest
the most expensive
the sweetest-smelling
house

that has ever

come out of
anyone's

ass

The witch Lack's children began to laugh at this, until they saw the witch, their father, standing there. Then they
fell silent. Small stopped spinning.

"You!" said the witch Lack.

"Me!" said The Witch's Revenge, and sprang from the throne. Before anyone knew what she was about, her jaws
were fastened about the witch Lack's neck, and then she ripped out his throat. Lack opened his mouth to speak and his
blood fell out, making The Witch's Revenge's fur more red, now, than white. The witch Lack fell down dead, and red
ants went marching out of the hole in his neck and the hole of his mouth, and they held pieces of time in their jaws as
tightly as The Witch's Revenge had held Lack's throat in hers. But she let Lack go and left him lying in his blood on
the floor, and she snatched up the ants and ate them, quickly, asif she had been hungry for avery long time.

While this was happening, the witch Lack's children stood and watched and did nothing. Small sat on the floor,
histails curled about his paws. Children, all of them, they did nothing. They were too surprised. The Witch's Revenge,
her belly full of ants and time, her mouth stained with blood, stood up and surveyed them.

"Go and fetch me my catskin bag," she said to Small.

Small found that he could move. Around him, the princes and princesses stayed absolutely till. The Witch's
Revenge was holding them in her gaze.

"I'll need help," Small said. "The bag istoo heavy for meto carry."

The Witch's Revenge yawned. She licked a paw and began to pat at her mouth. Small stood till.

"Very well," she said. "Take those big strong girls, the Princesses Margaret and Georgia, with you. They know the
way."

The Princesses Margaret and Georgia, finding that they could move again, began to tremble. They gathered their
courage and they went with Small, the two girls holding each other's hands, out of the throne room, not looking down
at the body of their father, the witch Lack, and back into the forest.

Georgia began to weep, but the Princess Margaret said to Small: "Let us go!"

"Where will you go?' said Small. "The world is a dangerous place. There are people in it who mean you no good."
He threw back his hood, and the Princess Georgia began to weep harder.

"Let usgo," said the Princess Margaret. "My parents are the king and queen of a country not three days walk
from here. They will be glad to see us again.”

Small said nothing. They came to the briar, and he sent the Princess Georgiain, to hunt for the catskin bag. She
came out scratched and bleeding, the bag in her hand. It had caught on the briars and the end had ripped. Gold coins
dripped out, like glossy drops of fat, falling on the ground.

"Y our father killed my mother,” said Small.

"And that cat, your mother's devil, will kill us, or worse," said Princess Margaret. "L et us go!"

Small lifted the catskin bag. There were no coinsin it now. The Princess Georgia was on her hands and knees,
scooping up coins and putting them into her pockets.

"Was he agood father?' Small asked.

"He thought he was," Princess Margaret said. "But I'm not sorry he's dead. When | grow up, | will be queen. I'll
make alaw to put al the witchesin the kingdom to death, and all their cats, aswell."

At this, Small became afraid. He took up the catskin bag and ran back to the house of the witch Lack, leaving the
two princesses in the forest. And whether they made their way home to the Princess Margaret's parents, or whether
they fell into the hands of thieves, or whether they lived in the briar, or whether the Princess Margaret grew up and
kept her promise and rid her kingdom of witches and cats, Small never knew, and neither do I, and neither shall you.

When he came back into the witch Lack’s house, The Witch's Revenge saw at once what had happened. "Never



mind," she said.

There were no children, no princes and princesses, in the throne room. The witch Lack's body till lay on the floor,
but The Witch's Revenge had skinned it like a coney, and sewn up the skin into abag. The bag wriggled and jerked,
the sides heaving asiif the witch Lack were till alive somewhereinside. The Witch's Revenge held the witchskin bag
in one hand, and with the other, she was stuffing a cat into the neck of the skin. The cat wailed asit went into the bag.
The bag was full of wailing. But the discarded flesh of the witch Lack lolled, dack.

There was alittle pile of gold crowns on the floor beside the flayed corpse, and transparent, papery things which
blew about the room, on a current of air, surprised looks on the thin, shed faces.

Cats were hiding in the corners of the room, and under the throne. "Go catch them," said The Witch's Revenge.
"But leave the three prettiest alone.”

"Where are the witch Lack's children?' Small said.

The Witch's Revenge nodded around the room. "As you see," she said, "I've slipped off their skins, and they
were all cats underneath. They're as you see now, bat if we were to wait ayear or two, they would shed these skins as
well and become something new. Children are always growing."

Small chased the cats around the room. They were fast, but he was fester. They were nimble, but he was nimbler.
He had worn a catsuit for longer. He drove the cats down the length of the room, and The Witch's Revenge caught
them and dropped them into her bag. At the end, there were only three cats | eft in the throne room, and they were as
pretty atrio of cats as anyone could ask for. All the other cats were inside the bag.

"Well done, and quickly done, too," said The Witch's Revenge, and she took her needle and stitched shut the
neck of the bag. The skin of the witch Lack smiled up at Small, and a cat put its head through his dlack, stained mouth,
wailing. But The Witch's Revenge sewed Lack's mouth shut too, and the hole on the other end, where a house had
come out. She left only his earholes and his eyeholes and his nostrils, which were full of fur, rolled open so that the
cats could breathe.

The Witch's Revenge slung the skin full of cats over her shoulder and stood up.

"Where are you going?' Small said.

"These cats have mothers and fathers," The Witch's Revenge said. "They have mothers and fathers who miss
them very much.”

She gazed at Small. He decided not to ask again. So he waited in the house, with the two princesses and the prince
in their new catsuits, while The Witch's Revenge went down to the river. Or perhaps she took them down to the market
and sold them. Or maybe she took each cat home, to its own mother and father, back to the kingdom where it had been
born. Maybe she wasn't so careful to make sure that each child was returned to the right mother and father. After all,
shewasin ahurry, and cats look very much alike at night.

No one saw where she went: but the market is closer than the palaces of the kings and queens whose children had
been stolen by the witch Lack, and the river is closer still.

When The Witch's Revenge came back to Lack’s house, she looked around her. The house was beginning to stink
very badly. Even Small could smdll it now.

"I suppose the Princess Margaret let you fuck her," said The Witch's Revenge, asif she had been thinking about
thiswhile she ran her errands. "And that is why you let them go. | don't mind. She was a pretty puss. | might have let
her go mysdlf."

She looked at Small's face and saw that he was confused. "Never mind," she said.

She had alength of string in her paw, and a cork, which she greased with a piece of fat she had cut from the witch
Lack. She threaded the cork on the string, calling it a good, quick little mouse, and greased the string as well, and she
fed the wriggling cork to the tabby who had been curled up in Small'slap. And in alittle while, when she had the cork
again, she greased it again, and fed it to the little black cat, and then she fed it to the cat with two white forepaws, so
that she had all three cats upon her string.

She sewed up therip in the catskin bag, and Small put the gold crowns in the bag, and it was nearly as heavy asit
had been before. The Witch's Revenge carried the bag, and Small took the greased string, holding it in histeeth, so the
three cats were forced to run along behind him, as they |eft the house of the witch Lack.

Small strikes amatch, and he lights the house of the dead witch, Lack, on fire, asthey leave. But shit burns slowly,
if at al, and that house might be burning still, if someone hasn't gone and put it out. And maybe, someday, someone
will go fishing in the river near that house, and hook their line on abag full of princes and princesses, wet and sorry
and wriggling in their catsuit skins-that's one way to catch a husband or awife.

Small and The Witch's Revenge walked without stopping and the three cats came behind them. They walked until
they reached alittle village very near where the witch Small's mother had lived and there they settled down in aroom
The Witch's Revenge rented from a butcher. They cut the greased string, and bought a cage and hung it from a hook
in the kitchen. They kept the three catsin it, but Small bought collars and |eashes, and sometimes he put one of the
cats on aleash and took it for awalk around the town.

Sometimes he wore his own catsuit, and went out prowling, but The Witch's Revenge used to scold him if she
caught him dressed like that. There are country manners and there are town manners, and Small was a boy about town
now.

The Witch's Revenge kept house. She cleaned and she cooked and she made Small's bed in the morning. Like all
of the witch's cats, she was always busy. She melted down the gold crowns in a stewpot, and minted them into coins.



She opened an account in abank, and she enrolled Small in a private academy.

The Witch's Revenge wore asilk dress and gloves and a heavy vell, and ran her errandsin afine carriage, Small at
her side. She bought a piece of land to build a house on, and she sent Small off to school every morning, no matter
how he cried. But at night she took off her clothes and slept on his pillow and he combed her red and white fur.

Sometimes at night, she twitched and moaned, and when he asked her what she was dreaming, she said, "There
are ants! Can't you comb them out? Be quick and catch them if you love me."

But there were never any ants.

One day when Small came home, the little cat with the white front paws was gone. When he asked The Witch's
Revenge, she said that the little cat had fallen out of the cage and through the open window and into the garden and
before The Witch's Revenge could think what to do, a crow had swooped down and carried the little cat off. They
moved into their new house afew months later, and Small was always very careful when he went in and out the
doorway, imagining the little cat, down there in the dark, under the doorstep, under his foot.

Small got bigger. He didn't make any friendsin the village, or at his school, but when you're big enough, you don't
need friends. One day while he and The Witch's Revenge were eating their dinner, there was a knock at the door.
When he opened the door, there stood Flora and Jack, looking very shabby and thin. Jack looked more than ever like a
bundle of sticks.

"Small!" said Flora. "How tall you've become!" She burst into tears, and wrung her beautiful hands. Jack said,
looking at The Witch's Revenge, "And who are you?"

The Witch's Revenge said to Jack, "Who am | ? I'm your mother's cat, and you're a handful of dry sticksin a suit
two sizestoo large. But | won't tell anyone if you won't tell, either.”

Jack snorted at this, and Flora stopped crying. She began to look around the house, which was sunny and large
and well appointed.

"There's room enough for both of you," said The Witch's Revenge, "if Small doesn't mind."

Small thought his heart would burst with happiness to have his family back again. He showed Florato one
bedroom and Jack to another. And then they went downstairs and had a second dinner, and Small and The Witch's
Revenge listened, and the cats in their hanging cage listened, while Flora and Jack recounted their adventures.

A pickpocket had taken Flora's purse, and they'd sold the witch's automobile, and lost the money in a game of
cards. Flora had found her parents, but they were a pair of old scoundrels who had no use for her. (She wastoo old to
sdll again. She would have realized what they were up to.) She'd gone to work in a department store, and Jack had sold
ticketsin amovie theater. They'd quarreled and made up, and then fallen in love with other people, and had many
disappointments. At last they had decided to go home to the witch's house and see if it would do for a squat, or if
there was anything left to carry away and sell.

But the house, of course, had burned down. Asthey argued about what to do next, Jack had smelled Small, his
brother, down in the village. So here they were.

"You'll live here, with us," Smdll said.

Jack and Flora said they could not do that. They had ambitions, they said. They had plans. They would stay for a
week, or two weeks, and then they would be off again. The Witch's Revenge nodded and said that this was sensible.

Every day Small came home from school and went out again, with Flora, on a bicycle built for two. Or he stayed
home and Jack taught him how to hold a coin between two fingers, and how to follow the egg as it moved from cup to
cup. The Witch's Revenge taught them to play bridge, although Flora and Jack couldn't be partners. They quarreled
with each other asif they were husband and wife.

"What do you want?' Small asked Flora one day. He was leaning against her, wishing he were still a cat, and
could sit in her lap. She smelled of secrets. "Why do you have to go away again?"

Flora patted Small on the head. She said, "What do | want? To never have to worry about money. | want to marry
aman and know that he'll never cheat on me, or leave me." Shelooked at Jack as she said this.

Jack said, "'l want arich wife who won't talk back, who doesn't liein bed all day, with the covers pulled up over her
head, weeping and calling me abundle of twigs." And helooked at Florawhen he said this.

The Witch's Revenge put down the sweater that she was knitting for Small. She looked at Flora and she looked at
Jack and then she looked at Small.

Small went into the kitchen and opened the door of the hanging cage. He lifted out the two cats and brought them
to Floraand Jack. "Here," he said. "A husband for you, Flora, and awife for Jack. A prince and a princess, and both of
them beautiful, and well brought up, and wealthy, no doubt."

Flora picked up the little tomcat and said, "Don't tease at me, Small! Whoever heard of marrying a cat!"

The Witch's Revenge said, "The trick isto keep their catskinsin a safe hiding place. And if they sulk, or treat you
badly, sew them back into their catskin and put them into a bag and throw them in the river."

Then shetook her claw and dlit the skin of the tabby-colored catsuit, and Flora was holding a naked man. Flora
shrieked and dropped him on the ground. He was a handsome man, well made, and he had a princely manner. He was
not a man whom anyone would ever mistake for a cat. He stood up and made a bow, very elegant, for all that he was
naked. Flora blushed, but she looked pleased.

"Go fetch some clothes for the prince and the princess," The witch's Revenge said to Small. When he got back,
there was a haked princess hiding behind the sofa, and Jack was leering at her.

A few weeks after that, there were two weddings, and then Flora left with her new husband, and Jack went off with
his new wife. Perhaps they lived happily ever after.



The Witch's Revenge said to Small, that night at dinner, "We have no wife for you."
Small shrugged. "I'm still too young," he said.

But try as hard as he can, Small is getting older now. The catskin barely fits across his shoulders. The buttons
strain when he fastens them. His grown-up fur-his people fur-is coming in. At night he has dreams.

The witch his mother's Spanish heel beats against the pane of glass. The princess hangsin the briar. She's
holding up her dress, so he can see the cat fur down there. Now she's under the house. She wants to marry him, but
the house will fall down if he kisses her. He and Flora are children again, in the witch's house. Floralifts up her skirt
and says, See my pussy? There's a cat down there, peeking out at him, but it doesn't look like any cat he's ever seen.
He saysto Flora, | have a pussy too. But hisisn't the same.

At last he knows what happened to the little, starving, naked thing in the forest, where it went. It crawled into his
catskin, while he was asleep, and then burrowed into his own skin, and now it is nestled in his chest, still cold and
lonely and hungry. It is eating him from the inside, and getting bigger, and one day there will be no Small left at al,
only that nameless, hungry child, wearing a Small skin.

Small moansin his seep.

There are antsin The Witch's Revenge's skin, leaking out of her seams, and they march down into the sheets and
pinch at him, down in his private places, down where hisfur isgrowing in, and it hurts, it aches and aches. He dreams
that The Witch's Revenge wakes now, and comes and licks him all over, until the pain melts, the pane of glass melts,
and the ants march away again, on their long, greased thread.

"What do you want?" says The Witch's Revenge.

Small is no longer dreaming. He says, "l want my mother!"

Light from the moon comes down through the window over their bed. The Witch's Revenge is very beautiful-she
looks like a queen, like aknife, like a burning house, a cat-in the moonlight. Her fur shines. Her whiskers stand out like
pulled stitches, wax, and thread. The Witch's Revenge says, "'Y our mother is dead."

"Take off your skin," Small says. He's crying and The Witch's Revenge licks his tears away. Small's skin pricks all
over, and down under the house, something small wails and wails. "Give me back my mother," he says.

"What if I'm not as beautiful asyou remember?* says his mother, the witch, The Witch's Revenge. "I'm full of
ants. Take off my skin, and all the antswill spill out, and there will be nothing left of me."

Small says, "Why have you left me al alone?"

His mother the witch says, "I've never left you alone, not even for aminute. | sewed up my deathinacatskinso |
could stay with you."

"Takeit off! Let me seeyou!" Small says.

The Witch's Revenge shakes her head and says, "Tomorrow night. Ask me again, tomorrow night. How can you
ask me for such athing, and how can | say no to you? Do you know what you're asking me for?"

All night long, Small combs his mother's fur. His fingers are looking for the seamsin her catskin. When The
Witch's Revenge yawns, he peersinside her mouth, hoping to catch a glimpse of his mother's face. He can feel himself
becoming smaller and smaller. In the morning he will be so small that when he triesto put his catskin on, he can barely
do up the buttons. He'll be so small, so sharp, you might mistake him for an ant, and when The Witch's Revenge
yawns, and opens her mouth, he'll creep inside, he'll go down into her belly, helll go find his mother. If he can, he will
help his mother cut her catskin open so that she can get out again, and if she won't come out, then he won't either. He
thinks he'll live there, the way that sailors sometimes live inside the belly of fish who have eaten them, and keep house
for his mother inside the house of her skin.

Thisisthe end of the story. The Princess Margaret grows up to kill witches and cats. If she doesn't, then someone
else will have to doit. There is no such thing as witches, and there is no such thing as cats, either, only people
dressed up in catskin suits. They have their reasons, and who isto say that they might not live that way, happily ever
after, until the ants have carried away all of the time that there is, to build something new and better out of it?
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How Carlos Webster Changed His
Nameto Carl and Became a Famous
Oklahoma Lawman

By ELMORE LEONARD

The fate of a bank-robbing murderer resided in two scoops of peach ice cream on top of a
sugar cone.

Carlos Webster was fifteen years old the time he witnessed the robbery and murder at Deering's drugstore. It was
in the summer of 1921. He told Bud Maddox, the Okmulgee chief of police, he had driven aload of cows up to the yard
at Tulsaand by the time he got back it was dark. He said he l€eft the stock trailer across the street from Deering's and
went inside to get an ice-cream cone. When he identified one of the robbers as Frank Miller, Bud Maddox said, "Son,
Frank Miller robs banks, he don't bother with drugstores no more."

Carlos had been raised on hard work and respect for his elders. He said, "I could be wrong,” knowing he wasn't.

They brought him over to police headquarters in the courthouse to look a photos. He pointed to Frank Miller
staring at him from a $500 wanted bulletin and picked the other one, Jm Ray Monks, from mug shots. Bud Maddox
said, "You're positive, huh?' and asked Carlos which one was it shot the Indian. Meaning Junior Harjo with the tribal
police, who'd walked in not knowing the store was being robbed.

"Was Frank Miller shot him," Carlos said, "with a.45 Colt."

"You sureit was a Colt?"

"Navy issue, like my dad's."

"I'm teasing," Bud Maddox said. He and Carloss dad, Virgil Webster, were buddies, both having fought in the
Spanish-American War, and for a number of years were the local heroes; but now doughboys were back from France
telling about the Great War over there.

"If you like to know what | think happened," Carlos said, "Frank Miller only came in for a pack of smokes."

Bud Maddox stopped him. "Tell it from the time you got there."

Okay, well, the reason was to get an ice-cream cone. "Mr. Deering was in back doing prescriptions-he looked out
of that little window and told me to help mysdf. So | went over to the soda fountain and scooped up a double dip of
peach on a sugar cone and went up to the cigar counter and left anickel by the cash register. That's where | was when
| see these two men come in wearing suits and hats | thought at first were salesmen. Mr. Deering calls to me to wait on
them as | know the store pretty wel. Frank Miller comes up to the counter-"

"Y ou knew right away who he was?"

"Once he was close, yes s, from pictures of him in the paper. He said to give him a deck of Luckies. | did and he
picks up the nickel I'd Ieft by the register. Hands it to me and says, 'This ought to cover it."

"Youtel him it was yours?'

"No, sir."

"Or apack of Luckieswas fifteen cents?'

"I didn't argue with him. But see, | think that's when he got the idea of robbing the store, the cash register sitting
there, nobody around but me holding my ice-cream cone. Mr. Deering never came out from the back. The other one,
Jm Ray Monks? He wanted a tube of Unguentine, he said, for a heat rash was bothering him, under his aams. | got it
for him and he didn't pay either. Then Frank Miller says, 'Let's see what you have in the register.' | told him | didn't
know how to open it as| didn't work there. He leans over the counter and points to a key-a man who knows his cash
registers-and says, 'That one right there. Hit it and shell open for you.' | press the key-Mr. Deering must've heard it
ring open, he cals from the back of the store, 'Carlos, you able to help them out? Frank Miller raised his voice, saying,
'Carlos is doing fine,' using my name. He told me then to take out the scrip but leave the change.”

"How much did he get?"

"No moren fifty dollars," Carlos said. He took his time thinking about what happened right after, starting with
Frank Miller looking &t his ice-cream cone. Carlos saw it as personal, something between him and Frank Miller, so he
skipped over it, telling Bud Maddox:

"l put the money on the counter for him, mostly singles. | look up-"

"Junior Harjo walksin," Bud Maddox said, "arobbery in progress.”

"Yes dr, but Junior doesn't know it. Frank Miller's a the counter with his back to him. Jm Ray Monks is over a
the soda fountain getting into the ice cream. Neither of them had their guns out, so | doubt Junior saw it as a robbery.



But Mr. Deering sees Junior and cals out he's got his mother's medicine. Then says for dl of us to hear, 'She tells me
they got you raiding tills, looking for moonshine." He said something about setting a jar aside for him and that's dl |
heard. Now the guns are coming out, Frank Miller's Colt from inside his suit ... | guess dl he had to see was Junior's
badge and his sidearm, that was enough, Frank Miller shot him. Hed know with that Colt one round would do the jab,
but he stepped up and shot Junior again, lying on the floor."

There was asilence.

"I'm trying to recall," Bud Maddox said, "how many Frank Miller's killed. | believe sx, hdf of 'em police officers."

"Seven," Carlos said, "you count the bank hostage had to stand on his running board. Fel off and broke her
neck?'

"l just read the report on that one," Bud Maddox said. "Was a Dodge Touring, same as Black Jack Pershing's staff
car over in France."

"They drove away from the drugstore in aLaSdle" Carlos said, and gave Bud Maddox the license number.

Here was the part Carlos saw as personal and had skipped over, beginning with Frank Miller looking at his
ice-cream cone.

Then asking, "What is that, peach?' Carlos said it was and Frank Miller reached out his hand, saying, "Lemme
have a bite there," and took the cone to hold it away from him as it was starting to drip. He bent over to lick it a couple
of times before putting his mouth around a big bite he took from the top dip. He said, "Mmmmm, that's good," with a
trace of peach ice cream aong the edge of his mustache. Frank Miller stared at Carlos then like he was studying his
features and began licking the cone again. He said, "Carlos, huh?' cocking his head to one side. "You got the dark
hair, but you don't look like any Carlos to me What's your other name?"

"Carlos Huntington Webster, that's al of 'em."

"It's alot of name for a boy," Frank Miller said. "So you're part greaser on your mamas side, huh? What's she,
Mex?'

Carlos hesitated before saying, "Cuban. | was named for her dad."

"Cuban's the same as Mex," Frank Miller said. "You got greaser blood in you, boy, even if it don't show much.
You come off lucky there." He licked the cone again, holding it with the tips of his fingers, the little finger sticking out
inadainty kind of way.

Carlos, fifteen years old but as tdl as this man with the ice cream on his mustache, wanted to cal him a dirty name
and hit him in the mouth as hard as he could, then go over the counter and bulldog him to the floor the way held put a
bull caf down to brand and cut off its balls. Fifteen years old but he wasn't stupid. He held on while his heart beat
against his chest. He fdt the need to stand up to this man, saying findly, "My dad was on the battleship Maine when
she was blown up in Havana Harbor, February 15, 1898. He survived and fought the dons with Huntington's Marines
in that war in Cuba and met my mother, Graciaplena. When the war was over he went back and brought her to
Oklahoma when it was ill Indian territory. She died having me, so | never knew her. | never met my dad's mother,
either. She's part Northern Cheyenne, lives on a reservation out a Lame Deer, Montana,” saying it in a voice that was
dow and cadm compared to what he fdt inside. Saying, "What | want to ask you- if having Indian blood too, makes me
something else besides a greaser." Saying it in Frank Miller's face, causing this man with ice cream on his mustache to
squint at him.

"For one thing," Frank Miller said, "the Indian blood makes you and your daddy breeds, him moren you." He kept
staring a Carlos as he raised the cone, his little finger sticking out, Carlos thinking to lick it again, but what he did was
toss the cone over his shoulder, not looking or caring where it would land.

It hit the floor in front of Junior Harjo just then walking in, badge on his tan shirt, revolver on his hip, and Carlos
saw the situation turning around. He fdt the excitement of these moments but with some rdlief, too. It picked him up
and gave him the nerve to say to Frank Miller, "Now you're gonna have to clean up your mess." Except Junior wasn't
pulling his .38; he was looking at the ice cream on the linoleum and Mr. Deering was calling to him about his mother's
medicine and about raiding stills and Frank Miller was turning from the counter with the Colt in his hand, firing,
shooting Junior Harjo and stepping closer to shoot him again.

There was no sign of Mr. Deering. Jm Ray Monks came over to have alook at Junior. Frank Miller laid his Colt on
the glass counter, picked up the cash in both hands, and shoved the bills into his coat pockets before looking at
Carlos again.

"You said something to me. Geronimo come in and you said something sounded smart-aleck.”

Carlos said, "What'd you kill him for?" till looking at Junior on the floor.

"I want to know what you said to me."

Frank Miller waited.

Carlos looked up, rubbing the back of his hand across his mouth. "I said, ‘Now you'll have to clean up your mess.!
The ice cream on the floor."

"That'sal?'

"It'swhat | said."

Frank Miller kept looking at him. "You had a gun you'd of shot me, huh? Cdling you a greaser. Hell, it's alaw of
nature, you got any of that blood in you you're agreaser. | can't help it, it's how it is. Being a breed on top of it-] don't
know if that's caled anything or not. But you could pass if you want, you look enough white. Hell, cal yourself Car, |
won't tell on you."



Carlos and his dad lived in a big new house Virgil said was a Cdifornia bungalow, off the road and into the pecan
trees, a house that was dl porch across the front and windows in the steep dant of the roof, a house built last year
with oil money-those derricks pumping away on a back section of the property. The rest of it was graze and over a
thousand acres of pecan trees, Virgil's pride, land gathered over twenty years since coming home from Cuba. He could
let the trees go and live high off his ail checks, never work again as long as he lived. Nothing doing-harvesttime Virgil
was out with his crew shaking pecan trees. He had Carlos seeing to the cows, a hundred or so head of cross-Brahmas
at atime feeding till the day they were shipped to market.

When Carlos got back from a haul Virgil would be sitting on the porch with a bottle of Mexican beer. Prohibition
was no bother; Virgil had a steady supply of beer, tequila, and mescal brought up through Texas by the ail people, part
of the dedl.

The night he witnessed the robbery and murder Carlos sat with his old dad and told him the whole story,
including what held left out of his account to Bud Maddox, even telling about the ice cream on Frank Miller's
mustache. Carlos was anxious to know if his dad thought he might've caused Junior Harjo to get shot. "I don't see
how," Virgil said, "from what you told me | don't know why you'd even think of it, other than you were right there and
what you're wondering isif you could've prevented him from getting shot."

Virgl Webster was forty-six years old, a widower since Graci-gplena died in aught-six giving him Carlos and
requiring Virgil to look for a woman to nurse the child. He found Narcissa Raincrow, sixteen, a pretty little Creek girl,
daughter of Johnson Raincrow, deceased, an outlaw so threatening peace officers shot him while he was asleep.
Narcissa had lost her own child giving birth, wasn't married, and Virgil hired her on as a wet nurse. By the time little
Carlos had lost interest in her breasts, Virgil had acquired an appreciation. It wasn't long after Narcissa became their
housekeeper she was deeping in Virgil's bed. She cooked good, put on some weight but was gill pretty, listened to
Virgil's stories and laughed when she was supposed to. Carlos loved her, had fun taking to her about Indian ways,
and her murderous dad, but never caled her anything but Narcissa. Carlos liked the idea of being part Cuban; he saw
himsdf wearing a panama hat when he was older.

He said to his dad that night on the dark porch, "Are you thinking | should've done something?'

"Likewhat?"'

"Ydl a Junior it's a robbery? No, | had to say something smart to Frank Miller. | was mad and wanted to get back
a him somehow."

"For taking your ice-cream cone?’

"For what he said."

"What part was it provoked you?"

"What part? What he said about being a greaser.”

"Y ou or your mama?"'

"Both. And calling me and you breeds.”

Virgll said, "You let that bozo get to you? Probably can't read nor write, the reason he has to rob banks. Jesus
Christ, get some sense." He swigged his Mexican beer and said, "I know what you mean though, how you felt.”

"What would you have done?'

"Same as you, nothing," Virgil said. "But if you're talking about in my time, when | was till amarine? I'd of shoved
the ice-cream cone up his goddamn nose."

* * *

Three days later sheriff's deputies spotted the LaSdle in the backyard of a farmhouse near Checotah, the house
belonging to awoman by the name of Faye Harris. Her former husband, Olin "Skeet" Harris, deceased, shot dead in a
gun battle with U.S. marshals, had at one time been a member of the Frank Miller Gang. The deputies waited for
marshals to arrive, as apprehending armed fugitives was their specialty. The marshals dipped into the house at first
light, fed the dog, tiptoed into Faye's bedroom, and got the drop on Frank Miller before he could dig his Colt from
under the pillow. Jm Ray Monks went out a window, started across the barn lot, and caught a load of double-aught
that put him down. The two were brought to Okmul-gee and locked up to await trid.

Carlos said to his dad, "Boy, those marshals know their stuff, don't they? Armed killer-they shove a gun in his ear
and yank him out of bed."

He was certain held be caled to testify and was anxious, couldn't wait. He told his dad he intended to look directly
at Frank Miller as he described the cold-blooded killing. Virgil advised him not to say any more than he had to. Carlos
said he wondered if he should mention the ice cream on Frank Miller's mustache.

"Why would you want to?" Virgil said.

"Show | didn't miss anything.”

"You know how many times the other night you told me about the ice cream on his mustache?' Virgil said. "I'm
thinking three or four times."

"You had to see it. Here's this Frank Miller everybody's scared of, doesn't know enough to wipe his mouth."

"I'd forget that,” Virgil said. "He shot alawman in cold blood. That's dl you need to remember about him."

A month passed and then another, Carlos becoming fidgety. Virgil found out why it was taking so long, came
home to Narcissa putting supper on the table, Carlos sitting there, and told them the delay was caused by other
counties wanting to get their hands on Frank Miller. So the matter was given to a district court judge to rule on, each
county laying out its case, sounding like they'd make a show out of trying him. "His Honor got our prosecutor to offer
Frank Miller adeal. Plead guilty to murder in the second degree, the motive self-defense as the victim was armed, and



give him ten to fifty years. That would be the end of it, no trid needed. In other words," Virgll said, "your Frank Miller
will get sent to McAlester and be out in five years."

"There was nothing self-defense about it," Carlos said. "Junior wasn't even looking at him when he got shot.”
Carlos sounding like he was in pain.

"You don't know the system," Virgil said. "The dea worked 'cause Junior's Cresk, or else Cherokee. He was a
white man Frank Miller'd be doing twenty-five to life."

Another event of note took place that same year, 1921, toward the end of October and late in the afternoon, dusk
settling in the orchards. Carlos shot and killed a cattle thief by the name of Wally Tarwater.

Virgil's firgt thought: 1t was on account of Frank Miller. The boy was ready this time and from now on would
always be ready.

He phoned the undertaker, who came with sheriff's people, and pretty soon two deputy U.S. marshas arrived,
Virgil knowing them as serious lawmen in their dark suits and the way they cocked their soft fdt hats down on their
eyes. The marshals took over, the one who turned out to be the talker saying this Waly Tarwater-now lying in the
hearse-was wanted on federa charges of running off livestock and crossing state lines to sell to meet packers. He said
to Carlos to go on and tdl in his own words what happened.

Virgll saw Carlos start to grin just alittle, about to make some remark like, ™Y ou want it in my own words?' and cut
him off quick with, "Don't tdl no moren you have to. These people want to get home to their families.”

Wi, it began with Narcissa saying she fdt like a rabbit stew, or squirrd if that's dl was out there. "I thought it
was too late in the day,” Carlos said, "but took a twenty-gauge and went out in the orchard. The pecans had been
harvested, most of 'em, so you could see through the trees good."

"Get toit," Virgil said. "You see this fella out in the pasture driving off your cows."

"On acutting horse," Carlos said. "You could tdl this cowboy knew how to work beef. | got closer and watched
him, admiring the way he bunched the animals without wearing himsdf out. | went back to the house and exchanged
the twenty-gauge for a Winchester, then went to the barn and saddled up. She's right over there, the clay-bank? The
sorrel's his."

The marsha, the one who talked, said, "Y ou went back to get arifle but don't know yet who he is?"

"l knew it wasn't afriend stealing my cows. He's driving them down towards the Deep Fork bottom where a road
comes in there. | nudge Suzie out among the cows ill grazing, got close enough to cdl to him, 'Can | help you?"
Carlos started to amile "He says, "Thanks for offering but I'm done here.' | told him he sure was and to get down from
his horse. He started to ride away and | fired one in the ar to bring him around. | move closer but kept my distance, not
knowing what he had under his dicker. By now he sees I'm young, he says, I'm picking up cows | bought off your
daddy.' | tel him I'm the cattle outfit here, my dad grows pecans. All he says is, 'Jesus, quit chasing me, boy, and go on
home.' Now he opens his dicker to let me see the six-shooter on his leg. And now way off past him a good four
hundred yards, | notice the stock trailer, aman standing there by the load ramp."

"You can make him out," the marshal who did the talking said, "from that distance?"'

"If he saysit," Virgil told the marshal, "then he did.”

Carlos waited for the marshals to look at him before saying, "The cowboy starts to ride off and | cdl to him to wait
a second. He reins and looks back. | said, 'But you try to ride off with my stock I'll shoot you.™

"Y ou spoke to him like that?" the talker said. "How old are you?'

"Going on sixteen. The same age as my dad when he joined the marines.”

The quiet marsha spoke for the first time. He said, "So this fdla rode off onyou ... ?'

"Yes, sir. Once | see heisn't gonnaturn my cows, and he's approaching the stock trailer by now, | shot him."
Carlos dropped histone, saying, "1 meant to wing him, put one in the edge of that yellow slicker ... | should've stepped
down 'stead of firing from the saddle. | sure didn't mean to hit him square. | see the other fellajump in the truck, doesn't
care his partner's on the ground. He goes to drive off and tears the ramp from the trailer. It was empty, no cows aboard.
What | did wasfire at the hood of the truck to stop it and the fellajumped out and ran for the trees.”

The talkative marsha spoke up. "You're doing dl this shooting from four hundred yards?' He glanced toward the
Winchester leaning against a pecan tree. "No scope on your rifle?"

"You seem to have trouble with the range," Virgil said to him. "Step out there about a hundred yards and hold up
alive snake by its tail. My boy'll shoot its head off for you."

"I believeit," the quiet marshal said.

He brought a card from his vest pocket and handed it between the tips of his fingers to Virgil. He said, "Mr.
Webster, 1'd be interested to know what your boy sees himsdf doing in five or 9x years."

Virgil looked at the card and then handed it to Carlos, mesting his eyes for a second. "Y ou want you can ask him,"
Virgll said, watching Carlos reading the card that bore the deputy's name, RC. "Bob" Carddl, and a marsha's star in
gold you could fed. "I tel him join the marines and see foreign lands, or get to love pecansif you want to stay home."
He could see Carlos moving his thumb over the embossed star on the card. "Tell you the truth, | don't think he knows
yet what he wants to be when he grows up,” Virgil said to the marshd, and to Carlos, "Isn't that right?"

Carlosraised his head.

"Sir, were you speaking to me?"

Later on Virgil wasin the living room reading the paper. He heard Carlos come down from upstairs and said, "Will



Rogersis appearing at the Hippodrome next week, with the Follies. Y ou want to go see him?"

Carlos had his hand on his stomach. "I don't fed so good. | upchucked my supper."

Virgil lowered the newspaper to look at his boy. He said, "You took a man's life today,"” and watched Carlos nod
his head thinking about it. "You never said, but did you look at him laying there?"

"I got down to close his eyes."

"Made you think, huh?"

"It did. | wondered why he didn't believe I'd shoot.”

"He saw you as akid on a horse."

"He knew stealing cows could get him shot or sent to prison. | mean anytime, but it's what he chose to do."

"That's what you thought looking a him? You didn't fed any sympathy for the man?'

"l did; | fdt if held listened to me he wouldn't be lying there dead."

The room was silent, and now Virgil asked, "How come you didn't shoot the other one?"

"There weren't any cows on the trailer,” Carlos said, "else | might've."

It was his son's quiet tone that got to Virgil and made him redize, My Lord, but this boy has a hard bark on him.

June 13, 1927, Carlos Huntington Webster, now a six-footer, was in Oklahoma City wearing a new light-gray suit of
clothes and a panama with the brim curved on his eyes just right, staying at a hotel, riding a streetcar for the first time,
and being sworn in as a Deputy United States Marshal; while Lindbergh was being honored in New York City, tons of
ticker tape dumped on the Lone Eagle for flying across the ocean; and Frank Miller, released from McAlester in bib
overals, was back in Checotah with Faye Harris, his suit hanging in the closet these dx years since the marshas
hauled him off in his drawers. The first thing Frank Miller did, once he got off of Faye, was make phone calls to get his
gang back together.

Carlos was given aleave to go home &fter his training and spent it with his old dad, telling him things:

What the room was like at the Huskin Hotel.

What he had to et at the Plaza Grill.

How he saw a band caled Walter Page's Blue Devils that was dl colored guys.

How when firing a pistol you put your weight forward, one foot ahead of the other, so if you get hit you can keep
firing as you fdl.

And one other thing.

Everybody cdled him Carl instead of Carlos. At first he wouldn't answer to it and got in arguments, a couple of
times almogt fistfights.

"Y ou remember Bob Carddll?’

"R.C. 'Bob' Carddll," Virgil said, "the quiet one."

"My boss now. He says, 'l know you're named for your grandaddy to honor him, but you're using it like a chip on
your shoulder instead of a name.™

Virgil was nodding his head. "Ever since that moron Frank Miller called you a greaser. | know what Bob means.
Like Tm Carlos Webster, what're you gonna do about it? You were little I'd cal you Cal sometimes. You liked it
okay."

"Bob Cardell says, 'What's wrong with Carl? All it is, it's a nickname for Carlos."

"Thereyou are," Virgil said. "Try it on."

"I've been wearing it the past month or so. 'Hi, I'm Deputy U.S. Marsha Cal Webster.™

"You fed any different?’

"l do, but | can't explainit."

A cdl from Bob Carddl cut short Carl's leave. The Frank Miller Gang was back robbing banks.

What the marshals tried to do over the next few months was anticipate the gang's moves. They robbed banks in
Shawnee, Seminole, and Bowlegs on aline south. Maybe Ada would be next. No, it turned out to be Coagate.

An eyewitness said he was in the barbershop as Frank Miller was getting a shave-except the witness didn't know
who it wastill later, after the bank was robbed. "Him and the barber are talking, this one who's Frank Miller mentions
he's planning on getting married pretty soon. The barber happens to be a minister of the Church of Christ and offers to
perform the ceremony. Frank Miller says he might take him up on it and gives the reverend a five-dollar bill for the
shave. Then him and his boys robbed the bank."

Coalgate was on that line south, but then they veered way over west to Kingfisher, took sx thousand from the
First National but lost a man: Jm Ray Monks, sow coming out of the bank on his bum legs, was shot down in the
street. Before Monks knew he was dying he told them, "Frank's sore you never put moréen five hundred on his head.
He's out to show he's worth awhole lot more.”

The bank after Kingfisher was American Nationa in Baxter Springs, way up on the Kansas line. The gang
appeared to specidize in robbing banks in dinky towns, rush in with gunfire to get peopl€'s attention, and ride out with
a hostage or two on the running board as a shield. Hit three or four banks in arow and then disappear for atime. There
were reports of gang members spotted during these periods of lying low, but Frank Miller was never one of them.

"l bet anything," Cal said, standing before the wal map in Bob Carddll's office, "he hides out in Checotah, at Faye
Harris's place."



"Where we nabbed him," Bob Cardd| said, nodding, remembering. "Faye was just agirl then, wasn't she?"
"l heard Frank was dready seeing her," Cal said, "while she's married to Skeet, only Skeet didn't have the nerve to
cdl himon it

"You heard, huh?'

"Sir, twice | drove down to McAlester on my day off, see what | could find out about Frank Miller."

"The convicts talk to you?"

"One did, a Creek use to bein his gang. He said it wasn't a marshal shot Skeet Harris in the gun battle that time. It
was Frank Miller himsdf to get Skeeter out of the way so he could have his wife."

"Y ou learned this on your own?"

"Yes, gr. It was after that witness in Coalgate said he spoke of getting married. | thought it must be to Faye-don't
you think? | mean if he's so sweet on her he killed her husband? That's what tells me he hides out there.”

Bob Carddl said, "Well, we been talking to people, watching every place he's known to frequent. Look it up, I'm
sure Faye Harris is on the list."

"I did," Carl said. "She's checked off as having been questioned and deputies are keeping an eye on her place. But
| doubt they do more than drive past, seeif Frank Miller's drawers are hanging on theline."

"You're amarshd four months," Bob Carddll said, "and you know everything."

Carl didn't spesk, Bob Cardell staring at him.

Bob Carddl saying after afew moments, "I recdl the time you shot that cattle thief off his horse at four hundred
yards." Bob Carddll saying after another silence but gill holding Carl with his stare, "You have some kind of scheme
you want to try."

"I've poked around and learned a few things about Faye Harris" Cal said, "where she used to live and 4dl. |
believe | can get her to tak to me”

Bob Cardell said, "How'd you get so sure of yourself ?"

Marshals dropped Carl off a quarter mile from the house, turned the car around, and drove back to Checotah;
they'd be at the Shady Grove Cafe. Carl was wearing work clothes and boots, his .38 Special holstered beneath alimp
old suitcoat of Virgil's, ablack one, his star in a pocket.

Waking the quarter mile his gaze held on this worn-out homestead, the whole disma hundred and sixty looking
deserted, the dusty Ford coupe in the backyard abandoned. Carl expected Faye Harris to be in no better shape than
her property, living here like an outcast. The house did take on life as he mounted the porch, the voice of Uncle Dave
Macon coming from aradio somewhere inside; and now Faye Harris was facing him through the screen, agirl in a silky
nightgown that barely came to her knees, barefoot, but with rouge giving her face color and her blonde hair marcdled
likeamovie star's. . . .

You dumbbell, of course she hadn't let hersdf go, she was waiting for a man to come and marry her. Cal smiled,
meaning it.

"Miz Harris, I'm Cal Webster." He kept looking at her face so she wouldn't think he was trying to see through her
nightgown, which he could, easy. "I believe your mom's name is Atha Trudell? She worked at the Georgian Hotd in
Henryetta doing rooms at one time and belonged to Eastern Star?'

It nudged her enoughto say, "Yeah...?'

"So'd my mom, Narcissa Webster?'

Faye shook her head.

"Your daddy was a cod miner up at Spdlter, pit boss on the Little Gem. He lost his life that time she blew in '16. My
dad was down in the hole laying track." Cal paused. "l was ten years old."

Faye said, "l just turned fifteen," her hand on the screen door to open it, but then hesitated. "Why you looking
for me?'

"Lemmetedl you what happened,” Cal said. "I'm at the Shady Grove having a cup of coffee, the lady next to me at
the counter says she works at a cafe serves way better coffee 'n here. Purity's, up at Henryetta."

Faye said, "What's her name?"

"She never told me."

"I useto work at Purity."

"I know, but wait," Cal said. "The way you came up in the conversation, the lady says her husband's a miner up
at Spdter. | tell her my dad was killed there in '16. She says a girl a Purity lost her daddy in that same accident. She
mentions knowing the girl's mom from Eastern Star, | tel her mine belonged too. The waitress behind the counter's
pretending not to listen, but now she turns to us and says, The girl you're talking about lives right up the road there."

"l bet | know which one it was," Faye said. "She have kind of a Betty Boop hairstyle?"

"I believe s0."

"What else she say?"

"Y ou're awidow, lost your husband.”

"Shetell you marshals gunned him down?"

"Nothing about that."

"It'swhat everybody thinks. She mention any other names?"

What everybody thinks. Carl put that away and said, "No, she got busy serving customers."

"You livein Checotah?'

He told her Henryetta, he was visiting his old grandma about to pass. She asked him, "What's your name again?"'



He told her and she said, "Well, come on in, Carl, and have a glass of ice tea." Sounding now like she wouldn't mind
company.

There wasn't much to the living room besides arag rug on the floor and stiff black furniture, chairs and a sofa,
their cane seats giving way from years of being sat on. The radio was playing in the kitchen. Faye went out there and
pretty soon Carl could hear her chipping ice. He stepped over to atable laid out with magazines, True Confession,
Photoplay, Liberty, Dime Western, one called Spicy, . . .

Her voice reached him, asking, "Y ou like Gid Tanner?'

Cal recognized the radio music. He said, "Yeah, | do," as he looked at pictures in Spicy of girls doing housework
in their underwear, one girl up on aladder in teddies with a feather duster.

"Gid Tanner and his Skillet Lickers" Faye's voice said. "You know who | kinda like? That Al Jolson, he sure
sounds like a nigger on that mammy song. But you want to know who my very favorite is?”

Cal said, "Jmmie Rodgers?' looking at pictures of Joan Crawford and Elissa Landi now in Photoplay.

"I likeJmmie okay. . . . How many sugars?'

"Threell do 'er. How about Uncle Dave Macon? He was on just a minute ago."

" Take Me Back to My Old Carolina Home' | don't care for the way he half-sings and hdf-talks a song. If you're a
singer you oughta sing. No, my favorite's Maybelle Carter and the Carter Family. The pure loneliness she gets in her
voice just tears me up."”

"Must be how you fed," Carl said, "living out here."

She said, "Don't give it another thought.”

"Sit here by yourself reading magazines ..."

"Honey," Faye said, "you're not as cute as you think you are. Drink your ice tea and beat it."

"I'm sympathizing with you," Carl said. "The only reason | came, | wondered if you and | might even've known
each other from funerals, and our moms being in the same club. . . . That's dl." He smiled just a little, saying, "I wanted
to see what you look like."

Faye said, "All right, you are cute, but don't get nosy."

She left him with his iced tea and went in the bedroom. Now what? Carl took Photoplay across the room to sit in a
chair facing the table of magazines and the bedroom door, left open. He turned pages in the magazine. It wasn't a
minute later she stuck her head out.

"Y ou've been to Purity, haven't you?'

"Lot of times."

She stepped into plain sight now wearing a pair of sheer, peach-colored teddies, the crotch sagging beneath her
white thighs. Faye said, "You hear about the time Pretty Boy Floyd came in?"

Cal could see London, he could see France. . .. "While you were working there?"

"Since then, not too long ago. The word got around Pretty Boy Floyd was a Purity and it practicaly shut down
the whole town. Nobody'd come out of their house." She stood with hands on her hipsin kind of a slouch. "I did meet
him one time. Was at a speak in Oklahoma City."

"You tak to him?'

"Y eah, we talked about . . . you know, different things." She looked like she might be trying to think of what they
did tak about, but said then, "Who's the most famous person you ever met?"

He wasn't expecting the question. Stll, he thought about it for no more than a few seconds before telling her, "I
guess it would have to be Frank Miller."

Faye said, "Oh ... ?" like the name didn't mean much to her. Carl could tell, though, she was being careful, on her
guard.

"Was in a drugstore when | was a kid," Carl said, "and Frank Miller came in for a pack of Luckies. I'd stopped
there for a peach icecream cone, my favorite. You know what Frank Miller did? Asked could he have a bite-this famous
bank robber."

"Y ou give him one?'

"l did, and you know what? He kept it, wouldn't give me back my cone."

"He ateit?'

"Licked it afew times and threw it away." Cal didn't mention the trace of ice cream on Frank Miller's mustache; he
kept that for himsdf. "Yeah, he took my ice-cream cone, robbed the store, and shot a policeman. You believe it?"

She seemed to nod, thoughtful now, and Carl decided it was time to come out in the open.

"You said people think it was marshas gunned down your husband, Skeet. But you know better, don't you?"

He had her full attention, staring a him now like she was hypnotized.

"And I'll bet it was Frank himsdf told you. Who elsed have the nerve? I'll bet he said you ever leave him héelll hunt
you down and kill you. On account of he's so crazy about you. | can't think of another reason you'd stay here these
years. You have anything to say to that?'

Faye began to show hersdf, saying, "You're not from a newspaper ..."

"Is that what you thought?'

"They come around. Once they're in the house they can't wait to leave. No, you're not at dl like them."

Cal said, "Faye, I'm a Deputy United States Marshal. I'm here to put Frank Miller under arrest or in the ground,
one."



He worried she might've acquired an affection for the man, but it wasn't so. Once Carl showed her his star Faye sat
down and breathed with rdief. Pretty soon her nerves did take hold and she became talkative. Frank had phoned this
morning and was coming. Now what was she supposed to do? Cal asked what time she expected him. She said going
on dark. A car would drive past and honk twice; if the front door was open when it drove past again Frank would jump
out and the car would keep going. Carl said he'd be sitting here reading about Joan Crawford. He said introduce him as
afriend of the family happened to stop by, but try not to tak too much. He asked if Frank brought the magazines. She
said they were supposed to be her treat. He asked out of curiosity if Frank could read. Faye said she wasn't sure, but
believed he only looked &t the pictures. What wasiit Virgil called him that time, years ago? A bozo.

He said to Faye, "What you want to do is pay close attention. Then later on you can tel what happened here as
the star witness and get your name in the paper. | bet even your picture.”

"I hadn't thought of that," Faye said. "Y ou really think so?"

They heard the car beep twice as it passed the house. Ready?

Carl was, in the chair facing the magazine table where the only lamp in the room wasllit. Faye stood smoking a
cigarette, smoking three or four since drinking the orange-juice glass of gin to settle her down. Light from the kitchen,
behind her, showed her figure in the kimono she was wearing. Faye looked fine to Carl.

But not to Frank Miller. Not the way he came in with magazines under his am and barely paused before saying to
her, "What's wrong?"

"Nothing," Faye said. "Frank, | want you to meet Carl, from home." Frank staring at him now as Faye said he was a
busboy at Purity the same time she was working there. "And our moms are both Eastern Star.”

"You're Frank," Carl said, sounding like a salesman. "Glad to know you, Frank." Cal looking at a face from sx
years ago, the same dead-eyed stare beneath the hat brim. He watched Frank Miller carry his magazines to the table,
drop them on top of the ones there and glance over a Faye; watched him plant both hands on the table now, hunched
over, taking time to what, rest? Unh-unh, decide how to get rid of this busboy so he could take Faye to bed, Cal
imagining Frank doing it to her with his hat ill on ... and remembered his dad saying, "You know why | caught the
Mauser round that time, the Spanish sniper picking me off? | was thinking instead of paying attention, doing my job."

Cal asked himsdf what he was waiting for. He said, "Frank, bring out your pistol and lay it there on the table.”

Faye Harris knew how to tell it. She had recited her story enough times to marshals and various law enforcement
people. This afternoon she was describing the scene to newspaper reporters-and the one from the Oklahoman, the
Oklahoma City paper, kept interrupting, asking questions that were alot different than ones the marshals asked.

She referred to Deputy Marshal Webster as "Carl" and the one from the Oklahoman said, "Oh, you two are on
intimate terms now? You don't mind he's just akid? Has he visited you here a the hotel?' Faye was staying afew days
at the Georgian in Henryetta. The other reporters in the room would tell the Oklahoman to keep quiet for Christ sake,
anxious for Faye to get to the gunplay.

"As| told you," Faye said, "l was in the doorway to the kitchen.

Frank's over here to my left, and Carl's opposite him but sitting down, his legs stretched out in his cowboy boots.
| couldn't believe how cam he was."

"What'd you have on, Faye?'

The Oklahoman interrupting again, some of the other reporters groaning.

"l had on a pink and red kimono Frank got me at Kerr's in Oklahoma City. | had to wear it whenever he came.”

"Y ou have anything on under it?"

Faye said, "None of your beeswax."

The Oklahoman said his readers had aright to know such details of how a gun moll dressed. This time the other
reporters were quiet, like they wouldn't mind hearing such details themselves, until Faye said, "If this big mouth opens
his trap one more time I'm through and y'dl can leave." She said, "Now where was |7

"Frank was leaning on the table."

"That was it. He looked over a me like he was gonna say something, and right then Carl said, 'Frank? He said,
‘Draw your pistol and lay it there on the table.™

The reporters wrote it down in their notebooks and then waited as Faye took a sip of iced tea.

"l told you Frank had his back to Carl? Now | see him turn his face to his shoulder and say to him, 'Do | know you
from someplace? Maybe thinking of McAlester, Cal an ex-convict looking to earn the reward money. Frank asks him,
'Have we met or not? And Carl says, If | told you, | doubt you'd remember.’ Then-this is where Cal says, 'Frank, I'm a
Deputy United States Marshal. I'll tell you one more time to lay your pistol on the table."

A reporter said, "Faye, | know they did meat. I'm from the Okmulgee Daily Times and | wrote the story about it.
Was gx years ago to the month.”

"What you're doing," Faye said, "is holding up my getting to the good part." Messing up her train of thought,
too.

"But the circumstances of how they met," the reporter said, "could have something to do with this story."

"Would you please," Fayesaid, "wait till I'm done?"

It gave her time to tell the next part: how Frank had no choice but to draw his gun, this big pearl-handled
automatic, from inside his coat and lay it on the edge of the table, right next to him. "Now as he turns around," Faye
said, starting to grin, "this surprised look came over his face. He sees Carl sitting there, not with agun in his hand but
Photoplay magazine. Frank can't believe his eyes. He says, 'Jesus Christ, you don't have agun? Carl pats the side of



his chest where his gun's hol-stered under his coat and says, 'Right here." Then he says, 'Frank, | want to be clear
about this so you understand. If | pull my weapon I'll shoot to kill."" Faye said to the reporters, "In other words, the
only time Carl Webster draws his gun it's to shoot somebody dead."

It had the reporters scribbling in their notebooks and making remarks to each other, the one from the Daily Times
saying now, "Listen, will you? Sx years ago Frank Miller held up Deering's drugstore in Okmulgee and Carl Webster
was there. Only he was known as Carlos then, he was gill a kid. He stood by and watched Frank Miller shoot and kill
an Indian from the tribal police happened to come in the store, a man Cal Webster must've known." The reporter
looked at Faye and said, "I'm sorry to interrupt, but | think the drugstore shooting could've been on Cal Webster's
mind."

Faye said, "l can tell you something else about that."

But now voices were chiming in, commenting and asking questions about the Okmulgee reporter's views:

"Carl carried it with him al these years?"

"Did heremind Frank Miller of it?"

"You're saying thetriba cop was afriend of his?'

"Both from Okmulgee, Carl thinking of becoming alavman?’

"Carl ever say he was out to get Frank Miller?"

"This story's bigger'n it looks."

Faye said, "Y ou want to hear something el se happened?

"How Carl was eating an ice-cream cone that time and what Frank did?"

They sat on the porch sipping tequila a the end of the day, insects out there singing in the dark. A lantern hung
above Virgil's head so he could see to read the newspapers on his lap.

"Most of it seemsto be what thislittle girl told."

"They made up some of it."

"Jesus, | hope so. Y ou haven't been going out with her, have you?'

"I drove down, took her to Purity a couple times."

"She's a pretty little thing. Has a saucy look about her in the pictures, wearing that kimona."

"She smelled nice, too," Carl said.

Virgil turned his head to him. "I wouldn't tell Bob Cardell that. One of his marshals sniffing around a gun moll." He
waited, but Carl let that one go. Virgil looked a the newspaper he was holding. "I don't recal you were ever a buddy of
Junior Harjo's."

"I'd see him and say hi isall."

"The Daily Times has you two practicaly blood brothers. What you did was avenge his death. They wonder if it
might even be the reason you joined the marshals."

"Yeah, | read that," Carl said.

Virgil put the Daily Times down and slipped the Oklahoman out from under it. "But now the Oklahoma City paper
says you shot Frank Miller 'cause he took your ice-cream cone that time in the drugstore. They trying to be funny?"

"I guess," Carl said.

"They could make up aname for you, as smart-aleck newspapers do, start calling you Carl Webster, the lce Cream
Kid?'

"What if they do?"

"I'm getting the idea you like this attention.”

Virgll saying it with some concern and Carl giving him a shrug. Virgil picked up another paper from the pile. "Here
they quote the little girl saying Frank Miller went for his gun and you shot him through the heart."

"I thought they have her saying, 'straight through the heart," Carl said. He turned to see his old dad staring a him
with a solemn expression. "I'm kidding with you. What Frank did, he tried to bluff me. He looked toward Faye and
cdled her name thinking 1'd look over. But | kept my eyes on him, knowing he'd pick up his Colt. He came around with
it and | shot him."

"As you told him you would," Virgil said. "Every one of the newspapers played it up, your saying, 'If | draw my
weapon | shoot to kill. You tdl ‘em that?"

"The only one told was Frank Miller," Cal said. "It had to've been Faye told the papers.”

"Well, that little girl sure tooted your horn for you."

"She only told what happened.”

"All she had to. It's the telling that did it, made you a famous lawman overnight. You think you can carry a load
like that?"

"I was born to," Carl said, starting to show himself.

It didn't surprise his old dad. Virgil picked up his glass of tequila and raised it to his boy, saying, "God help us
showoffs."



Thé??-ener aI

By CAROL EMSHWILLER

They had conquered his people, then raised him
as one of their own. How far would they be willing
to go to destroy their own creation?




One of the enemy has escaped into the mountains. An important general. He knows our language, he knows our
ways, but we don't know his nor where his men are, nor even if there are any of his men left at all. We were holding him
in our maximum-security facilities and we had thought to torture him until he told us what he knew of hisown army.
We had called in others to torture him because we don't believe in torture, but he escaped before they arrived.

There'salarge reward for his capture. For asum like this, even his own men would turn him in. He can't count on
anybody. There's no way that he can survive very long anyway. It's too cold and everybody is on our side around
here. Most likely they'll fight among themselves over the reward. Ther€lll be afew more of us dead.

We had dressed him in orange. He'll have to steal some clothes. We hope he won't kill any of usto get them. He
must be very stupid to try to escape in a place like this and at this season. The weather can only get worse. But
perhaps death is better than our (deliberately) rat-infested, latrineless cells. He has been trained by usin our own
schoolsto laugh at death. Most likely his body is already out there somewhere. We've sent local children to search the
rocks and bushes. They know the area better even than our experts. We'l give them pennies and salt for any clues
they pick up. Wewarned them if they find him and he's not dead, they should run, as heis extremely dangerous and
has probably obtained or made a weapon.

I'm on atrail now. At first | just headed out, not following any road or path, but there's no way to cross these
mountain passes and not be on one. Every now and then there's a hut. Thistime of year they're al empty. | don't dare
spend the night in any. | stole clothes from one, long underwear, and a worn-out sheepskin jacket. | found aknit cap.
They shaved my head so | needed agood hat. Everything | took was worn out and smelled bad, but | wear them
anyway. | stole food and a blanket. | was wearing leg irons. At the hut | found tools to break them off. I'll be ableto go
alittle faster now. | stole asickle but dropped it later. | don't want to be tempted to lash out at anyone, especially not
withasickle.

| sleep several yards from the trail in any handy sheltered spot. Or if there are scattered boulders | cover myself
with the blanket and lie along them asif | were just another stone. | haven't met asingle person up here, but | don't
darerelax.

| deep the sleep of exhaustion. I'll think to myself: Thisisagood spot, and that'sall | know until | wake up.

I'm aware that I'm walking through great beauty but if | sit down to appreciate it for aminute | fall aseep.
Sometimes the moon has risen and | lie back and think to look at the sky and take sometimetoredizel'mina
wondrous place and this is aluminous moment, but no sooner do | have that thought than I'm asleep.

Notices have been put up on every corner:

WANTED REWARD. Wild and dangerous man. Medium height, shaved head, dark eyes. He'd as soon kill you
aslook at you. By now he may have weapons. If you harbor him or give him food, you'll be considered as guilty as he
is. There's amicrochip imbedded in his shoulder where he can neither seeit or reach it. Anyone who has removed it
will be considered as traitorous as heis. The sentence for helping him is death.

Theirony is, we brought him up ourselves in our own military schools. We thought contact with us would
civilize him, but he's no more civilized than he was at the age of nine when wetook himin. At that time he said he'd kill
usall and, in spite of al these yearsin our care, that's what he still wantsto do.

We thought he would soon see that life with us was preferable to the primitive ways of his own people. We had
thought he would realize our superiority. Anybody with any sense, we thought, even a child with any sense at all,
could see we had the science, the money, the schools, the workforce, the wealth. . . . And we were ready to share our
wealth with him. He was, after all, at the top of his graduating class. The top! We were surprised that a savage child
had beaten out our own. We took it as a sign we could mold the wild ones to our civilized waysif we caught themin
time. We were glad to have him on our side. Until he defected, we suspected nothing.

| wake with a child looking down on me-so bundled up | wonder how she can move at al. A dirty child but I'm
dirtier. At first | think aboy, but then | think, girl. | see her skirt and coarse hand-knit wooly petticoat hanging below it.
I'm not a good judge of the ages of children, but 1'd guess about nine or ten years old. Beside her there's a bundle of
sticks she's been gathering.

| distrust everybody. | wake up in arage as usual, ready to strike out. | think, Here's one of them, but then she
smilesand | smile back.

| can't help groaning as | try to sit up. I'm aways so stiff, waking after aday of climbing. (When | was younger |
never had this problem. | supposeit'll only get worse.) | ask her, "What are you doing way up here this time of year?"
and she asks, "What are you?'

Her nameisLoo. | tell her I'm Sang. Not too much of alie, especialy if you take it to mean blood and pronounce it
"sans," and now | am sans everything. (For along time | was called rubbish.)

It's been three days and we still haven't captured him, therefore sweeping changes from the top on down.
Higher-ups have been brought in. Those in charge are no longer in charge. How can one half-starved man, possibly
wearing orange, and with a microchip, have escaped us al? We have the know-how and the wherewithal.



Loo won't go home without more sticks. | help her. She's all smiles when she sees how much | get. | shoulder a
dead log, too. | think to chop it up when we get . . . wherever. First we climb on the main trail and then turn off on a
smaller path, so small you have to know it's there to follow it.

We come to a hut of stone and weathered wood. It looks like part of the mountain. It'sa hut asif out of apainting
of atroll'shousein abook of fairy tales. The roof dopes amost to the ground. | remember fairy tales from before | was
taken, otherwise I'd not know about them.

Loo's grandma greets us at the door. | look past her and seeit'slike atroll's hut inside, too. Heavy handmade
furniture, aworn-down board floor, a squat black stove, a squat black kettle steaming . . .

Loo and her grandma must have gotten marooned up here someway. | don't ask how. The grandma has a hard
time walking from the stove to the doorway. Perhaps she could no longer climb down. Y et to leave her here alone with
just achild for help ... | don't see how they get by. They don't look in good shape.

| don'tgoin. | stand in the doorway. | say, "1 am your enemy. I'm afugitive. You risk your lifeif you take mein. |
have a chip imbedded in my shoulder." | tell the grandma about the reward though | don't say how much. | hardly dare.
It'sasum hard to resist. It would make anyonerich for life.

For answer the old woman motions me in, motions me to sit down, motions me to take off my jacket and mittens,
and then hands me a cup of strong strange tea. It tastes of pine needles. They have two rooms. Two nanny goats stay
inwith them.

| say, "Youdon't readize."

The grandma says, "l redlize." Her voiceis abreathy growl.

She shows me men's clothes hanging behind the door, but she won't talk about them. In fact shelll hardly talk at
all. Just gives me stew full of tiny bones. Then she gets out a paring knife and motions me to lean over the table. | do.
It'l give her achance to cut my throat if shefedslikeit.

(I had covered my shoulder first thing with pieces of foil from the dump on the outskirts of town so they couldn't
homein on me)

Afterward she makes me a different sort of teafor the pain. The way I'm slurping down every odd-tasting thing
she hands me, she could poison mein aminute, and I'll bet she has whatever it takesto do it.

She wraps the chip back in my foil and puts it by the door. She says, "Take this out on the trail tomorrow. Throw
it over the cliff."

They make me a bed under thetable | just bled on. | think to thank them but, warm and full of hot food, | fall
asleep before | can get the words out.

We've sent out six units. We've commandeered the first huts along several trails as base camps. One unit has
discovered a place where someone spent the night. No one is on the mountain at thistime of year so who but the
general could have dept there? We moved all our units to this one mountain trail.

An early snow fallsal night and is still going onin the morning. | go out init. I'll not do asthe grandma said. I'll
get rid of that chip at the top of one of the peaks. I'll unwrap it so asto give them afalse clue. Useless and foolish, |
know, but | want to do it anyway. Perhapsif it's so hard to get to they'll not bother. They'll think I'm already dead up
there and let me be. They'll say it'sjust like meto die at the top of something. | wish I'd saved my orange suit to use as
aflag.

| say | may not be back tonight, but I'll be back soon. I'm thinking it'll take all day to climb amountain evenif I'm
more than halfway up right here.

The grandma bundles me in hand-knit scarves. She winds them around me under my stolen jacket. | don't know if
| can climbin all this. She wantsto give me dried acorn cakes but | don't let her. | don't believe they have much food
any more than they have much firewood. Soon as | get back I'll chop up more.

The grandma lends me her staffs. She uses two. I'll need two also. "Bring them back," she says.

We've found the chip, brown from his blood. One unit climbed to the top of the mountain thinking what the
Genera can do, they can do. Thinking he would be there laughing down at them. Or dead, but with asmile at having
forced them to climb there. He was no doubt laughing, but he wasn't there. One member of the unit fell on the rocks
near the top and broke his ankle. One got altitude sickness. They have been flown out. We appointed new squad
leaders.

There'sfish. | caught some myself on the way up when the trail dipped down beside acreek. | ate them raw. Now
| catch more on the way back to the cabin.

When | get there, Loo says she saw a group of men in white suitsfiling up the trail. They're two days climb
away. Loo takes me yet farther up into a cave, well off the path. Rattlesnakes deep there. If | make afire they'll wake
up.

There's already a bed of old rotten hay. Loo gives me abundle of food. Sheinsists. | say I'll eat rattlesnake. She
says, "Yes, but this, too." Then she chops off the heads of several big ones to take back to the grandma. They're so
cold they don't cometo. "In the morning I'll bring some back fried," she says. She leaves me the ax and goes.

There'salittle sort of porch in front of the cave. | watch her till she's out of sight, lumpy little figure, accepting
everything that comes along-though what else can children ever do?



| sit down on arock and look out at the mountains-for once without falling asleep. A long time ago these peaks
used to be the border-a no-man's-land several miles long between my country and theirs. But no need for any borders
now. It'sal theirs. The beauty is till asit was and will be no matter who owns it. Does it matter? Grandmaand Loo?
Why do | even wonder what side they're on?

The search parties below have aready camped for the night. | see their smoke.

| start to chant to myself as| did when | was a child locked in solitary. | rock back and forth. | remember the cell,
too small for aman, but big enough for me. | remember my classmates called me Rubbish al thetime and | called myself
that to mysalf. If | lipped I'd look at my feet and call them Rubbish. If | dropped something I'd call my hands Rubbish.
Rubbish, | said about myself.

My parents were murdered before my eyes and I, taken to an enemy school to be educated as one of them. |
didn't even know their language. Even when | began to understand, | refused to speak it. | didn't know their food. |
finally got hungry enough to eat it. | profited by that education. | got to know them as | used to know my own. Better
infact. | amost forgot my own language. | aimost forgot our ways. | was told my people were alower order of
civilization, but | couldn't see much difference.

In the beginning of military school | ran away alot. Escaping wasn't hard; it was not being found afterward that |
never managed. The enemy was everywhere. After four or five times it seemed useless. The punishment was solitary
confinement. (They don't believe in hitting children. Besides, we were not to be marked in any way.) | burned my
uniform three times, but there were plenty more. After awhile | obeyed. It seemed awaste to go to all that trouble of
running away for nothing.

| tested myself every chance | got. Heat, cold, fire, hunger, thirst . . . On our matches, | stood out in storms and
let icy rain trickle down the back of my neck while the others took shelter in a shed. | wondered how high aledge |
could jump from. (I found out by breaking my ankle.) | tested myself in the cold until | amost lost my toes. After that |
realized | might go too far, cripple mysdlf and defeat my own purposes.

Being in solitary . . . that was atest, too, and | passed it to my own satisfaction. How | managed was through
chants and songs. | chanted myself up into the trees | used to climb. | chanted to make myself into a cat. | practiced
stalking the micein my cell. When | finally caught one | madeit into a pet. First | named it Sang, and then | named it
Sans.

| never cried. Crying was awaste of valuable energy that | needed to fulfill my promises. My father would have
told methat.

But then | realized there was a better way than all this escaping. (My father would have said that, too.) | did as|
wastold. | spoke their language when called upon, | excelled at everything, and became, at the age of twenty-eight,
their youngest general ever. Yearslater, | fled and became one of ours.

They trapped usin our caves. Killed us except for me. | was saved for worse things than mere death.

We had learned to laugh at death. (They taught usthat.) Death holds no terror, but we didn't learn to laugh at the
torture of our loved ones, therefore | have no loved ones, neither wife nor children. After they killed my parents, my
aunts, and my grandmother, | made sure there was nobody €else, ever, to take from me.

In those early days | fell in love so often | thought to change my plans and be their general after al. | would
marry and live on the hills above the towns, but | stayed true to the vows | made when | was nine.

At our graduation from military school, aeulogy full of kindness and humor so that we not only laughed at
death, but laughed along with the dead. Their dead were to be my dead, and yet | thought only of my own. Even
though | could hardly remember them alive, | thought only of their deaths.

It was hard keeping to my resolutions when | got to know the enemy. | began to care for them-those who treated
me well, though many didn't, but | had knelt by my parents, covered with their blood, and swore. . . not to any God,
but to mysdlf-to the man | would become. | said, "You! Y ou, asaman. You will remember this right here and now. No
other thing will ever be as clear as this." And that has turned out to be true. I've remembered nothing more clearly than
the blood, and the gurgling and coughing and the jerking back and forth of dying.

| ran, and thought to hide in acloset full of my father's uniforms asif they might save me, but they guessed
where | was. | bit them, so then they put me in a dusty bag that smelled bad. | remember the taste of their swesty, salty
wrigts.

Loo and Grandma? | wonder if they even know which side they're on. This side of the mountain ... no one was
sure who it belonged to, but the other side used to belong to the scattered armies of my childhood. My home was over
there somewhere. | wonder if | would recognizeit? | wonder if it still stands?

Ever since | wastaken away, | haven't had much to do with any but military people. Even my women were
soldiers. | don't know what civilians are like. And I've never had anything to do with children, though | guesswe all
remember how it was to be one. Except | doubt if my memories pertain to many other children. | hope they don't. Loois
ten, the age | waswhen | first escaped and was recaptured and put in solitary as punishment.

I look out from the porch of my cave. | can hear the stream rushing down. | can seeit sparkling below if | lean
over the cliff. The sound will soothe me as| deep. | begin to chant. | chant, Y ou, and Loo, and owl. Owl meant ouch in
my childhood language, and row, row, row, meant remember, remember. | chant You, you, you, as | used to chant it to
my grown-up self. But | also chant, But, but, but. . . .

But . .. There were no butsin my chant language back then. But. . . I've seen plenty of blood on both sides. But .
.. Isn't it best to look forward? See to it that children, and this one child, Loo, never see such thingsas| did?But . . .
She already has. Those men's clothes behind the door. Next time she comes up I'll ask her about herself. | Wonder if



sheld likeadoll. | have akitchen knife. | look around for some wood.

* * *

She comes the next morning, bringing fried rattlesnake and dried crawdads. She sneaksin. | had my eyes shut,
my face to the rising sun. | was chanting, Jolly, jolly, joll, joll. My secret words for my aunt June Harvest. When | open
my eyes, there's Loo, watching. She's not surprised. Not wondering that I'm sitting cross-legged, nodding, muttering to
mysdf.

| show her the doll. She receivesit as though she's never known about dolls before. Perhaps she hasn't. She
doesn't say aword, but | see her pleasure on her face. How nice to give something and have it so well received.

| sit on my porch stone. There's room for two. "Come, sit with me. Eat some yourself."

"I've had."

She examinesthe doll as| edt.

| had made it a dress out of pieces of the clothes I'd stolen. | hooked the arms and legs on with threads. "When |
get somefishing line I'll put the arms and legs on in astronger way. I'll find better cloth for anice dress.”" (Too bad |
hadn't saved alittle piece of my orange suit.)

"I likethiscloth," she says, even though it's a piece from the leg of my long underwear.

We sit quietly for awhile; she turnsthe doll this way and that. | did agood job carving the face. It hasanice
smiling look. | was always good at such things.

And then | ask what I've been waiting to ask. "Y our father? Are those his clothes hanging behind the door? Is he
all right?'

She starts to cry but turns away and stops herself.

| say, "l know. | know." And | do know. | wonder if, as| did, she had to watch it asit happened. | wonder if | dare
reach out to her. I'm not used to touching people. My awkwardness would show all the more clearly to a child.

But she comes to me of her own accord, leans against me, still not crying. We hold each other. All | can think to
say is, "l know, | know, | know," though | wonder, What good does that do? It's like another of my chants. So | chant,
| know, and rock her.

| can fedl there's not much to her. Skin and bones. Take off all these clothes and she'd look like awet cat inside
there. Grandmais probably about the same under her wooly petticoats and shawls. | could easily seeto it that they got
enough to eat. If 1'd be let, | could live up here for the rest of my life. Wood gatherer, gatherer of acorns and pine nuts,
trap setter, fisherman ... | could make a bigger, better doll. I'd look out a mountains. | never knew ... or never let myself
know how much I'd like aquiet life.

Then | see the search and capture squads on the path below, three groups of three. They've passed the cottage.
I'm afraid for Grandma. | don't think they would hurt an old woman, but Grandma might have said something, or there
may have been some sign that I'd been there. Even alarger woodpile might be suspicious. She'd be in as much trouble
asl am.

Loo feelsmy fear. | must have suddenly held her tighter without knowing it. She turns around and looks, too.
Then looks back at me asif I'd know what to do. "L oo, is there aback way?"

But she should stay up here, safe. She wouldn't. She should lead me. "I'll go down with you, but first | have
something that needs doing."

At least they'll have a harder time coming beyond this point. Why didn't | think of this before?

We had brought him up as one of our own. Spared no expense. And now look. He has worn us out. Fooled us.
Played tricks. Asif climbing amountain peak were a game and he won. They say, Once a savage, aways a savage.
And now yet another game. He has rolled boulders down and started alandslide. Our second team had to rescue our
first team out from under gravel and dust. It could have been worse; they only received a few bruises. But that dide
shut off the upper part of the trail. That will be proof he's gone on higher. Well drop our squads off above the slide
area.

There'sno trail as Loo leads me down a back way, so it's hard. We scramble over rocks. Loo tears her skirt and
unravels her knit petticoats. She's upset by it. She says Grandma can't see well enough to sew or knit anymore. | say I'll
repair them for her. She says, "Men don't sew,” and | say, "Many'sthe time I've repaired my clothes mysdlf. I'd have
made the doll clothes better if 1'd had aneedle."

When we get almost to the hut it's beginning to be twilight. We curve around to the side and see aguard. He's
across from the door partly hidden by a currant bush. Had we come straight in by the path he might have shot us.

Loo wantsto run right out but | hold her back. | clamp my hand over her mouth just in time to stop her yell.
"Wait. One of us should stay a secret. I'll find out if Grandmas al right. Y ou stay here." | find her agood spot farther
back. "We may need you later. Y ou may have to rescue both of us."

| take off my cap so the guard will know it'sme. | giveit to Loo. | was thinking she needed something to take care
of, but al this time she's been holding the doll, tight in her mitten. | had forgotten about it, but she hadn't. | say, "Find
it aname." But she'sachild like | wasachild so not achild at al, yet she hung on to the doll through all this
scrabbling over rocks. Makes me think of my pet mouse. Thislast timein solitary | had not made a pet of any of the
rats. | had not chanted and still | had escaped. Is that proof of the uselessness of chanting?

| walk straight in from the path with no hat. By now it's starting to get dark. The guard recognizes me with
delight. He points the automatic straight at me.



| say, "Hold it. Not as much of areward for me dead. Where's Grandma?'

| don't think any of his men are nearby. Why would they need more than one man to guard Grandma? Earlier we
heard their copters dropping men off above my landdlide. "Y ou know all your teams are busy elsewhere.”

He looks uncertain. He's very young.

Then we see rockets lighting up the sky far below us. | think: But there are no more armies. And then | think:
Loo! Will she be frightened? By now it's almost dark.

The guard and | turn to look out at the sky, but | turn back before he does. | grab the automatic and use it to
knock him down. | hold the butt against his throat. He chokes. | let up some. He gags.

"Grandma!"

When he tries to talk hisvoiceishoarse. | leaned too hard. Another little bit and his Adam's apple would have
pierced his esophagus.

We are celebrating Victory Day with the usual cannon volleys, fireworks, and flag waving. Even though a most
important enemy is still at large, no need not to celebrate. We are unlikely to be harmed by this single escaped general.
We have taken down the wanted notices. To us he is no more than a gnat, though vexatious. Some are laughing,
enjoying the fact that one man has eluded us al thistime. They are traitors. We are putting up new notices that say:
no longer wanted.

Winter is coming. The weather will worsen. We've postponed our search, perhaps until spring, perhaps forever.

| had forgotten about Victory Day . . . Victory over usday. Not forgotten about it, but I'd lost track of time. I've
had to celebrate it ever since military school. At least now I'm not forced to cheer and dance or wave a hated flag. | can
yell my rageif | want to. | do. The soldier looks up at meterrified. | yell louder. I've not let myself do that ever before. |
yell and then here's Grandma hobbling out. | fall on the young man, the automatic hard between us. He doesn't dare
move. Then here's Loo, holding my head. Still 1 yell. | roll away from the soldier and the gun. | have to stop yelling
because | can't breathe. Grandma has picked up the automatic. It's clear she knows how to use it. She's going to shoot.
I'd try to stop her but I'm breathless. My first thought is: I'll take the blame. I'm already blamed for many more things
than I've done, anyway. One more won't make a difference. I'm considered akiller though I've never even pointed agun
at anyone. When | was on their side | shot to miss and when | was on our side | was a general and didn't have to
shoot.

The gun seemstoo heavy for her. Her aim wavers. It makes her look all the more dangerous. "Go home," she
says. Her old-crow voiceis scary. "Home. | meanit."

It's dark now but he goes-stumbling, tripping.

I'm still panting-groaning at every breath as though | werein pain. Something has been let loose inside me.

| never chanted except secretly to myself. | believe Loo isthe only person who ever heard me. I've dways
wondered if chanting had anything to do with anything. Asachild | thought it did. Escape always seemed so easy. |
thought I'd done it with my songs. And sometimes after a good chant | thought, Any minute, people will come to
rescue me. Even Aunt June Harvest would come, and she was dead with the rest. She's the one started my chanting. |
remember standing in her doorway listening. We were afamily that didn't believein any of the old superstitions, but
Aunt June Harvest believed things the rest of us didn't or weren't supposed to.

Asachild in solitary, | usually chanted up my father. | thought of him opening the door, letting in sunlight-Pada,
in full dressuniform, bringing our kind of food. | shouted, "Padal" Often, after chanting | knew all that I'd seen with my
own eyeswas false; there had been no deaths and my father was come to rescue me.

| can't breathe. Loo sits beside me, says, "Sang, Sang." At first | think she must mean my pet mouse and then |
remember | am Sang. She puts the doll in my hand, giving it back. | takeit. | turn over onto my hands and knees, then
hunker down. Even though | easily escaped this last time, | no longer think chanting has any effect on anything except
for my own need to chant, yet | do it now. Though breathless, | chant. How, how, and, And. And, Row, Row. And
Row begins to mean raw indeed, instead of remember, remember, and I'm asif in our old flat-bottom boat on our pond
with my little sister. My sister leansto pull at awater lily. Oarlocks cresk. A red-winged blackbird clingsto areed. |
hear the bird's song. At first so sweet and then loud and then much too loud. And then | must have passed out. That's
never happened before.

| come to with Grandma rubbing snow on my face. Then she helps me turn over, raises my head, and holdsteato
my lips. Loo and

Grandma help me into my sleeping spot under the table. | shiver. They pile quilts on me. Loo puts the doll beside
my pillow. | try to give it back but she won't let me. | say, "I madeit for you." But then | let her. | Sleep asick deep.
Whenever | wake myself up with my yelling, they are there, Grandmain the rocking chair and Loo and the goats on the
floor beside me.

The celebration of Victory Day was a success. We had temporarily removed al the WANTED! DANGEROUS
MAN AT LARGE posters. The mood was as it should be. We have made them forget that the General still eludes us.
We shot into the air, but, as far as we know, all the bullets came down safely. We are pleased. We have toasted
ourselves. "Long live and forever," we said to each other, and "Victory Day throughout eternity."

Next | know good smells wake me. Grandmais baking an elderberry pie. | don't wake up angry as| usually do
even though at first | think Grandmaiis celebrating Victory Day, but she saysit's not to celebrate any victories; it's for



me. She says they haven't had piein along time.
"Which side?' | say, thinking to find out at last what side they're on.
"Just us," she says, and then, "No sides. Lupine, snakeweed, fire-weed people. Asters and rock fringe people.”

The General isto be presumed dead. We'll not waste any more resources hunting him. He's no longer of any
meaning. What army could he be the general of anymore? Well celebrate his death with another night of cannon
volleys. The reward set aside for his capture iswithdrawn and will revert back to the army, though, just in case, we'll
not publicize that it no longer exists. All the better if people think it's still on.

| make alittle outdoor oven so | can smoke fish for them. | chop more wood. There's dready dried kinnikinnick
here. In the evenings| carve mysdlf a pipeto smokeit. Loo and | together repair her wooly petticoats. | start to make
her a bigger better doll but she says she just wants the old small one with my underwear for adress, so | strengthen
thearms and legs with fishing line. | carve alittle goat. | make Loo guess what it's going to be as| go aong. | wear the
men's clothes that were hanging behind the door. | sit by the stove of an evening smoking or sewing more dresses for
the doll. | still sleep under the table. | keep the fire burning al night. The stovepipe curls through to the other room so
they stay warm. All my lifesince | wasnine, | have awakened every morning in arage, renewing my promises. All my
life | have distrusted people, but not now.

Loo isteaching me how to be achild. Or perhaps we're teaching each other. | make the doll dance, and then she
doesit. Suppertimes, | wave atidbit ... adried crawdad or some such, in front of her and let her snap at it. | throw a
walnut up and catch it in my mouth. Shetries but she can't do it. | make pancakes and flip them almost to the ceiling
when | turn them. | remember the peasant dances my men used to do and, though I've never tried to do one, | try now.
| take Loo's hand and make her dance with me. | growl out a song. We even make Grandma smile. We even make her
sing.

They're both getting fatter. I'll leavein the spring. In the spring Loo can gather all sorts of sprouts, fiddlehead
ferns, mushrooms. . . . She's gotten good at fishing. I'll cross the pass and go home-if | can find it-if anything remains. |
haven't thought of home for along time. | hadn't thought | had one, nor did | want one. Perhaps | should look for the
remains of my army. Though ... I'd like to be finished with that sort of life. Perhaps I'll live the rest of my life home, if it
gtill exigts. Or here.

A group of our people hoping for the reward found him on the trail. (They thought the reward was still operative.
All the better then, if people do.) Or perhaps he found them. It might have been him, but could he grow that much hair
and that much beard in this length of time? There might be other fugitives on the mountain. However that may be, this
man jumped them at the perfect spot and pushed them over, all three. None died but all slid down and were found at
the bot-

tom, scratched and bruised. Harassing usis just the sort of thing he would do. We had thought he was much
higher up by now. Perhaps even over on the other side. But then again, we aren't sure this man was him. Perhaps it
wasn't the Generd at all but some other man with something else against us. How many wild men roam the mountains
looking for their chances at us? The mountains could be full of them. We'll not waste any more time on him-or them.

But then Loo wakes mein the middle of the night. Grandmaistrying to talk but can't. The wholeright side of her
faceislopsided. | recognize right away she's had a stroke. I'll need to get help. No, they'll arrest me before | have a
chance to bring up adoctor. I'll have to get her down to town. It will be the quickest anyway. I've already made a skid
for hauling logs. | wrap Grandmain al our quilts and blankets and tie her to it. There's ill quite a bit of snow here on
the upper slopes; that'll make the first part easier. | feed Loo cold smoked fish and goat's milk, grab whatever food is
handy to bring along, wrap Loo up in scarves, and start out. | see to it she doesn't forget her doll and she seestoiit |
don't forget my pipe. (At the last minute | throw in Grandma's scissors and Loo's father's razor.) Though it's still hardly
dawn, | grab the rope and we start out. | won't be careful thistime; I'll just be fast.

The farther down we get the warmer it'll be. Well hit true spring in a day.

We spend the first night in an empty cabin. We burn their wood, not worried who sees the smoke. We use their
barley to make gruel. There'sa small mirror. | shave my beard and | have Loo help me shave my head. | don't tell her
why and she doesn't ask. (Afterward she says she liked me better hairy.) Until the time comes, I'll keep my cap on.

Farther down there are no more snowy patches so it's harder. At one point the skid gets going down a scree
slope. | get abump on my head trying to stop it. That fits with my plans.

After we leave Grandma at the clinic, | tell Loo, "Tie me up and lead me to the prison. There's abig reward for my
capture. Turn mein and request it. Make them set up the money in a bank account for Grandma, to dole out little by
little. It'salot of money." (1 still don't dare tell her how much even though I'm sure she'd not be able to understand it
anyway.)

But even as | speak | realize they won't do it for achild. Perhaps | should turn myself in for my own reward. Have
an account in my own and Grandma's name. Will they let me do that? What if Grandma dies or never recovers her
senses? Loo's name then. They won't, but they might. It would change their life. | may aswell try.

| show Loo how to tie me up.

"The bruise on my head . . . tell them you did that."
She startsto cry. "l won't."

"You'll see. You'll be ahero. Everything will be better thisway."



"It won't be."

"I'll befine. | have my chantsand | can think about you."

Shetriesto give me her dall.

"They'll not let me keep anything. Y ou keep the pipe, too. | can only take unreal things like remembering.”

But we're too late. There's been no reward since winter. | can't believeit. I'm no longer of any importance. At first
| feel agreat relief. My stomach lurches. | almost throw up. It's over. Thisis better than any reward no matter how

large. Loo and | can walk away.
But they grab me anyway. | struggle though | know it's usaless. In half aminute I'm shackled again. | yell at Loo

to go to theclinic, but when | look back, they've got her, too. | can't think why. | suppose she's guilty of helping me. |
never should have let them help. | wonder what they'll do to Grandma. They know | have loved ones now. | wonder if

L oo has the sense to chant.

We put up new posters: THE GENERAL ISIN OUR CUSTODY . Finding him and capturing him was difficult but
we prevailed. Congratulations to all our Search and Capture teams. They will be rewarded. Prepare your flags and
trumpets; tomorrow there will be another day of celebrating.



Closing Time

By NEIL GAIMAN

It was in the nature of boys to get into trouble.

But sometimes you had to knock.

There are till clubsin London. Old ones, and mock-old, with elderly sofas and crackling fireplaces, newspapers,



and traditions of speech or of silence, and new clubs, the Groucho and its many knockoffs, where actors and
journalists go to be seen, to drink, to enjoy their glowering solitude, or even to talk. | have friends in both kinds of
club, but am not myself amember of any club in London, not anymore.

Y ears ago, half alifetime, when | was ayoung journalist, | joined a club. It existed solely to take advantage of the
licensing laws of the day, which forced all pubs to stop serving drinks at eleven PM, closing time. This club, the
Diogenes, was a one-room affair located above arecord shop in anarrow alley just off the Tottenham Court Road. It
was owned by a cheerful, chubby, alcohol-fueled woman called Nora, who would tell anyone who asked and even if
they didn't that she'd called the club the Diogenes, darling, because she was still looking for an honest man. Up a
narrow flight of steps, and, at Nora's whim, the door to the club would be open, or not. It kept irregular hours.

It was a place to go once the pubs closed, that was al it ever was, and despite Nora's doomed attempts to serve
food or even to send out a cheery monthly newdletter to al her club's members reminding them that the club now
served food, that was all it would ever be. | was saddened several years ago when | heard that Nora had died; and |
was struck, to my surprise, with areal sense of desolation last month when, on avisit to England, walking down that
alley, | tried to figure out where the Diogenes Club had been, and looked first in the wrong place, then saw the faded
green cloth awnings shading the windows of a tapas restaurant above a mobile phone shop, and, painted on them, a
stylized man in abarrel. It seemed amost indecent, and it set me remembering.

There were no fireplacesin the Diogenes Club, and no armchairs either, but still, stories were told there.

Most of the people drinking there were men, although women passed through from time to time, and Nora had
recently acquired a glamorous permanent fixture in the shape of a deputy, a blonde Polish emigre who called
everybody "darlink” and who helped herself to drinks whenever she got behind the bar. When she got drunk, she
would tell usthat she was by rights a countess, back in Poland, and swear us all to secrecy.

There were actors and writers, of course. Film editors, broadcasters, police inspectors, and drunks. People who
did not keep fixed hours. People who stayed out too late, or who did not want to go home. Some nights there might be
a dozen people there, or more. Other nights I'd wander in and I'd be the only person there-on those occasions I'd buy
myself asingle drink, drink it down, and then leave.

That night, it was raining, and there were four of usin the club after midnight.

Nora and her deputy were sitting up at the bar, working on their sitcom. It was about a chubby-but-cheerful
woman who owned a drinking club, and her scatty deputy, an aristocratic foreign blonde who made amusing English
mistakes. It would be like Cheers, Nora used to tell people. She named the comical Jewish landlord after me. Sometimes
they would ask me to read a script.

Therest of uswere sitting over by the window: an actor named Paul (commonly known as Paul-the-actor, to stop
people confusing him with Paul-the-police-inspector or Paul-the-struck-off-plasti c-surgeon, who were also regulars), a
computer gaming magazine editor named Martyn, and me. We knew each other vaguely, and the three of us sat at a
table by the window and watched the rain come down, misting and blurring the lights of the alley.

There was another man there, older by far than any of the three of us. He was cadaverous, and gray-haired and
painfully thin, and he sat alone in the corner and nursed a single whiskey. The elbows of his tweed jacket were
patched with brown leather, | remember that quite vividly. He did not talk to us, or read, or do anything. He just sat,
looking out at the rain and the alley beneath, and, sometimes, he sipped his whisky without any visible pleasure.

It was amost midnight, and Paul and Martyn and | had started telling ghost stories. | had just finished telling
them a sworn-true ghostly account from my school days: the tale of the Green Hand. It had been an article of faith at
my prep school that there was a disembodied, luminous hand that was seen, from time to time, by unfortunate
schoolboys. If you saw the Green Hand you would die soon after. Fortunately, none of us were ever unlucky enough
to encounter it, but there were sad tales of boys there before our time, boys who saw the Green Hand and whose
thirteen-year-old hair had turned white overnight. According to school legend they were taken to the sanatorium,
where they would expire after aweek or so without ever being able to utter another word.

"Hang on," said Paul-the-actor. "If they never uttered ancther word, how did anyone know they'd seen the Green
Hand? | mean, they could have seen anything."

As aboy, being told the stories, | had not thought to ask this, and now that it was pointed out to meit did seem
somewhat problematic.

"Perhaps they wrote something down," | suggested, a bit lamely.

We batted it about for awhile, and agreed that the Green Hand was a most unsatisfactory sort of ghost. Then
Paul told us a true story about afriend of hiswho had picked up a hitchhiker, and dropped her off at a place she said
was her house, and when he went back the next morning, it turned out to be a cemetery. | mentioned that exactly the
same thing had happened to a friend of mine aswell. Martyn said that it had not only happened to afriend of his, but,
because the hitchhiking girl looked so cold, the friend had lent her his coat, and the next morning, in the cemetery, he
found his coat al neatly folded on her grave.

Martyn went and got another round of drinks, and we wondered why all these ghost-women were zooming
around the country all night and hitchhiking home, and Martyn said that probably living hitchhikers these days were
the exception, not the rule.

And then one of us said, "I'll tell you atrue story, if you like. It'sastory I've never told aliving soul. It's true-it
happened to me, not to afriend of mine-but | don't know if it's aghost story. It probably isn't."

Thiswas over twenty years ago. | have forgotten so many things, but | have not forgotten that night, nor how it
ended.



Thisisthe story that was told that night, in the Diogenes Club.

| was nine years old, or thereabouts, in the late 1960s, and | was attending asmall private school not far from my
home. | was only at that school |ess than a year-long enough to take a dislike to the school's owner, who had bought
the school in order to close it, and to sell the prime land on which it stood to property developers, which, shortly after |
left, she did.

For along time-ayear or more-after the school closed the building stood empty before it was finally demolished
and replaced by offices. Being aboy, | was also aburglar of sorts, and one day before it was knocked down, curious, |
went back there. | wriggled through a half-opened window and walked through empty classrooms that still smelled of
chalk dust. | took only one thing from my visit, apainting | had done in Art of alittle house with ared doorknocker like
adevil or animp. It had my nameon it, and it was up on awall. | took it home.

When the school was still open | walked home each day, through the town, then down adark road cut through
sandstone hills and all grown over with trees, and past an abandoned gatehouse. Then there would be light, and the
road would go past fields, and finally | would be home.

Back then there were so many old houses and estates, Victorian relics that stood in an empty half-life awaiting
the bulldozers that would transform them and their ramshackle grounds into blandly identical landscapes of desirable
modern residences, every house neatly arranged side by side around roads that went nowhere.

The other children | encountered on my way home were, in my memory, always boys. We did not know each
other, but, like guerrillasin occupied territory, we would exchange information. We were scared of adults, not each
other. We did not have to know each other to run in twos or threes or in packs.

The day that I'm thinking of, | was walking home from school, and | met three boysin the road where it was at its
darkest. They were looking for something in the ditches and the hedges and the weed-choked place in front of the
abandoned gatehouse. They were older than me.

"What are you looking for?"

The tallest of them, a beanpole of aboy, with dark hair and a sharp face, said, "Look!" He held up severa
ripped-in-half pages from what must have been avery, very old pornographic magazine. The girlswere al in black and
white, and their hairstyles |looked like the ones my great-aunts had in old photographs. The magazine had been ripped
up, and fragments of it had blown all over the road and into the abandoned gatehouse front garden.

| joined in the paper chase. Together, the three of us retrieved almost awhole copy of The Gentleman's Relish
from that dark place. Then we climbed over awall, into a deserted apple orchard, and looked at it. Naked women from a
long time ago. Thereisasmell, of fresh apples, and of rotten apples moldering down into cider, which even today
brings back the idea of the forbidden to me.

The smaller boys, who were till bigger than | was, were called Simon and Douglas, and the tall one, who might
have been as old asfifteen, was called Jamie. | wondered if they were brothers. | did not ask.

When we had all looked at the magazine, they said, "We're going to hide thisin our special place. Do you want
to come along? Y ou mustn't tell, if you do. Y ou mustn't tell anyone.”

They made me spit on my palm, and they spat on theirs, and we pressed our hands together.

Their specia place was an abandoned metal water tower, in afield by the entrance to the lane near to where |
lived. We climbed a high ladder. The tower was painted a dull green on the outside, and inside it was orange with rust
that covered the floor and the walls. There was awallet on the floor with no money in it, only some cigarette cards.
Jamie showed them to me; each card held a painting of a cricketer from along time ago. They put the pages of the
magazine down on the floor of the water tower, and the wallet on top of it.

Then Douglas said, " say we go back to the Swallows next."

My house was not far from the Swallows, a sprawling manor house set back from the road. It had been owned,
my father had told me once, by the Earl of Tenterden, but when he had died his son, the new earl, had ssmply closed
the place up. | had wandered to the edges of the grounds, but had not gone farther in. It did not feel abandoned. The
gardens were too well cared for, and where there were gardens there were gardeners. Somewhere there had to be an
adult.

| told them this.

Jamie said, "Bet there's not. Probably just someone who comesin and cuts the grass once a month or something.
Y ou're not scared, are you? We've been there hundreds of times. Thousands."

Of course | was scared, and of course | said that | was not. We went up the main drive, until we reached the main
gates. They were closed, and we squeezed beneath the bars to get in.

Rhododendron bushes lined the drive. Before we got to the house there was what | took to be a groundskeeper's
cottage, and beside it on the grass were some rusting metal cages, big enough to hold a hunting dog, or aboy. We
walked past them, up to a horseshoe-shaped drive and right up to the front door of the Swallows. We peered inside,
looking in the windows, but seeing nothing. It was too dark inside.

We dlipped around the house, into a rhododendron thicket and out again, into some kind of fairyland. It was a
magical grotto, al rocks and delicate ferns and odd, exotic plants I'd never seen before: plants with purple leaves, and
leaves like fronds, and small half-hidden flowers like jewels. A tiny stream wound through it, arill of water running
from rock to rock.

Douglas said, "I'm going to wee-wee in it." It was very matter-of-fact. He walked over to it, pulled down his
shorts, and urinated in the stream, splashing on the rocks. The other boys did it too, both of them pulling out their
penises and standing beside him to pissinto the stream.



| was shocked. | remember that. | suppose | was shocked by the joy they took in this, or just by the way they
were doing something like that in such a special place, spoiling the clear water and the magic of the place, making it
into atoilet. It seemed wrong.

When they were done, they did not put their penises away. They shook them. They pointed them at me. Jamie
had hair growing at the base of his.

"We're cavdiers," said Jamie. "Do you know what that means?'

| knew about the English Civil War, Cavaliers (wrong but romantic) versus Roundheads (right but repulsive), but
| didn't think that was what he was talking about. | shook my head.

"It means our willies aren't circumcised,” he explained. "Are you a cavalier or aroundhead?'

| knew what they meant now. | muttered, "I'm aroundhead.”

"Show us. Go on. Get it out."

"No. It's none of your business."

For amoment, | thought things were going to get nasty, but then Jamie laughed, and put his penis away, and the
others did the same. They told dirty jokesto each other then, jokes | really didn't understand at all, for al that | wasa
bright child, but | heard them and remembered them, and several weeks later was almost expelled from school for telling
one of them to aboy who went home and told it to his parents.

The joke had theword fuck init. That wasthefirst time | ever heard the word, in adirty joke in afairy grotto.

The principal called my parents into the school, after | got in trouble, and said that 1'd said something so bad
they could not repeat it, not even to tell my parents what 1'd done.

My mother asked me, when they got home that night.
"Fuck," | said.

"Y ou must never, ever say that word," said my mother. She said this very firmly, and quietly, and for my own
good. "That is the worst word anyone can say." | promised her that | wouldn't.

But after, amazed at the power asingle word could have, | would whisper it to myself, when | was alone.

In the grotto, that autumn afternoon after school, the three big boys told jokes and they laughed and they
laughed, and | laughed too, although | did not understand any of what they were laughing about.

We moved on from the grotto. Out into the formal gardens, and over a small bridge that crossed a pond; we
crossed it nervously, because it was out in the open, but we could see huge goldfish in the blackness of the pond
bel ow, which made it worthwhile. Then Jamie led Douglas and Simon and me down a gravel path into some woodland.

Unlike the gardens, the woods were abandoned and unkempt. They felt like there was no one around. The path
was grown over. It led between trees, and then, after awhile, into a clearing.

In the clearing was a little house.

It was a playhouse, built perhaps forty years earlier for a child, or for children. The windows were Tudor-style,
leaded and crisscrossed into diamonds. The roof was mock-Tudor. A stone path led straight from where we were to
the front door.

Together, we walked up the path to the door.

Hanging from the door was a metal knocker. It was painted crimson, and had been cast in the shape of some kind
of imp, somekind of grinning pixie or demon, cross-legged, hanging by its handsfrom ahinge. Let mesee. . . how can
| describe this best: it wasn't a good thing. The expression on its face, for starters. | found myself wondering what kind
of aperson would hang something like that on a playroom door.

It frightened me, there in that clearing, with the dusk gathering under the trees. | walked away from the house,
back to a safe distance, and the others followed me.

"I think I have to go home now," | said.

It was the wrong thing to say. The three of them turned and laughed and jeered at me, called me pathetic, called
me a baby. They weren't scared of the house, they said.

"I dareyou!" said Jamie. "I dare you to knock on the door."

| shook my head.

"If you don't knock on the door," said Douglas, "you're too much of a baby ever to play with us again."

| had no desire ever to play with them again. They seemed like occupants of aland | was not yet ready to enter.
But still, | did not want them to think me a baby.

"Go on. We're not scared,” said Simon.

| try to remember the tone of voice he used. Was he frightened too, and covering it with bravado? Or was he
amused? It's been so long. | wish | knew.

| walked dlowly back up the flagstone path to the house. | reached up, grabbed the grinning imp in my right
hand, and banged it hard against the door.

Or rather, | tried to bang it hard, just to show the other three that | was not afraid at al. That | was not afraid of
anything. But something happened, something | had not expected, and the knocker hit the door with a muffled sort of
athump.

"Now you have to go inside!" shouted Jamie. He was excited. | could hear it. | found myself wondering if they
had known about this place already, before we came. If | wasthe first person they had brought there.

But | did not move.

"Yougoin," | said. "l knocked onthe door. | did it like you said. Now you have to go inside. | dareyou. | dare al
of you."



| wasn't going in. | was perfectly certain of that. Not then. Not ever. I'd felt something move; 1'd felt the knocker
twist under my hand as I'd banged that grinning imp down on the door. | was not so old that | would deny my own
senses.

They said nothing. They did not move.

Then, slowly, the door fell open. Perhaps they thought that I, standing by the door, had pushed it open. Perhaps
they thought that I'd jarred it when | knocked. But | hadn't. | was certain of it. It opened because it was ready.

| should have run, then. My heart was pounding in my chest. But the devil wasin me, and instead of running |
looked at the three big boys at the bottom of the path, and | smply said, "Or are you scared?"

They walked up the path toward the little house.

"It's getting dark," said Douglas.

Then the three boys walked past me, and one by one, reluctantly perhaps, they entered the playhouse. A white
face turned to look at me as they went into that room, to ask why | wasn't following them in, I'll bet. But as Simon, who
wasthe last of them, walked in, the door banged shut behind them, and | swear to God | did not touch it.

The imp grinned down at me from the wooden door, avivid splash of crimson in the gray gloaming.

| walked around to the side of the playhouse and peered in through all the windows, one by one, into the dark
and empty room. Nothing moved in there. | wondered if the other three were inside hiding from me, pressed against the
wall, trying their damnedest to stifle their giggles. | wondered if it was a big-boy game.

| didn't know. | couldn't tell.

| stood there in the courtyard of the playhouse, while the sky got darker, just waiting. The moon rose after a
while, abig autumn moon the color of honey.

And then, after awhile, the door opened, and nothing came out. Now | was alonein the glade, as alone as if there
had never been anyone elsethere at all. An owl hooted, and | realized that | was free to go. | turned and walked away,
following a different path out of the glade, always keeping my distance from the main house. | climbed afencein the
moonlight, ripping the seat of my school shorts, and | walked-not ran, | didn't need to run-across afield of barley
stubble, and over adtile, and into aflinty lane that would take me, if | fol-lowed it far enough, all the way to my house.

And soon enough, | was home.

My parents had not been worried, although they were irritated by the orange rust-dust on my clothes, by therip
in my shorts. "Where were you, anyway?' my mother asked.

"I went for awalk," | said. "l lost track of time."

And that was where we | eft it.

It was almost two in the morning. The Polish countess had already gone. Now Nora began, noisily, to collect up
the glasses and ashtrays, and to wipe down the bar. "This place is haunted," she said, cheerfully. "Not that it's ever
bothered me. | like abit of company, darlings. If | didn't, | wouldn't have opened the club. Now, don't you have homes
to go to?

We said our good nights to Nora and she made each of uskiss her on her cheek, and she closed the door of the
Diogenes Club behind us. We walked down the narrow steps past the record shop, down into the alley and back into
civilization.

The underground had stopped running hours ago, but there were always night buses, and cabs still out there for
those who could afford them. (I couldn't. Not in those days.)

The Diogenes Club itself closed several years later, finished off by Nora's cancer, and, | suppose, by the easy
availahility of late-night alcohol once the English licensing laws were changed. But | rarely went back after that night.

"Was there ever," asked Paul-the-actor, as we hit the street, "any news of those three boys? Did you see them
again? Or were they reported as missing?"'

"Neither," said the storyteller. "I mean, | never saw them again. And there was no local manhunt for three
missing boys. Or if there Was, | never heard about it."

"Isthe playhouse still there?' asked Martyn.

"I don't know," admitted the storyteller.

"Well," said Martyn, as we reached the Tottenham Court Road, and headed for the night bus stop, "1 for one do
not believe aword of it."

There were four of us, not three, out on the street long after closing time. | should have mentioned that before.
There was till one of uswho had not spoken, the elderly man with the leather elbow-patches, who had left the club
when the three of us had left. And now he spoke for the first time.

"l believeit," he said, mildly. His voice wasfrail, amost apologetic. "I cannot explain it, but | believeit. Jamie
died, you know, not long after Father did. It was Douglas who wouldn't go back, who sold the old place. He wanted
them to tear it al down. But they kept the house itself, the Swallows. They weren't going to knock that down. | imagine
that everything else must be gone by now."

It was acold night, and the rain still spat occasional drizzle. | shivered, but only because | was cold.

"Those cages you mentioned," he said. "By the driveway. | haven't thought of them in fifty years. When we
were bad he'd lock us up in them. We must have been bad a great deal, eh? Very naughty, naughty boys."

He was looking up and down the Tottenham Court Road, asif he were looking for something. Then he said,
"Douglas killed himself, of course. Ten years ago. When | was still in the bin. So my memory's not as good. Not as



good as it was. But that was Jamie all right, to the life. He'd never let us forget that he was the oldest. And you know,
we weren't ever alowed in the playhouse. Father didn't build it for us." His voice quavered, and for amoment | could
imagine this pale old man as aboy again. "Father had his own games."

And then he waved hisarm and called "Taxi!" and ataxi pulled over to the curb. "Brown's Hotel," said the man,
and he got in. He did not say good night to any of us. He pulled shut the door of the cab.

And in the closing of the cab door | could hear too many other doors closing. Doors in the past, which are gone
now, and cannot be reopened.

Otherwise Pandemonium

By NICK HORNBY

It was just a lousy secondhand VCR-but it brought him to the
very brink of love and desolation!
Mom aways sings this crappy old song when I'm in abad mood. She does it to make me laugh, but | never do

laugh, because I'm in abad mood. (Sometimes | sort of smile later, when I'm in abetter mood, and | think about her
singing and dancing and making the dorky black-and-white-movie face-eyes wide, al her teeth showing-she always



makes when she sings the song. But | never tell her she makes me smile. It would only encourage her to sing more
often.) This song is called "Ac-cent-chu-ate the Positive," and | haveto listen to it whenever she tells me we're going
to Dayton to see Grandma, or when she won't give me the money for something | need, like CDs or even clothes, for
Christ's sake. Anyway, today I'm going to do what the song says. I'm going to accentuate the positive, and eliminate
the negative. Otherwise, according to the song and to my mom, pandemonium'’s liable to walk upon the scene.

OK. Wdll, here is the accentuated positive: | got to have sex. That's the upside of it. | know that's probably a
strange way of looking at things, considering the circumstances, but it's definitely the major event of the week so far. It
won't be the major event of the year, | know that-Jesus, do | know that-but it's still a headline newsitem: | just turned
fifteen, and I'm no longer avirgin. How cool isthat? The target I'd set for myself was sixteen, which means I'm awhole
year ahead of schedule. Nearly two years, in fact, because I'll still be sixteen in twenty-two months' time. So let's say
thisisthe story of how | ended up getting laid-a story with a beginning, and aweird middle, and a happy ending.
Otherwise I'd have to tell you a Stephen King-type story, with abeginning and aweird middle and areally fucking
scary ending, and | don't want to do that. It wouldn't help me right now.

So. Y ou probably think you need to know who | am, and what kind of car my brother drives, and all that Holden
Caulfield kind of crap, but you really don't, and not just because | haven't got a brother, or even a cute little sister. It's
not one of those stories. Insightsinto my personality and all that stuff aren't going to help you or me one bit, because
this shit isreal. | don't want you to get to the end of this and start thinking about whether I'd have acted different if my
parents had stayed together, or whether I'm atypical product of our times, or what | tell you about being fifteen, or any
of those other questions we have to discuss when we read a story in school. It's not the point. All you need to know is
where | got the video recorder from, and maybe, | suppose, why | got it, so I'll tell you.

| found it a couple blocks from my house, in this store that sells used electronic stuff. It cost fifty bucks, which
seemed pretty good to me, although now it doesn't seem like such agreat bargain, but that's ancther story. Or rather,
it'sthis story, but a different part of it. And | bought it because. . . OK, so maybe | will have to give you alittle
background, but | won't make it into abig drama. I'll just give you the facts. My mom and | moved from L.A. to
Berkeley about three months ago. We moved because Mom finally walked out on my asshole of afather, who writes
movies for aliving-although as none of them ever got made, it would be more accurate to say that he writes scripts for
aliving. Mom is an art teacher, and she paints her own stuff, too, and she says there are millions of people in Berkeley
with an artistic bent or whatever, so she thought we'd feel right at home here. (1 like it that she says"we." | haven't got
an artistic bone in my whole body, and she knows that, but for some reason she thinks | take after her. It was pretty
much always me and her against him, so that became me and her against L.A., and because | was against L.A., that
somehow made me able to paint. | don't mind. Painting's pretty cool, some of it.)

Berkeley'snice, | guess, but | didn't have any friends here, so Mom made mejoin this dumb jazz orchestra thing.
I'd just started to take trumpet lessonsin L.A., and | didn't suck too bad; a couple months after we moved, she saw an
ad in alocal bookstore for something called the Little Berkeley Big Band, which islike for people under the age of
seventeen, and she signed me up. She had to sing the Ac-cent-chu-ate song alot in the car the first evening | went to
arehearsal, because |'d be the first to admit that | wasn't feeling very positive. But it was OK, not that 1'd ever admit
that to her. Y ou can make a pretty fucking great noise when you're part of a horn section. | can't say I'm going to make
any friends, though. The kind of people who want to play in the Little Berkeley Big Band . . . well, let'sjust say that
they're not my kind of people. Apart from Martha, but I'll tell you about her later. (And now you'll probably have
guessed some of the ending, but | don't care, because you only know her name, and not how we ended up having sex.
How we ended up having sex isthe interesting part.) All you need to know about Martha: a) She's hot; b) but hot in a
not-slutty way. In other words, if you saw her, you would never guessin amillion years that I'd persuade her to sleep
with me. (Hopefully that has made you very curious-"Man, how the fuck did he get to sleep with her?'-which means
you'll be more interested in the happy ending, rather than the weird middle, which means | don't have to take the
Stephen King route.)

But my argument for the video recorder was this: not only was | not making friends at the band rehearsal's, but
the rehearsals were actually stopping me from making friends. Here's how it works: | go to rehearsals. We don't have a
VCR. (Weleft oursin L.A. with Dad, and for some insane reason Mom didn't want to buy areplacement right away, |
guess because we were supposed to read books and paint and play trumpets every night, like we were living in the
Little House on the Prairie or something.) | can't tape the NBA play-offs. | can't talk about the games next day.
Everyone thinks I'm a dweeb. Obvious, right? Not to her. | had to threaten to go back and live with Dad before she
gavein, and even then she more or less told me | had to find the cheapest, crappiest machine in the Bay Area.

Anyway, it's pretty great, this place. It sellsold TVs-likerealy old, Back to the Future old-and guitars, and amps,
and stereos and radios. And VCRs. | just asked the old hippie guy who runs the place for the cheapest one he had that
actually worked, and he pointed me over to this pileright in the corner of the store.



"That one on the top works," he said. "Or at least, it was working a few days ago. Used to be mine."

"So why aren't you using it anymore?' | asked him. | was trying to be sharp, but that doesn't often work for me.
Give me an hour or two and I'm sharp as a box cutter, but sometimes in the moment, things don't work out as good as
I'd want.

"I got abetter one," he said. | couldn't really argue with that. He could probably have made one that was better.
Shit, | could probably have made one that was better.

"But it records?’

Hejust looked at me.

"Records and plays?'

"No, kid. It does everything else, just doesn't record or play."

"Soif it doesn't record or play, what's the point ..." Then | realized he was being sarcastic, so of course | felt
pretty dumb.

"And you never had any trouble with it?"

"Depends what you mean by trouble."

"Like. .. with recording? Or playing?' | couldn't think of another way of putting it.

"No."

"So what sort of trouble did you have?"

"If this conversation lasts any longer, I'll have to put the price up. Otherwise it's not worth my time."

"Doesit come with aremote?"

"I can find you one."

So | just dug in my pocket for the fifty bucks, handed it to him, and went and got the thing off the top of the pile.
He found aremote and put it in my jacket pocket. And then, as | was walking out, he said thisweird thing.

"Just. .. forgetit."

"What?'

"l did."

"What?"

This guy was old-school Berkeley, if you know what | mean. Gray beard, gray ponytail, dirty old vest.

"Cosit can't know anything, right? It'sjust afucking VCR. What can it know? Nothing."

"No, man," | said. Because | thought | had a handle on him then, you know? He was nuts, plain and smple.
Weed had destroyed hismind. "No, it can't know anything. Like you say, what could it know?"'

He smiled then, like he was redlly relieved, and it was only when he smiled that | could tell how sad he looked
before.

"I really needed to hear that," he said.

"Happy to oblige."

"I'm forty-nine years old, and | got alot to do. | got anovel to write."

"You'd better hurry."

"Redly?' He looked worried again. | didn't know what the fuck I'd said.

"Well. Y ou know. Hurry in your own time." Because | didn't care when he wrote his stupid novel. Why should |?

"Right. Right. Hey, thanks."

"No problem."

And that wasit. | thought about what he'd said for maybe another minute and a half, and then forgot about him.
For awhile, anyway.

So | wasall set. | had aband rehearsal that night, so | wired the VCR up to the TV in my room, and then | did a
little test on it. | recorded some news show for a couple minutes, and then | played it back-A-OK. | checked out the
remote-fine. | even put my tape of The Matrix in the machine, to see what kind of picture quality | was getting. (The
kind of picture quality you get on afifty-buck VCR waswhat | was getting.) Then | worked out the timer, and set it for
thelast part of that night's Lakers game. Everything was cool. Or rather, everything would have been cool, if my mom
hadn't decided to interfere, although as it turned out, it was a good sort of interference.

What happened was, | got alift home from Martha's dad. With Marthain the car. | mean, of course Marthawas
in the car, because that was why her dad had turned up at the community center, but, you know. Marthawas in the
car. Which meant . . . well, not too much, if you really want to analyze it that closdly. | didn't talk awholelot. Like | said,
give me afew hoursto think about it and I'm William fucking Shakespeare; I'm just not so good in real time. | guessit's
my dad's genes coming through. He can write OK dialogue if he has enough time to think about it-like ayear. But ask
him the simplest question, like "What's going on with you and Mom?" and he's, you know, "Duh, yeah, well, blah."
Thanks, Dad. That's made thingsreal clear.

Anyway, we got in the car, and . . . Oh-first of al, | should tell you that it'sturning into aregular thing, which is
how come | wasn't too disgusted by my performance that night. And maybe | should confess that | nearly blew it, too.
Thisiswhere Mom's good/bad interference comes in. What happened was, she dropped into thislittle gallery in the
neighborhood, to seeif they'd be interested in exhibiting her stuff, and she got talking to the owner, who turns out to
be Martha's dad. And somehow they got onto the subject of the Little Berkeley Big Band, and like two seconds later
they've divided up therides. I'll be honest here: | completely freaked out when she told me. No amount of singing her
song would have calmed me down. She explained that she met this guy who lives real near and his daughter wasin the
band and so he was going to drop us off and pick us up this week and it was her turn next week and . . .



"Stop right there."

"What?'

"Do you realize what abunch of pathetic losers they arein that band? Y ou really expect meto sit in acar with
one of them every week?'

"I'm not asking you to date her. I'm asking you to sit in acar with her for ten minutes once a week."

"Noway."

"Too late."

"Fine. I'm quitting the band. Asfrom this second.”

"Y ou don't think that's an overreaction?"

"No. Goodbye."

And | went up to my bedroom. | meant it. | was going to quit. | didn't care. Even if | was giving up afuture career
as asuperstar jazz trumpeter, it wasworth it if it meant not sitting in a car with Eloise and her bad breath. Or Zoe and
her quote unquote gland problem (in other words her intense fatness problem). Anyway, Mom came up five minutes
later and said that she'd called the guy and canceled theride, told him | had a doctor's appointment first so | wouldn't
be leaving from home.

"A doctor's appointment? Great, so now everyone thinks |'ve got some gross disease. Thanks alot."

"Jesus." She shook her head.

"And anyway, how am | going to get out of coming back with them?' | will admit, | was being pretty difficult.

She shook her head again. If | hadn't been so mad, | might have felt sorry for her. "I'll think of something."

"Likewhat?'

"I don't know. Just get in the car. We'll be late.”

"No. Now it'stoo embarrassing. I'm still quitting.”

"Paul will be disappointed. | got the impression that he had high hopes for you and Martha. He thought you
sounded like ..."

"Whoa. Martha?'

"Do you know her?"

"Maybe."

"Do you like her?'

| tried to be cool about it. "She's OK. I'll just go and find my trumpet.”

Respect where it's due to Mom: she didn't say anything. Didn't even smilein away that would have made me
freak out all over again. Just waited for me downstairs. She was still in the wrong, though. OK, it turned out well, but
there was like a 99.9% chance (or rather, because there are maybe fifteen girlsin the band, a
ninety-four-point-something percent chance) that it could have been atotal disaster. She didn't know it was Martha, or
even who Marthais, so shewasjust plain lucky.

Before we get back to me in the car with Martha, which sounds way more exciting than it actually was, there's
one more bit of the story that's important, but I'm not too sure where to put it. It should either go here-which was
roughly where it happened-or later, when | get back from rehearsal, which iswhere | actually discovered it, and where
it has abit more dramatic effect. But thething is, if | put it later, you might not believeit. You might think it'sjust like a
story trick, or something | just made up on the spur of the moment to explain something, and it would really piss me off
if you thought that. And anyway, | don't need any dramatic effects, man. This story | need to calm down, not pump up.
So I'll tell you here: | messed up the VCR recording of the Lakers game. | was so mad that | watched five minutes of The
Matrix, which meant removing the blank tape. | remembered to take out The Matrix tape, but | forgot to put another
one back in. (I forgot because once Mom mentioned Martha, | wasin kind of ahurry.) But | didn't know I'd messed up
then. Seewhat | mean? If I'd left that part until later, it might have had alittle kick to it-"Oh, no, he didn't tape the game.
So how come. ..." But if that little kick means you believe me any less, it's not worth it.

Anyway, again. We got in the car after the rehearsal, me, Martha, and her dad, and . . . Y ou know what? None of
this part matters. Shit, maybe | should have |eft the tape thing until later, because now I've brought it up, | kind of want
to get back to it. | can't just keep it back for suspense purposes. And if you think about it, that's how you know most
stories aren't true. | mean, | read alot of horror writers, and those guys are aways delaying the action to build it up a
little. Asin, | don't know, "She ran down the path and slammed the front door with asigh of relief. Little did she know
that the Vampire Zombie was in her bathroom.

"MEANWHILE, two thousand miles away, Frank Miller of the NY PD was frowning. There was something about
this case that was troubling him ..."

See, if that shit with the Vampire Zombie was real-REAL AND HAPPENING TO Y OU-you wouldn't care whether
Frank Miller was frowning or not. Y ou've got a zombie in your apartment with afucking chain saw or ablowtorch or
something, so what does it matter what a cop does with his eyebrows on the other side of the country? Therefore, if
you'll permit me to point something out that may ruin your reading pleasure forever, you know that the story has been
made up.

But you know this story, the one I'm telling you, hasn't been made up. Y ou know it a) because | told you that
thing about the tape straightaway, when it happened, rather than trying to get alittle zinger going later, and b) because
I'm not going to go into who said what to who on a car ride, just to bump up the page numbers, or to make you forget
about the tape thing. Y ou just need to hear this much: Martha and | didn't say an awful lot, but we did some smiling
and whatever, so at the end of the ride we maybe both knew we liked each other. And then | got out of the car, said
"Hi" to Mom, and went upstairs to watch the game.



Well, you know now that there wasn't atape in the machine, but | didn't. | sat down on the bed and turned on the
TV. Letterman was just starting. He was doing one of those dumb list things that everyone pretends is funny but
which really no one understands. | pressed the rewind on the remote: nothing. Not surprising, right? And then |
pressed the fast-forward button, | guess because | thought the timer recording hadn't worked, and | wanted to check
that there was atapein there.

Thisiswhat happened: | started fast-forwarding through Letter-man. | was pretty confused. How could | do
that? The show wasn't even finished, so how could | have taped it? | pressed the gject, and finally | found out what
you've known for awhile: that there was no cassette in there. With no cassette, | can't be fast-forwarding. But my TV
doesn't seem to know that, because meanwhile, Letterman’'s waving his handsin the air redlly really fast, and then we're
racing through the ads, and then it's the closing credits, and then it's the Late Late Show, and then more ads. . . . And
that'swhen | realize what's going on: I'm fast-forwarding through network fucking television.

| mean, obviously | checked thistheory out. | checked it out by keeping my finger on the remote until | got to the
next morning's breakfast news, which took maybe an hour. But | got there in the end: they showed the next day's
weather, and the best plays from what they said was last night's L akers game-even though it wasn't last night to
me-and, alittle later, a big pileup on the freeway near Candlestick Park that had happened in the early morning fog. |
could have stopped it, if I'd known any of the drivers. | got bored after awhile, and put the remote down; but it took
me along time to get to deep.

| woke up late, and | had to rush the next morning, so | didn't get to move any further through the day's TV
schedule. On my way to schooal, | tried to think about it all-what | could do with it, whether I'd show it to anyone,
whatever. Like | said, I'm not as quick as|'d like to be. Mentally speaking, I'm not Maurice Greene. I'm more like one of
those Kenyan long-distance runners. | get there in the end, but it takes like two hours and an awful lot of sweat. And
to tell you the absolute truth, when | went to school that morning, | didn't see it was such abig deal. | was, like, | saw
this morning's weather forecast last night; well, so what? Everyone knew what the weather was now. Same with the
pileup. And I'd seen afew of the best plays from the Lakers game, but everyone who didn't rehearse in a stupid jazz
band had seen the whole game anyway. Like, | was supposed to boast to people that 1'd seen stuff they saw before |
did?

Imaginary conversation':

"| saw the best plays from the Lakers game."

"So did we. We watched the game."

"Y eah, but | saw them on the breakfast news show."

"So did we."

"Yeah, but | saw them on the breakfast news show last night."

"You'reajerk. You need to have your ass kicked." What's fun about that? Watching breakfast news seven hours
early didn't seem like such abig deal to me.

It took me awhilelonger than it should have done to get the whole picture: If | just kept fast-forwarding, | could
see dl kinds of stuff. The rest of the play-offs. The next episodes of Buffy, or Friends. The next season of Buffy or
Friends. Next month's weather, whatever that's worth. Some news stuff, like, maybe, a psycho with a gun coming into
our school one day next year, so | could warn the people | liked. (In other words not Brian O'Hagan. Or Mrs. Fleming.)
It took me longer than it should have, but | began to see that fast-forwarding through network TV could be awvesome.

And for the next two days, that'sall | did: | sat in my bedroom with the remote, watching the TV of the future. |
watched the Lakers destroy the Pacersin the NBA finals. | watched the As get smashed by the Y ankees. | watched
"The One Where Phoebe and Joey Get Married." | fast-forwarded until | got blisters. | watched TV until even my
dreams got played out on a 14" screen. | wasin my bedroom so often that Mom thought | had just discovered jerking
off, and wanted meto call my father and talk. (Like, hello, Mom? I'm fifteen?) | could rewind, too; | could watch reruns
of the TV of thefutureif | wanted.

And none of it was any use to me. Who wants to know stuff before it happens? People might think they do, but
believe me, they don't, because if you know stuff before it happens, there's nothing to talk about. A lot of school
conversation is about TV and sports; and what people like to talk about is what just happened (which | now can't
remember, because it was three games back, or the episode before last) or what might happen. And when people talk
about what might happen, they like to argue, or make dumb jokes; they don't want someone coming in and sguashing
it al flat. It'sall, "No, man, Shag's not looking so young anymore, | think the Pacers can take them." "No way! The
Pacers have no defense. Shag's going to destroy them." Now, what do you say if you know the score? Y ou tell them?
Of course not. It sounds too weird, and there's nothing to bounce off anyway. So all | ever did was agree with the guy
whose prediction was closest to the truth, to what | knew, and it was like | hadn't seen anything, because the
knowledge | had was no fucking good to anyone. One thing | learned: School lifeisall about anticipation. We're
fifteen, and nothing's happened to us yet, so we spend an awful lot of time imagining what things will be like. No one's
interested in some jerk who says he knows. That's not what it's about.

But of course | kept going with the remote. | couldn't stop myself. 1'd come back from school and watch, 1'd wake
up in the morning and watch, 1'd come back from rehearsals and watch. | was amonth, maybe five weeks, into the
future-time enough to know that Frazier gets engaged to some writer, that there's a dumb new sitcom starting soon
about arock star who accidentally becomes three inches tall, and that half the Midwest gets flooded in a fresk storm.



Andthen. ... Wdl, OK, maybe | should say that | had noticed something: The news programs were becoming
really fucking long. It took awhole lot of fast-forwarding to get through them. And then one night | came back from
school and picked up the remote, and all | could find was news. Asfar as| could tell, in about six weeks' time, al of
network TV-every channel-isjust like one long fucking news show. No Buffy, no sports, no nothing; just guysin suits
with maps, and people in weird countries you've never heard of talking into those crappy video things which make
them go all jerky and and fuzzy. It was like that for a couple days after 9/11, if you remember that long ago, but sooner
or later everything went back to normal; | wastrying to find that part, but | couldn't get there.

Now and again | stopped to watch the people talking, but | didn't really understand it; there was stuff about India
and Pekistan, and Russia, and China, and Irag and Iran, and Isragl and Palestine. There were maps, and pictures of
people packing up al their shit in all these places and getting the hell out. The usual stuff, but worse, | guess.

And then, afew days TV-time later, | found the president. | watched some of that-it was on every channdl at the
same time. She was sitting in the Oval Office, talking to the American people, with thisreally intense expression on her
face. She was so serious it was scary. And she was telling us that these were the darkest daysin our history, and that
we were al to face them with courage and determination. She said that freedom came at a price, but that price had to be
worth paying, otherwise we had no identity or value as a nation. And then she asked God to bless us all. Straight after
the show they cut to live pictures of more people getting the hell out of their homes, carrying bundles of their
possessions under one arm and small children under another. These people were walking down the steps of a subway
station, trying to get underground. The pictures weren't fuzzy or jerky, though. These people lived in New Y ork City.

| didn't want to watch it anymore, so | picked up the remote; never in my life have | wanted to see the opening
credits of Sabrina so bad. But after a couple of hours of news stuff there was nothing. The TV just stops. Network TV
canceled. I've spent most of my time since then trying to seeif | can get beyond the static, but I'm not there yet.

Now, al thistime, | haven't spoken to anyone about any of this shit. Not to Mom, not to anyone at school, not to
Martha. That's one thing they get right in stories, even though | didn't use to think so: Y ou don't want to talk about
spooky stuff. In the stories, there's always some reason for it, like, | don't know, the words don't come out when they
try to speak, or the magic thing only works for the guy who's telling the story, something like that, but the real reason
is, it just sounds dumb. When it finally clicked that | could watch NBA games before they happened, then obvioudly |
thought | was going to ask a bunch of guysto come over to watch. But how do you say it? How do you say, I've got a
video recorder that lets me fast-forward through the whole of TV? Y ou don't, is the answer, unless you're a complete
jerk. Can you imagine? The only quicker way to get a pounding would be to wear a STA-COOL T-shirt to schooal. (|
just thought of something: If you're reading this, you might not know about STA-COOL. Because if you're reading
this, it'sway off in the future, after the static, and you might have forgotten about STA-COOL, where you are. Maybe
it's a better world where people only listen to good music, not stupid pussy boy-band shit, because the world
understands that life istoo short for boy bands. Well, good. I'm glad. We did not diein vain.) And | was going to tell
Mom, but not yet, and then when | got to the static . . . People should be allowed to enjoy their lives, ismy view.
Sometimes when she gives me a hard time about my clothes or playing my music loud, | want to say something. Like,
"Don't stress out, Mom, because in a month or so someone's going to drop the big one." But most of thetime | just
want her to enjoy her painting, and living in Berkeley. She's happy here.

When | remembered the guy | bought the machine from, though, | wanted to spesak to him. He'd seen the static
too; that's what that conversation in his shop had been all about, except | didn't know it. He realized why 1'd come as
soon as | walked in. | didn't even say anything. He just saw it in my face.

"Oh, man," he said after alittle while. "Oh, man. | never even started my novel." Which | couldn't believe. | mean,
Jesus. What else did this guy need to help him understand that time is running out? He'd seen the end of the fucking
world on live TV, and he still hadn't gotten off his stoned ass. Although maybe he'd figured he wasn't going to find a
publisher in time. And he certainly wasn't going to get too many readers.

"Maybe we're both crazy,” | said. "Maybe we're getting it all wrong."

"Y ou think network TV would stop for any other reason? Like, to encourage usto get more exercise or
something?"

"Maybe the thing just stopped working."

"Yeah, and all those people were going into the subway with their kids because they couldn't find any child care.
No, were fucked, man. | never voted for that bitch, and now she'skilled me. Shit."

At least you've had alife, | wanted to say. | haven't done anything yet. And that was when | decided to ask
Martha out.

(OK. That was the weird middle. Now |I'm going to give you the happy ending: the story of how | got to deep
with the hottest girl in the Little Berkeley Big Band, even though I'm only fifteen, and even though she doesn't look
like the sort of girl who givesit up for anybody.)

One thing about knowing the world is going to end: It makes you alot less nervous about the whole dating
thing. So that's a plus. And she made it easy, anyway. We were talking in her dad's car about movies we'd seen, and
movies we wanted to see, and it turned out we both wanted to see this Vin Diesel movie about a guy who can turn
himself into like a bacteria anytime he feelslike it and hang out in people and kill them if necessary. (Although to tell



you thetruth, | used to want to seeit more than | do now. There are alot of things | used to want to do more than | do
now. Like, | don't know, buying Stuff. It sounds kind of dumb, | guess, but if you see a cool T-shirt, you're thinking
about the future, aren't you? Y ou're thinking, Hey, | could wear that to Sarah Steiner's party. There are so many things
connected to the future-school, eating vegetables, cleaning your teeth. ... In my position, it'd be pretty easy to let
things dide.) So it seemed like the logical next step to say, Hey, why don't we go together?

The movie was OK. And afterward we went to get a pizza, and we talked about what it would be like to be a
bacteria, and about the band, and about her school and my school. And then she told me that one of the reasons she
liked mewasthat | seemed sad.

"Redly?'

"Y eah. Does that sound dumb?"'

"No." Because @) nothing she says sounds dumb; b) even if it did, it would be dumb to tell her; c) I'm sad. With
good reason. So I'm not surprised | ook it.

"Most guys our age don't look sad. They're always laughing about nothing."

| laughed-a little-because what she said was so true, and | hadn't even noticed it before.

"So are you really sad? Or isthat just the way your faceis?'

"l guess... | don't know. | guess I'm sad sometimes."

"Metoo."

"Yeah? Why?'

"Youfirgt."

Oh, man. I've seen enough movies and soaps to know that the sad guy is supposed to be the quiet, sensitive,
poetic one, and I'm not sure that's me. | wasn't sad before | knew there was going to be aterrible catastrophe and we're
all introuble; suddenly, | went from like NBA fan to tortured genius-style dude. | think she's got the wrong impression.
If PJ Rogers, who's thisreally redly stupid trombonist kid in the orchestra, the kind of jerk whose wittiest joke is aloud
fart, had seen what I'd seen, he'd be a tortured genius too.

"There's some stuff I'm worried about. That's all. It's not like I'm thisreally deep thinker."

"Lots of kids don't worry even when there's something to worry about. They're too insensitive.”

"How about you?" | wanted to change the subject. | was getting way too much credit.

"I don't know why I'm sad half thetime. | just am.”

| wanted to say to her, Now, see, that's the real deal. That's being sensitive and screwed up ... the classic
Breakfast Club stuff. I'm an amateur compared to you. But | didn't. | just nodded, like | knew what she was talking
about.

"Do you want to tell me about the things you're worried about? Would it help?'

"It'd help me. | think it would fuck you up."

"l cantakeit."

"I'm not sure." "Try me."

And | was so sick of being on my own that | took her up on the offer. It's probably the most selfish thing I've
ever donein my whole life.

| asked her over to my house for lunch, after a Saturday morning rehearsal. Mom took us back and fixed us
sandwiches, and when we'd eaten we went up to my room to listen to music-or that's what she thought we were going
to do. When we got upstairs, though, | explained everything, right from the beginning. I'd prepared this; 1'd rewound
to the point where the news started taking over the networks, and 1'd found a section where they were talking about
what happened when, and all the dates they mentioned were in the future. That was my evidence, and Martha believed
it. It took a couple more hours to get back to the New Y ork City subway scenes, but she wanted to see them, so we
just sat there waiting. And then she watched, and then she started to cry.

Listen: There's something that's bothering me. Before, when | said that | asked Martha out on a date because |
haven't done anything in my lifeyet . . . I'm not so much of an asshole that this was the first thing | thought of . It
wasn't. It was one of the first, sure, but, you know-six weeks! There are lots of other things | wanted to achieve in my
life, but I'm not going to get them donein six weeks. I'm not going to go to film school, and I'm not going to have akid,
and I'm not going to drive acrossthe U.S,; at least sex is something achievable. And it's not like | was just looking for
the first available piece of ass, either. | redly like Marthaalot. Infact, if... but let's not go there. Thisisthe happy
ending, right?

Anyway. The next part came naturally. She stopped crying, and we talked, and we tried to understand what had
happened. Martha knows more about that shit than | do; she said things were

already pretty bad, now, in the present, but because things are happening in other countries along ways away, |
hadn't noticed. I've been watching the basketball, not the news. And then we had this real sad conversation about the
stuff 1'd already been thinking- about what we'd miss, and what we'd never do. . . .

Thetruth is, she suggested it, not me. | swear. | mean, | wasn't going to say no, but it was her idea. She said that
she wanted us to get good at it, which meant starting like straightaway. (She said this before, by the way. She didn't
say it in response to anything, if that's what you're thinking.) So | made sure Mom was till out, and then we kissed,
and then we got undressed and made love in my bed. We didn't use anything. Neither of us can have any sexual
disease, and if she gets pregnant, well, that's fine by us. We'd love to have akid, for obvious reasons.



Well, that'sit. That brings you up-to-date, whoever you are. Martha and | see each other all the time, and this
weekend we're going to go away together; I'm going to tell Mom that | want to see Dad, and she's going to give her
parents some other excuse, and we'll take off somewhere, somehow. And that'll be something else we've checked on
the list-we'll have spent awhole night together. | know it's maybe not the happy ending you were hoping for, but you
probably weren't hoping for a happy ending anyway, because you aready know about the Time of the Static. Unless
you're reading this in the next six weeks, and I'm sure as hell not going to show anybody. How isit where you are?
Have people learned their lesson? How was that show about the three-inch rock star? Maybe they canceled it.



TheTaleof Gray Dick

By STEPHEN KING
They had looked everywhere for protection from their most



devastating foe-except to the murderous know-how of
their old wives' tales.

When evening came, Roland Deschain returned on horseback from the Manni village to Eisenhart's Lazy B. Hed
spent the afternoon in along paaver with Henchick, the dinh of the Manni. Only herein Calla Bryn Sturgis, the head
of clan was called the heart-stone. In the case of Henchick, Roland thought the term fit very well. Y et the man
understood that trouble was on the way. Stony-hearted he might be; stupid he was not.

Roland sat behind the ranch house, listening to the boys shout and the dog bark. Back in Gilead (where the
gunslinger had come from a thousand years before), this sort of porch, facing the barns, stock-well, and fields, would
have been called the work-stoop.

"Boys!" Eisenhart bawled. "What in the name of the Man Jesus am | going to tell yer mothersif you kill yer sad
selfs jumpin out of that barn?"

"We're okay!" Benny Slightman called. He was the son of Eisenhart's foreman. Dressed in bib overalls and
barefooted, he was standing in the open bay of the barn, just above the carved letterswhich said LAZY B. "Unless...
do you really want usto stop, sai ?"

Eisenhart glanced toward Roland, who saw his own boy, Jake, standing just behind Benny, impatiently waiting his
chance to risk his bones. Jake was aso dressed in bib overalls-a pair of his new friend's, no doubt-and the ook of them
made Roland smile. Jake wasn't the sort of boy you imagined in such clothes.

"It'snil to me, one way or the other, if that's what you want to know," Roland said.

"Garn, then!" the rancher called. Then he turned his attention to the bits and pieces of hardware spread out on the
boards. "What do'ee think? Will any of'em shoot?"

Eisenhart had produced all three of his guns for Roland'sinspection. The best was therifle. The other two were
pistols of the sort Roland and his friends had called "barrel-shooters" as children, because of the oversized cylinders
which had to be revolved with the side of the hand after each shot. Roland had disassembled Eisenhart's shooting
ironswith no initial comment. Once again he had set out gun ail, thistimein abowl instead of a saucer.

"I said-"

"I heard you, sai," Roland said. "Y our rifleis as good as |'ve seen this side of Lud, the great city. The
barrel-shooters..." He shook his head. "That one with the nickel plating might fire. The other you might aswell stick in
the ground. Maybe it'll grow something better."

"Hate to hear you speak s0," Eisenhart said. "These were from my da and his da’ before him and on back at least
this many." He raised four fingers and both thumbs. "They was always kept together and passed to the likeliest son
by dead-letter. When | got 'em instead of my elder brother, | was some pleased.”

n I Im a)r.ry.ll
"Say thankya."

The sun was going down red in the west, turning the yard the color of blood. There was aline of rockers on the
porch. Eisenhart was settled in one of them. Roland sat cross-legged on the boards, housekeeping Eisenhart's
inheritance. That the pistols would probably never fire meant nothing to the gunslinger's hands, which had been
trained to this work long ago and still found it soothing.

Now, with a speed that made the rancher blink, Roland put the weapons back together in arapid series of clicks
and clacks. He set them aside on a square of sheepskin, wiped his fingers on arag, and sat in the rocker next to
Eisenhart's. He guessed that on more ordinary evenings, Eisenhart and his wife sat out here side by side, watching the
sun abandon the day.

The wife had been part of his palaver that afternoon, more important because of what was not said than because
of what was.

Roland rummaged through his purse for his tobacco pouch, found it, and built himself a cigarette with the priest's
fresh, sweet tobacco. The Peres housekeeper, Rosalita, had added her own present, alittle stack of delicate papers she
called "rice-pulls." Roland thought they wrapped as good as any cigarette paper, and he paused a moment to admire
the finished product before tipping the end into the match Eisenhart had popped alight with one horny thumbnail. The



gunslinger dragged deep and exhaled along plume that rose but slowly in the evening air, which was till and
surprisingly muggy for summer's end. "Good," he said, and nodded.

"Aye? May it do yafine. | never got the taste for it myself."

The barn was far bigger than the ranch house, at least fifty yards long and fifty feet high. The front was festooned
with reap-charms in honor of the season; stuffy-guys with huge sharproot heads stood guard. From above the open
bay over the main doors, the butt of the head-beam jutted. A rope had been fastened around this. Below, in the yard,
the boys had built a good-sized stack of hay. Oy stood on one side of it. The dog was looking up as Benny Slightman
grabbed the rope, gave it atug, then retreated back into the loft and out of sight. Oy began to bark in anticipation. A
moment later Benny came pelting forward with the rope wrapped in hisfists and his hair flying out behind him.

The boy let go, flew into the haystack, disappeared, then came up laughing. Oy ran around him, barking.

Roland watched Jake redl in the rope. Benny lay on the ground, playing dead, until Oy licked hisface. Then he sat
up, giggling.

To one side of the barn was a remuda of workhorses, perhaps twenty in al. A trio of cowpokesin chaps and
battered shor' boots were leading the last half-dozen mounts toward it. On the other side of the yard was a
dlaughter-pen filled with steers. In the following weeks they would be butchered and sent downriver on the trading
boats.

Jake retreated into the loft, then came pelting forward and launched himself into space along the arc of the rope.
The two men watched him disappear, laughing, into the pile of hay.

"We bide, gundlinger,” Eisenhart said. "Even in the face of the outlaws, we bide. They come... but then they go.
Do'eeken?'

"Ken very well, say thankya."

Eisenhart nodded. "If we stand against ‘em, all that may change. To you and yours, it might not mean smuch asa
fart in ahigh wind either way. If ye survive, you'll move along, win or lose. We have nowhere to go."

"BUt-"
Eisenhart raised his hand. "Hear me, | beg. Would'ee hear me?"

Roland nodded. Beyond them, the boys were running back into the barn for another leap. Soon the coming dark
would put an end to their game.

"Suppose they send fifty or sixty, as they have before, and we wipe them out? And then, suppose that aweek or a
month later, after you're gone, they send five hundred against us?"

Roland considered this. As he was doing so, Margaret Eisenhart-Margaret Henchick that was-joined them. She
was dim, fortyish, small-breasted, dressed in jeans and a shirt of gray silk. She was a pretty woman. Shewas aso a
problematic woman, stuffed with unspoken rage. After meeting her father-he that was called the heart-stone, he with
the uncut, ungroomed beard which signified that he was childless-Roland thought he understood that rage alittle
better. Asfar as Henchick was concerned, this woman was bound for hell simply for the ankle she showed the world
below the cuff of her jeans. And her husband? The children they'd made together? Better not to ask Henchick's
opinion of them, and Roland hadn't. Sai Eisenhart's hair, pulled into a bun against her neck, was black threaded with
white. One hand hid beneath her apron.

"How many harriers might come against usisafair question,” she said, "but this might not be afair timeto ask it."

Eisenhart gave his sai alook that was half humorous and half irritated. "Do | tell you how to run your kitchen,
woman? When to cook and when to wash?"'

"Only four times aweek," said she. Then, seeing Roland rise from the rocker next to her husband's: "Nay, sit till, |
beg you. I've been in achair this last hour, peeling sharproot with Edna, yon's mother." She nodded in Benny's
direction. "It's good to be on my feet." She watched, smiling, as the boys swung out into the pile of hay and landed,
laughing, while Oy danced and barked. "Vaughn and | have never had to face the full horror of it, Roland. We had six,
all twins, but al grown in the times between raids. So we may not have all the understanding needed to make such a
decision as you ask."

"Being lucky doesn't make aman stupid,” Eisenhart said. "Quite the contrary, iswhat | think. Cool eyes see clear.”



"Perhaps," she said, watching the boys run back into the barn. They were bumping shoulders and laughing, each
trying to get to the ladder first. "Perhaps, aye. But the heart must call for itsrights, too, and a man or woman who
doesn't listen isafool. Sometimestis best to swing on the rope, even if it'stoo dark to seeif the hay's there or not."

Roland reached out and touched her hand.

She gave him asmall, distracted smile. It was only a moment before she returned her attention to the boys, but it
was long enough for Roland to see that she was frightened. Terrified, in fact. Knowing your gold or your crops were at
risk was one thing. Knowing it was your children, that was another.

"Ben, Jake!" she called. "Enough! Timeto wash and then come in! There's pie for those can eat it, and cream to go
on top!"

Benny came to the open bay. "My da says we can slegp in my tent over on the bluff, sai, if it'sal right with you."

Margaret Eisenhart looked at her husband. Eisenhart nodded. "All right," she said, "tent it is and give you joy of
it, but comein now if you'd have pie. Last warning! And wash first, mind'ee! Hands and faces!"

"Aye, say thankya," Benny said. "Can Oy have pie?' Margaret Eisenhart thudded the pad of her left hand against
her brow, asif she had a headache. The right, Roland was interested to note, stayed beneath her apron. "Aye," she
said, "pie for the bumblerdog too, as I'm sure he's Arthur Eld in disguise and will reward me with jewels and gold and
the healing touch."

"Thankee, sai," Jake called. "Could we have one more swing first? It's the quickest way down."

"Well," Eisenhart said, "the broken leg usually hides in the last caper, but have on, if'ee must."

They had on, and there were no broken legs. Both boys hit the haypile squarely, popped up laughing and looking
at each other, then footraced for the kitchen with Oy running behind them appearing to herd them.

"It's wonderful how quickly children can become friends,” Margaret Eisenhart said, but she didn't look like one
contemplating something wonderful. She looked sad.

"Yes," Roland said. "Wonderful it is." Helaid his purse across his lap, seemed on the verge of pulling the knot
that anchored the laces, then didn't. "Which are your men good with?' he asked Eisenhart. "Bow or bah? For | know
it'ssurely not the rifle or revolver."

"We favor the bah," Eisenhart said. "Fit the bolt, wind it, amiit, fireit,'tis done."

Roland nodded. It was as he had expected. Not good, because the bah was rarely accurate at a distance greater
than twenty-five yards, and that only on a till day. On one when a strong breeze was kicking up... or, gods help us, a

gde...

But Eisenhart was looking at hiswife. Looking at her with akind of reluctant admiration. She stood with her
eyebrows raised, looking back at her man. Looking him back a question. What was this? It surely had to do with the
hand under the apron.

"Garn, tell 'im," Eisenhart said. Then he pointed an almost-angry finger at Roland, like the barrel of a pistol. "It
changes nothing, though. Nothing! Say thankya!" This last with the lips drawn back in akind of savage grin. Roland
was more puzzled than ever, but he felt afaint stirring of hope. It might be false hope, probably would be, but anything
was better than the worries and confusions- and the aches-that had beset him lately.

"Nay," Margaret said with maddening modesty. "'Tis not my placeto tell. To show, perhaps, but not to tell."

Eisenhart sighed, considered, then turned to Roland. "Y e know Lady Oriza."

Roland nodded. The Lady of the Rice, in some places considered a goddess, in others a heroine, in some, both.

"And ye know how she did away with Gray Dick, who killed her father?"

Roland nodded again.

According to the story-a good one that he must remember to tell Jake, when once more there was time for



storytelling- Lady Orizainvited Gray Dick, afamous outlaw prince, to avast dinner party in Waydon, her castle by the
River Send. She wanted to forgive him for the murder of her father, she said, for she had accepted the Man Jesus into
her heart and such was according to His teachings.

Y€ell get methere and kill me, be | stupid enough to come, said Gray Dick.

Nay, nay, said the Lady Oriza, never think it. All weapons will be |eft outside the castle. And when we sit in the
banqueting hall below, there will be only me, at one end of the table, and thee, at the other.

You'll conceal adagger in your deeve or a bola beneath your dress, said Gray Dick. And if you don't, | will.
Nay, nay, said the Lady Oriza, never think it, for we shall both be naked.

At this Gray Dick was overcome with lugt, for Lady Orizawasfair. It excited him to think of his prick getting hard
at the sight of her bare breasts and bush, and no breeches on him to conceal his excitement from her maiden's eye.
And he thought he understood why she would make such a proposal. "His haughty heart will undo him," Lady Oriza
told her maid (whose name was Marian and who went on to have many fanciful adventures of her own).

Thelady wasright. I've killed Lord Grenfall, wiliest lord in all the river baronies, Gray Dick told himsdf. And
who is left to avenge him but one weak daughter ? (Oh, but she wasfair.) So she sues for peace. And maybe even for
marriage, if she has audacity and imagination as well as beauty.

So he accepted her offer. His men searched the banquet hall downstairs before he arrived and found no
weapons-not on the table, not under the table, not behind the tapestries. What none of them could know was that for
weeks before the banquet, Lady Oriza had practiced throwing a specially weighted dinner plate. She did this for hours
aday. Shewas athletically inclined to begin with, and her eyes were keen. Also, she hated Gray Dick with all her heart
and had determined to make him pay no matter what the cost.

The dinner plate wasn't just weighted; its rim had been sharpened. Dick's men overlooked this, as she and Marian
had been sure they would. And so they banqueted, and what a strange banquet that must have been, with the
laughing, handsome outlaw naked at one end of the table and the demurely smiling but exquisitely beautiful maiden
thirty feet from him at the other end, equally naked. They toasted each other with Lord Grenfall's finest rough red. It
infuriated the lady to the point of madness to watch him guzzle that exquisite country wine down as though it were
water, scarlet drops rolling off his chin and splashing to his hairy chest, but she gave no sign; simply smiled
coquettishly and sipped from her own glass. She could feel the weight of his eyes on her breasts. It was like having
unpleasant bugs lumbering on her skin.

How long did this charade go on? Some tale-tellers had her putting an end to Gray Dick after the second toast.
(His May your beauty ever increase. Hers: May your first day in hell last ten thousand years, and may it be the
shortest.) Others-the sort of spinners who enjoyed drawing out the suspense-recounted a meal of a dozen courses
before Lady Oriza gripped the specid plate, looking Gray Dick in the eyes and smiling at him while she turned it, feeling
for the dull place on the rim where it would be safe to grip.

No matter how long the tale, it always ended the same way, with Lady Orizaflinging the plate. Little fluted
channels had been carved on its underside, beneath the sharpened rim, to help it fly true. And it did fly true, humming
weirdly as it went, casting its fleeting shadow on the roast pork and turkey, the heaping bowls of vegetables, the fresh
fruit piled on crystal serving dishes.

A moment after she flung the plate on its dightly rising course-her arm still outstretched, her first finger and
cocked thumb pointing at her father's assassin-Gray Dick's head flew out through the open door and into the foyer
behind him. For amoment longer Gray Dick's body stood. For amoment longer Gray Dick's penis pointed at her like an
accusing finger. But adick can't stand tiff for long when the neck of its Dick is spouting blood in ageyser. It
shriveled with shocking suddenness. For a moment longer the body stood where it was, and then Gray Dick crashed
forward onto a huge roast of beef and a mountain of herbed rice.

Lady Oriza, whom Roland would hear referred to as the Lady of the Platein some of his wanderings, raised her
glass of wine and toasted the body. She said...

"May your first day in hell last ten thousand years," Roland murmured.

Margaret nodded. "Aye, and let that one be the shortest. A terrible toast, but one I'd gladly give each of the
outlaws who dare to take our babies. Each and every one!" Her visible hand clenched. In the fading red light she



looked feverish and ill. And, Roland thought, she looked like her father. "We had six, do ya. An even half-dozen. Has
my husband told you why none of them are here, to help with the reap-tide slaughtering and penning? Has he told you
that, gunslinger?"

"Margaret, there's no need,” Eisenhart said. He shifted uncomfortably in his rocker.

"Ah, but mayhap thereis. It goes back to what we were saying before. Mayhap ye pay a price for leaping, but
sometimes ye pay an even higher one for looking. Our children grew up free and clear, with no child-thievesto worry
about. | gave birth to my first two, Tom and Tessa, less than a month before the Wolves came last time.

The others followed along, neat as peas out of a pod. The youngest be only fifteen, do ya see. And I'd never turn
my back on 'em, or my face from 'em, as some would to their get, simply because they have the audacity to wriggle out
from beneath a hard fist. Some ye may have visited even this day, gundlinger, or am | wrong?"

"Margaret-" her husband began.

Sheignored him. "But oursd not be slucky with their own children, and they knew it. And so they're gone. Some
north along the Arc, some south. Looking for a place where the Wolves don't come."

She turned to Eisenhart, and although she spoke to Roland, it was her husband she looked at as she had her final
word.

"One of every two; that's the outlaw bounty. That's what they take every twenty-some years. Except for us. They
took all of our children, although they never laid their hands on asingle one."

Silence fell on the back porch. The condemned steers in the slaughter-pen mooed moromcally. From the kitchen
came the sound of boy-laughter.

Eisenhart had dropped his head. Roland could see nothing but the extravagant bush of his mustache, but he
didn't need to see the man's face to know that he was either weeping or struggling very hard not to.

"I'd not make'ee feel bad for all the rice of the Arc," she said, and stroked her husband's shoulder with infinite
tenderness. "And they come back betimes, aye, which is more than the dead do, except in our dreams. They're not so
old that they don't miss their mother, or have how-do-ye-do-it questions for their da.. But they're gone, nevertheless.
And that's the price of safety.” Shelooked down at Eisenhart for a moment, one hand on his shoulder and the other
till beneath her apron. "Now tell how angry with me you are," she said, "for I'd know."

Eisenhart shook his head. "Not angry," he said in amuffled voice.
"And have'ee changed your mind?"
Eisenhart shook his head again.

"Stubborn old thing," she said, but she spoke with good-humored affection. "Stubborn as a stick, aye, and we all
say thankya."

"I'm thinking about it," he said, till not looking up. "Still thinking, which is more than | expected at thislate
date-usualy | make up my mind and rhere's the end of it.

"Roland, | understand young Jake showed Overholser and the rest of ‘'em some shooting out in the woods. Might
be we could show you something right here that'd rai se your eyebrows. Maggie, go in and get your Oriza."

"No need," she said, at last taking her hand from beneath her apron, "for | brought it out with me, and here'tis."

It was a blue plate with a delicate webbed pattern. A for-specia plate. After amoment Roland recognized the
webbing for what it was; young oriza, the seedling rice plant. When sai Eisenhart tapped her knuckles on the plate, it
gave out apeculiar high ringing. It looked like china, but wasn't. Glass, then? Some sort of glass?

He held his hand out for it with the solemn, respectful mien of one who knows and respects weapons. She
hesitated, biting the corner of her lip. Roland reached into his holster, which he'd strapped back on before leaving this
woman's father, and pulled his revolver. He held it out to her, butt first.

"Nay," she said, letting the word out on along breath of sigh. "No need to offer me a hostage, Roland. | reckon |
c'ntrust you with my Oriza. But mind how you touch, or you'll lose another finger, and | think you could ill afford that,
for | see you're already two shy on your right hand."



A singlelook at the blue plate-the sai's Orizamade it clear how wise that warning was. At the same time, Roland
felt abright spark of excitement and appreciation. It had been long years since he'd seen a new weapon of worth, and
never one like this.

The plate was metal, not glass-some light, strong alloy. It was the size of an ordinary dinner plate, afoot in
diameter. Three-quarters of the edge (or perhaps a bit more) had been sharpened to suicidal keenness.

"There's never aquestion of whereto grip, even if yerein ahurry," Margaret said. "For, do'ee see-"

"Yes," Roland said in atone of deepest admiration. Two of the rice-stalks crossed in what could have been the
great letter "Hn," which by itself means both here and now. At the point where these stalks crossed (only a sharp eye
would pick them out of the bigger pattern to begin with), the rim of the plate was not only dull but slightly thicker.
Good to grip.

Roland turned the plate over. Beneath, in the center, was a small metal pod. To Jake, it might have looked like the
plastic pencil-sharpener he'd taken to school in his pocket as afirst-grader. To Roland, who had never seen a
pencil-sharpener, it looked alittle like the abandoned egg case of some insect.

"That makes the whistling noise when the plate flies, do ya ken," she said. She had seen Roland's honest
admiration and was reacting to it, her color high and her eyes bright. She looked thus more like her father than ever.

"It has no other purpose?’

"None," she said. "But it must whistle, for it's part of the story, isn't it?"

Roland nodded. Of course it was.

The Sisters of Oriza, Margaret Eisenhart said, was a group of women who liked to help others-

"And gossip amongst theirselves," Eisenhart growled, but he sounded good-humored.

"Aye, that t00," she allowed.

They cooked for funerals and festivals. They sometimes held sewing circles and quilting bees after afamily had
lost its belongings to fire or when one of the river-floods came every six or eight years and drowned the smallholders
closest to the Whye. It was the Sisters who kept the Pavilion well tended and the Town Gathering Hall well swept on
the inside and well kept on the outside. They put on dances for the young people, and chaperoned them. They were
sometimes hired by the richer folk to cater wedding celebrations, and such affairs were aways fine, the talk of the Calla
for months afterward, sure. Among themselves they did gossip, aye, she'd not deny it; they also played cards, and

Points, and Castles. (How Henchick's brow would have furrowed at the thought of gossip, Roland thought. How his
eye, cold to begin with, would have chilled at the mention of cards!)

"And you throw the plate,” Roland said.

"Aye," said she, "but ye must understand we only do it for the fun of the thing. Hunting's men's work, and they
do fine with the bah." She was stroking her husband's shoulder again, this time a bit nervously, Roland thought. He
also thought that if the men really did do fine with the bah, she never would have come out with that pretty, deadly
thing held under her apron. Nor would Eisenhart have encouraged her.

Roland opened his tobacco pouch, took out one of Rosalita's rice-pulls, and drifted it toward the plate's sharp
edge. The square of thin paper fluttered to the porch a moment later, cut neatly in two. Only for the fun of the thing,
Roland thought, and almost smiled.

"What metal 7" he asked. "Does thee know?"

Sheraised her eyebrows dlightly at this Manni form of address but didn't comment on it. "Titanium iswhat Andy
calsit. It comesfrom agreat old factory building, far north, in Calla Sen Chre. There are many ruinsthere. I've never
been, but I've heard the tales. It sounds spooky."

Roland nodded. "And the plates-how are they made?'

"It'sthe ladies of Calla Sen Chre who make them, and send them to the Callas al round about. Although Calla
Divineisasfar south asthat sort of trading reaches, | think."

"The ladies make these," Roland mused. "The ladies.”



"Somewhere there's a machine that still makes 'em, that's all it is," Eisenhart said. Roland was amused at his tone of
gruff defensive-ness. "Comes down to no more than pushing a button, | 'magine.”

Margaret, looking at him with awoman's smile, said nothing to this, either for or against. Perhaps she didn't know
about the manufacture of the plates, but she certainly knew the politics that keep a marriage sweet.

"So there are Sisters north and south of here along the Arc,” Roland said. "And all of them throw the plate.”

"Aye-from Sen Chre to Divine south of us. Further south or north, | don't know. We like to help and we like to
talk. We throw our plates once a month, in memory of how Lady Oriza did for Gray Dick, but few of usare any good at
it."

"Are you good &t it, sai?"

Shewas silent, biting at the corner of her lip again.

"Show him," Eisenhart growled. " Show him and be done."

They walked down the steps, the rancher's wife leading the way, Eisenhart behind her, Roland third. Behind them
the kitchen door opened and banged shut.

"Gods-a-glory, missus Eisenhart's gonna throw the dish!" Benny Slightman cried gleefully. "Jake! Y ou won't
believeit!"

"Send 'em back in, Vaughn," she said. "They don't need to see this."
"Nar, let 'em look," Eisenhart said. "Don't hurt a boy to see awoman do well."

"Send them back, Roland, aye?' She looked at him, flushed and flustered and very pretty. To Roland she looked
ten years younger than when she'd come out on the porch, but he wondered how she'd fling in such a state. It was
something he much wanted to see, because ambushing was brutal work, quick and emotional.

"I agree with your husband," he said. "I'd let them stay."

"Haveit asyou like," she said. Roland saw she was actually pleased, that she wanted an audience, and his hope
increased. He thought it increasingly likely that this pretty middle-aged wife, this exile from the Manni with her small
breasts and salt-and-pepper hair, had a hunter's heart. Not a gunslinger's heart, but at this point he would settle for a
few hunters-afew killerssmale or femde.

She marched toward the barn, and when they were fifty yards from the stuffy-guys flanking its door, he touched
her shoulder and made her stop.

"Nay," she said, "tistoo far."
"I've seen you fling as far and half again,” her husband said, and stood firm in the face of her angry look. "I have."

"Not with agundlinger from the Line of Eld standing by my right elbow, you haven't," she said, but she stayed
where shewas.

Roland went to the barn door and took the grinning sharproot head from the stuffy on the left side. He went into
the barn. Here was a stall filled with freshly picked potatoes. He took one of the potatoes and set it atop the
stuffy-guy's shoulders, where the sharproot had been. It was a good-sized spud, but the contrast was still comic; the
stuffy-guy now looked like Mr. Tinyhead in a carnival show or street fair.

"Oh, Roland, no!" she cried, sounding genuinely shocked. "I could never!"
"I don't believe you," he said, and stood aside. "Throw."

For a moment he thought she wouldn't. She looked around for her husband. If Eisenhart had still been standing
beside her, Roland thought she would have thrust the plate into his hands and run for the house and never mind if he
cut himself on it, either. But Vaughn Eisenhart had withdrawn to the foot of the steps. The boys stood above him,
Benny Slightman watching with mere interest, Jake with closer attention, his brows drawn together and the smile
suddenly gone from his face.



"Roland, I-"

"None of it, missus, | beg. Your talk of leaping was all very fine, and certainly you leaped when you left your
father and his folken, but that was years ago and I'd see if you're still limber. Throw."

Sherecoiled alittle at the mention of her father, eyes widening asif she had been slapped. Then she turned to face
the barn door and drew her right hand above her left shoulder. The plate glimmered in the late light, which was now
more pink than red. Her lips had thinned to awhite line. For amoment al the world held till.

"Riza!" shecried in ashrill, furious voice, and cast her arm forward. Her hand opened, the index finger pointing
precisely along the path the plate would take. Of al of them in the yard (the cowpokes had also stopped to watch),
only Roland's eyes were sharp enough to follow the flight of the dish.

True! he exulted. True as ever was!

The plate gave a kind of moaning how! asit bolted above the dirt yard. Less than two seconds after it had |eft her
hand, the potato lay in two pieces, one by the stuffy-guy's gloved right hand and the other by itsleft. The plate itself
stuck in the side of the barn door, quivering.

The boys raised a cheer. Benny hoisted his hand as his new friend had taught him, and Jake slapped him a high
five

"Great going, sai Eisenhart!" Jake called.
"Good hit! Say thankyal" Benny added.

Roland observed the way the woman's lips drew back from her teeth at this hapless, well-meant praise-she |ooked
like a horse that has seen a snake. "Boys," he said, "I'd go inside now, were | you."

Benny was bewildered. Jake, however, took another look at Margaret Eisenhart and understood. Y ou did what
you had to... and then the reaction set in. "Come on, Ben," he said.

"But-"
"Comeon." Jake took his new friend by the shirt and tugged him back toward the kitchen door.
Roland let the woman stay where she was for amoment, head down, trembling with reaction. Strong color still
blazed in her cheeks, but everywhere else her skin had gone as pale as milk. He thought she was struggling not to

vomit.

He went to the barn door, grasped the plate at the grasping-place, and pulled. He was astounded at how much
effort it took before the plate first wiggled and then came loose. He brought it back to her, held it out. "Thy tool."

For amoment she didn't take it, only looked at him with a species of bright hate. "Why do you mock me with
speech, Roland? What did my father tell thee?"

In the face of her rage he only shook his head. "1 do not mock thee."

Margaret Eisenhart abruptly seized Roland by the neck. Her grip was dry and so hot her skin felt feverish. She
pulled his ear to her uneasy, twitching mouth. He thought he could smell every bad dream she must have had since
deciding to leave her people for Calla Bryn Sturgis's big rancher.

"I know thee spoke with Henchick today," she said. "Will'ee speak to him more? Y e will, won't you?"

Roland nodded, transfixed by her grip. The strength of it. The little puffs of air against his ear. Did alunatic hide
deep down inside everyone, even such awoman as this?

"Good. Say thankya. Tell him Margaret of the Redpath Clan does fine with her heathen man, aye, fine till." Her
grip tightened. "Tell him she regrets nothing! Will'ee do that for me?'

"Aye, lady, if you like."
She snatched the plate from him, fearless of itslethal edge. "What would ye visit on us, ye gunstruck man?"

Eisenhart joined them. He looked uncertainly at hiswife, who had endured exile from her people and the hardening



of her father's heart for his sake. For amoment she looked at him as though she didn't know him.
"I only do askawills," Roland said.

"Kal" shecried, and her lip lifted. A sneer transformed her good looks to an ugliness that was almost startling. It
would have frightened the boys. "Every troublemaker's excuse! Put it up your bum with the rest of the dirt!"

"I do askawills and so will you," Roland said.

Shelooked at him, seeming not to comprehend. Roland took the hot hand that had gripped him and squeezed it,
not quite to the point of pain.

"And so will you."
She met his gaze for amoment, then dropped her eyes. "Aye," she muttered. "Oh, aye, so do we all."

She left him for the house.






Blood Doesn't
Come Out

By MICHAEL CRICHTON
A man can only be pushed so far -especially

when his mother is the one pushing.

It wasn't my day. When | hit him in the mouth, | cut my hand and the blood dripped onto my new mauve Lauren
tie. And blood doesn't come out. It made me mad so | kicked him a couple of times while he rolled on the ground in the
alley, swearing in Spanish. Nobody saw us. The aleys of Beverly Hills are pretty deserted at eight in the morning. The
stores don't open until ten.

| got back in my new Mustang and tossed the digital camera on the passenger seat. | stuck a Kleenex on my
knuckles and started the ignition. The guy was on his feet by then, shaking hisfist at me as| drove away, but he had
only himself to blame. He shouldn't have been stealing all those nice leather jackets from the store. The client wanted
pictures and now | had them. A dozen digital hi-res snaps showing the guy taking stuff out of the truck in the early
morning sun and putting it into his car. | figured I'd earned my money. Wrongful termination suits are expensive and
I'd nipped this onein the bud.

| called the client on my cell phone and left a message on his answering machine. By now it wastime for breakfast.
| would have gone around the corner to Nate 'n Al's except | had blood on my tie. So | went home.

| had one of those small houses in the flats south of Pico. Beverly-wood, they call it. It's a good neighborhood,
real people with real jobs live there. I've had the same house for forty years, now. It was reasonable when my mother
bought it in the sixties. Now it's north of half amillion for eighteen hundred square feet, two baths, and a backyard the
size of awalk-in closet. Y ou've got to wonder. My mother lived in it with me until I came back from college. But she's
been in ahome for years now. | hardly ever see her. Sometimes | feel guilty, but not often.

The client called back right as | pulled into the driveway. He was screaming. He said 1'd got the wrong guy, and
what the fuck was | doing beating up poor Fernando? | told him | had the pictures to prove it, but he wasn't listening. |
could see my fee dipping away. The client never wants to hear that hislover isathief. Not while he'sin love, anyway.
Afterward, of course, he wantsto kill. But | could tell this guy was till in love.

All hisyelling at me was making me fedl bad. Losing the fee was making me feel worse. | was already behind on my
car payments. | pretended my connection was going bad, and hung up. Clearly, it wasn't my day. | stripped off my tie
and went in the house. | noticed | had a couple of blood spots on my shirt, so | started unbuttoning it as| went into
the bedroom. | felt like adrink, but it was alittletoo early.

There was a suitcase lying open on the bed. Janis's clothes were folded in neat piles around the room. The closet
door was open and some of her clothes were already gone. | looked in the bathroom but she wasn't there so | went into
the kitchen. It wastime for that drink after all.

Through the windows | saw Janis in the backyard, pacing back and forth with the portable phone to her ear. She
was wearing a halter top and sweatpants. The perpetual exerciser. Janis picked up an acting job about three days a
year, just enough to keep her health insurance. The rest of the time she exercised. She wasin good shape for
thirty-five. We'd been together two years, off and on.

She hadn't seen me standing there yet. | went to the wall phone by the refrigerator and punched the speaker
button.

"-just can't stand it," shewas saying. "I can't take it anymore."

A man'svoice said, "Did you tell him?"

"I can't talk to him."

"Don't you think you should?" the man said. He had a deep, confidential voice. He sounded like an older guy. But
then, | was an older guy too. | was fifteen years older than she was. My next big one was five-oh.

Janiswas till pacing. "I've tried to talk to him, Armand. Y ou know I've tried."



| thought, Armand? Who the fuck is Armand? | started to swest. | took off my sports coat so | wouldn't creaseit.
Sometimes when | sweat | get creases at the elbow and the shoulder. Then | have to get it pressed. | dipped the jacket
over the back of the kitchen chair.

"I'mtired of faking it," she was saying.

"Faking what?'

"Faking everything. Faking conversations, faking smiles, faking orgasms. Faking everything."

Armand chuckled. "Everything?"

"Helikesit when | scream," Janis said. "So | scream. What the fuck."

| was sweating more. | wiped my forehead. | felt dizzy. | hated him for that knowing chuckle. They were still talking
but I couldn't hear them for awhile. | got the bottle of scotch down from above the refrigerator. | noticed | had only
three bottles left. | twisted off the cap. | took aslug and felt it burn all the way down.

"He's such an old lady," Janis was saying. "I mean it's his house, he's been here forever, but he won't let me
change anything, or move anything. Everything has to be just so."

"I thought he chased around. | heard he was a big ladies' man."

"Y eah, well, maybe back when. All | know is, nobody can move Mom's picture on the piano. | can tell you that."

| was looking at the piano in the living room. | hadn't remembered the picture was even there. Why didn't she tell
meif shedidn't likeit? Hell, | didn't care. My mother wasin ahome, for Christ's sake. She didn't care either.

| took another dug, and didn't fedl it. So | took another to keep it company. My stomach was warm and | coughed.
She heard it and looked over.

"I got to go," she said quickly, and there was adial tone. | clicked the speakerphone off as she came in. "Very
nice, Ray," she said. "Very fucking classy. What're you, investigating me now?"

| said, "Y ou want to move the picture, go ahead and moveit. | don't give a shit."

"I'mleaving," she said, sweeping into the bedroom. " So why don't you just give me an hour alone? Be civilized
about it."

"l don't fed civilized."

"Then have another belt."

"Fuck you."

"What're you going to do now, tough guy, beat me up?"'

"No," | said, "I'm not going to beat you up."

"That's good, Ray."

"I'm not even going to touch you."

"That's good," she said, "because if you do, Ray, I'll have your assin jail so fucking fast you won't know what hit
you."

"I said | won't touch you."

"And | heard you. We've communicated. Now just go away, will you?' she said. She dammed the bedroom door
behind her.

| said, "Who the fuck is Armand?’

Shedidn't answer. | was standing there in the kitchen with my half-unbuttoned shirt and my tie streaked with
blood. | took another slug, buttoned my shirt, and | eft.

| didn't have anywhere to go, so | just drove around the neighborhood. The scotch sat hard in my stomach,
turning sour. | stopped at a 7-Eleven and bought a pack of Marlboros. | stood outside on the pavement and watched
the guys going in to buy Lotto tickets. | smoked a couple of cigarettes, and got a newspaper from the sidewalk
dispenser. | sat in the car and flipped through the sections, not really reading. | checked my watch. 1'd given her
twenty minutes. | figured that was enough.

| wanted to go back and argue with Janis some more; | was feeling like an argument. | turned the key in the
ignition, drove a block, then pulled over and parked again. The more | thought about her, the more | decided | didn't
give adamn. I'd always known those screams were fake. That's what you get with an actress. A lot of rich, fake
emotion. And athirty-five-year-old broad in good shape. | was better off without her. | wouldn't have to listen to her
talk about her fucking diets.

It was hot, sitting in the car. | got out and walked back to the 7-Eleven. | bought a pint of Red Label and took some
to settle my stomach. | went back to my car. | waited until forty minutes had passed, and then decided to go back.

When | got there she was gone. Her clothes were gone from the closet. | pulled out the dresser drawers. Her
underwear was gone. The bathroom, all her cosmetics were gone. The lacy brasthat hung over the shower rod, the
thong panties dangling from the tub spout, they were gone too. Hell, it was the first time in two years she'd cleaned up
after herself.

| didn't look for anote.

| knew she wouldn't bother.

The mail came. | heard it rattle through the slot. | went out to get it. It was mostly bills. | sat on the couch in the
living room and shuffled through it. The sun was coming in through the front windows. It was glaring and bright
where | sat. | moved over to the piano bench, which was till in shade.

| finished with the mail. There were a couple of pieces for her. | tossed them aside. | looked down at the piano
bench, noticing how scratched up it was, how old. | didn't know why I'd kept it al these years. For that matter, | didn't



know why 1'd kept the piano. My mother used to play it, occasionally, when she lived here.

And when | was akid, she sat on the bench beside me and made me do my lessons. Every day, she sat beside me
and corrected me, getting angrier and angrier because | wasn't paying attention, and then she'd start smacking me on
the shoulder every time | made amistake.

She thought it would make me pay attention. But for me it was just adaily challenge, to seeif | could take what
she dished out, and not cry. | refused to cry after about the age of eight. Of course she wanted to make meto cry so
she hit me harder, and harder. My arm would get red, and sometimes it was bruised. But | wouldn't cry.

We played that little game every day for about four years, until | had football after school, and could stay away
until dinner. Once | was ateenager, | avoided her as much as | could. By then she was drinking hard, anyway. She'd
snarl at methat | was afuckup like my father, that 1'd never amount to anything. My father had left her before | was
born. Made sense to me.

In later years, she was usually drunk asleep when | got home. | was grateful she was passed out, because |
wouldn't haveto listen to her abuse. I'd fix dinner for mysalf, do my homework. It was al right. Then | went back east
to college, so | didn't see her much after that.

The sun was moving. It had almost crossed the living room to find me at the piano bench. | wondered how long |
had been sitting there, remembering old times. The sun reflected off the black polished surface of the piano and glinted
on the silver frame that had my mother's picture. The picture was faded, the colors washed out. It showed my mother
smiling. She always smiled for a camera, and then dropped it as soon as the shutter clicked.

| don't know where the picture was taken. It was on the piano when | got back from college. By that time my
mother was unable to care for herself. She had bleeding ulcers and trouble with her balance, and she walked with that
shuffling gait that marksthe real drunks. Y ou know the way they never pick their feet off the floor, because they can't
feel anything anymore.

Right out of college | had ajob as an insurance claims investigator. My hours were long and erratic. Left dlonein
the house, she kept falling down and hurting herself. Broke her arm one time, cut her forehead open another time.
Finally | put her in ahome. | got her to sign the papers one night when she was really drunk. She was furious when |
took her to the home and dropped her off. She called me every name she could think of. And she told me I'd never
amount to anything. Screaming at me as | walked out the door.

For thefirst year or so, | didn't go near her. Then she had a stroke, and they called me up, so | went over to see
her. | needn't have worried. After the stroke, she seemed to be calmer. And they had her sedated, too. | don't know
what. Anyway, she was better. Not so abusive.

| flipped the picture on the piano down so | didn't haveto look at it. | was careful when | put it down, so | wouldn't
scratch the polished surface. Then | thought, What the fuck. | took the picture and held it on edge, and gouged a big
scratch into the piano. It dug through the polished black surface, leaving a white scratch. | gouged another, and
another. Made the piano look like hell.

| began to wonder why | had never done this before. | hated this fucking piano. | didn't know why | had left it here
all theseyears. | told myself | didn't know what to put in its place. It took up alot of spacein the living room and |
would have to redecorate if it was gone.

Well, I'd have to redecorate now.

| thought maybe Mother would like to see her piano. | went out to the car to get the digital camera, but her
eyesight isn't good anymore, and | thought maybe she couldn't see the little screen at the back. So | opened the glove
compartment for the Polaroid, and it fell out along with the gun. The damn glove compartments just aren't large enough
in newer cars. | don't know what the manufacturers are thinking. Saving money, cutting corners, screwing the
consumer. The usua shit.

| picked the gun off the floor and put it on the seat, and took the Polaroid back inside. | took several pictures of
the scratches from different angles, but none really showed them off to advantage. | wasn't sure Mother would realy
notice. But | owed her avisit anyway.

| went back to the kitchen, had another belt, and smoked a satisfying cigarette. Janis never let me smoke in the
house, but those days were over. | stubbed the butt out in the sink, relishing the black crust against the porcelain. Like
gunpowder against pale skin.

Then it wastime to see Mother.

She wasin avery nice home on Third Street, opposite a church. The building was from the fifties, single story,
ranch-style, designed not to look institutional. The sign was made from cutout white letters and said " SeaSide
Convalescent." It was at least five miles from the ocean, but it had a pleasant ring.

| parked down the block, and scooped up the Polaroids. The gun was still on the passenger seat and | couldn't
leaveit there so | stuck it in my pocket, pulled on my jacket, and went inside.

The SeaSide lobby was small with a cheery ocean motif, seafans and starfish painted on the walls. You didn't
mind the bedpan smell. The room was crowded with three elderly women in wheel chairs, waiting to be taken
somewhere. One of the women was reading a book, one was asleep, and the other was just staring at nothing.

The receptionist was a harried, frowning fat lady who was talking on the phone. | heard her say, "They've been



waiting an hour, George," and then she listened a moment. "It's too early for your lunch break, George, get your ass
over here." With the phone to her ear, she glanced up at me, still frowning.

| said, "I'm here to see Mrs. Chambers."

"And you are?"

"Her son."

She held out her hands, snapped her fingers. "ldentification?' Into the phone she said, "George, did you hear
anything | said?'

| gave her my driver'slicense. She hardly looked at it.

"George, damn it, you better get over here now. Someone might decide to call the INS, you know what | mean?"
She cupped her hand over the phone. To me: "Y ou know where she is?"

| said | did.

"Go ahead."

| dipped past the wheelchairs, and went down along hallway. The doors to individual rooms were open on either
side. Cheerful sunlight poured in. But people in the rooms looked insubstantial as ghosts against the white bed linen,
and the hallway smelled faintly of beef stew. Or something like that.

Mother wasin aroom near the back. It looked out onto a small enclosed garden with potted trees. You could see a
row of garbage cans off to one side. She was sitting in awheelchair, watching a soap opera.

| said, "Hello, Mother.”

Shelooked over at me and said nothing. For amoment | had aflash of panic, thinking she didn't recognize me.
Then she gave that evil little smile of hers. "Wdll. It's about time."

"Miss me?'

"You'reajoke." She turned away from meto the television.

| said, "I wanted you to see some pictures | took today."

"Still peeping in bedrooms for aliving?'

"Only yours." | took the Polaroids and spread them out on her lap, one after another, like cards.

She frowned. "What's this?"

"Your piano."

"It'sall messed up."

"That's right, Mother."

"You can't take care of anything, can you?'

"No," | said. "I did this myself."

She didn't understand. She shrugged and looked back at the television. | heard avoice say, "Margo, you'll never
get away with this, you know that, don't you?"

"Mother," | said. "I did thisto your piano.”

She sighed. "Why don't you grow up, Ray? How old are you now, anyway?'

"And you know what I'm going to do next? I'm going to have someone come in with an axe, and smash it up, and
burn it for firewood."

"You smdl likeliquor."

"Areyou listening, Mother?'

She turned to me, suddenly interested. " Got any with you?"

"Asamatter of fact, | do. But you can't haveit."

"It'sin your pocket. | can seeit."

She was seeing the gun. "No," | said. "It's not liquor. And you can't haveit."

"I don't care, Ray. Why do you bother to come here? | don't careif | never see you again."

"I thought you'd want to see the piano.”

She swept her hand across her lap, sending the pictures flying. "Y ou worthless piece of shit."

"Now, Mother."

She paused. She squinted at me. "What happened, did she leave you?'

"Who?"

"Shedid, didn't she?"'

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"That's why you're here. Stinking of scotch at eleven in the morning." She sat back in the wheelchair. "Y ou want
to make it my fault. Y our worthless life is my fault. Y our good-for-nothing lifeis my fault. Christ. What a
disappointment you are. Y ou pussy. Give me the fucking bottle in your pocket."

"It'snot a bottle," | said. | brought out the gun to show her. "It's this."

"I'm so impressed. Put your little penis away, dear.”

| just stood there. It was aways the same with her. | had someideawhen | cameto visit her, some plan for how
things would go, but it never turned out right. She could always change things around. | continued to hold the gunin
my hand because | didn't want her telling me what to do. But | felt foolish.

"Put it away, Ray. Y ou might scare the nurses." She sighed, and rolled her eyes upward. "And to think that once |
had hopes for you."

| bent over in front of her wheelchair, and began to pick up the pictures of the scratched piano. She smacked me
on the head. "Get away from me, you little turd."

| don't know exactly what happened but when | looked up the gun went off, firing past her ear. It shattered the



window behind her. The noise was loud. There was smoke in the room. | said, "Mother, I'm sorry, | didn't mean it-"

"Y ou can't do anything right, can you? Look at the mess you made. They're going to charge you for it."

Because | wanted to scare her, because | wanted her to take that back, because | was angry, | stood up and

shoved the gun against her forehead, the barrel right above her eyes. | said, "Mother, thisisit."

"Thisis nothing" she hissed.

So | shot her and her brains spattered al over the back of the room, like sticky red-and-white cottage cheese. Now
the room was really amess, | thought. People were yelling somewhere down the hall. | saw a nurse poke her head in

and then run off, screaming, "He has agun!" My mother's head was tilted way back on her neck, at an extreme angle.
So | could only see her chin and her nostrils. Blood was dripping onto the floor from the back of her head. Maybe it
wasn't my day, | thought. But it wasn't hers, either. From out in the hallway, a guy yelled for me to put the gun down,

so | put it down. | felt better then.

Weaving the Dark

By LAURIE KING

As the darkness gathered around her,
she embarked upon the greatest adventure

of her life-in her own backyard.



We'real blind to something-the mind's eye can't hold everything at once. And we're all dying-just some more
rapidly than others.

But platitudes were only so much whistling in the dark, mantras to reassure the senses, soothe the terrors, distract
the rat-mind gnawing at the vitals. The truth of the matter was, Jannawas dying and Suze Blackstock was more the
type to blast the dark with a bonfire than whistle into it. Suze did not want to be soothed, not even when she woke, as
she did now, to an unrelieved blackness. Ah shit, she thought. It's gone, I'm blind.

And it had happened while she dept, not even alast flicker to grab on to, or to wish goodbye.

Then rationality elbowed itsway to the fore: Maybe it actually was till dark. Thiswas, after all, a place without
streetlights, so it could be-

But no. She didn't just wake; she'd been awakened by ... yes, by the sound of digging, a shovel blade biting into
soil. That meant Andy was here. And builders did not work in the dark of night, not even eccentric, senior-citizen
odd-job-men builders like Andy.

So, that was it, then. Her optic nerves had given up the fight, closed down in the night, died. Once, she'd been left
in a desert without water; another time she spent aweek trapped by a blizzard, but she'd never been abandoned so
completely, never left with two vestigial lumps on her face that would do nothing more than dribble weak tears, asthey
did now onto the pillow. She lay back, prodding the soft, useless skin and the wet, cowardly lashes, then pressed
down in a sudden spasm of anger that she hadn't even been there to see her sight off. And the night flared in reaction.

She froze, then flipped over and stretched for the big flashlight under the edge of the bed, kept there for timeslike
this when she needed to know that the world of light was till there for her. She fumbled after the handle, knocked it
away, lunged for it and thumbed the switch and-light! The brilliance of it assaulted her retinas, blinding her with glory,
making her head spin with relief. She laughed, even, and patted her eyelidsin apology, loving the wetness of the
lashes, the dight ache from where she had pressed down hard.

A full five minutes went by before she remembered the sound of shovel blades digging into soil. Obvioudly it
hadn't been the builders; Andy was a conscientious old coot, but surely he wouldn't come out here in the middle of
the night. Besides, hadn't he finished with the retaining wall?

She switched off the beam and sat, listening, but the noise did not come again. After awhile, she stowed the light
in its place under the edge of the bed and got back under the covers, wondering, as she'd wondered for the past five
weeks, just what the hell she was going to do.

Suze Blackstock had always been awoman who met her fears head-on. From the day she took her first steps sheld
been called atomboy, areckless kid, adaredevil. The pattern of her adult life had been set when a high school
boyfriend turned first possessive, then violent, and in a desperate bid for self-respect, she'd signed up for akarate
class. Lesson learned: When life spit on you, pull back and let fly. She'd set out for Europe at nineteen with $104 in her
pocket, spent the next six years walking and hitching across five continents, and come home with eleven dollars and
change. She started skydiving at the age of thirty-one during a nasty, threst-filled divorce, the mind-blowing rush of
each near-suicide stripping the mess of her life down to essentials. Rock climbing followed at thirty-seven, when her
mother died in April and a close friend four weeks later. And she swallowed her claustrophobia and went caving afew
years after that, when her world was crumbling in six directions at once. In each case, death looking over her shoulder
steadied her; flirting with it and then walking away |eft her strong and cleansed. Will the parachute open this time?
Will that tiny jut of rock hold me? Will the huge weight of the earth above me choose now to sigh and settle down? It
was asif, when life spiraled out of control, seizing Death and staring him down was the only way to bleed off the
intolerable pressures. In the face of death, she felt most alive.

But she'd never met a pressure like the one now, measurably tiny, insidious, deadly, and taking over her life. An
infinitesimal buildup of the aqueous humor inside her eyeballs, a dight malfunction in the drainage that led to an
increase in pressure, and a degeneration in the sensitive nerves. Glaucoma. A pressure she'd been forced to meet, not
with fury, but with patience and humility.

Suze was forty-eight years old, awoman who'd lived with desert nomads and jungle rebels, who'd fought free of
robbers in three countries, who'd lost atoe to Everest; awoman now sitting in a cabin in the woods, waiting for a
half-known lover to die or to recover. Suze was redly bad at patience and humility.

Shelay in the bed that had been hers for ten short weeks, remembering the power-momentsin her life: the time the
chute lines had tangled and she'd felt the Arizona desert rushing up at her; the sensation of looking down the barrel of
an Ethiopian rebel's gun; the incredible high when her right foot found aledge, stopping her free fall two hundred feet
from the Scottish soil below. The line between terror and exultation was so thin as to be nonexistent. And the tiny
pressurein her eyeswas pulling her back from that line, so far away she didn't think she'd find it again.

Toward dawn, Suze dozed, and when she woke, the sun shining into the room made the moment of panic brief.
Still, it was there, and she hated it.

Suze was coming to hate Courtney, too, although she took care not to show it. Courtney was Suze's
sixteen-and-a-half-year-old neighbor, housekeeper, and errand-runner-or more precisely, Janna's neighbor, passed on
to Suze in this peculiarly uncertain period. Janna had not lived here for five weeks, might (nearly time to face this)
never live here again. But still Courtney came, and now that it was summer she was here four mornings aweek to help
Suze. She organized the hills, did the shopping, drove Suze to appointments in town, performed those daily functions
that required the service of eyesthat could do more than distinguish white from black. She was, Suze had to admit,
sensible for agirl her age, though oddly conservative, and possessed a priceless knack for putting everything back



precisely as she had found it, so that when Suze was prowling up and down the unlit house at night she didn't trip
over astray lamp cord or bark her shins on amisplaced chair. Suze was glad for the girl's compul siveness, overlooked
her complete lack of humor, and tried her best not to snap at the child too often.

Today was Tuesday, so they went through the week's mail. Bills came first.

"The mortgage is here, and Andy's account, and the insurance,” Courtney told her.

"House or car?"

"House."

"Then send it all down to the bank." If it had been the car insurance, Suze would have paid it herself, since
Courtney was driving Janna's car for Suze's benefit.

"And the electricity. Boy, that's sure gone down alot," she said, asif the savings were the result of her own work.
"When | told Mom what the bill was for March, she said we ought to have the meter checked."

Great, Suze thought; now the girl's whole family knows how much Janna spends on her utilities. "I'll pay that,
and the phone hill." She'd also pay for the propane, when it came-those costs she considered her responsibility. Not
that she'd had any chanceto talk the arrangement over with Janna: One minute they'd been sitting in Jannas living
room planning atrip to Tahoe; the next, Jannawas sumped on the wood floor making terrifying noises while Suze
scrambled to locate the dark telephone on the dark table. And five weeks after the stroke, Jannawas still only
half-conscious of the world around her. Tuesdays, Suze dictated a letter which the nurses assured her they read to
their patient. Sundays and Thursdays, Courtney drove her thirty milesto visit the nursing home. It was an impossible
situation, and not becoming any easier. She and Janna had only been together afew months; if Janna didn't regain her
senses pretty soon, her family would take over her affairs, and Janna would become awhat-if in Suze's life, abrief fling.

But loyalty and the beginnings of love kept her here, in Janna's cabin in the woods, edgy and frustrated and in
limbo. As soon as the constrained letter to Jannawas in its envel ope and the checks made out (Courtney repeating her
satisfaction that the winter's enormous electrical bills had settled down) she et the girl get to the mop and the
shopping, and with asigh of relief moved over to the loom.

As she dlid onto the weaver's bench, Suze reflected, as she had a thousand times before, how odd it was that she
felt so comfortable there. This middle-aged daredevil, this adrenaline junkie who dangled from precipices, walked
across continents, and flung her body out of planesinto thin air, returned home to make her living as a weaver-just
about the least impetuous, most encumbered, most tightly controlled art form there was. In weaving, one set of threads
was strung onto five hundred pounds of loom, the other attached to a shuttle: right to |eft then back again, the threads
locking into a pattern predetermined before the warp threads were on the loom. In weaving, there was little scope for
wild improvisation even on the big hangings; in weaving, focused intensity counterbal anced the boisterous disorder
of her wanderings.

Oddly enough, before her sight had begun to fail, she had aready been turning from the intense colors she had
worked in for so many years-colors she had learned along with the techniques, in Guatemala and Rajasthan-to stark
black and white. Almost asif her mind had known that the world of sight was about to draw in on her. Last year, she
had produced a series of al-black or all-white pieces, with subtle patterns emerging from the tactile qualities of the
thread. An astute gallery owner had dubbed the pieces Weaving Darkness, a couple of important critics had
commented on the interesting things Suze Blackstock had to say concerning texture and about col or-in-colorlessness;
to her considerable surprise, Suze was on her way to becoming famous in the weaving world. She"saw" the growing
piece with her fingers as she was weaving it; fully sighted people saw it in adlightly different manner when it was
hanging on the wall. A gallery in New Y ork wanted her pieces for a one-woman show in the fall, there was talk about
an articlein Time, the Smithsonian had written about acquiring a hanging.

Suze was not unaware of the irony of her success.

Today she was working on awhite piece, a glowing expanse on her vision where the sun poured through the
south window onto it. She could as easily have worked at night, and occasionally did with the black pieces, but the
sensation of brightness seemed to emphasi ze the sensations in her fingertips, and make the piece more of awhole. She
barely noticed when Courtney left for town; was surprised, when the girl returned, to find she'd been at it for an hour
and a half.

When Courtney asked her from the kitchen if she wanted tunafish or turkey, she told the girl to choose, and went
to wash her hands. She and the girl usually ate lunch together; she thought it made Courtney feel noble to think she
was providing company to the lonely old leshian instead of just cleaning her floors and buying her groceries. And in
fact, although she didn't care much for being the object of Christian charity, Suze didn't mind eating with the girl, even
though the conversation was sometimes hard going.

Courtney had chosen tuna, and set it out, as always, four-square, with the glass a precise two inches from the
plate's one o'clock mark. The glass held iced tea, as usua. When Suze had suggested a beer one warm day, the girl had
gone silent. Courtney was willing to overlook the irregularity of her neighbors' relationship, would dutifully run her
dust rag over the bottles of gin and scotch on the sideboard (replenished periodically by odd-job Andy), washed up
without complaint the glasses smelling of Suze's nighttime sins, but even if she'd been old enough to buy the stuff,
Suze knew that she wouldn't ask her. Drugs, too, even when they were by prescription, could fall under Courtney's
disapproving gaze: Twice, the girl had failed to bring Suze's bottle of sleeping pills back from the drugstore. Her
parents were probably al cohalics.

She was, Suze had to say, scrupulous about bringing the drops and pills that kept down the intraocular pressure.
It had, of course, occurred to Suze that cannabis was a specific for her type of eye degeneration, but she had instantly
dismissed the possibility of asking the girl for the phone number of one of the high-school potheads. Sooner or later,



the ophthalmol ogist would decide the standard medications weren't keeping her 10P low enough, and they'd start the
rounds of medicinal pot. In the meantime, she'd just have to wait- with the way her luck had been going lately, the first
person she asked about buying grass would turn out to be a narc.

Courtney might look askance on aleshian relationship, but she was dutiful at her Christian goodwill, and as she
sat down to eat, she asked, "Any news on Janna last night?"

"Much the same. That new nurse suggested | bring some music when we go on Sunday."

"Y ou want me to help pick some out?"'

"I'll doit," Suze said. Then, hearing the shortnessin her answer, she added, "If | have any problems, I'll ask for
help."

"We prayed for her in youth group last night. | hope you don't mind."

Suze did, but what could she do? Tell the girl to stop? "Of course not."

"My friend Lin's grandmother had a stroke last year; she's alot better now, just asmall limp and she durs certain
words."

"Good for her."

"l only meant-"

"I know, Courtney. I'm just finding it tough to be upbeat." Five weeks of limbo; at what point should she think
about getting on

with her own life? And maybe she should let the girl choose the music; Courtney probably knew more about
Janna's taste than Janna's whirlwind lover did.

When Courtney drove away, as always, Suze felt agreat relief. With, as aways, a sense that the cabin was terribly
remote.

Some evenings, after her ritual call to Janna's nursing home, Suze turned up every light in the cabin, setting the
small world to blazing, giving form to the uncertainty in which she lived. Other nights she settled into the darkness as
she would have stepped into awoodland pool, slowly, half apprehensive of encountering some slippery creature
underfoot, but intimately aware of the rich sensations to be gained by allowing the cool water to rise around her,
submerge her, transform her into one of its own.

Tonight was anight for darkness. For one thing, she was nearly finished with the piece on the loom, and
tomorrow or the next day she would cut it off, put it aside for finishing, and prepare the warp for the next one. The next
piece would be black, and she needed to think about it for awhile, in the darkness.

The night was cool. She poured a glass of whiskey and picked up the thick apaca-and-silk blanket she had made
for Janna, her first piece off the new loom, finished just days before the stroke. She curled into the deck chair on the
porch, wrapped in warmth, sipping the drink, shaping the weaving in her inner eye. It would be abig one, aswide as
this sixteen-harness loom would take. And for once, she would incorporate col or-although even the sighted would
only be aware of it peripherally, as atexture in the darkness. She had once, several years ago, worked with a glossy,
seemingly black thread that in fact had afew, avery few infinitesimal threads of intense color spun into it, turquoise
and coral and emerald, invisible from more than afew inches but adding an emotional richnessto the final black. She'd
already had the spinner do the yarn for her, knew it would be precisely as her memory held it, knew that if she blended
it on the loom with the same unrelieved flat ebony linen as the warp threads, it would give her a strong contrast while
appearing monochromatic. The mind, she reflected, often saw things the eyes did not perceive.

The glass emptied, the night felt its way through the soft wool, and Suze was about to throw the wrap off and go
inside when all her senses rose as one: a digging sound. She'd forgotten all about it, thought it was a dream, but here it
was again. What kind of animal made a sound like a shovel in the soil? A burrowing creature, raccoon or opossum,
maybe? Not a skunk-she'd surely smell it.

But this was not the scurry of claws in the earth; the chink of metal against stone, the purposeful rhythm, the size
of the thing in the night were those of a shovel. Suze's first outlandish reaction was to wish she'd brought her cell
phone out with her, followed instantly by anger, good and clean and scouring away the timidity.

The noise persisted for ten minutes or so. By the time it stopped, she had eased herself down from the porch and
crept softly down the gravel drive, far enough to get a rough idea of the source of the digging, two hundred yards
away, past thefirst curve. She knew the drive intimately, an easy stroll when she didn't feel like risking her ankle on an
unseen hole or her skin on a stand of poison oak; by now her feet knew the road's hazards as well as they knew the
cabin floor. But her mind could not make an image of what was happening out there.

When the digging sounds ceased, she stayed where she was, head down and concentrating. She couldn't quite
tell, but she didn't think the sounds had stopped completely: nothing distinct, but the audial impression of footsteps,
the sensation of clicks and taps, once a sawing noise that lasted for perhaps twenty seconds. This went on for a
quarter of an hour; then the digging noise started up again, athough the pace was quicker and it did not go on as
long.

Then silence. Thistime the night settled into a more profound quiet, like alake of darkness after the ripples
passed, placid and undisturbed. A cricket buzzed; a horned owl called; Suze was alone again. She made her way back
to the cabin, where she reluctantly- resentfully-checked to be sure all the doors and windows were locked before going
to bed.

The next day was Wednesday, not one of Courtney's days, but already Andy, Janna's ninety-year-old odd job
man (actually only seventy-three, but his complaints were those of a geriatric) was due in the afternoon. She ate her
breakfagt, listened to the morning news, dismantled the white warp threads from the loom, and began measuring the



black linen on her warping mill, al the while waiting for the sun to brighten and reach the proper angle for illuminating
thedrive.

Finally, she could wait no longer. She went back to the lean-to where Janna kept her gardening tools, locating a
trowel more by memory than by sight. She stuck its handle into the back pocket of her jeans, and set off up the drive.

Janna's road was dirt, graded and graveled when the ruts became too deep, with concrete only on one brief steep
stretch near the main road. As Suze approached the first curve, she found that she was deliberately scuffing her boots
through the loose rock asif to warn intruders. She made herself stop, and pulled the trowel from her pocket, holding it
in her hand like aweapon. Not that she expected to find anyone there-whoever had come by dead of night would
hardly hang around to see what came along in broad daylight. Still, she wanted to get some idea of what had happened
here before Andy the builder came-he was elderly, but he was a male, and hisimmediate instinct would be to take
control. And although Suze might have got herself bogged down in amorass of cowardice and indecision, she did not
wish to be taken control of, thank you very much.

At the curve, she stopped, letting her eyes give her what fuzzy information they could, which wasn't much. So she
closed them and went on, allowing her other senses to come into play. The soft patch of ground underfoot here was as
usual, the odor of the oak trees, the faint underlay of wild mint, and the single eucalyptus someone had planted
decades ago, fading as she walked on. Soft earth gave way to gravel again where the bulldozer's blade had cut into the
slopeto theright last year. Fragrance rose from underfoot at the bay tree where Janna used to pause, pulling off a
fragrant twig-Suze caught herself: where Janna would soon again pause, to strip the leaves and breathe in their clean,
acrid smell. Gravel now, then the crunch of deeper gravel, and the moist air rising from the streambed, carrying with it
odors of redwood and ferns and the sound of water-a muscular rush when she'd first come here, now reduced to a
trickle. And in afew more paces, her feet would hit the hollowness of the old culvert that contained the stream. But
before that, a change: Where normally the gravel thinned under her boots, today she felt the stiffness of fallen leaves.

Puzzled, Suze squatted to let her fingertips play along the ground. Y es, as she'd thought, the roadway was littered
with the distinctively prickly leaves of the live-oak tree. But the next one of those was around the bend, and it hadn't
been at all windy; how then had they gotten here?

Standing, she peered at the vague patches of light and dark. She was too early; the sun was still caught in the
branches of the redwoods that rose from the streambed. She stuck the trowel back into her pocket and went to sit on
therailing over the culvert, counseling patience as she listened to the murmurs of the stream.

A squirrel spotted her, and coughed irritably for along time in the branches overhead. A distant plane vibrated
the sky, vague bird-shapes ducked across her vision, and the brightness slowly crept toward the relevant patch of
ground. Suze got up, brushed off the back of her pants, and walked forward.

Darkness and light, textures rather than objects. She had a pair of glasses thicker than cut-glass tumblers, glasses
s0 heavy they made her whole face ache, but al that weight only brought objects into greater contrast, not clarity.
So-typically-she'd gone to the other extreme and begun doing without them, allowing the sides of her vision to
interpret shapes, seeing with her mind, not her retinas. As now she saw a swath of pale texture against the darker
background of undisturbed |eaves.

The path stretched down from the road at the same angle as the stream. There was, Suze knew, a rough deer track
along the bank, clear of the poison oak and blackberry tangles that demanded greater sunlight. It had been one of
Janna's favorite moonlight walks. She remembered the dampness against her face, the tickle of the ferns against her
calf. Remembered, too, Janna, pressed between Suze and the padded bark of a massive redwood; Janna's mouth.

It would happen again, Suze told hersdlf fiercely, and knelt down with the trowel in her hand.

Her fingers found disturbed soil underneath the scattered leaves, soil her trowel dug into with ease. She mounded
it on the gravel road, excavating one, then two lengths of the trowel blade. Her fingers probed the soft, dry earth,
seeking for she knew not what. Buried treasure? In these mountains, more likely aburied body part.

At this thought, her fingertips cringed back from their seeking. Jesus; what would it be like, to encounter dead
flesh with her own warm hands? Would she ever be able to scrub the sensation away? Gingerly, she lowered her hand
again, delicately fingering the soil where she had been pushing. But it was the trowel blade that found what she was
seeking, when it hit something and slid to one side.

She followed the metal blade down with her |eft hand, encountering a shape that was unnaturally smooth and
hard. Almost like atree root, but as she rubbed at the soil, she knew that no tree could have produced athing as
smooth and unblemished asthis. It was a pipe-plastic, by the feel, and when she'd dug a bit more, the sun confirmed it:
white PV C pipe. She scraped the soil away, working in the direction of the road until she encountered another pipe,
larger and at right angles to the first. This larger one would be the cabin's main water supply, winding aong the edge
of the drive from the well and storage tank near the main road a mile away. The smaller pipe joined the main line
smoothly; the faint odor of fresh plastic cement rose from her trench.

Someone had recently tapped into the cabin’'s water supply.

Suze stared at the patternsin front of her, shades of brown with flashes of white running through it, and thought
about leaving the hole for Andy to find when he came along the road in two or three hours. But without knowing quite
why, she found herself scraping the dirt back over the pipe, owly at first, then more rapidly, asif she had heard the
old man's truck chugging up from the road. She scraped and tamped and scraped some more, getting up to walk the
fresh mound flat with her boots. She kicked some of the leaves back over the trampled earth, and then went across the
drive to the inside curve where the gravel accumulated and scooped up one trowel-load after another, flinging the
gravel over the offending patch until it had obscured in her vision.

When she was finished, she was satisfied to note that alegally blind woman could do a better job of concealment



than her thieving neighbor had at night. She scrubbed at her caked hands, then climbed cautiously down the
confusing darkness of the stream bank to where the water played, and washed the dirt from her hands and the trowel
blade, humming under her breath.

When Andy drove up later that afternoon, she had coffee for him, money for the two bottles he brought her, and
guestions. She made it seem like afriendly chat, sitting him down on the porch to talk over the projects he was near to
finishing up, suggesting one or two more things that Janna might have had in mind (the roof, for one-Andy didn't
think the flat area had been done right, and was going to lesk come a heavy storm.)

Then she casually asked, "Do you have alot of illegal building around here?’

"What, like people neglecting to call the building inspectors when they're adding aroom? Sure.”

"I was thinking more along the lines of building from scratch.”

"That'd be tough to do," he said after a moment's judicious thought. "Hard to hide the access road, for one thing.
The neighbors might not report them, but the inspectors are up and down these hills all the time; they'd spot it
eventually."

"What if you didn't build an access road?"

"Then how'd you get in and out? It'safair walk to town. And how'd you take delivery of building materials?
Unless you're talking about a teepee, or a cave with a bush dragged over the mouth, you'd need wood, cement,
window glass. There's only so far you can carry a sheet of plywood through the bushes. Why do you ask?"

"I was just wondering how hard it would be to live completely off the land in these hills.”

"Pretty tough. Oh, there's probably afew here and there, but I'd doubt they stay for long. One winter'd do it for
any Thoreau fantasies. Y ou haven't been bothered by any strangers, have you?' the old man said, suddenly catching
on to the gist of the conversation.

"Oh, no. Just something Courtney and | were talking about the other day, got me to wondering. Now, about that
roof..."

The next night, Suze was not disturbed by the sound of digging. Nor the next, and although she knew that she
should report her mysterious, water-usurping neighbor, it seemed to her that if all he wanted was allittle clean water,
she couldn't really begrudge him. After all, she was living here off the goodwill of awoman she barely knew; why not
this Thoreau in the woods?

And then came the call from the nursing home, the long-awaited, nearly despaired-of call to say that Janna seemed
to be waking up and aert, and maybe Suze would like to come and talk to her? In the flurry of the daysthat followed, in
the exhilaration of feeling that limp hand finally squeeze back, in the first surred words from the long-empty mouth, the
digging noises were forgotten. The weaving was neglected for long hours at the nursing home, and Courtney's
housekeeping and shopping skills were supplanted by those of driving Suze and pushing Janna's chair through the
grounds.

Two weeks later, on a spectacular summer's Sunday afternoon, Janna's doctor asked Suze to stop by his office for
atalk. She had to ask anurse for the correct door, and then had to allow the doctor to lead her to achair. His newswas
good and bad.

"I think Janna's going to be ready to go home before too long," he said, but before Suze's heart could begin to
sing, added, "We need to think about her care. She tells me you have glaucoma.”

"It's under control," she said quickly, not acompletelie.

"Who's your doctor?' Suze told him, and his form shifted in away she knew meant anod. "A good man. But you
can't drive. And caring for Jannais going to require alot of effort in the early days. Can you ask that girl to movein
full-time, maybe for the first month?"

Suze very nearly stood up and walked out. She'd stuck by Janna all these weeks, stretching the bonds between
them far beyond the flimsy beginnings. She wanted to tell this man, "Look, | barely know Janna-1 only met her in
January, moved here on awhim. Redlly, it'stime | moved on." Nearly told him, "If | haveto live with that
hymn-spouting child, I'll go nuts." Almost decided that she'd done her part as afaithful friend, and that now she'd
seen Janna back on her feet, it was best to clear the way to putting two lives back on track.

But she did not. She'd seen the beginnings of something real with Janna, felt the rare touch of a person who
understood the forces that drove her. Janna had never once told Suze that she shouldn't do something because of her
sight, had even egged her on; who was Suze to tell Janna goodbye?

"Her insurance won't cover afull-time nurse?' Suze asked, not expecting much. She was answered by the rustle
and shift of a shaking head.

"Afraid not."

"Then | guesswelll haveto try Courtney."

The child was overjoyed. They had ten days before Janna would be released, and Courtney spent it in awhirlwind
of busybody virtue, overseeing Andy's building of awheelchair ramp (which Suze insisted be made temporary),
rearranging furniture (each shift accompanied by multiple remindersto Suze to take care not to trip over the sofa, the
table, the rug), fretting about throw rugs and wheelchair access and the cabin's apparently inadequate water supply
(which had been fine until the child had decided to launder every bit of bedding in the house on Monday morning).
Spare furniture was stored in the shed, a bed was brought in for the girl, and Suze's loom shoved as far into the corner
asit would go. Suze knew damn well that they'd be hard put to get rid of Courtney when school started up next month,
even if Jannawas up and dancing.



Janna was set to come home on the twenty-fourth of July, a Wednesday. With two daysto go, the water tank
again ran dry, and Courtney spilled over in shrill cries of distress and disaster. The rest of the day was taken up with
Andy. He looked at the small tank behind the house, then at the big one near the road, and scratched under his
baseball cap in puzzlement.

"This here pressure pump's working fine now," he told Suze, who had driven down with him, more to escape the
flurry of last-minute housecl eaning than because she thought she could do any good.

"Some kind of intermittent fault?'

"Can't see any. Sometime you get bugs on the contacts, breaks the flow of electricity. I've cleaned 'em off, gave
‘em ashot of Raid- welll seeif that doesit. If it doesn't, you'll probably want to get the water peoplein, pull the well
pump itself and seeif it's packing up."

"How many gallons did you say this tank holds?"

"Y ou got afive thousand-gallon tank here, five hundred near the house. That's a hundred loads of laundry, or a
couple days of leaving the hose running. Shouldn't happen.”

Suze looked at the green plastic monolith of the tank, her mind's

eye clearly seeing that length of PV C pipe cutting into the main supply line. She teetered on the edge of telling the
old builder about it, of ratting out on her Thoreau. But Courtney would have athousand fits, and Andy would take
manly command, and Suze's preferences would be trampled underfoot. So she'd think about it, before she said
anything to Andy.

Tuesday, Courtney arrived with Janna's car crammed to the brim with boxes and bulging trash bags filled with
clothes and essentia teenage equipment. She spent the day settling in, having made no such proposal to Suze. At
three that afternoon, she came out of the guest room, clearly intending to start dinner. Suze had other ideas.

"Well, | guess we'll see you tomorrow," she said cheerily.

"What do you mean?"

"When you come and get me in the morning, so we can go get Janna.”

"But | thought | might stay here tonight.”

"Oh, Courtney, | couldn't ask you to do that. Y our parents will be missing you so much in the next three weeks,
before school starts, | really think you should let them have alast night with you." She was at the loom, and kept her
face down, her voice without guile.

"I have most of my stuff here, now."

"That was foresighted of you. But I'm sure you could find a toothbrush and pajamas. I'll see you in the morning,"
she said, and continued working.

Hurt, and making sure Suze knew it, Courtney flounced into the car and drove off.

When she had gone, Suze poured herself a stiff drink and went out onto the porch, wanting to scream. She
wanted to walk away down the road, never to look back. Wanted to get roaring drunk, take off for the Amazonina
canoe, leap out of a plane without checking to see if she had her chute on. Tomorrow the earth would sigh and settle
onto her the combined weight of aninvalid lover she barely knew, agood Christian girl with head-nurse fantasies, and
apair of dying eyes.

Pressures al, and as her only release, the knowledge of digging in the night, ten thousand gallons of missing
water, and aremembered conversation concerning the exorbitant seasonal cost of electricity.

She swallowed the last of her drink, feeling the pounding of anticipation in her veins, thinking, Tomorrow the
weight comes, but by God, | still have tonight.

That night, Suze went for awalk in the woods.

In her early days and weeks here, Janna had taken Suze on countless "blind walks," asif those remnants of the
touchy-feely days would make an actual blind woman feel better. The odd thing was, they did. Thefirst few were
terrifying: It was one thing to jump out of a plane able to see the ground below, quite another to step onto a
moon-dappled path surrounded by vague shapes and incomprehensible motion. But somehow Janna had known that
although she had to bully Suze out the door for their first five-minute outing along the drive, by the end of the week
Suze would relish the challenge of setting off into the night with only three senses to guide her. The feel of the ground
underfoot, the smell of the air, the sounds of creatures and the trees themselves guided her into an intoxicating foreign
country. By the end of the second week, she was leading Janna.

She didn't know how far she'd go tonight, but following the stream, how lost could she get?

She armed herself with the big flashlight; as she was headed out the door, she paused and went back, tucking one
of thetall spools of black warp thread into the waist pack with the light. If she had to leave the stream, she could
always lay an Ariadne's thread through the trees. At the door, she picked up the thin, flexible stripped branch she
sometimes used as a cane, and stepped off the porch to the ground.

The full moon created a pale smear in her vision and a sense of texture to the night, asif she were entering one of
her black-on-black hangings. It was distracting; she closed her eyes to concentrate on memory, and after a minute,
found the drive in her mind. She set confidently off, her feet locating the defining patches of gravel here and soil there,
her nostrils finding the tang of eucalyptus and the approach of the stream, until she was through the curve and
standing on the misplaced oak |eaves over the intruder's pipe. Apprehension bubbled in her chest, and she waited:
The old Suze Blackstock wouldn't have panicked; would the new one? But the apprehension warmed her, like buckling
on her helmet as the wind battered her body, like looking upward for her first sight of virgin rock wall; the welcome



quickening of her heart was more excitement than fear.

Suze smiled, and stepped off the road.

The deer track ran aorig the hill above the stream, afaint flat trail cut by generations of delicate hooves. At first,
Suze inched her way along, tapping trees with the stick-cane, not entirely trusting her feet, pushing back the fear that
jabbered at her mind, You can't do this, you're nearly blind, you have to be sensible. . . .

But she went on, and it became easier. Then suddenly, a mile along, the shrubs ahead of her exploded in a thunder
and rush of movement, and she nearly leapt into the creek in terror before the noise resolved itself into the identifiable
repeated thump-swish of apair of fleeing deer. She leaned against atree, weak with reaction, and tried to laugh.

Another half mile, and she was beginning to wonder if she'd imagined the whole scenario, the electricity and
water-

And then she stopped. Between one step and the next, a peculiar tang brushed the air: not trees, not the odors of
damp and stone from the creek. It was such an unexpected addition to the night, it took her awhile to identify it.

Chilies. Someone in the area had recently cooked ameal of chilies and cumin and tomato. Mexican food, and now
the savor of coffee. It was incongruous, and brought in its wake a note of the ominous that kept her where she stood,
undecided. What the hell did she expect, that the men illegally camping here would offer her a plate of rice, a cup of
coffee, take her on atour of their patch?

Because she could smell that now, too, an acrid odor of exotic vegetation. The breeze that brought the odor aso
stirred up the rich susurration of plants, tall and full, rising up before her. Suze had smelled cannabis growing before, in
hilltop patchesin Mexico and South America. It smelled much the same here.

It had taken her some time to put together all the threads. Courtney's exclamations over the winter's high electrical
bills, when power stolen from Janna's lines had warmed and illuminated someone's well-conceal ed greenhouses.
Digging in the night, but only when the cabin was dark. Ten thousand gallons drained from the tank, watering the crop
when it had been transplanted into open ground, flowing into the roots once aweek, on Mondays.

And the other threads, those that stretched into the future, the unknown: How the local drug squad's helicopters
would be gearing up for its annual sky searches, while the stand, nearly ready for harvest, stood vulnerable to
potential thieves. How paranoia would be at its height. How the boss man would not trust his year'sincome to hired
hands; he would be out here, keeping guard.

How he would be armed.

Suze's recent, timorous self quailed at the thought of what she was about to do. Go back to the cabin, it urged;
You can get a prescription, for Christ's sake. Be sensible! But sensible was not what Suze Blackstock was all about.
Suze Blackstock was a woman who wove darkness and walked into the unknown, awoman who used adrenaline to
bleed off unbearable pressures. Who used near-suicide to keep her from the real thing.

She straightened her shoulders and stepped into the luxurious growth, heading toward a dancing glow as if
toward alover's eyes. When the stand was at an end, she held her hands up asif seizing the straps of a parachute, and
took alast step out in the open. Her blood thudded through her veins as she prepared to weave herself, one way or
another, into this place: On the one hand, the joy of Janna coming home; on the other, the terror that she, Suze
Blackstock, was about to be shot dead; the two extremes acted as counterbalances, with her in the middle, standing
firm.

But the shot did not come, not with her first appearance from the plants. When the flurry of movement near the
fire had ceased, she cleared her throat and sent some words out toward the indistinct figure that remained, wondering
which way the words would tip the balance.

"You guys are using kind of alot of our water and power," she said. "I wonder if you might be interested in a
trade, once your harvest isin?"

-With thanks to Susan Orrett and Zoe King
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Chuck's Bucket

By CHRISOFFUTT

Sometimes a man makes such a hash of his life that his only
recourse is to bend the temporal fabric of reality itself !



| pumped air into my bicycle tire and rode slowly across town, stopping twice to adjust my glasses. The cheap
tape on the arms was giving out. To make matters worse, | could not see through the left lens, which naturally was my
better eye. Such diminished capacity ayear ago would have embarrassed me, but I am now undergoing what appears
to be amidlife crisis of severe parameters. | recently broke all contact with my family except being cc'ed by e-mail
betwixt my siblings. Next | left my wife but only managed to move afew blocks away. To top things off, my new place
has a ghost that has begun to haunt me nightly.

At the University of lowacampus, | leaned my bike beside the Van Allen building, named for the physics
professor who'd discovered the Van Allen belt in the night sky, and also inventor of the roc-coon-half rocket, half
balloon. Several years ago, a Chinese grad student went on arampage and murdered several physics professors here.
Now the security istight, but I'd recently taught fiction writing as an adjunct professor at Ul and still had afaculty ID
to show the guard. | waited half an hour for Professor Charles Andrews to emerge from his lab.

I'd met Chuck in alocal low-stakes poker game that had gone on for many yearsin lowa City. He was the fish, the
absolute worst player at the table, but charming and affable because he truly didn't care about winning. He was there
to study chanceitself. He'd played cards with John Cage, Jasper Johns, and Richard Feynman. Chuck was impressed
that | knew the work of all three men. Since the game, we met periodically for lunch and talked about my writing and his
research.

Last night the ghost had woken me several times, and at dawn | stepped on my glasses, which had fallen from the
nightstand. Then my car wouldn't start. | could get by on a single-speed bicycle and duct-taped spectacles, but the
lens kept popping free of the twisted frame. | tried to glue the lens in place and only managed to smear the glass until it
was tranglucent. | sat at my computer to work on a short story. It was about a guy who got himself cloned but the
clone died and started haunting him every night. For two weeks I'd been unable to get past the opening.

After half an hour of self-torture, | called Chuck, seeking information about clones.

"Clones suck," he had said on the phone. "The ultimate goal of clone research is to produce an army of Swoffies."

"What's that?"

"They cloned the most elite military specimen-a marine scout-sniper named Swofford-and now they just crank out
Swoffieslike aXerox machine."

"Well, maybe | can usethemin my story."

"I wouldn't," he said. "It's classified information just to know the term 'Swoffie." Y ou do and they'll come after
you."
"Well, it's really a ghost story anyhow."

His diffident tone changed to sharp interest.

"Why ghosts, Chris?"

"It'skind of complicated."

"So's quantum physics, but | manage to stay afloat."

"It's personal,” | said.

"Try me."

"I think my placeis haunted."

"Wasit always?'

"No, since about a month."

"Come to my lab as soon as you can."

| agreed and hung up the phone, surprised by Chuck's curiosity about something as absurd as a ghost. Any
excuse not to write was sadly welcome, and | rode my bike to his office.

He came striding down the hall, his white lab coat billowing like an old-time cloak. He vouched for me at the first
guard booth, then guided me through a series of security pointsto what was obviously hisworking office, an
unbelievably cluttered mess reminiscent of Francis Bacon's studio. A narrow aisle led through the knee-high debris of
paper, books, drawings, empty pop cans, and candy bar wrappers. The walls held chalkboards filled with equations.
There was no tech equipment in sight, no machines, not even a computer. Chuck became visibly relaxed in the
disarray, and upended a garbage can for meto sit on.

"The ghost," he said. "I want the whole story."

| laid it al out and the longer | yakked, the more preposterous it sounded. For the past four weeks I'd slept quite
poorly, despite changing my mattress and the position for sleep. | tried hot baths, warm milk, deep breathing, valerian,
melatonin, and shiatsu. | tucked pillows beneath my neck, between my legs, and under my hips until | lay in acradle of
shims. Nothing worked. The ghost still woke me every night. When | snapped awake, it was there, lurking just beyond
my sight.

Chuck demanded details of time, frequency, clarity, sound, smell, and temperature of the room. For thefirst time
in our friendship, | had hisfull focus, like being scrutinized by a Cyclops. He inquired after my diet, alcohol and
substance use, vitamin intake, family history of mental iliness. When | finished, Chuck sat motionless, his eyes
shrouded asiif turning his gaze inward.

"First of al," hesaid, "there's absolutely no such thing as ghosts.”
"l know."

"Death means awareness ends and tissue decays. It is such aterrifying concept that we imagine an afterlife. Some
form of immortdity is the one common denominator of al religions and many superstitions. Nevertheless, | believe



you."
"Maybe I'm nuts."

"Could be," he said. "Are there any extenuating circumstancesin your life?"

"I got divorced six months ago."

"I mean in the past month."

| nodded, humiliated by the truth.

"I haven't been ableto finish astory,” | said.

He sat patient as alighthouse keeper while | explained myself. A month ago, Michael Chabon invited me to write a
story for an all-genre issue he's guest editing of McSweeney's, a San Francisco magazine. | refused because my father
was a genre writer who'd published more than 150 books under various pseudonyms. I've long been terrified of
copying him further than | already do.

Michael urged meto participate and | agreed. That night the ghost woke me and | lay in the dark for afew hours,
realizing that | didn't want to write anything anymore. | never really wanted to be awriter, and had only pursued the
occupation in the hope that my father would like me.

| sent Michael an e-mail trying to beg off, saying genre writing was too connected to my father's work. Michael
e-mailed back saying that he'd read my father's books when he was young and wasn't it cool that my dad was my dad.
He also told me another contributor was Harlan Ellison, a science fiction author with whom my father had a public and
long-running feud that began nearly thirty years ago at WorldCon.

Then | broke my glasses, and my car shit the bed, and | had returned to the story out of financial desperation.

"So," Chuck said, when | finished telling him dl this, "you have writer's block."

"No, | don't believein that. Other artists don't suffer that way. Y ou never hear of ballerina's block. | just can't
finish this story. It's never happened before and | think it's the ghost's fault."

"It al fitstogether perfectly to me."

"What are you talking about?"

"Timetrave, Chris."

"Y eah, sure. Maybe we should go back to the clones.”

"Think about e-mail. Y ou send a note to someone, but they don't check their e-mail for aweek. Did your message
arrive from the past, or did it enter their future?”

"I guessit'sthe same."

"Exactly! Anything in motion leaves atrail, even through time. What we call aghost isrealy the footprint of a
timetraveler."

"Great!" | said. "All you need isto invent atime machine."

"I did. A month ago. I've been using chimps."

Chuck was incapable of lying; to do so would violate his concept of science. I'd never seen him with such agrave
expression, yet the skin of his face twitched with enthusiasm. After the poker game, Chuck had entrusted me with his
biggest secret: "I don't deep with women," he'd said, "because I'm gay. And | don't sleep with men because all men are
pigs. | love my lab and that's enough." Chuck's an odd guy with odd quirks such as endlessly readjusting the ball cap
he perpetually wore. No one would suspect him of being lowa City's resident genius, the intellectual darling of the
academic community. If the quirky bastard said he invented a time machine, he had.

"Well," | said. "Let'shavealook at it."

He strode in atight circle, gesticulating like a demented rap singer as he spoke.

"First of al, the math is outrageous. | mean it is completely out of hand, but wicked elegant.”

"Skip the math, Chuck. I'll trust you on that."

" Space-time bends, which means there can be shortcuts between specific points.”

"Oh, sure," | said, asif thiswere common knowledge. "Y ou're talking about wormholes. | saw it in amovie."

Chuck gave me alook like | was a pup that had crapped on the porch. His voice was patient, yet clearly annoyed.

"| prefer to call them ERBs. It's an acronym for Einstein-Rosen Bridge, since they came up with it in the thirties."

"How do you get inside one?"

"Here's the simple way of thinking about it. | make a photocopy of DNA and convert the image to digital
information. | attach each binary numeral to ap-brane, and send it into an ERB, using a particle beam. And voila"

"Nothing to it. Like making rice that won't stick."

"Two drawbacks," he said. "Time travel is one-way."

"Y ou mean you get stuck?"

"No, that'simpossible. Writers make that stuff up. Think of e-mail. Y ou send a message, but unlessyour friend is
wired, he can't receive it. Right now, time travel is one-way until we build a machine to reconstitute the information. It's
possible, but the math will take quantum computing.”

"What's that?"

"It's a computer that uses the spinning nuclei of atoms to represent binary code. ke Chuan out at MIT has one up
and running, but the field is still young."

"Y ou said two drawbacks."

"Controlling destination," he said.

"What's to control ? | mean if you're going to Des Moines, it's always there. Des Moines never changes.”



"Y ou have to adjust your thinking to amodel. Imagine time as awet mop in abucket with the strings all tangled
together. An ERB is your route into the bucket. Y ou just don't know which string you'll land on."

"Like getting on a bus to Des Moines and winding up in Cedar Rapids.”

"I know you're being facetious, Chris. But you're actually close. It's more like going to a depot and getting on the
first bus you see, knowing it's leaving soon, but not knowing where it's headed.”

"None of that explains my ghost.”

"It's not aghost, Chris. Y ou are perceiving digital information encased in a cluster of maobile and sentient
p-branes. This ghost suddenly manifested, right?"

"About a month ago."

"The same time when | completed my machine. According to my hypothesis, you are being visited by yourself.
The fact that you came here today is proof. There's no choice but to send you into the bucket. We have to fulfill our
end of time's bargain. Y our ghost compelsit.”

"You're out of your mind, Chuck."

"No, I'm afraid that you quite literally were out of your mind when you haunted yourself last night."

"Y ou can't shove me through an ERB down a mop handle to a bucket in Des Moines."

"What'll it take to try?"

"New glasses," | said, "and acar."

"Y ou can have my car, Chris. | abhor the combustion engine. Such little innovation in all these years. And | can
arrange for new glasses through my insurance.”

| sighed, wishing I'd asked for cash since he'd acquiesced so eas-ily.

"Chris," he said. "What have you got to lose?"

Thefact was, | had nothing to lose except my life and | didn't like my current circumstances anyway. Twenty years
ago I'd set out to be a Great American Writer. | wanted to live in New Y ork with literary buddies but instead | was
divorced and unemployed with few friendsin a small Midwestern town surrounded by corn, soy, and white people.
Everything | owned was secondhand. | didn't even have insurance. | was lonely and my work was going nowhere. It
occurred to me that if Chuck could send me into the future, | could read my story, then return and write the ending.

"Okay," | said, "I'll giveit awhirl."

"Good." He nodded, his eyes delirious with suppressed happiness. "I need to take a blood sample, and make afull
digitization of your DNA."

He led me through a door into a small space equipped as a physician's examining room. | stripped to my socks and
he ran me through arapid battery of medical tests. Chuck fed my blood into a machine that separated the DNA and
began converting it to binary code. He | eft the room to make further preparations.

| wondered if other people went to such extremes for a story. Normal S.F. writers probably snapped off time travel
ideas like downing coffee. This made me chuckle as| recalled my father telling me that Edgar Rice Burroughs's first
publication was under the name "Normal Bean" because he was afraid readers would consider him unbalanced. At one
time I'd thought of using a pseudonym. My father's only S.F. novel, The Castle Keeps, was about awriter in Kentucky,
and the name | considered was the son of the protagonist. | decided against the idea because it granted my father too
much influence over my writing. Besides, he used over adozen pseudonyms and | didn't want to be like him.

Dad was essentially afantasy writer of sword-and-sorcery, soft-and hard-core porn. But when | was akid, he and
Harlan Ellison were the new young Turks in the science fiction field. After their falling-out, Dad used to impersonate
Ellison at the supper table-talking fast in ahigh voice, cursing alot, and calling himself "Arlen Hell-raiser." | was at the
stage where | copied my father, and thus refused to read Ellison. A few years later, after realizing that Dad disliked me,
| read all of Ellison'swork, particularly enjoying his short stories.

Chuck entered the room and asked if | was ready.

"You bet," | said.

"Listen, Chris," he said. "The chimps come back different- healthy, but different. | sedate them first, and maybe
that's the reason.”

"Different how?'

"It'sintangible, asif they return more alert.”

"Okay," | said. "But no sedation. | have to finish my story."

Heled me to alarge chamber that contained a transparent metal table with agiant Lucite lid. An entwined network
of cables was attached to the underside of the table, then ran along the floor to a surprisingly small console of
computer equipment. The room was otherwise quite austere, silent, and oddly calm. Chuck explained that everything
would be recorded on digita video. | lay on the gel-foam table, which re-formed itself to my body. Chuck began easing
thelid shut.

"What's that for?' | said. "Makes me think of a coffin."

"Maintenance of adequate oxygen supply. It's got tiny sensors embedded in it that monitor your vitals. | can also
administer aCAT scan, X ray, MRI. Only three of these machines exist. They are often used for-"

"Okay, okay, okay."

"How do you feel ?"

"Likeamoron, mainly."

"You are a pioneer, Chris. First human in the bucket."

"What's going to happen?"

"I have no idea."



"Well, fuck it then."

He latched thelid. It occurred to methat | was quite possibly trusting a madman.

| felt rather than heard a distant hum, like cicadas thrumming against my skin. At varying timesinmy life | have
attempted meditation that placed mein an odd state of non-waking, non-seep, similar to a hypnotic trance, which |
have entered at least three times-once by atraveling hypnotist who came to my high school and induced meto sing
like Elvis, again by a Kevin Bacon movie in which | was hypnotized when Kevin was, and once when | was very young
and my father put meinto atrance on the couch and | only recall waking in the darkness with him scared and kneeling
beside me, something I've long been curious about and even considered being rehypnotized in order to learn what
happened then, and now in Chuck'slab | entered atrance-like state for an indeterminate time until | was abruptly aware
of the greatest liberty 1'd ever known.

Gravity ceased to exert ahold on me. | was buoyant with no water, hovering with no atmosphere. | had become
mobile perception, yet unable to see, hear, fedl, smell, or taste in the conventional way. | was grok. | wasal. | felt each
distinct beat of a hummingbird's wing, saw the infinitesimal difference in every snowflake. | could follow the path of
the merest speck of water falling to earth asrain and rising as steam to drop again. | had an understanding of how
existence fit together from a sunflower to a quark, the Bermuda Triangle to an amoeba. | experienced the sheer joy of
awareness. There was no me. For thefirst timein my life, | liked mysalf-precisely because | did not exist.

| lowly understood that | wasin my bedroom watching myself deep. The clock face wasared blur. | could direct
my consciousness about the room like aiming a stream of light one photon at atime. | was an unseen packet of
cognizant information capable of motion in any direction. | aimed my awareness to the hall beyond the closed door,
which | passed through easily, not even sensing molecular friction, and | understood that the door existed no more or
lessthan | did. Thiswas aworld without borders. | reentered my room and watched my corporeal self stir on the bed.
A brassiere lay on the floor and | suddenly knew that | had a girlfriend, but | was also still married.

I moved my synapses to my writing desk, where the manuscript of my ghost story sat neatly stacked. | became
aware of changes within the manuscript. The story was not yet complete but was longer, with greater detail and a
different opening than the one I'd been working on for a month. In a sudden rush of intuition, | knew everything | had
already written. Then | realized that | already knew that. My cognition expanded in every direction asif peering into an
infinite number of mirrors that reflected each other endlesdly.

My bedroom grew indistinct at the edges, losing its sense of reality, the walls simultaneously expanding and
contracting. As| felt my awareness begin to fade, | directed perception to the figure on the bed and for the briefest
possible moment my own eyes opened but | was gone.

Chuck's face was magnified by the glasslid, distorted into a caricature of itself. He pressed tiny keyson a
handheld computer to open the lid. Warm air hissed across my body as the lid lifted.

"What's my name?" he said. "Who are you? Where are you?"

"Chuck, Chris, the lab. | need paper and pencil."

He hurried away and | sat, dangling my legs off the table. | could feel the memory of future knowledge moving
away from me like concentric circles spreading from a rock thrown into a pond. Chuck gave me alab book and | quickly
wrote al the changesin the story that my mind had gleaned in the bucket.

"What isthis?' Chuck said. "Y our handwriting is worse than Gell-Mann's."

"It'sarevision of my story."

"How could you read it?"

"I didn't. I just knew what 1'd written."

"A form of telepathy?'

"No, | was aware of my physical self deeping at thetime. It's hard to explain. Just being there made me know what
my lifewaslike."

"Were you in the future?”

"1 don't know. | had agirlfriend. But | was still married. That couldn't be my future since I'm divorced now."

"That proves you entered the bucket. Each strand of the mop is areality that is occurring simultaneously. Y ou
moved laterally in time rather than forward or backward."

"Y ou mean every mop string is different?"

"Perhaps. They might be interwoven. Maybe each point where a string touches another makes for acommonality
in both realities.”

"What about now, Chuck? Y ou and me talking?'

"Just another mop string."

"I want to go back."

"It might not be safe."”

"I'm going in, Chuck. It was nirvana. Glory, rapture, paradise. Pure bliss. | don't have that in my life. Maybe | never
did."

"All right, Chris."

"Besides, | have to finish my story."

For the next twelve hours, Chuck dunked meinto time's bucket, where | followed a different strand of reality. Each
journey slid my mind into the same zone of unfettered awareness as before. It was asif 1'd lived for yearsin a house
with utter and intimate knowledge of its architecture, wiring, ductwork, floor creaks and window squeaks, then
suddenly discovered an extraroom previously unknown to me, bathed in gorgeous light. | now wanted to spend al my
time in that room. It was serene freedom without the friction of motion. My consciousness glided like adolphin. |



entered each reality in my bedroom and began to notice differences-some subtle, others shockingly drastic-but in
every string | was aways awriter.

Between visits to my multiple realities, Chuck yanked me back to the lab on his techno-leash and recorded my
body temperature, blood pressure, and pulse rate. He made a DNA scraping for later analysis. He withdrew blood,
checked my hearing, vision, reflexes, and alertness. Everything tested normal. We agreed that | could remain in the
bucket for longer periods, aslong as there were no physical changes.

While Chuck ran hismedical tests, | revised the story based on what 1'd learned. Each redlity offered a different
beginning, but the rewriting was so total that | could never quite complete the story. After several excursionsinto the
bucket, it became clear that none of the parallel realities included finishing the story. It was perpetually snared in the
process of revision.

Chuck speculated that | had entered a Mobius time loop that brought me full circle no matter what my embarking
point, like the intercoastal waterways that always led small craft to the sea. Finally | gave up on the story and
concentrated on comprehending the full scope of my lifein each reality string. With practice, | learned to remember
more. | directed my consciousness closer and closer to my seeping form in the apartment, finally summoning the
ability to enter my own head and instantly know every facet of my life, both past and future.

Chuck was supremely interested in this, theorizing that | had learned to straddle time. Upon each return | rapidly
transcribed a synopsis of that specific redlity into alab book. They are asfollows:

Owing to chronic joint pain as a result of time travel, | visit a Reiki master, which leads to a macrobiotic diet,
yoga classes, meditation, and a pilgrimage to Tibet, where | write a travel book that gets banned in China.

My father and Harlan Ellison coedit an anthology of short stories called More Dangerous Visions and ask me
to write the preface detailing their feud and subsegquent peace, a task | am unable to complete.

| remarry and father twin daughters who die in a car wreck, prompting me to change my name, move to Las
Vegas, and work as a blackjack dealer, marry a former prostitute, and open a used bookstore in Lake Tahoe.

| publish an article about my experiences traveling in time, become the laughingstock of both science and
literature, and drink myself into a halfway house, where | am stabbed three times by a schizophrenic woman.

My wife and | reconcile and move to the East Coast for a tenure-track job with a high salary at a prestigious
university that offers the children of its professors free tuition at a variety of top-notch colleges.

| publish a short story about time travel, expand the story to a novel that is made into a successful film, which
leads to marrying Jodie Foster, with whom | only speak French around the house, and hobnobbing with Bob Dylan,
Jim Jarmusch, and Julian Schnabel.

| commit suicide in despair over my failed marriage, the rejection of my latest book, and an inability to find a
teaching job.

| write a memoir of my childhood that details the bizarre and sad family dynamics, and though it is critically
panned as being needlessly narcissistic, the book goes on to become a best-seller.

| receive the Pulitzer prize for a novel about model railroads and offer support to my fellow writer Michael
Chabon, who is highly frustrated by the progress of his novel dealing loosely with comic books.

| return to school for a doctorate in physics and claim all Professor Charles Andrews's findings as my own,
which leads to an endowed chair at Harvard for me.

| remain in lowa for the next thirty years, working as an adjunct teacher, publish a third collection of stories, a
third memoir, and several novels, get shortlisted for major prizes, and enter my dotage with a certain bitterness
which | conceal behind a series of young girlfriends.

Chuck invents a device to reconstitute a time traveler into physical formand | go back in time and kill my
father, which instantly changes me into the illegitimate son of Harlan Ellison, and | am adopted by a very nice
couple named Mr. and Mrs. Chabon in California.

| emigrate to France and cowrite futuristic screenplays with Norman Spinrad, who moved there a decade
before, then return to lowa and marry a dairy heiress, and live out my days peacefully on her family farm.

| fly home to my father's deathbed, where we forgive each other for all our cruelties, and | hold his hand as he
dies, knowing that he truly did like me but was unable to express it due to the trauma of his own childhood.



The United States military incarcerates me under the charge of treason for exposing the Swofford Project, which
produces an outraged though futile outcry fromthe ACLU protesting the abandonment of civil rights under the Homeland
Security Act.

Barb Bersche, the publisher of McSweeney's, refusesto publish my story asis, and we enter into a prolonged literary feud,
until Professor Charles Andrews makes his findings known in a leading scientific journal, and | am vindicated when Bersche invites
me to guest-edit an issue of her magazine.

| develop profound emotional problems due to the time travel, am treated with medication that makes a dent in them, but |
remain off-kilter the rest of my life, during which | don't write and don't mind.

| pseudonymously write a series of crime novels that make a fortune, move to Jamestown, Rhode Island, and live with a
painter, grow my prematurely gray hair very long, and become an utter recluse.

After publishing this story | am sued by Harlan Ellison, my father, Michael Chabon, Professor Charles Andrews, and the
University of lowa Physics Department, a suit that drags on six years and sets a twenty-first-century precedent for libel, the stress of
which resultsin my developing eczema, an ulcer, asthma, and finally cancer.

| am nominated for an SF. award for this story and attend WorldCon, where | meet Harlan Ellison, who convinces me to write
science fiction, which makes me enormously popular and fulfills my earliest literary desires, previously thwarted by rebelling
against my father.

This story is dismissed as the worst in the anthol ogy, signaling the wane of my career, and | end up teaching composition at a
small state school | had previoudly scorned as being beneath me.

The University of lowa hires me as a full-time professor, but the teaching requires so much effort that after achieving tenure, |
cease to publish and join the parade of writers who are known in academic circles as having been quite promising at onetime.

| become well known for my nonfiction, which leads to magazine work, and | spend the rest of my life leading an adventurous
life reporting from abroad, finally retiring to the south of France.

| suffer a nervous breakdown from lack of sleep dueto fear of ghosts, seek professional counseling and get diagnosed as
delusional and grandiose, wind up addicted to Ambien, Xanax, Prozac, and Ritalin, and after a full recovery publish a book about
the experience that leads to hosting a television talk show.

| find that | enjoy writing something that is fun, hitherto unknown with my bleak and introspective works about Kentucky, and
embark on an ambitious campaign to write a novel in each popular genre, which annoys the critics, and mainly serves to confuse
bookstore workers, who never know in what section to shelve my books.

Chuck abruptly halted the experiment and | remembered nothing tangible for the next three days. Hefilled mein
later, showing me a videotape of my behavior in the bucket. My feet and hands devel oped a rhythmic twitching. My
breathing became shallow but my heartbeat was highly elevated. My lips moved with incredible velocity, asif forming
inaudible words in an unknown tongue. Chuck recognized this as binary code and began converting it to various
permutations of software programming.

| spent three weeks at bed rest, although | began sleeping on the couch to avoid my own eerie visits. My body
felt depleted in every way, reminding me of all-night study sessionsin college, only now | couldn't recover from the
fatigue. When | drifted into sleep, the memory of one of the mop strands poured through my mind like pressurized
water. After each re-experienced parallel redlity, | was enervated for hours by the compressed intensity of alife'sworth
of sensory perceptions.

Chuck stayed in touch by phone. He ferried meto amedical clinic for afull physical examination, which turned out
fine. My preference for lying on the couch indicated possible depression, and the doctor wrote a prescription for SSRI
medication but | never had it filled. Chuck also supplied me with two pairs of spectacles and his car economy rig. He
believed that my body had reached its limit after enduring twenty-five dunks into the bucket of time. This number
corresponded with the number of proposed dimensions in the universe, plus the one | was currently living in,
according to recent advances in unifying theory.

| didn't know how to tell him that he was wrong. | may have gone into the bucket twenty-five times, but what
chilled me to the marrow was the seemingly infinite number of branches that each reality string had. There were
millions of Chris Offutts living simultaneous lives similar to each other. The knowledge of al my alternate lives
rendered me powerless to engage in my current reaity. | felt asif quicksand closed over my head and | was trapped
with no firm footing below, nothing to cling to above, surrounded by a constant flow of information | could not use.

The deadline for the McSweeney's story came and went. Michagl Chabon delicately nudged me viae-mail, then
called when | didn't respond. | explained that the story was dead, and asked if he could let me off the hook. He said no



because the space was already allotted, and | told him I'd cobble something together with alittle more time.

The next day | began writing about my screwball childhood in the Appalachian foothills of eastern Kentucky. My
memory for the past improved in a phenomenal way-I recalled obscure details with stunning clarity. | returned to my
bedroom and slept through the night without any disturbances. When | Ieft the house | felt different, more aert.
Slowly | realized that people liked me. | even began to like myself.

Chuck and | met occasionally for awkward lunches during which he refused to talk of the bucket. He ate little and
appeared gaunt. He dropped out of contact and | thought nothing of it until reading in the paper that a security guard
discovered him dead in hislab. The cause of death was heart trauma. The exact circumstances were not publicly
revealed, but campus gossip said he died inside a glass coffin. Members of an unknown government agency removed
his equipment. The lab was converted to storage. His faculty records were so thoroughly expunged that thereis no
longer any reference to him at the university.

| never told anyone about my visit to the physics lab, but | have thought about it often. After using measa
human subject, Chuck probably had a difficult time going back to chimps. If he died while in the bucket, his
consciousness would be marooned forever in areality string. Thiswould make Chuck the first true ghost.



Up the Mountain
Coming Down Slowly

By DAVE EGGERS



How much were they willing to sacrifice to prove an uncertain
point, to no one in particular, about a mountain that none of
them could begin to understand?

Shelies, shelies, Ritalies on the bed, looking up, in the room that is so loud so early in Tanzania. Sheisin Moshi.
She arrived the night before, in ajeep driven by a man named Godwill. It is so bright this morning but was so madly,
impossibly dark last night.

Her flight had arrived late, and customs was slow. There was a young American couple trying to clear alarge box
of soccer balls. For an orphanage, they said. The customs agent, in khaki head to toe, removed and bounced each ball
on the clean reflective floor, asif inspecting their viability. Finally the American man was taken to aside room, and ina
few minutes returned, rolling his eyesto hiswife, rubbing his forefinger and thumb together in away meaning money.
The soccer balls were cleared, and the couple went on their way. Outside it was not humid; it was open and clear, the
air cool and light, and Rita was greeted soundlessly by an old man, black and white-haired and thin and neat in
shirtsleeves and a brown tie. He was Godwill, and he had been sent by the hotel to pick her up. It was midnight and
she was very awake as they drove and they had driven, on the British side of the road, in silence through rural
Tanzania, just their headlights and the occasional jacaranda, and the constant long grass lining the way.

At the hotel she wanted a drink. She went to the hotel bar alone, something she'd never done, and sat at the bar
with a stenographer from Brussels. The stenographer, whose name she did not catch and couldn't ask for again, wore a
short inky bob of black coarse hair, and was wringing her napkin into tortured shapes, tiny twisted mummies. The
stenographer: face curvy and shapeless like a child's, voice melodious, accent soothing. They talked about capital
punishment, comparing the stonings common to some Muslim regions with America's lethal injections and electric
chairs; somehow the conversation was cheerful and relaxed. They had both seen the same documentary about people
who had witnessed executions, and had been amazed at how little it had seemed to affect any of them, the watchers;
they were sullen and unmoved. To witness a death! Rita could never do it. Even if they made her sit there, behind the
partition, she would close her eyes.

Ritawas tipsy and warm when she said good night to the Brussels stenographer, who held her hand too long with
her cold slender fingers. Through the French doors and Rita was outside, and walked past the pool toward her hut,
one of twelve behind the hotel. She passed a man in a plain and green uniform with a gun strapped to his back, an
automatic rifle of some kind, the barrel poking over his shoulder and in the dim light seeming aimed at the base of his
skull. She didn't know why the man was there, and didn't know if he would shoot her in the back when she walked past
him, but she did, she walked past him, because she trusted him, trusted this country and the hotel-that together they
would know why it was necessary to have a heavily armed guard standing alone by the poal, still and clean, the
surface dotted with leaves. She smiled at him and he did not smile back and she only felt safe again when she had
closed the hut's door and closed the door to the bathroom and was sitting on the cool toilet with her palms caressing
her toes.

Morning comes like a scream through a pinhole. Ritais staring at the concentric circles of bamboo that comprise
the hut's round conical roof. Sheislying still, hands crossed on her chest-she woke up that way-and through the
mosquito net, too tight, terrifying, suffocating in a small way when she thinks too much about it, she can see the
concentric circles of the roof above and the circles are twenty-two in number, because she has counted and recounted.
She counted while lying awake, listening to someone, outside the hut, fill bucket after bucket with water.

Her nameis Rita. Her hair isred like a Romanian's and her hands are large. Eyes large and mouth lipless and she
hates, has always hated, her lipless mouth. As agirl she waited for her lipsto appear, to fill out, but it did not happen.
Every year since her sixteenth birthday her lips have not grown but receded. The circles make up the roof but the
circles never touch. Her father had been a pastor.

Last night she thought, intermittently, she knew why she wasin Tanzania, in Moshi, at the base of Kilimanjaro.
But this morning she has no clue. She knows she is supposed to begin hiking up the mountain today, in two hours,
but now that she has come here, through Amsterdam and through the cool night from the airport, sitting silently alone
thewhole drive, an hour or so at midnight, next to God-will-redly his name was Godwill, an old man who was sent by
the hotel to pick her up, and it made her so happy because Godwill was such a ... Tanzanian-sounding name-now that
she has come here and is awake she cannot find the reason why she is here. She cannot recall the source of her
motivation to spend four days hiking up this mountain, so blindingly white at the top-a hike some had told her was
brutalizing and often fatal and others had claimed was, well, just awalk in the park. She was not sure she was fit
enough, and was not sure she would not be bored to insanity. She was most concerned about the altitude sickness.
The young were more susceptible, she'd heard, and at 38 she was not sure she was that anymore-young-but she felt
that for some reason she in particular was always susceptible and she would have to know when to turn back. If the
pressure in her head became too great, she would have to turn back. The mountain was almost 20,000 feet high and
every month someone died of a cerebral edema and there were ways to prevent this. Breathing deeply would bring
more oxygen into the blood, into the brain, and if that didn't work and the pain persisted, there was Diamox, which



thinned the blood and accomplished the same objective but more quickly. But she hated to take pills and had vowed
not to use them, to ssimply go down if the pain grew intolerable-but how would she know when to go down? What
were the phases before death? And what if she decided too |ate? She might at some point realize that it wastimeto
turn and walk down the mountain, but what if it was aready too late? It was possible that she would decide to leave,
be ready to live at alower level again, but by then the mountain would have had its way and there, on apath or ina
tent, she would die.

She could stay in the hut. She could go to Zanzibar and drink in the sun. She liked nothing better than to drink in
the sun. Wirh strangers. To drink in the sun! To fedl the numbing of her tongue and limbs while her skin cooked
slowly, and her feet dug deeper into the powdery sand!

Her hands are still crossed on her chest, and the filling of the buckets continues outside her hut, so loud, so
constant. |s someone taking the water meant for her shower? At home, in St. Louis, her landlord was always taking her
water-so why shouldn't it be the same here, in ahut in Maoshi, with a gecko, almost translucent, darting across her
conical ceiling, its ever-smaller circles never interlocking?

She has bought new boots, expensive, and has borrowed a backpack, huge, and athermarest, and sleeping bag,
and cup, and a dozen other things. Everything made of plastic and Gore-Tex. The items were light individually but
together very heavy and all of it is packed in alargetall purple pack in the corner of the round hut and she doesn't
want to carry the pack and wonders why she's come. She is not a mountain climber, and not an avid hiker, and not
someone who needs to prove her fitness by hiking mountains and afterward casually mentioning it to friends and
colleagues. She likes racquetball.

She has come because her younger sister, Gwen, had wanted to come, and they had bought the tickets together,
thinking it would be the perfect trip to take before Gwen began making afamily with her husband, Brad. But she'd gone
ahead and gotten pregnant anyway, early, six months ahead of schedule and she could not make the climb. She could
not make the climb but that did not preclude- Gwen used the word liberally and randomly, like some use curry- her,
Rita, from going. The trip was not refundable, so why not go?

Rita slides her hands from her chest to her thighs and holds them, her thin thighs, asif to steady them. Whois
filling the bucket? She imagines it's someone from the shanty behind the hotel, stealing the hot water from the heater.
She'd seen a bunch of teenage boys back there. Maybe they're stealing Rita's shower water. This country is so poor. Is
poorer than any place she's been. Isit poorer than Jamaica? She is not sure. Jamaica she expected to be like Florida, a
healthy place benefiting from generations of heavy tourism and the constant and irrational flow of American money.
But Jamaica was desperately poor almost everywhere and she understood nothing.

Maybe Tanzaniais less poor. Around her hotel are shanties and also well-built homes with gardens and gates.
Thereisalaw here, Godwill had said in strained English, that all the men are required to have jobs. Maybe people
choseto live in spartan simplicity. She doesn't know enough to judge one way or the other. The unemployed go to jail!
Godwill had said, and seemed to like thislaw. Theidle arelike the devil! he said, and then laughed and laughed.

In the morning the sun is as clear and forthright as a spotlight and Rita wants to avoid walking past the men. She
has already walked past the men twice and she has nothing to say to them. Soon the bus will come to take her and the
others to the base of the mountain, and since finally leaving her bed she has been doing the necessary things-eating,
packing, calling Gwen-and for each task she has had to walk from her hut to the hotel, has had to walk past the men
sitting and standing along the steps into the lobby. Eight to ten of them, young men, sitting, waiting without speaking.
Godwill had talked about this-that the men list their occupations as guide, porter, salesperson-anything that will
satisfy their government and didn't require them to be accounted for in one constant place, because there really wasn't
much work at all. She had seen two of the men scuffle briefly over another American's bag, for a$1 tip. When Rita
walked past them shetried to smile faintly, without looking too friendly, or rich, or sexy, or happy, or vulnerable, or
guilty, or proud, or contented, or healthy, or interested-she did not want them to think she was any of those things.
She walked by almost cross-eyed with casual concentration.

Ritas face iswide and almost square, her jaw just short of masculine. People have said she looks like a Kennedy,
one of the female Kennedys. But she is not beautiful like that woman; sheisinstead almost plain, with or without
makeup, plain in any light. This she knows, though her friends and Gwen tell her otherwise. She is unmarried and was
for atime afoster parent to siblings, agirl of nine and boy of seven, beaten by their birth mother, and Rita had
contemplated adopting them herself-had thought her life through, every year she imagined and planned with those
kids, she could definitely do it-but then Rita's mother and father had beaten her to it. Her parents loved those kids, too,
and had oceans of time and plenty of room in their home, and there were discussions and it had quickly been settled.
There was along weekend they all spent together in the house where Rita and Gwen were raised, Ritaand her parents
there with J.J. and Frederick, the kids arranging their trophiesin their new rooms, and on Sunday evening, Ritasaid
goodbye, and the kids stayed there. It was easy and painless for everyone, and Rita spent aweek of vacationtimein
bed shaking.

Now, when she works two Saturdays a month and can't see them as often, Rita misses the two of them in away
that's too visceral. She misses having them both in her bed, the two little people, seven and nine years old, when the
crickets were too loud and they were scared of them growing, the crickets, and of them together carrying away the
house to devour it and everyoneinside. Thisis a story they had heard, about the giant crickets carrying away the
house, from their birth mother.



Ritais asleep on the bus but wakes up when the road inclines. The vehicle, white and square with rounded
edges-it reminds her vaguely of something that would descend, backward, from arocket ship and onto the
moon-whinnies and shakes over the potholes of the muddy road and good Christ it's raining!-raining steadily on the
way to the gate of Kilimanjaro. Godwill is driving, and this gives her some peace, even though he's driving much too
fast, and is not slowing down around tight curves, or for pedestrians carrying possessions on their heads, or for
schoolchildren, who seem to be everywhere, in uniforms of white above and blue below. Disaster at every moment
seems probable, but Ritais so tired she can't imagine raising an objection if the bus were sailing over a cliff.

"She'sawake!" aman says. Shelooksto find Frank smiling at her, cheerful in an almost insane way. Maybe heis
insane. Frank isthe American guide, a sturdy and energetic man, from Oregon, medium-sized in every way, with a
short-shorn blond beard that wraps his face as a bandage would a man, decades ago, suffering from a toothache. "We
thought we'd have to carry you up. Y ou're one of those people who can sleep through anything, | bet." Then he
laughs a shrill, girlish laugh, forced and mirthless.

They pass alarge schoal, its sign posted along the road. The top half: drive refreshed: coca-cola; below: marangu
sec. school. A group of women are walking on the roadside, babiesin slings. They pass the Samange Social Club,
which looks like a construction company trailer. Farther up the road, asmall pink building, the K& JHot Fashion Shop,
bearing an enormous spray-painted rendering of Angela Bassett. A boy of six isleading a donkey. Two tiny girlsin
school uniforms are carrying a bag of potatoes. A driveway leadsto the Tropical Pesticides Research Institute. The
rain intensifies asthey pass another school-COCA-COLA: DRIVE REFRESHED; ST. MARGARET'S CATHOLIC SEC.
SCHOOL.

That morning, at the hotel, Rita had overheard a conversation between a British woman and the hotel concierge.

"There are so many Catholic schools!" the tourist had said. She'd just gotten back from atrip to alocal waterfall.

"Areyou Catholic?' the concierge had said. She was stout, with a clear nasal voice, akind of clarinet.

"I am," the tourist said. "And you?'

"Y es please. Did you see my town? Marangu?'

"l did. On the hill?"

"Yesplease."

"It was very beautiful."
And the concierge had smiled.

The van passes a FEMA dispensary, aYMCA, another socia club called Millennium, aline of teenage girlsin
uniforms, plum-purple sweaters and skirts of sports-coat blue. They all wave. Therainisnow real rain. The people
they pass are soaked.

"Look at Patrick," Frank says, pointing at a handsome Tanzanian man on the bus, sitting across the aisle from him.
"He'sjust sitting there smiling, wondering why the hell anyone would pay to be subjected to this."

Patrick smiles and nods and says nothing.

There are five paying hikers on the trip and they are introducing themselves. There are Mike and Jerry, a son and
father in matching jackets. Mikeisin hislate twenties and his father is maybe sixty. Jerry has an accent that sounds
British but possesses the round vowels of an Australian. Jerry owns a chain of restaurants, while the son isan
automotive engineer, specializing in ambulances. They are tall men, barrel-chested and thin-legged, though Mike is
heavier, with aloose paunch he carries with some effort. They wear matching red jackets, scarred everywhere with
Zippers, their initials embroidered on the left breast pockets. Mike is quiet and seemsto be getting sick from the bus's
jerking movements and constant turns. Jerry is smiling broadly, asif to make up for his son's reticence-a grin meant to
introduce them both as happy and ready men, as gamers.

Therain continues, the cold unseasonable. Thereis alow fog that rises between the trees, giving the green a
dead, faded look, like most of the forest's color had leaked into the soil.

"Therain should clear away in an hour or so0," Frank announces, as the bus continues up the hills, bouncing
through the mud. The foliage everywhere around is tangled and sloppy. "What do you think, Patrick?' Frank says.
"This rain gonnaburn off?'

Patrick hasn't spoken yet and now just shrugs and smiles. There is something in his eyes, Ritathinks, that is
assessing. Assessing Frank, and the paying hikers, guessing at the possibility that he will make it up and down this
mountain, this time, without losing his mind.

Grant is at the back of the bus, watching the land pass through the windows, sitting in the middle of the bus's
backsest, like some kind of human rudder. He is shorter than the other two men but his legs are enormous, like a power
lifter's, his calvesthick and hairy. He is wearing cutoff jean shorts, though the temperature has everyone else adding
layers. His hair is black and short-shorn, his eyes are small and water-cooler blue.

He is watching the land pass through the window near his right cheek, and the air of outside waters his small blue
eyes.
Shelly isin her late forties and looks precisely her age. Sheis dim, fit, amost wiry. Her hair, long, ponytailed, once



blond, isfading to gray and sheis not fighting it. She has the air of alion, Rita thinks, though she doesn't know why
shethinks of this animal, alion, when she sees this small woman sitting two seats before her, in an anorak of the most
lucid and expectant yellow. She watches Shelly tie a bandanna around her neck, quickly and with a certain offhand
ferocity. Shelly's features are the features Ritawould like for herself: a small thin nose with a flawless upward curve,
her lips with the correct and voluptuous lines, lips that must have been effortlessly sexual and life-giving as a younger
woman.

"It'sreally miserable out there," Shelly says.

Rita nods.

The bus stopsin front of a clapboard building, crooked, frowning, like ageneral storein a Western. There are
signs and farm instruments attached to its side, and on the porch, out of the rain, there are two middle-aged women
feeding fabric through sewing machines, side by side. Their eyes briefly sweep over the bus and its passengers, and
then return to their work as the bus begins again.

Frank is talking about the porters. Porters, he says, will be accompanying the group, carrying the duffel bags, and
the tents, and the tables to eat upon, and the food, and propane tanks, and coolers, and silverware, and water, among
other things. Their group isfive hikers and two guides, and there will be thirty-two porters coming along.

"I had no idea," Rita saysto Grant, behind her. "I pictured afew guides and maybe two porters." She hasa
sudden vision of servants carrying kings aboard gilt thrones, elephants following, trumpets announcing their
progress.

"That's nothing," Frank says. Frank has been listening to everyone's conversations and inserting himself when he
seesfit. "Last time | did Everest, there were six of us and we had eighty sherpas.” He holds his hand horizontally,
demonstrating the height of the sherpas, which seems to be about four feet or so. "Little guys,”" he says, "but
badasses. Tougher than these guys down here. No offense, Patrick."

Patrick isn't listening. The primary Tanzanian guide, he'sin his early thirties and is dressed in new gear-a blueberry
anorak, snow-boarding pants, wraparound sunglasses. He's watching the side of the road, where a group of boysis
keeping pace with the bus, each in a school uniform and each carrying what looks to be a small sickle. They run
alongside, four of them, waving their sickles, yelling things Rita can't hear through the windows and over the whinnies
of the van going up and up through the wet dirt. Their mouths are going, their eyes angry, and their teeth are so small,
but by the time Rita gets her window open to hear what they're saying the van is far beyond them, and they have run
off the road with their sickles. They've dropped down the hillside, following some narrow path of their own making.

Thereisawide black parking lot. machame gate reads a sign over the entrance. In the parking lot, about a hundred
Tanzanian men are standing. They watch the bus enter the lot and park and immediately twenty of them converge
upon it, unloading the backpacks and duffel bags from the bus. Before Rita and the rest of the hikers are off, all of the
bags are stacked in a pile nearby, and the rain is falling upon them.

Ritaislast off the bus, and when she arrives at the door, Godwill has closed it, not realizing she is still aboard.

"Sorry please," he says, yanking the lever, trying to get the door open again.

"Don't worry, I'min no hurry," she says, giving him alittle laugh.

She sees aman between the parking lot and the gate to the park, a rnan like the man at her hotel, in aplain green
uniform, automatic rifle on his back.

"Isthe gun for the animals, or the people?* she asks.

"People," Godwill says, with asmall laugh. "People much more dangerous than animals!” Then he laughs and
laughs and laughs.

It's about forty-five degrees, Rita guesses, though it could be fifty. And therain. It'sraining steadily, and the rain
is cold. Rita hadn't thought about rain. When she had pictured the hike she had not thought about cold, cold, steady
rain.

"Looks like we've got ourselves somerain,” Frank says.

The paying hikerslook at him.

"No two ways about it," he says.

Everything is moving rapidly. Bags are being grabbed, duffels hoisted. There are so many porters! Everyoneis
already wet. Patrick istalking with a group of the porters. They are dressed in bright col-ors, like the paying hikers, but
their clothes-simple pants and sweatshirts-are already dirty, and their shoes are not large and complicated boots, as
Ritaiswearing, but instead sneakers, or track shoes, or loafers. None wear rain gear, but al wear hats.

Now there is animated discussion, and some pointing and shrugging. One porter jumps to the ground and then
lies still, asif pretending to be dead. The men around him roar.

Rita ducksinto her poncho and pullsit over her torso and backpack. The poncho was a piece of equipment the
organizers listed as optional; no one, it seems, expected this rain. Now sheisthrilled she bought it-$4.99 at Target on
the way to the airport. She sees afew of the porters poking holes in garbage bags and fitting themselves within. Grant
is doing the same. He catches Ritalooking at him.

"Forgot the poncho," he says. "Can't believe | forgot the poncho."

"Sorry," she says. Thereis nothing else to say. He's going to get soaked.

"It's okay," he says. "Good enough for them, good enough for me."
Ritatightens the laces on her boots and readjusts her gaiters. She helps Shelly with her poncho, spreading it over



her backpack, and arranges her hood around her leonine hair, frayed and thick, blond and white. As she pulls the
plastic close to Shelly's face, they stare into each other's eyes and Rita has a sharp pain in her stomach, or her head,
somewhere. She wants them here. They are her children and she alowed them to be taken. People were always quietly
taking things from her, always with the understanding that everyone would be better off if Rita's life were kept
simplified. But she was ready for complication, wasn't she? For a certain period of time, she was, she knows. It wasthe
condominium that concerned everyone; she had almost bought one, in anticipation of adopting the kids, and she had
backed out-but why?- just before closing. The place wasn't right; it wasn't big enough. She wanted it to be moreright;
she wanted to be more ready. It wasn't right, and they would know it, and they would think she would always be
insolvent, and they would always have to share aroom. Gwen had offered to cosign on the other place, the place they
looked at with the yard and the three bedrooms, but that wouldn't be right, having Gwen on the mortgage. So she had
given up and the kids were now in her old room, with her parents. She wants them walking next to her asking her
advice. She wants to arrange their hoods around their faces, wants to pull the drawstrings so their faces shrink from
view and stay dry. Shelly'sfaceisold and lined and she grins at Rita and clears her throat.

"Thank you, hon," she says.

They are both waterproof now and the rain tick-ticks onto the plastic covering them everywhere. The paying
hikers are standing in the parking lot in the rain.

"Porters have dropped out," says Frank, speaking to the group. "They gotta replace the porters who won't go up.
It'll take afew minutes."

"Are there replacements close by?* Grant asks.

"Probably get some younger guys," Frank says. "The younger guys are hungry."

"Like the B-team, right?" Jerry says. "We're getting the B-team!" He looks around for laughs but no one's wet cold
facewill smile.

"Minor leaguers, right?' he says, then gives up.

It is much too late to go home now, Rita knows. Still, she can't suppress the thought of running all the way, ten
miles or so, mostly downhill, back to the hotel, at which point she would-no matter what the cost-fly to warm and flat
Zanzibar, to drink and drink until half-blind in the sun.

Nearby in the parking lot, Patrick seems to settle something with the man he's speaking to, and approaches the
group.

"Very wet," he says, with agrimace. "Long day."

The group is going to the peak, afour-day trip up, two down, along the Machame Route. There are at least five
paths up the mountain, depending on what a hiker wants to see and how quickly he wants to reach the peak, and
Gwen had promised that this route was within their abilities and by far the most scenic. The group's members each
signed up through a website, EcoHeaven Tours, dedicated to adventure travel. The site promised small group tours of
adozen places-the Scottish Highlands, the Indonesian lowlands, the rivers of upper Russia. The trip up this mountain
was, oddly enough, the least exotic-sounding. Rita has never known anyone who had climbed Kilimanjaro, but she
knew people who knew people who had, and this made it just that small bit less intriguing. Now, standing below the
gate, thistrip seemsirrelevant, irrational, indefensible. She's walking the same way thousands have before, and she will
be cold and wet while doing so.

"Okay, let's saddle up," Frank says, and beginsto walk up awide dirt path. Rita and the four others walk with him.
They are all in ponchos, Grant in his garbage bag, all with backpacks beneath, resembling hunchbacks, or soldiers. She
pictures the Korean War Memorial, all those young men, cast in bronze, eyes wide, waiting to be shot.

Ritaisglad, at least, to be moving, because moving will make her warm.

But Frank iswalking very dowly. Ritais behind him; his paceis elephantine. Such measured movements, such
lumbering effort. Frank is leading the five of them, with Patrick at the back of the group, and the porters are now
distantly behind them, still in the parking lot, gathering the duffels and propane tanks and tents. They will catch up,
Patrick said.

Ritais sure that this pace will drive her mad. Sheis aracquetball player because racquetball involves movement,
and scoring, and noise, and the possibility of getting struck in the head with a ball moving at the pace of an airplane.
And so she had worried that this hike would drive her mad with boredom. And now it is boring; here in Tanzania, she
isbored. She will die of a crushing monotony before she even has a chance at a high-altitude cerebral edema.

After ten minutes, the group has traveled about two hundred yards, and it istime to stop. Mike is complaining of
shoulder pain. His pack's straps need to be adjusted. Frank stops to help Mike, and while Frank is doing that, and Jerry
and Shelly are waiting with Patrick, Grant continues up the trail. He does not stop. He goes around a bend in the path
and heis out of view. The rain and the jungle make possible quick disappearances and before she knows why, Rita
followshim.

Soon they are up two turns and can no longer see the group. Ritais elated. Grant walks quickly and she walks
with him. They are amost running. They are moving at a pace she finds more fitting, an athletic pace, a pace
appropriate for people who are not yet old. Ritais not yet old. She quit that 10k Fun Run last year but that didn't mean
she couldn't do it if it wasn't so boring. She had started biking to work but then had decided against it; at the end of
the day, when she'd done as much as she could before 5:30, she was just too tired.



They tramp through the mud and soon the path narrows and bends upward, more vertical, brushed by trees, the
banana |eaves huge, sloppy, and serrated. The trail is soaked, the mud deep and grabbing, but everywhere the path is
crosshatched with roots, and the roots become foothol ds. They jump from one root to the next and Grant is relentless.
He does not stop. He does not use his hands to steady himself. He is the most balanced person Rita has ever known,
and she quickly attributes thisto his small stature and wide and powerful legs. Heis close to the ground.

They tak very little. She knows he is a telegphone-systems programmer of some kind, connects "groups of users'
somehow. She knows he comes from Montana, and knows his voiceis like an older man's, weaker than it should be,
wheezy and prone to cracking. He is not handsome; his noseis almost piggish and his teeth are chipped in front,
leaving atriangular gap, asif he'd tried to bite atiny pyramid. He's not attractive in any kind of way she would call
sexual, but she still wants to be with him and not the others.

Therain forest is dense and twisted and drenched. Mist obviates vision past twenty yardsin any given direction.
The rain comes down steadily, but the forest canopy slows and a hundred times redirects the water before it comes to
Rita

Sheiswarmer now, sweating under her poncho and fleece, and she likes sweating and feels strong. Her pants,
plastic pants she bought for nothing and used twice before while skiing, are loud, the legs scraping against each other
with a constant, violent swipping sound. She wishes she were wearing shorts, like Grant. She wants to ask him to stop,
S0 she can remove her pants, but worries he won't want to stop, and that anyway if he does and they do, the other
hikers will catch up, and she and Grant will no longer be alone, ahead of the others, making good time. She says
nothing.

There are no animals. Rita has not heard a bird, or amonkey, or seen even afrog. There had been geckosin her
hut, and larger lizards scurrying outside the hotel, but on this mountain there is nothing. Her guidebook had promised
blue monkeys, colobus monkeys, galagos, olive baboons, bushbacks, duikers, hornbills, turacos. But the forest is
quiet and empty.

Now a porter iswalking down the path, in jeans, a sweater, and tennis shoes. Rita and Grant stop and step to one
sideto allow him to pass.

"Jambo," Grant says.

"Jambo," the man says, and continues down the trail.

The exchange was quick but extraordinary. Grant had lowered his voice to a basso profundo, stretching the
second syllable for afew secondsin an almost musical way. The porter had said the word back with identical
inflection. It was like a greeting between teammates, doubles partners-simple, warm, understated but understood.

"What does that mean?" Rita asks. "Isthat Swahili?"

"Itis," Grant says, leaping over apuddle. "It's. .. well, it means 'Hello."

He saysthisin apolite way that neverthel ess betrays his concern. Rita's face burns. She's traveled to Tanzania
without learning any Swahili; she didn't even learn "hello." She knows that Grant considers her a slothful and timid
tourist. She wants Grant to like her, and to feel that sheis more like him-quick, learned, seasoned-at |east more so than
the others, who are al so delicate, needy, and slow.

They walk upward in silence for an hour. The walking is meditative to an extent she thought impossible. Rita had
worried that she would either have to talk to the same few people-people she did not know and might not like-for
hundreds of hours, or that, if the hikers were not so closely grouped, that she would be alone, with no one to talk to,
alone with her thoughts. But already she knows that this will not be a problem. They have been hiking for two hours
and she has not thought of anything. Too much of her faculties have been devoted to deciding where to step, where
to place her |eft foot, then her right, and her hands, which sometimes grip trees for balance, sometimes touch the wet
earth when afall islikely. The calculations necessary make unlikely almost any other thinking-certainly nothing of any
depth or complexity. And for this sheis grateful. It is expansive and well fenced, her landscape, the quiet acres of her
mind, and with a soundtrack: the tapping of the rain, the swipping of her poncho against the branches, the tinny jangle
of the carabiners swinging from her backpack. All of itismusical inaminimal and calming way, and she breathesin
and out with the uncomplicated and mechanical strength of a bear-plodding, powerful, robust.

"Poly poly," says a descending porter. He is wearing tasseled loafers. "Poly poly," Grant says.

"I got here afew days before the rest of you," Grant says, by way of explanation and apology, once the porter has
passed. He feels that he's shamed Rita and has allowed her to suffer long enough. "1 spent some time in Moshi, picked
up some things."

"'Jambo' is 'Hello," he says. "'Poly poly' means 'Step by step.™

A porter comes up behind them.

"Jambo," he says.

"Jambo," Grant says, with the same inflection, the same stretching of the second syllable, asif delivering a sacred
incantation. Jaaaahmmmboooow. The porter smiles and continues up. Heis carrying a propane tank above his head,
and alarge backpack sits between his shoulders, from which dangle two bags of potatoes. Hisload is easily eighty
pounds.

He passes and Grant begins behind him. Rita asks Grant about his backpack, which is enormous, twice the size of
hers, and contains poles and a pan and a bedroll. Rita had been told to pack only some food and a change of clothes,



and to let the porters take the rest.

"I guessitisalittle bigger," he says.

"Isthat your tent in there, too?" she asks, talking to his back.

"Itis," he says, stopping. He shakes out from under his pack and zippers open a compartment on the top.

"You're not having a porter carry it? How heavy isthat thing?"

"Well, | guess. . . it'sjust amatter of choice, really. I'm. .. well, | guess | wanted to seeif | could carry my own
gear up. It'sjust apersona choice." He's sorry for carrying his things, sorry for knowing "hello." He spits a stream of
brown liquid onto the ground.

"You dip?'

"I do. It'sgross, isn't it?"

"Y ou're not putting that sucker in there, too."

Grant is unwrapping a Charms lollipop.

"I'm afraid so. It's something | do. Want one?'

Rita wants something like the Charms lallipop, but now she can't separate the clean lollipopsin his Ziploc
bag-there are at least ten in there-from the one in his mouth, presumably covered in tobacco juice.

Minutes later, the trail turns and under atree there is what looks like a hospital gurney crossed with a handcart.
It's sturdy and wide, but with just two large wheels, set in the middle, on either side of ataut canvas cot. There are
handles on the end, so it can be pulled like arickshaw. Grant and Rita make shallow jokes about the contraption, about
who might be coming down on that, but being near it any longer, because it's rusty and terrifying and looks like it's
been used before and often, is unpleasant, so they walk on.

When they arrive at a clearing, they've been hiking, quickly, for six hours. They are at what they assume to be
their camp, and they are alone. The trees have cleared-they are above treeline-and they are now standing on a hillside,
covered in fog, with high grass, thin like hair, everywhere. The rain has not subsided and the temperature has dropped.
They have not seen any of the other hikers or guides for hours, nor have they seen any porters. Rita and Grant were
hiking quickly and beat everyone up the trail, and were not passed by anyone, and she feels so strong and proud
about this. She can tell that in some way Grant is also proud, but she knows he will not say so.

Within minutes she is shaking. It's no more than forty degrees and therain is harder here; there are no trees
diverting itsimpact. And there are no tents assembled, because they have beaten the porters to the camp. Even Grant
seems to see the poor reasoning involved in their strategy. The one thing Grant doesn't have is atarp, and without it
thereis no point in pitching his tent on earth thiswet. They will have to wait, alone in the rain, until the porters arrive.

"It'll be at least an hour," Grant says.

"Maybe sooner for the porters?' Rita suggests.

"We sure didn't think this one through,” he says, then spits a brown stream onto a clean green banana lesf.

Under a shrub no more than four feet tall, offering little protection, they sit together on a horizontal and wet log
and let the rain come down on them. Ritatries not to shiver, because shivering isthe first step, she remembers, to
hypothermia. She slows her breathing, stills her body, and brings her arms from her sleeves and onto her naked skin.

Frank isfurious. His eyes are wild. He feels compromised. The paying hikersare dl in acold canvas tent, sitting
around a table no bigger than one meant for poker, and they are eating dinner- rice, plain hoodles, potatoes, tea,
orange dlices.

"I know afew of you think you're hotshots," Frank says, blowing into histeato cool it, "but thisis no Cakewalk
up here. Today you're a speed demon; tomorrow you're sore and sick, full of blisters and malaria and God knows
what."

Grant islooking straight at him, very serious, neither mocking nor confronting.

"Or you get an aneurysm. There's areason you have a guide, people. |'ve been up and down this mountain twelve
times, and there's areason for that."

He blowsinto histeaagain. "There's areason for that, you . . . people."

He shakes his head asif suddenly chilled. "I need to know you're gonna act like adults, not like . . . yahoos!" And
with that he burrows his thumb and forefinger into his eye sockets, a man with too much on his mind.

The food before the group has ostensibly been cooked, by the porters, but within the time it took to carry it from
the tent where it was heated to this, their makeshift dining tent, the food has gone cold, as cold asif it had been
refrigerated. Everyone eats what they can, though without cheer. The day was long and each hiker has an injury, or an
issue of some sort. Mike's stomach is already feeling wrong, and at some point Shelly slipped and cut her hand open
on asharp stick. Jerry is having the first twinges of an altitude headache. Only Ritaand Grant are, for the time being,
problem-free. Rita makes the mistake of announcing this, and it seems only to get Frank angrier.

"Well, it'll happen sooner or later, maiam. Something will. Y ou're probably better off being sick now, becausein a
few days, it'll hit you harder and deeper. So pray to get sick tonight, you two."

"You sit over there, you'll get dead,” Jerry says, pointing to a corner of the tent where aholeis allowing adrizzle
to pour onto the floor. "What kinda equipment you providing here anyway, Frank?' Jerry's tone is gregarious, but the
message is plain.

"Areyou dry?' Frank asks. Jerry nods. "Then you're fine."

They're sitting on small canvas folding stools, and the paying hikers have to hunch over to eat; thereis no room
for elbows. When they first sat down they had passed around and used the clear hand-sanitizing fluid provided-like



soft soap but cool and stinging lightly. Rita had rubbed her hands and tried to clear the dirt from her palms, but
afterward found her hands no cleaner. She looks at her palms now, after two applications of the sanitizer, and though
they're dry their every crevice is brown.

The man who brought the platters of rice and potatoes- Steven-pokes his head into the tent again, his smile
preceding him. He'sin a purple fleece pullover with a matching stocking cap. He announces the coming of soup and
everyone cheers. Soon there is soup finally and everyone devours the soup. The heat of the bodies of the paying
hikers dowly warms the canvas tent and the candles on the table create the appearance of comfort. But they know that
outside thistent the air is approaching freezing, and in the arc of night will dip below.

"Why are there no campfires?"

It'sthe first thing Mike has said at dinner.

"Honey collectors," Frank says. "Burned half the mountain."

Mike looks confused.

"They try to smoke out the bees to get the honey," Frank explains, "but it gets out of control. That's the theory
anyway. Might have been alot of things, but the mountain burned and now they won't allow fires."

"Also the firewood," Patrick says.

"Right, right," Frank says, nodding into his soup. "The porters were cutting down the trees for firewood. They
were supposed to bring the firewood from below, but then they'd run out and start cutting whatever was handy. Y ou're
right, Patrick. | forgot about that. Now they're not even allowed to have firewood on the mountain. 1llegal .”

"So how do clothes get dry?' This from Jerry, who in the candlelight looks younger, and, Rita suddenly thinks,
like a man who would be cast in a soap opera, as the patriarch of apowerful family. His hair iswhite and full, straight
and smooth, riding away from his forehead like the back of a cresting wave.

"If there's sun tomorrow, they get dry," Frank says. "If there's no sun, they stay wet," he says, then sits back and
waits for someone to complain. No one does, so he softens. "Put the wet clothes in your sleeping bag. Somewhere
where you don't have to feel 'em. The heat in there will dry 'em out, usually. Otherwise work around the wet clothestill
we get some sun."

"Thisiswhy those porters dropped out," Jerry says, with certainty.

"Listen," Frank says, "porters drop out al the time. Some of them are supertitious. Some just don't likerain.
Doesn't mean athing. Well befine."

Rita cannot get a grip on how thiswill work. She doesn't see how they can continue up the mountain, facing more
rain, asit also becomes colder, the air thinner, and without their having any chance of drying the clothes that are
surely too wet to wear. |s this not how people get sick or die? By getting wet and cold and staying wet and cold? Her
concern, though, is a dull and almost distant one, because amost immediately after the plates are taken away, she feels
exhausted beyond all measure. Her vision is blurry and her limbstingle.

"I guess we're bunking together," Shelly says, suddenly behind her, above her. Everyoneis standing up. Rita
rises and follows Shelly outside, where it is still drizzling the coldest rain. The hikers al say good night, Mike and Jerry
heading toward the toilet tent, just assembled-atriangular structure, three poles with atarp wrapped around, a zipper
for entry and a three-foot hole dug below. Father and son are each carrying asmall roll of toilet paper, protecting it
from the rain with their plastic baggies containing their toothbrushes and paste. Their silhouettes are smudges
scratched by the gray lines of the cold rain.

Shelly and Rita's tent is small and quickly becomes warm. Inside they crawl around, arranging their things, using
their headlamps-a pair of minerslooking for alost contact lens.

"One day down," Shelly says.

Rita grunts her assent.

"Not much fun so far," Shelly says.

"No, not yet."

"But it's not supposed to be, | suppose. The point is getting up, right?"

"l guess."

"At al costs, right?"

"Right," Ritasays, though she has no idea what Shelly is talking about.

Shelly soon settles into her sleeping bag, and turns toward Rita, closing her eyes. Shelly is asleep in seconds, and
her breathing is loud. She breathes in through her nose and out through her nose, the exhalations in quick effortful
bursts. Shelly is ayoga person and while Rita thought this was interesting an hour ago, now she hates yoga and
everyone who might foster its dissemination. Y oga people are loud breathers and loud breathers are selfish and
wicked.

Therain continues, tattering al night, amost rhythmic but not rhythmic enough, and Ritais awake for an hour,
listening to Shelly's breathing and the rain, which comesin bursts, asif deposited by planes sweeping overhead. She
cannot help but concentrate on Shelly's breathing. She worries that she will never sleep, and that she will be too tired
tomorrow, that thiswill weaken her system and she will succumb to the cerebral edemathat is ready, she knows, to
leap. She seesthe aneurysrn in the form of ahuge red troll, like a Kewpie doll, the hair aflame, though with a pair of
enormous scissors, like those used to open malls and car dealerships-that the troll will jump from the mountain and
with its great circus scissors, sever Rita's medulla oblongata and her ties to this world.

Gwen isto blame. Gwen had wanted, she guesses, to help Rita do something great. Gwen had been ruthlessly



supportive for decades now, sending money, making phone calls on her behalf, setting Rita up with job interviews and
divorced men who on the first date wanted to hold hands after an Olive Garden dinner. Their hands were rough and fat
always, and Ritawanted no more of Gwen's help. Ritaloved Gwen in an objective way, in an admiring way totally
separate from her obligations to sibling affection. Gwen was so tall, so narrow, could not wear heels without looking
like some kind of heron in black leggings, but her laugh was round and rolling, and it came out of her, as everything
did, with its arms wide and embracing. She could be president if she'd wanted that job, but she hadn't-she'd chosen
instead to torment Ritawith her thoughtfulness. Baskets of cheese, thank you notes, that long weekend in Puerto
Vallartawhen they'd rented the convertible Beetle. She even bought Rita a new mailbox and installed it, with cement
and a shovel, when it was stolen in the night. Thisiswhat Gwen did, this and humor Brad, and await her baby, and run
asmall business, as fruitful as she could hope, that provided closet reorganization plans to very wealthy peoplein
Santa Fe.

Rita knows she can't ask Shelly to share her sleeping bag but she wants a body close to her. She hasn't slept well
since J.J. and Frederick went away because she has not been warm. No one ever said so but they didn't think it
appropriate that the kids slept in her bed. Gwen had found it odd when Rita had bought alarger bed, but Rita knew
that having those two bodies near her, never touching anywhere but a calf or ankle, her body calming their fears, was
the only indispensible experience of her life or anyone else's.

As her heart blinks rapidly, Rita promises herself that the next day will be less punishing, less severe. The morning
will be clear and dry and when the fog burns off, it will be so warm, maybe even hot, with the sun coming all over and
drying their wet things. They will walk upward in the morning wearing shorts and sunglasses, upward toward the sun.

The morning is wet and foggy and there is no sun and everything that was wet the night before is now wetter.
Rita's mood is a slashing despair; she does not want to leave her sleeping bag or her tent, she wants all these filthy
people gone, and wants her things dry and clean. She wants to be alone, for afew minutes at least. She knows she
can't, because outside the tent are the other hikers, and there are twenty porters, and now, a small group of German
hikers, and at the far side of the camp, three Canadians and a crew of twelve-they must have arrived after dark.
Everyone iswaking up. She hears the pouring of water, the rattle of pots, the thrufting of tents. Ritais so tired and so
awake and she comes close to crying. She wants to be in this sleeping bag, not awake but still sleeping, for two and a
half hours more. In two and a half hours she could regather her strength, all of it. She would have arunning start at
this day, and could then leap past anyone.

There is conversation from the next tent. The voices are not whispering, not even attempting to whisper.

"You're kidding me," one voice says. "Y ou know how much we paid for these tickets? How long did we plan to
come here, how long did | save?'

It's Jerry.

"Y ou know you didn't have to save, Dad."

"But Michael. We planned thisfor years. | talked to you about this when you were ten. Remember? When Uncle
Mark came back? Christ!"

"Dad, | just-"

"And here you're going down after one freaking day!"

"Listen. | have never felt so weak, Dad. It's just so much harder than-"

"Michael. Y esterday was the hardest day-the rest will be nothing. Y ou heard what's-his-face . . . Frank. Thiswas
the hard one. | can see why you're a little concerned, but you gotta buck up now, son. Y esterday was bad but-"

"Shhh."

"No one can hear us, Michael. For heaven's sake. Everyone's asleep.”

"Shh!"

"I will not have you shushing me! And | won't have you-"

There isthe sound of a sleeping bag being adjusted, and then the voices become lower and softer.

"I will not have you leaving this-"

And the voice dips below audibility.

Shelly is awake now, too. She has been listening, and gives Rita araised eyebrow. Rita reciprocates, and begins
searching through her duffel bag for what to wear today. She has brought three pairs of pants, two shorts, five shirts,
two fleece sweatshirts, and her parka. Putting on her socks, wool and shaped like her foot, the ankle area reinforced
and double-lined, she wondersif Mike will actually be going down so soon. Thereis a spare garbage bag into which
she shoves her dirty socks, yesterday's shirt, and her jogging bra, which she can smell-rain and trees and her.

"You'd haveto break my leg," Shelly whispers. Sheis till in her sleeping bag, only her face visible. Rita suddenly
thinks she looks like someone. An actress. Jill Clayburgh. Jane Curtin? Kathleen Turner.

"Break my leg and cut my tendons. Y ou'd have to. I'm doing this climb."

Rita nods and heads toward the tent's door flap.

"If you're going outside," Shelly says, "give me aweather report.”

Rita pokes her head through the flaps and is facing fifteen porters.

They are dl standing in the fog, just across the campsite, under the drizzle, some holding cups, al in the clothes
they were wearing yesterday. They are outside the cooking tent, and they are all staring at her face through the flap.
She quickly pullsit back into the tent.

"What'sit like?' Shelly asks.

"Same," Ritasays.



Breakfast is porridge and tea and orange slices that have been |eft in the open air too long and are now dry, almost
brown. Thereistoast, cold and hard and with hard butter needing to be applied with great force. Again the five paying
hikers are hunched over the small card table, and they eat everything they can. They pass the brown sugar and dump
it into their porridge, and they passthe milk for their coffee, and they worry that the caffeine will give them the runs
and they'll have to make excessive trips to the toil et tent, which now everyone dreads. Rita had wondered if the trip
might be too soft, too easy, but now, so soon after getting here, she knows that she is somewhere else. It's something
very different.

"How was that tent of yours?' Frank asks, directing his chin toward Grant. "Not too warm, en?"

"It was alittle cool, you're right, Frank." Grant is pouring himself athird cup of tea

"Grant thinks his dad's old canvas army tent was the way to go,” Frank says. "But he didn't count on thisrain,
didja, Grant? Y our dad could dry his out next to the fire, but that ain't happening up here, friend."

Grant's hands are clasped in front of him, asif arm-wrestling with himself. He is listening and looking at Frank
without any sort of emotion.

"That thing ain't dry tonight, you're gonna be bunking with me or someone else, Grant." Frank is scratching his
beard in away that looks painful. "Otherwise the rain and wind will make an icebox of that tent. Y ou'll freeze in your
deep, and you won't even know it. Y ou'll wake up dead."

Thetrail winds like a narrow river up through an hour of rain forest, drier today, and then cuts through a hillside
cleared by fire.

Everyone is walking together now, the ground is bare and black. There are twisted remnants of trees straining
from the soil, their extremities gone but their roots almost intact.

"There'syour forest fire," Frank says.

Thefog isfinaly clearing. Though the paceis slow, around afield of round rocks knee-high, it is not as dow as
the day before, and because Ritaistired and her legs are sore in every place, from ankle to upper thigh, she accepts
the reduced speed. Grant is behind her and also seems resigned.

But Mikeisfar moreill today. The five paying hikers know this because it has become the habit of al to monitor
the health of everyone else. The words "How are you?' on this mountain do not form an innocuous or rhetorical
question. The wordsin each case, from each hiker, give way to adistinct and complicated answer, involving the
appearance or avoidance of blisters, of burgeoning headaches, of sore ankles and quads, shoulders that still, even
with the straps adjusted, feel pinched. Mike's stomach feels, heistelling everyone, like thereis actually alarge
tapeworm inside him. Its movements are trackable, relentless, he claims, and he's given it aname: Ashley, after an
ex-girlfriend. He looks desperate for amoment of contentment; he looks like asick child, lying on the bathroom floor,
bent around the toilet, exhausted and defeated, who only wants the vomiting to stop.

Today the porters are passing the paying hikers. Every few minutes another goes by, or agroup of them. The
porters walk alone or in packs of three. When they come through they do one of two things: If there is room around
the hikers, when the path is wide or there is space to walk through the dirt or rocks beside them, they will jog around
them; when the path is narrow they will wait for the hikers to step aside.

Ritaand Grant are stepping aside.

"Jambo," Grant says.

"Jambo," the first porter says. He is about twenty, wearing a CBS News T-shirt, khaki pants, and cream-colored
Timberland hiking shoes, amost new. Heis carrying two duffel bags on his head. One of them is Rita's. She almost
tells him this but then catches herself.

"Habari," Grant says.

"Imara," the porter says.

And he and the two others walk past. Rita asks Grant what he's just said. "Habari," Grant explains, means "How
areyou,” and "Imara" means "strong.”

"Blue!" Jerry yells, pointing to asmall spot of sky that the fog has left uncovered. It'sthe first swatch of blue the
sky has allowed since the trip began, and it elicits an unnatural spasm of joy in Rita. She wants to climb through the
gap and spread herself out above the cloud line, as you would aladder leading to atree fort. Soon the blue hole grows
and the sun, still obscured but now directly above, gives heat through athin layer of cloud cover. The air around them
warms amost immediately and Rita, along with the other paying hikers, stopsto remove layers and put on sunglasses.
Frank takes a pair of wet pants from his bag and ties them to a carabiner; they hang to his hedls, filthy.

Mike now has the perpetual look of someone disarming a bomb. His forehead is never without sweat beaded
along the ridges of the three distinct lines on his forehead. He is sucking on a silver tube, like a ketchup container but
larger.

"It'sakind of energy food," he explains.

They are al eating the snacks they've brought. Every day Steven gives the paying hikers a sack lunch of eggs
and crackers, which none of them eat. Ritais eating peanuts and raisins and chocolate. Jerry is gnawing on his beef
jerky. They are dl sharing food and needed articles of clothing and medical aid. Shelly loans Mike her Ace bandage, to
wrap around his ankle, which he thinksis swollen. Jerry loans Rita a pair of Thinsulate gloves.

Fifteen porters pass while the paying hikers are eating and changing. One porter, more muscular than the others,
who are uniformly thin, is carrying aradio playing American country music. The porter is affecting a nonchalant pride
in thismusic, a certain casual ownership of it. To each porter Grant says "Jambo" and most say "Jambo" in return,



eliciting more greetings from Jerry-who now likesto say the word, loudly.
"Jahm-BO!" heroars, in away that seems intended to frighten.
Shelly steps over to Frank.
"What do the porters eat?" she asks.
"Eat? The porters? Well, they eat what you eat, pretty much,”

Frank says, then reaches for Shelly's hips and pats one. "Maybe without the snacking," he says, and winks.

Thereisaboom like ajet plane backfiring. Or artillery fire. Everyone looks up, then down the mountain. No one
knows where to look. The porters, farther up the trail but still within view, stop briefly. Rita sees one mime the shooting
of arifle. Then they continue.

Now Ritaiswalking alone. She has talked to most of the paying hikers and feels caught up. She knows about
Shelly's marriages, her Ph.D. in philosophy, her son living in a group home in Indiana after going off his medication
and using a pizza cutter to threaten the life of a coworker. She knows Jerry, knows that Jerry feels his restaurants bring
their communities together, knows that he fashioned them after Greek meeting places more than any contemporary
dining model-he wants great ideas to be born over his food-and when he was expanding on the subject, gesturing with
adtick he carried for three hours, she feared he would use the word peripatetic, and soon enough he did. She knew
she would wince and she did. And she knows that Mike is unwell and is getting sicker and has begun to make jokes
about how funny it would be for a designer of ambulancesto lie dying on a mountain without any real way of getting
to one.

The terrain is varied and Ritais happy; the route seems asif planned by hikers with short attention spans. There
has been rain forest, then savannah, then more forest, then forest charred, and now the path cuts through arocky
hillside covered in ice-green ground cover, an ocean floor drained, the boul ders everywhere huge and dripping with
lichen of a seemingly synthetic orange.

The porters are passing her regularly now, not just the porters from her group but about a hundred more, from the
Canadian camp, the German camp, other camps. She passes a tiny Japanese woman sitting on around rock, flanked by
aguide and a porter, waiting.

The porters are laboring more now. On thefirst day, they seemed almost cavalier, and walked so quickly, that now
sheis surprised to see them straining, plodding and unamused. A small porter, older, approaches her back and she
stops to alow him through.

"Jambo," she says.

"Jambo," he says.

Heis carrying alarge duffel with Jerry's name on it, atop his head, held there with the bag's thick strap, with cuts
across his forehead. Below the strap, perspiration flows down the bridge of his nose.

"Habari?" she says.

"Imara,”" he says.

"Water?" she asks. He stops.

She removes her bottle from her backpack holster and holds it out to him. He stops and takes it, smiling. He takes
along drink from the wide mouth of the clear plastic container, and then continues walking.

"Wait!" she says, laughing. He iswalking off with the water bottle. "Just asip,” she says, gesturing to him that
she would like the container back. He stops and takes another drink, then handsit to her, bowing his head dightly
while wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

"Thank you," he says. He continues up the trail.

They have made camp. It's three in the afternoon and the fog has returned. It hangs lightly over the land, whichis
brown and wide and bare. The campground looks, with the fog, like amedieval battleground, desolate and ready to
host the deaths of men.

Rita sitswith Jerry on rocks the size and shape of beanbags while their tents are assembled. Mikeislying on the
ground, on his backpack, and he looks to Rita much like what a dead person would look like. Mikeis almost blue, and
is breathing in a hollow way that she hasn't heard before. His walking stick extends from his armpit in away that looks
like he's been lanced from behind.

"Oh Ashley!" he saysto his tapeworm, or whatever it is. "Why're you doing thisto me, Ashley?’

Far off into the mist, thereis a song being sung. The words sound German, and soon they break apart into
laughter. Closer to where she's sitting, Rita can hear an erratic and small sound, a tock-ing sound, punctuated
periodically by low cheers.

The mist soon lifts and Rita sees Grant, who has already assembled his tent, surrounded by porters. He and avery
young man, the youngest and thinnest she's seen, are playing a tennis-like game, using thin wooden paddiesto keep a
small blue ball inthe air. Grant is barefoot and is grinning.

"There heis," says Jerry. "Saint Grant of the porters!"

At dinner the food is the same-cold noodles, white rice, potatoes, but tonight, instead of orange dicesthereis
watermelon, sliced into neat thin triangles, small green boats with red sails on a silver round lake.

"Someone carried awatermelon up,” Mike notes.



No one comments.
"Well, it didn't fly up," Frank says.
No one eats the watermelon, because the paying hikers have been instructed to avoid fruit, for fear of malariain

the water. Steven, the porter who serves the meals and whose smile precedes him always, soon returns and takes the
watermelon back to the mess tent. He doesn't say aword.

"What happens to the guy who carried up the watermelon?"' Jerry asks, grinning.

"Probably goes down," Frank says. "A lot of them are going down already-the guys who were carrying food that
we've eaten. A lot of these guys you'll see one day and they're gone.”

"Back to the bananafields,” Jerry says.

Rita has been guessing at why Jerry looks familiar to her, and now she knows. He looks like a man she saw at
Target, a portly man trying on robes who liked one so much he wore it around the store for almost an hour-she passed
him twice. Aswith Jerry, she's both appalled by and in awe of their obliviousness to context, to taste.

The paying hikers talk about their dreams. They are al taking Maladrone, an antimalarial drug that for most fosters
disturbing and hallucinogenic dreams. Rita's attention wanes, because she's never interested in people's dreams and
has had none of her own thistrip.

Frank tellsastory of atrip he took up Puncak Jaya, tallest peak in Indonesia, amountain of 16,500 feet and very
cold. They were looking for aclimber who had died there in 1934, a British explorer named Frankon whom a dozen
groups had tried to locate in the decades since. Frank's group, though, had the benefit of ajournal of the climber's
partner, recently found afew thousand feet below. Knowing the approximate route Frankon had taken, Frank's group,
once at the elevation believed to be where Frankon expired, found the man within fifteen minutes. "There heis," one of
the climbers had said, without atrace of doubt, because the body was so well preserved that he looked precisely as he
did in the last photograph of him. He'd fallen at least two hundred feet; his legs were broken but he had somehow
survived, was trying to crawl when he'd frozen.

"And did you bury him?' Shelly asks.

"Bury him?' Frank says, with theatrical confusion. "How the heck we gonna bury the guy? It's eleven feet of
snow there, and rock beneath that-"

"So you what-left him there?'

"Course we left him there! He's still there today, | bet in the same damned spot.”

"So that's the way-"

"Y ep, that's the way things are on the mountain."

Somewhere past midnight Rita's bladder makes demands. She triesto quietly extricate herself from the tent, though
the sound of the inner zipper, and then the outer, istoo loud. Rita knows Shelly is awake by the time her head makes
itsway outside of the tent.

Her breath isvisiblein compact gusts and in the air everything is blue. The moon is alive now and it has cast
everything in blue. Everything is underwater but with impossible black shadows. Every rock has under it ablack hole.
Every tree has under it ablack hole. She steps out of the tent and into the cold cold air. She jumps. Thereisafigure
next to her, standing still.

"Rita," the figure says. "Sorry."

It's Grant. He is standing, arms crossed over his chest, facing the moon and also-now she sees it-the entire crest
of Kilimanjaro. She gasps.

"It'sincredible, isn't it?' he whispers.

"I had no idea-"

It's enormous. It's white-blue and huge and flat-topped. The clarity is startling. It isindeed blindingly white, even
now, a 1 am. The moon givesits white top the look of china under candlelight. And it seems so close! It'samountain
but they're going to the top. Already they are amost halfway up its elevation and this fills Ritawith a sense of clear
unmitigated accomplishment. This cannot be taken away.

"The cloudsjust passed,” Grant says. "l was brushing my teeth."

Ritalooks out on the field of tents and sees other figures, alone and in pairs, also standing, facing the mountain.

Now sheis determined to make it to its peak. It is very much, she thinks, like looking at the moon and knowing one
could make it there, too. It is only time and breath that stand between her and the top. Sheisyoung. Shelll do it and
have doneit.

She turnsto Grant but he is gone.

Ritawakes up strong. She doesn't know why but she now feels, with her eyes opening quickly and her body
rested, that she belongs on this mountain. She isready to attack. She will run up the path today, barefoot. She will
carry her own duffel. She will carry Shelly on her back. She has slept twice on this mountain but it seems like months.
Shefeels sure that if she were left here alone, she would survive, would blend in like the hardiest of plants-her skin
would turn ice-green and her feet would grow sturdy and gnarled, hard and crafty like roots.

She exitsthe tent and till the air is gray with mist, and everything is frozen-her boots covered in frost. The peak is
no longer visible. She puts on her shoes and runs from the camp to pee. She decides en route that she will run until
she finds the stream and there she will wash her hands. Now that this mountain is hers she can wash her handsin its
streams, drink from them if she seesfit, live in its caves, run up its sheer rock faces.



It's fifteen minutes before she locates the stream. She was tracking and being led by the sound of the running
water, without success, and finally just followed the zebra-pattern shirt of a porter carrying two empty water
containers.

"Jambo," she saysto the man, in the precise way Grant does.

"Jambo," the porter repeats, and smiles at her.

Heisyoung, probably the youngest porter she's seen, maybe eighteen. He has a scar bisecting his mouth, from
just below his nose to just above the dimple on his chin. The containers are the size and shape of those used to carry
gasoline. He lowers one under asmall waterfall and it beginsto fill, making precisely the same sound she heard from
her bed, in her Moshi hut. She and the porter are crouching afew feet apart, his sweatshirt lashed with a zebra pattern
in pink and black.

"You like zebras?' she asks.

He smiles and nods. She touches his sweatshirt and gives him a thumbs-up. He smiles nervously.

She dips her handsinto the water. Exactly the temperature she expected-cold but not bracing. She uses her
fingernails to scrape the dirt from her palms, and with each trowel-like movement, she seemsto free soil from her hand's
lines. She then lets the water run over her palm, and her sense of accomplishment is great. Without soap she will clean
these filthy hands! But when she is finished, when she has dried her hands on her shorts, they look exactly the same,
filthy.

The sun has come through while she was staring at them, and she turns to face the sun, which islow but strong.
The sun convinces her that she belongs here more than the other hikers, more than the porters. Sheis till not wearing
socks! And now the sun iswarming her, telling her not to worry that she cannot get her hands clean.

"Sun," she says to the porter, and smiles.

He nods while twisting the cap on the second container.

"What is your name?" she asks.

"Kassim," he says.

She asks him to spell it. He does. Shetriesto say it and he smiles.

"Y ou think we're crazy to pay to hike up this hill?* she asks. She is nodding, hoping he will agree with her. He
smiles and shakes his head, not understanding.

"Crazy?' Ritasays, pointing to her chest. "To pay to hike up this hill?* Sheiswalking her index and middle
fingers up an imaginary mountain in the air. She points to the peak of Kilimanjaro, ringed by clouds, curved blades
guarding the final thousand feet.

He doesn't understand, or pretends not to. Rita decides that Kassim is her favorite porter and that she'll ook out
for him. She'll give him her lunch. When they reach the bottom, shelll give him her boots. She glances at hisfeet, inside
ancient faux-leather basketball shoes, and knows that his feet are much too big. Maybe he has kids.

He can give the shoes to the kids. It occurs to Ritathen that he's at work. That his family is at home while heison
the mountain. Thisiswhat she misses so much, coming home to those kids. They would just start in, amillion things
they had to talk about. She wantsto sign more field trip permission dips. She wantsto quietly curse their gym teacher
for upsetting them. She wants to clean the gum out of J.J.'s backpack or wash Frederick’s urine-soaked sheets.

Kassim finishes, his vessels full, and so he stands, waves goodbye and jogs back to the camp.

In the sun the hikers and porters lay their wet clothes out on the rocks, hang them from the bare limbs of the trees.
The temperature rises from freezing to sixty in an hour and everyone is delirious with warmth, with the idea of being
dry, of everything being dry. The campsite, now visible for hundreds of yards, iswretched with people- maybe four
hundred of them-and the things they're bringing up the mountain. There are colors ragged everywhere, dripping from
the trees, bleeding into the earth. In every direction hikers are walking, toilet paper in hand, to find a private spot to
deposit their waste.

Ritadevours her porridge and she knows that she is feeling strong just as afew of the others are fading. They are
cramped around the card table, in the tent, and the flaps are open for the first time during a meal, and it is now too
warm, too sunny. Those facing the sun are wearing sunglasses.

"Lordy, that feels good," Jerry says.

"It's like being at the beach," Shelly says, and they laugh.

"I don't want to spoil the mood," Frank says, "but | have an announcement. | wanted to make clear that you're not
allowed to give porters stuff. This morning, Mike thought it was a good ideato give a porter his sunglasses, and what
happened, Mike?'

"Some other guy was wearing them."

"How long did it take before the sunglasses were on this other guy?"

"Fifteen minutes."

"Why's that, Mike?"

"Because you're supposed to give stuff to Patrick first."

"Right. Listen, people. There's a pecking order here, and Patrick knows the score. If you have awave of
generosity come over you and wanna give someone your lunch or your shoelaces or something, you give it to Patrick.
Hell distribute whatever it is. That's the only way it'sfair. That understood? Y ou're here to walk and they're hereto
work."

Everyone nods.

"Why you giving your sunglasses away anyway, Mike? Y ou're sure as hell gonna need 'em these next couple



days. Y ou get to the top and you're-"

"I'm going down," Mike says.

"What?"

"I have to go down," Mike says, staring at Frank, the sun lightening his blue eyes until they're sweater-gray,
almost colorless. "I don't have the desire anymore."

"The desire, eh?'

Frank pauses for a second, and seems to move from wanting to joke with Mike, to wanting to talk him out of it, to
accepting the decision. It's clear he wants Jerry to say something, but Jerry is silent. Jerry will speak to Mikein private.

"Well," Frank says, "you know it when you know it, | guess. Patrick'll get a porter to walk you down."

Mike and Frank talk about how it will work. All the way down in one day? That's best, Frank says. That way you
won't need provisions. Who brings my stuff? Y ou carry your pack; a porter will carry the duffel. Get in by nightfall,
probably, and Godwill will be there to meet you. Whao's Godwill? The driver. Oh, the older man. Y es. God-will. Hell
come up to get you. If the park rangers think it's an emergency, they'll let him drive about half the way up. So how
much of a hike will we make down? Six hours. | think | can do that. Y ou can, Mike, you can. Y ou'll have to. No problem.
Thanksfor playing. Better luck next time.

Jerry till hasn't said anything. Heis eating his porridge quickly, listening. Heis now chewing his porridge, his
face pinched, his eyes planning.

After breakfast Ritaiswalking to the toilet tent and passes the cooking tent. There are six portersinside, and a
small tight group outside-younger porters, mostly, each holding asmall cup, standing around alarge plastic tub, like
those used to bus dishes and silverware. Kassim is there; she recognizes him immediately because he, like all of the
porters, wears the same clothes each day. There is another sweatshirt she knows, with awhite torso and orange
deeves, aflorid Hello Kitty logo on the chest. Ritatries to catch Kassim's eye but he's concentrating on the cooking
tent. Steven steps through the flaps with a silver bowl, and overturnsit into the tub. The young porters descend upon
it, stabbing their cupsinto the small mound of porridge until it's gone in seconds.

The trail makes its way gradually upward and winds around the mountain, and Mike, groaning with every leaden
step, is il with them. Rita doesn't know why heis still with the group. Heislagging behind, with Patrick, and looks
stripped of all blood and hope. Heis pale, and heislisting to one side, and is using hiking poles as an elderly man
would use a cane, unsure and relying too heavily on that point at the end of a stick.

The clouds are following the group up the mountain. They should stay ahead of the clouds, Frank told them, if
they want to keep warm today. There has been talk of morerain, but Frank and Patrick believe that it won't rain at the
next camp-it'stoo high. They are hiking in ahigh desert area called the Saddle, between the peaks of Mawenzi, amile
away and jagged, and Kibo above. The vegetation is now sparse, the trees long gone. Directly above the trail stands
the mountain, though the peak is still obscured by cloud cover. She and Grant are till the only ones who have seen it,
at midnight under the bright small moon.

Two hoursinto the day, Rita's head begins to throb. They are at 11,200 feet and the pain comes suddenly. It is at
the back of her skull, where she wastold the pain would begin and grow before one suffered from a cerebral edema.
She begins to breathe with more effort, trying to bring more oxygen into her blood, her brain. Her breathing works for
small periods of time, the pain receding, though it comes back with ferocity. She breathes quickly, and loudly, and the
pain moves away when sheiswalking faster, and climbing steeper, so she knows she must keep going up.

She walks with atrio of South Africans who have driven to Tanzania from Johannesburg. She asks them how long
it took, the drive, and guesses at sixteen, eighteen hours. They laugh, no, no-three weeks, friend, they say. There are
no superhighwaysin East Africal they say. They walk along an easy path, a C-shape around the mountain, through a
field of shale. Therocks are the color of rust and whales, shards that tinkle and clink, loudly, under their feet.

The path cuts through the most desolate side of Kilimanjaro, an area that looks like the volcano had spewed not
lava but rusted steel. Thereis awindswept look about it, the dlices of shale angled away from the mountaintop asif
still trying to get away from the center, from the fire.

They descend into avalley, through a sparse forest of lobeliatrees, al of them ridiculous, each with the gray trunk
of acoconut tree topped by an exuberant burst of green, awild head of spiky verdant hair. A stream runs along the
path, in anarrow and shallow crack in the valley wall, and they stop to fill their water bottles. The four of them squat
like gargoyles and share asmall vial of purification pills. They drop two of the pills, tiny and the color of stedl, into the
bottles and shake. They wait, still squatting like gargoyles, until the pills have dissolved, then they drop in small white
tablets, meant to improve the water's taste. They stand.

She decides she will jog ahead of the South Africans, down the path. Weighing the appeal of learning more about
the economic situation in sub-Saharan Africa against the prospect of running down this trail and making it to camp
sooner, she chooses to run. She tells them she'll see them at the bottom and when she begins jogging, she immediately
feels better. Her breathing is denser and her head clears within minutes. Exertion, she realizes, must be intense and
constant.

Thereisaman lying in the path just ahead, asit bends under athicket of lobelias. She runs faster, toward him. The
body is crumpled asif it had been dropped. It's Mike. Sheis upon him and his skin isalmost blue. He is adeep. Heis
lying on the path, his pack till strapped to his back. She dumps her pack and kneels beside him. He is breathing. His



pulse seems slow but not desperate.

"Rita"

"Y ou okay? What's wrong?"

"Tired. Sick. Want to go home."

"Wdll, I'm sure you'll get your wish now. You're amess."

He amiles.

Rita helps him stand and they walk slowly down the valley to the camp. It is spread out in awide valley, the tents
on the edge of a cliff-the camp this third day is stunning. It's |ate afternoon when they arrive and the sun is out and
everywhere. Thisisthe Great Bar-ranco Valley, sitting high above the clouds, which lie like an ocean beyond the
valley's mouth, asif being kept at bay behind glass.

The tents are assembled and she helps him inside one, his head on a pillow of clothes, the sun making the interior
pink and alarming. When Jerry, aready at camp and washing his socks in the stream, notices that his son is present, he
enters the tent, asks Ritato leave, and when she does, zips the tent closed.

In her own tent Ritaiswrecked. Now that she's not moving the pain in her head isaliving thing. It is arat-sized
and prickly animal living, with great soaring breaths and arestlesstail, in her fronta lobe. But there is no room for this
animal in her frontal lobe, and thus thereis great strain in her skull. The pain reaches to the corners of her eyes. At the
corners of her brow someone is slowly pushing a pen or pencil, just behind her eyes and through, into the center of
her head. When she places her first and second fingers on the base of her skull, she can feel apulsing.

The tent is yellow. The sun makes the tent seem alive; she'sinside alemon. The air seems to be yellow, and
everything that she knows about yellow is here-its glory and its anemia. It gets hotter, the sun reigning throughout the
day, giving and giving, though with the heaviest heart.

The night goes cold. They are at 14,500 feet and the air is thin and when the sun disappears the wind is cruel,
profane. The rain comes again. Frank and Patrick are amazed by the rain, because they say itisrarein thisvalley, but it
begins just when the sun descends, a drizzle, and by dinner is steady. The temperature is plunging.

At dinner, tomorrow's hike-the final ascent-is mapped out. They will rise at six am., walk for eight hours and stop
at the high camp, where they'll eat and then sleep until eleven p.m. At eleven, the group will get up, get packed, and
make the final six-hour leg in the dark. They will reach the peak of Kibo at sunrise, take pictures and dawdle for an hour
before making the descent, eight hours to the final camp, halfway down the mountain, the path shooting through a
different side thistime, less scenic, quicker, straighten

Shelly asksif all the porters go up with the group.

"What, up to the top? No, no," Frank says. About five do, just as guides, basically, he says. They come with the
group, in case someone heeds help with a pack or needs to go down. The rest of the porters stay at camp, then break it
down and head out to meet the group at the final camp, on the long hike down.

After she's eaten, very little, Rita exits the tent and bumps her head against the ear of a porter. It's the man with the
water by the stream.

"Jambo," she says.

"Hello," he says. He is holding a small backpack. There are about twenty porters around the dining tent, though
only three are carrying dishes away. With the tent empty, two more are breaking down the card table and chairs. The
tent is soon empty and the porters begin filing in, intending, Rita assumes, to clean it before disassembling it.

Ritalies down. She lies down slowly, resting her head so slowly onto the pillow Shelly has created for her from a
garbage bag full of soft clothes. But even the small crinkling sound of the garbage bag is thunderously loud. Ritais
scared. She sees the gravestone of the young man who died here six months before-they had a picture of it, and him-a
beautiful young man grinning from below a blue bandanna-at the hotel, laminated on the front desk, to warn guests
about pushing themselves too far. She sees her body being taken down by porters. Would they be careful with her
corpse? She doesn't trust that they would be careful. They would want to get down quickly. They would carry her
until they got to the rickshaw gurney and then they would run.

She listens as the paying hikers get ready for bed. Sheisin her deeping bag and is still cold-she is wearing three
layers but she feels flayed. She shivers but the shivering hurts her head so she forces her body to rest; she pours her
own calm over her skin, coating it as if with warm oil, and she breathes dlower. Something is eating her legs. Sheis
awake when a panther comes and begins gnawing on her legs. She is watching the panther gnawing and can fedl it,
can fedl it asif she were having her toes licked by a puppy, only there is blood, and bone, and marrow visible; the
puppy is sucking the marrow from her bones, while looking up at her, smiling, asking, What's your name? Do you like
zebras?

She wakes up when she hears the rain going louder. She shakes free of the dream and succeeds in forgetting it
almost immediately. The rain overwhelms her mind. Therain is strong and hard, like the knocking of adoor, the
knocking getting louder, and it won't end, the knocking-sweet Jesus will someone please answer that knocking? Sheis
freezing all night. She awakens every hour and puts on ancther article of clothing, until she can barely move. She



briefly considers staying at this camp with the porters, not making the final climb. There are photographs. Thereis an
IMAX movie. Maybe she will survive without summitting.

But she does not want to be grouped with Mike. She is better than Mike. Thereis areason to finish this hike. She
must finish it because Shelly isfinishing it, and Grant isfinishing it. Sheis as good as these people. Sheistired of
admitting that she cannot continue. For so many years she has been doing everything within her power to finish but
again and again she has pulled up short, and has been content for having tried. She found comfort in the nuances
between success and failure, between a goal finished, accomplished, and agoal adjusted.

She puts on another T-shirt and another pair of socks. She falls back to deep. She wakes up at dawn and Shelly is
holding her, spooning. She fallsto sleep.

The light through the vent is like a crack into aworld uninterrupted by shape or definition. Thereis only white.
White against white. She squints and reaches for her sunglasses, reaches around to no avail, feels only the rocks
beneath the tent, and every rock beneath her fingers somehow makes its way into her head, every rock beneath her
fingersis knocking against her head. Sheis breathing as deeply as she can but it has no effect. She knows her head is
not getting enough blood. Her faculties are dlipping away. She tries to do simple mental tasks, testing herself-the
alphabet, states of the Union, Latin conjugations-and finds her thoughts scattered. She inhales so deeply the air feels
coarse, and exhales with such force her chest goes concave. Shelly is still asleep.

It'sthefirst light of morning. If there is sun the rain must have passed. It will not be so cold today-thereis sun.
Already she iswarmer, the tent heating quickly, but the wind is still strong and the tent ripples loudly.

What is that? There is acommotion outside the tent. The porters are yelling. She hears Frank, histent so close,
unzip and rezip his tent's door, and then she can hear his steps move toward the voices. The voicesrise and fall on the
wind, fractured by the flapping of the tent.

There is someone trying to enter the tent.

"Shelly," Ritasays.

"Yes, hon."

"Who is that?"

"That's me, dear."

Hours or seconds pass. Shelly is back. When did she leave? Shelly has entered the tent, and is now slowly
rezipping the doorflap, trying not to bother her. Hours or seconds?

"Rita, honey."

Ritawants to answer but can't find her tongue. The light has swept into her, the light isfilling her, like something
liquid pushing its way into the corners of amold, and soon she's fading back to sleep.

"Rita, honey, something's happened.”

Ritais now riding on a horse, and she's on a battlefield of some kind. She isriding sidesaddle, dodging bullets.
Sheisinvincible, and her horse seems to be flying. She pats her horse and the horse looks up at her, without warmth,
bites her wrist, and keeps running, yanking on itsreins.

And then it's hours later. She opens her eyes and it doesn't hurt. Something has changed. Her head is lighter, the
painisdiminished. Shelly is gone. Rita doesn't know what timeit is. It's still bright. Isit the same day? She doesn't
know. Everyone could be gone. She has been left here.

She rises. She opensthe tent door. Thereis acrowd around two men zipping up alarge duffel bag. The zipper is
stuck on something pink, fabric or something, a striped pattern. Now they have the duffel over their shoulders, the
duffel connecting their left shoulders, and there are men around them arguing. Patrick is pushing someone away, and
pointing the porters with the duffel down the path. Then there is another huge duffel, carried by two more porters, and
they descend the trail. Grant isthere. Grant is now helping lift another duffel bag. He hoists his haf onto his shoulder
while another porter liftsthe other side, and they begin walking, down the trail, away from the summit.

Rita closes her eyes again and flies off. There are bits of conversation that make their way into her head, through
ventsin her consciousness. "What were they wearing?' "Well, think about it like the cabbies again. It'sajob, right?
There arerisks. ..." "Are you bringing the peanuts, too?" " Sleeping through it all isn't going to make it go away,
honey."

J.J. and Frederick arein electric chairs. The Brussels stenographer is there, standing next to Rita, and they are
smiling at the children. It is apparent in the logic of the dream that J.J. and Frederick are to be executed for losing a bet
of some kind. Or because they were just born to be in the chair and Rita and the Brussels stenographer were born to
hold their hands. J.J. and Frederick turn their eyes up to her and sing. They are singing to her in unison, their voices
falsettos, cool and strong:

Onetwo

We always knew

Three four

You'd never give us more

Ritais holding their hands as the vibrations start. Sheis resigned, knowing that there are rules and she is not the
person to challenge them. But their teeth begin to chatter, and their eyes rise to her and she wonders if she should do
something to stop it.



"How you fed, sweetie?'

Her head is clear and without weight. It again feelslike part of her.

"You just needed time to acclimate, | bet."

Ritaraises her head and there is no pain. Lifting her head is not difficult. She is amazed at the lightness of her
head.

"Wéll, if you're coming, | think you'll have to be ready in afew minutes. We're already very late. We gotta get a
moveon."

Rita doesn't want to bein the tent anymore. She can finish this and have done it, whatever it is.

Theterrain is rocky, loose with scree, and it is steep, but otherwise it is not the most difficult of hikes, sheistold.
They will smply go up until they are done. It will be something she can tell herself and others she has done, and being
able to say yeswhen asked if she summitted will make a difference, will save her from explaining why she went down
when two hikers over fifty years old went up.

Rita packs her parka and food, and stuffs the rest into her duffel bag for the porters to bring down to the next
camp. The wind picks up and ripples the tent and she is struck quickly by panic. Something has happened. She
remembers that Shelly had said something happened while she was asleep-but what? What was-

Mike. Oh, Christ. Her stomach liquifies.

"IsMike okay?' she asks.

She knows the answer will be no. She looks at Shelly's back.

"Mike? Mike's fine, hon. He'sfine. | don't think he'll be joining us today, but he's fedling alittle better.”

Ritaremembers Grant going down thetrail. What happened to Grant?

"I'm honestly not sure why he left," Shelly says, applying a strip of white sunblock to her nose. "He's not the
most normal guy, though, is he?"

The sky is clear and though the air is till cold, maybe 45 or so, the sun iswarm to Rita's face. Sheis standing now,
and almost can't believe she is standing. She steps over the shale to the meal tent, the thin shards of rock clinking like
the closing of iron gates.

Mikeisat breakfast. It'seight A.M., and they are two hours behind schedule. They quickly eat a breakfast of
porridge and hard-boiled eggs and tea. Everyone is exhausted and quiet. Grant has gone down the mountain and Mike
is hot going up. She smilesto Mike as he bites into an egg.

The remaining paying hikers-Rita, Jerry, Shelly-and Frank and Patrick say goodbye. They will see him againin
about twelve hours, they say, and he'll feel better. They'll bring him some snow from Kibo, they say. They want to go
and drag their bodies to the top, from which they can look down to him.

From the peak Rita can see ahundred miles of Tanzania, green and extending until alow line of cloudsintercepts
and swallows the land. She can see Moshi, tiny windows reflecting the sun, like flecks of gold seen beneath a shallow
stream. Everyoneis taking pictures in front of a sign boasting the atitude at the top, and its status as the highest peak
in Africa, the tallest freestanding mountain in the world. Behind the signsis the cavity of Kibo, agreat volcanic crater,
flat, paisleyed with snow.

On the Moshi side of the mountain, the glaciers are low and wide, white at the top and striped from her viewpoint,
above. She sees the great teeth of awhite whale. Icicles twenty feet tall extend down and drip onto the bare rock
below.

"They're disappearing,” Jerry says. Heis standing behind Rita, looking through binoculars. "They melt every year
afew feet. Coming down dowly but steadily. They'll be gone in twenty years."

Rita shields her eyes and looks where Jerry is looking.

"No more snows of Kilimanjaro, en?' he says, and sighsin atheatrical way.

There are others at the top of Kibo, alarge group of Chinese hikers, all in their fifties, and adozen Italiansin light
packs and with sleek black gear. The hikers who have made it here nod as they pass each other. They hand their
cameras to strangers to take their pictures. The wind comes over the mountain in gusts, like ghosts.

The hike up had been slow and steep and savagely cold. They rested ten minutes every hour and while sitting or
standing, eating granola and drinking water, their bodies cooled and the wind whipped them. After four hours Shelly
was faltering and said she would turn back. "Get that pack off!" Frank yelled, tearing it off her asif it were aflame.
"Don't be ahero," he'd said, giving the pack to one of the porters. Shelly had continued, refreshed without the weight.
The last five hundred yards, when they could see the crest of the mountain just above, had taken almost two hours.
They'd reached the summit as the sun crested through a band of violet clouds.

Now Ritais breathing as fast and as deeply as she can-her headache is fighting for dominion over her skull, and
sheis panting to keep it at bay. But sheis happy that she walked up this mountain, and cannot believe she almost
stopped before the peak. Now, she thinks, seeing these viewsin every direction, and knowing the communion with the
others who have made it here, she would not have let anything stop her ascent. She knows now why a young man
would continue up until crippled with edema, why his feet would have carried him while his head drained of blood and
reason. Ritais proud of herself, and loves her companions, and now feels more connected to Shelly, and Jerry, Patrick,
and even Frank, than to Mike, or even Grant. Especially not to Grant, who chose to go down, though he was strong
enough to make it. Grant is aready blurry to her, someone she never really knew, afriend she knew as a child but who
moved away before they could grow up together.



Ritafinds Shelly, who is sitting on a small metal box chained to one of the signs.

"Well, I'm happy anyway," Shelly says. "I know | shouldn't be, but | am.”

Ritasits next to her, panting to keep her head clear.

"Why shouldn't you be happy?* Rita asks.

"I feel guilty, | guess. Everyone does. But | just don't know how our quitting would have brought those three
porters back to life."

Last night, Shelly says. Or the night before last. The last night we slept, when you were sick, Rita. Remember? The
rain? It was so cold, and they were sleeping in the mess tent, and there was the hole, and the tent was so wet. They
just didn't wake up, Rita. You didn't know? | know you were asleep but really, you didn't know? | think part of you
knew. Who do you think they were carrying down? Oh lord, look at the way the glaciers sort of radiate under the sun.
They are so huge and still but they seem to pulse, don't they, honey? Where are you going?

All the way down Rita expectsto fall. The mountain is steep for the first hour, the rock everywhere loose. None of
thiswas her idea. She was put here, in this place, by her sister, who was keeping score. Rita had never wanted this.
She dislikes mountains and peaks meant nothing to her. She's aboat person; she likesto sit on boats in the sun, or in
the sun with her feet in the powdery sand! Asthe mountain is still steep she runs and then jumps and runs and then
jumps, flying for twenty feet with each leap, and when she lands, hundreds of stones are unleashed and go rolling
down, gathering more as they descend. She never would have come this far had she known it would be like this, all
wrong, so cold and with the rain coming through the tents on those men. She makes it down to the high camp, where
the porters made her dinner and went to sleep and did not wake up. This cannot be her fault. Patrick isresponsible
first, and Frank after him, and then Jerry and Shelly, both of whom are older, who have experience and should have
known something was wrong. Ritais the last one who could be blamed; but then there is Grant, who had gone down
and hadn't told her. Grant knew everything, didn't he? How could she be responsible for this kind of thing? Maybe she
is not here now, running down this mountain, and was never here. This is something she can forget. She can be not
here-she was never here. Y esterday she found herself wanting something she never wanted, and she became
something else and why go up when everything is wrong? Every day the porters walked ahead, helping them to get to
some frigid place with aview and a savage wind, carrying watermelons and coffee for Christ's sake, and it felt wrong
and she was hollow and shamed. She wanted to be able to tell Gwen that she'd done it, and she wanted to bring J.J.
and Frederick arock or something from up there, because then they'd think she was capabl e of anything finally and
someday they would come back to her and-oh God, it was a mess and she keeps running, sending scree down in front
of her, throwing rocks down the mountain, because she cannot stop running and she cannot stop bringing the
mountain down with her.

At the bottom, ten hours later, she is newly barefoot. The young boy who now has her boots, whom she gave
them to after he offered to wash them, directed her into around hut of corrugated steel, and she ducked into its cool
darkness. Behind a desk, flanked by maps, is a Tanzanian forest ranger. He is very serious.

"Did you make it to the top?' he asks.

She nods.

"Sign here."

He opens alog. Heis turning the pages, looking for the last names entered. There are thousands of hamesin the
book, with each name's nationality, age, and a place for comments. He finds a spot for her, on one of the last pages, at
the bottom, and after all the names before her she adds her own.
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The Case of the Nazi Canary

A SEATON BEGG MYSTERY
The Nazs entrusted the future of their party to the
capable hands of Sr Seaton Begg, Metatemporal Detective
-the only man who could possibly destroy them!
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CHAPTER ONE
MESSAGE FROM MUNICH

It was, or would be, the misty autumn of 1931. A suite of comfortable bachelor apartmentsin the highest tower of
London's exclusive Sporting Club Square.

Sir Seaton Begg, former M15 specia operator now metatemporal investigator, reached across the fire-grate,
singeing the sleeve of his smoking jacket. As he examined the silk, his aguiline, unconventionally handsome features
wereilluminated by the fire.

"What d'you make of that, Taffy?"

John "Taffy" Sinclair, Begg's best and oldest friend, and the leading Home Office pathol ogist, accepted the
rectangle of yellow paper. The balding giant had the mild but sturdy rectitude of an East End bishop. Balancing a cup
of Darjeeling in one hand, he sank back into the depths of his armchair to read. Moments later, with an impatient
expression, he set the telegram aside.

"The National Socidists?' Taffy frowned. "Sort of German Mus-solini-ites? Aren't they even worse than the
commies for going around beating up honest citizens? And, of course, there's that lunatic anti-Jewish muck."

Begg smiled afamiliar, ailmost dly, smile. "I gather they will restore 'German pride’ and so forth, meaning, no doulbt,
the military. A very attractive message to the heavy industrialists, naturally, who find more profit in swords than
ploughshares." He lifted delicate bone chinato hisfull, masculine lips. "The armorers and their jackals."

Like Sinclair, Begg supported world disarmament under the League of Nations and was disappointed when
Woodrow Wilson had been forced to placate the parochial exigencies of his Congress by quitting the League.

Begg continued with some emphasis. "Look here, Taffy, read that thing again and let me know any other names
you recognize, apart from their Little Corporal destined to become their German Napoleon."

"Y ou mean that awful oik who looks like Charlie Chaplin? Musso's effeminate pal Mr. Hitler? The Nazi generd
secretary or whatever he styles himself. Nothing new, isit?"

"I'd agree he seems to be preaching afamiliar line of l'intoxicartion specia.” Sinclair reached ataper into thefire
and relit his pipe. "These chaps have been getting more dangerous since the successes of Primo Rivieraand
Mussolini, of course." He puffed heroically on his briar.

"| agree, old man." Begg glanced into the fire. For an instant his eyes burned an angry red. "Come on, Taffy. Bea
pal and glance at that wire again.”

Reluctantly, Sinclair adjusted his spectacles. "Well, Hess is a pretty common German name. But don't you know a
Baron von Hess? Some sort of relative of your cousin, Count von Bek?'

"Von Bek?' Begg laughed at this mention of his old sparring partner, known to the British public as Monsieur
Zodiac, the Albino, Count of Crime. "I doubt if my cousin would deign to involve himself in this. It's not what you call
an epicurean crime, eh? What about this Fraulein Raubal ?



"Her first name, Geli, is short for Angela, | believe. Rauba's afairly common name in southern Germany and
Austria. Who is she, do you know?"

"Herr Hitler's mistress, my dear chap." Begg smiled salf-indulgently, at once mocking and forgiving his own relish
for scandal. "They are also, one hears, close relatives."

Sinclair shook his head. "Afraid | don't follow the German gossip columns.”

"Y ou should, old boy." The lean detective sprang from his chair. He tapped out his own pipe against the fireplace.
"You'd learn alot more from them, Taffy, than from any piece of biased front-page news." He waved at the untidy
stacks of Der Spiegel, SvenskeDagbladet, Berliner Paste, and Muncbener Telegraf which shared not always
agreeable space with Le Figaro, Les Temps, Al Misr, The Times of India, The Cape Times, El Pais, La Posta, and the
Berlin-published Munda Veritas. Few were open at the early pages. "Now, anything else?'

"Well, the thing's from Briennerstrasse. Seems to be genuine. That's a pretty posh avenue in the salubrious bit of
Munich. Papal Nuncio's there and all that. So these chaps seem to have some powerful backers, asyou say. Naturaly,
Begg, you wouldn't consider working for such people!"

"Well, | agree it might be abit unsavory to take their money, but I'm curious. Fascinating, eh, the dreams of power
of failed shopkeepers and frustrated shipping clerks?"

"That's downright perverse, Begg!" exclaimed the sensitive Celt. "Keep 'em away with aten-foot pole, | say."
"Currently President Stalin's favorite foreign policy strategy, the ten-foot Pole." Sir Seaton referred to Lenin's
successor, who led the Bolshevik Party in the Duma and was spouting nationalistic rubbish every day, winning votes
from Monsieur Trotsky, the liberal internationalist. "Poland as a buffer zone in case civil war breaks out in Germany.

Could be the touch paper for another world conflict."

"Germany's safe enough,” Taffy insisted. "She has the best and most just political constitution in the world.
Certainly better than ours. Even sturdier than the American.”

Like so many old Harrovians, but unlike his former schoolfellow Begg, Sinclair had a comfortable, phlegmatic
belief in the sense of the commons and their strong survival instinct both as social democrats and as self-interested
individuals with jobs and businesses to ensure. War made economic sense for a couple of years at most and then
began impoverishing the participants. It was the one lesson learned from the recent beastliness ending with the Treaty
of Versalles.

Begg took back the German wire and read it aloud, trandating swiftly. "My dear Sr Seaton: Here in Germany we
have long admired the exploits of your famous English detectives. We are sufficiently impressed with your national
virtues as a detecting folk to inquire if you, paramount in your specialized profession, would care to come at once to
Munich, where you will have the satisfaction of rescuing a reputation, bringing the guilty to justice, and also
knowing you have saved a noble and betrayed nation. The reputation is that of our country's most able
philosopher-general. | refer, of course, to our Guide Herr Adolf Hitler, author of Mein Kampf and bearer of the Iron
Cross, who has been devastated by the murder of hisward, Fréulein 'Geli' Raubal, and whose reputation could be
ruined by the scandal. With a view to seeing the triumph of justice, could we, the National Socialist Party, enjoin
you to lose no speed in taking the earliest zeppelin from Manchester to Munich? While B.O.A.C. provides an
excellent run from Croydon and appears quicker, there is a long delay making stops at Berlin and Frankfurt,
therefore we recommend you take the modern German vessel which leaves Manchester Moss Sdefield at five PM
and arrives at ten AM the next morning. An excellent train leaves Kings Cross at two pm and connects with the
airship, the Spirit of Nuremberg. Please excuse the brevity of this telegram. My inner voices tell me you are destined
to save not merely Germany but the entire Western world from an appalling catastrophe and become the best-loved
Englishman our country has ever known. On the presumption that you will accept our case, as you accept your
historic destiny, | have sent, via courier, all necessary first-class travel documents for yourself and an assistant,
together with documents enabling you to bring any personal transport you favor. We are, you see, familiar with your
foibles. I will personally be at Munich International Aerodrome to meet the ZZ. 700. | ook forward to the honor of
shaking your hand. Writing in all admiration and expectation that your famous sense of fair play will move your
conscience, | am, Yours Most Sincerely, Rudolf Hess, Deputy Leader, The N.SD.A.P., Briennerstrasse, Munich,
Bavaria, Germany.

"Rum style, eh?"

"About as laconic as his countryman Nietzsche," reflected Sinclair with a snort. "No doubt the poor blighter's
trench-crazy. Harmless enough, I'm sure, but till barking barmy. | mean to say, old sport, you are our leading
metatempora snooper. There's all sorts of ordinary 'tecs could do this job. This case is merely about a particularly
grubby murder of agirl, who was probably no better than she ought to be, by a seedy petit bourgeois who sets himself
up asthe savior of theworld. Hell likely find histrue destiny, if not on the gallows, among the sandwich-board men of
Hyde Park Corner, warning against the dangers of red meat and Asian invasion. A distinct case of an undersatisfied
libido and an overstimulated ego, I'd say."

"Quite so, old man. | know your penchant for the Viennese trick cyclists. But surely you wouldn't wish to see the
wrong cove found guilty of such an unpleasant crime?"

"There's no chance he's guilty, | suppose?' Sinclair instantly regretted his words. "No, no. Of course we must
assume hisinnocence. But there are many more deserving cases around the world, I'm sure.”

"Few of them cases allowing meto take the very latest in aeria luxury liners and even put yourself and Dolly on
the payroll without question.”

"It'sno good, Begg, the ided's unpalatabletome. . . ."

With an athlete's impatient speed, Begg crossed to his vast, untidy bureau, and tugged something out of a



pigeonhole. "Besides, our tickets arrived not ten minutes before you turned up for tea. Oh, say you'll do it, old man. |
promise you, the adventure will be an education, if nothing else.”

Taffy began to grumble, but by midnight he was on his feet, phoning down for his Daimler. He would meet Begg,
he promised, at Kings Cross, where they would travel to Manchester that afternoon on the high-speed M & E Flyer,
so asto be safely aboard the zep by four-thirty.

Begg was delighted. He trusted and needed his old comrade's judgment and cool head. Their personalities were
complementary, like a couple of very different fives players. Thistime Begg felt he had involved himself in ajob that
would have him holding his nose for longer than he cared.

Asfor the Presbyterian Taffy, he would still be debating the morality of accepting the tickets when they met the
next day and began the journey to Munich.

CHAPTERTWO
HOMICIDE OR SUCIDE?

Sir Seaton and Taffy had fought the "pickle-fork brigade" for too long to hate them. They understood that your
average Fritz wasn't so very different from your average Tommy and that it took self-interested and foolish politicians
to make men kill one ancther. Yet for all his certainty that the War to End War had done its work, Begg knew that
vigilance was forever the price of freedom. Few threats to our hard-won rights came from the expected sources. The
unexpected angle of attack was generally successful. Authority is by nature conservative and therefore never truly
prepared for surprises. It was Seaton Begg's job aways to be prepared for the unexpected. That was why the
Admiralty, the War Office, the Home Office, and the Foreign Office all continued to pay him substantial retainersto
investigate any affair that, in their opinion, required the specialized services of one versed in the subtleties of
alternative timelines, which he was able to cross with rare ease. It was also why they encouraged him to take the
occasional foreign case.

The service aboard the Spirit of Nuremberg was impeccable. This made Taffy alittle nervous.

"Sort of military fedl about it, if you know what | mean. Sometimes| think | prefer the old, doppy cockneys we get
on the Croydon-Paris run."

Begg was amused by this. "Sit back and enjoy it, old man," he said. He had asked for that morning's Munich
newspapers, which were full of the recently averted bomb attack on the new Miami-Havanarail tunnel. After quickly
scanning the headlines, Begg ignored this news, and concentrated his attention on the newspapers interiors,
especialy the back sections.

"I see awell-known hater of Hitler and Co. isleading a new orchestra at the Carlton Tea Rooms. Though wisely he
has adopted another name. Margarita Sarfati remains Mussolini's most trusted art advisor, and the Nazis berate the
Duce for keeping a Jewish mistress with decadent modernist tastes. Roosevelt is proclaimed the new Mussolini by
some American papers and the new Stalin by the Hearst press, who are supporting Hitler. And Marion Davies,
Hearst's longtime mistress, is secretly keeping aliason with Max Peters, the Jewish cowboy star who is such aclose
friend of Mussolini. Ah, theintrigues of the powerful. . . . The Raubal murder case has proved mesat and drink for the
left-wing press. They arethirsty for any sign of Hitler's downfall, it seems. But the public still expects evidenceif it's
going to change its loyalties now!"

Taffy hated gossip. Deprived of his Times, he contented himself with the Frankfurter Allgemeine's crossword
puzzle, which he found surprisingly straightforward.

The wind and rain thudded hard against the huge airship's canopy as she swayed at anchor between forward and
stern masts. In spite of the stirring waltz tunes coming over the Tannoy, there was till an air of adventure about
boarding an airship, especially in bad weather when you realized how much you were at the mercy of elemental nature.
Outside the windows, Moss Side Field was obscured by mist and even Manchester's famous chimneys were hardly
visible, wrapped, asthey were, in cloaks of their own making. Begg had been pleased to see the smoke.

"Those chimneys are alive, Taffy," he had said upon boarding. "And alive chimney means a living wage for those
poor devilsin the factory towns."

Since Begg needed to make notes, they had ordered cabin service. At seven PM sharp, as the lights of London
faded on their starboard bow and they saw below the faint white flecks of waves, there came a discreet knock on their
door. At Begg's command, a short, jolly, red-faced waiter entered their little sitting room. They had aready decided on
their menu and the efficient waiter soon converted awriting table to adining table and laid it with a bright, white cloth.
He then proceeded to bring the first courses, which, while of the heavy German type, were eaten by the pair with
considerable zest. A good white wine helped the meal down.

The signs of dining magically removed, Taffy took up alight novel and read for an hour while Begg continued to
make notes and refer to the newspapers. Eventually, the pathologist could stay awake no longer and, with a yawning
"Good night, old man," decided to turn in. He took the sleeping cubicle to the left of the main room. He knew from
experience not to compete with Seaton Begg, who needed at most five hours' sleep in twenty-four.

Indeed, when Sinclair rose to use the well-designed hidden amenities, it seemed Begg had done no more than
change into his pajamas while retaining his place and posture from the previous night.

Only the scenery below had changed. They had crossed the North Sea and were now making their way above the
neat fields of the German lowlands. In another two hours they would berth in Munich, the Spirit's home port.
Meanwhile there was a full English breakfast to consume and wash down with what, even Sinclair admitted, was a



passable cup of Assam.

Munich Aerodrome had the very latest in winching masts. Disembarking from the fully grounded zeppelin, Begg
and Sinclair descended the ship's staircase. They were greeted at the bottom by atall, rather cadaverousindividual in a
poorly fitting Norfolk jacket of chocolate brown, two swastika armbands in the German colors of black, red, and white,
rather baggy riding breeches, and highly polished polo boots. He offered them a Quo Vadis Roman salute, made
famous in the popular film drama, then immediately began to pump Begg's hand.

"Thisis such an honor, Sir Seaton. | have read about you so much. | myself have a natural affinity with the British
aristocracy. | so admire your Prince of Wales. The best of English and German blood breed fine specimens of
humanity, eh?' Then his affable manner turned abruptly anxious. "Might | know your eating habits?"

Begg, as Sinclair could tell, was alittle taken aback by Herr Hesss intensity.

"Eating habits?'

"| ask because of lunch," Hess confided.

Begg gave every appearance of insouciance as he replied. "A plate of weisswirst and a pint or two of your
marvelous beer will suit us down to the ground, old chap."

Hess frowned. "Both Alf"-he coughed, anxious to |et the investigators know he was on such intimate terms with
Hitler-"I mean Herr Hitler and myself are convinced vegans. We are firmly opposed to the cruel treatment of animals
and understand the dangers to health involved in eating their daughtered meat." He shuddered. "Adolf Hitler isaman
of considerable feeling. He would not harm afly, let alone another human being. | hope you don't judge us all by Berlin
decadence or aggression, which islargely aforeign and alien invention, anyway."

Asthey talked, they strolled through the passenger foyer of the great modern aerodrome. Over adozen pairs of
steel masts held ships, or awaited vessels from all over southern and eastern Europe. The 'drome was one of Munich's
very latest monuments to municipal pride.

The weather was much improved and awarm, golden sun was reflected in the silvery hulls of the airships.
Through massing white clouds, rays of sunlight struck the distant outlines of Munich herself, her twisted gables and
glittering spires. Asthey reached the exit, Begg was delighted to see Dolly waiting for them at the curbside.

Dolly was Begg's massive, supercharged Duesenberg touring car, custom-made, powered by a'V-12 engine tuned
to take the great automobile up to two hundred miles an hour if necessary.

Sinclair slipped discreetly into the shadows of the backseats, leaving Hess to sit next to Begg as the detective
engaged the engine and gears. With a mighty purring roar, they were soon on their way to Munich, following Hess's
precise directions. In what seemed a quixotic request, Begg asked Hess to give him a quick tour of the city and take
them to the Nazi HQ, familiarly known as the Brown House, before lunch. Knowing the ways of English detectivesto
be mysterious and circuitous, Hess did not hesitate in obeying.

Sinclair had visited the city several times and had an affection for it, but Begg knew Berlin much better. He
remarked on Munich's pleasant architecture, the broad tree-lined avenues and parks, her well-appointed public
gdleries and museums, her extraordinary Grimmel shausen Museum, which warned of the horrors of war, the little
landing fields, right on the edge of the city, where the autogyro buses came and went.

Hess had lived here for much of hislife. He pointed out the various sights. Munich was a busy provincial
metropolis with an excellent public transport system, chiefly trams and buses, though increasingly the autogyro
companies were taking business from the main lines. As her many churches indicated, she was predominantly Catholic
by religion. Her ailmost Italian embrace of modernity was striking, especially since so much of her new architecture was
inthe vein of Gaudi and the Viennese moderns. The Nazis, Hess informed them primly, would tear down all decadent
architecture and replace it with impressive classical designs. Meanwhile the old Bavarian capital had the baroque
guaintness usually associated with German provinces, tributes to the taste and vision of her princes and governors.

Dolly was soon purring through the old quarter of the city, making acircuit of the huge, covered market, then
driving aong another avenue, sparsely occupied by large mansions and official buildings, some flying the flags of
other nations. Here Hess gave the order to stop. They had arrived at the Brown House, the N.S.D.A.P. head-quarters.
The respectabl e surroundings made one think twice about the party's violent image. The huge silk Nazi "hooked
cross' banners were very striking as they stirred in the faint, westerly breeze.

Once at the Brown House, Hess's status was confirmed. Smartly uniformed SA men in their odd ski-cap headgear
and brown uniforms sprang to open the doors of the car, and the three occupants were greeted with a barrage of "Heil
Hitlers" and lifted arms, as they entered the busy vestibule decorated in the very latest "Folkic" style. Bustling as it
was, the place had a mournful, depressed quality, asif everyoneinit grieved for their leader's loss and feared for his
safety in the face of slander and scandal.

Now Hess became a different man. He took on the authority and manner of a high-ranking officer as he led the two
Englishmen through the simple, quasi-rustic foyer and up the low, wide staircase.

"Thisisthe Fuhrer's own office."

Hess guided them into a large, triangular room dominated by a portrait of Hitler himself, his hands in Napoleonic
pose, his stern, cool eyes fixed on the problems of the Nation and those who would threaten Germany's security again.
Outside there appeared to be alarge amount of building work going on.

"We are making a barracks for the SA boys," explained Hess. "This place, of course, is anatural target for Sozie
attack." Sozie was the dang for Socialit, just as Nazi was slang for National Socialist. The street clashes between the
two groups had become endemic and notorious throughout Germany.

"I'd be obliged, Herr Hess," said Begg, "if you wouldn't mind telling us again exactly what you know about the
circumstances surrounding the discovery of poor Fréulein Raubal's body. | know you were the first party member on



the scene."

"Naturally the Winters called me first," agreed Hess. His black, bushy eyebrows twitched asif with alife of their
own. He pulled at his earlobes and, grinding his teeth, stared into a middle distance where he seemed to be looking at a
cinema screen presenting the events he described.

"Geli isAlf'sward, you know. His niece. His half sister's child. When he moved into his new apartment in
Prinzregensburgstrasse he needed someone to look after the place, so he invited his sister to come and be his
housekeeper. He insisted she bring her daughter Geli, too. He was, | will admit, alittle infatuated, but morein theway a
childless man might yearn for a daughter. He doted on the girl. He bought her whatever she wanted. He paid for drama
lessons. Singing lessons. Dancing lessons. He took her with him everywhere he went.”

"Even to political meetings?' asked Begg, making a note.

"Even to those. His career had begun to prosper. The SA were glad to see him with agirl from time to time. He
paid for the singing lessons, because she had a talent for operetta, which Adolf loves. Of course there were more
puritanical party comrades, such as Heinrich Himmler, who disapproved of this relationship. Himmler felt it detracted
from Hitler's seriousness, and it made him vulnerable to the anti-Nazi press. There were vile rumors, of course, but
those are always attached to successful politicans.

"Geli caused the odd scenein public, and Alf seemed unable to control her. Alf knew how Himmler felt, but he
ignored him. Geli fired his political engine, he told Himmler. Without Geli he could not give the speeches which swayed
the crowds.

"But it was not only Himmler who noticed," Hess said, "how much less the rich ladies would give to party funds
when they saw their beloved Herr Hitler, who on other occasions had laid his head in their laps, with his niece. They
had influence over their husbands. And the industrialists Adolf wanted to win over were not too sure about a man
who took his niece everywhere he went.

"I know there were strong arguments in this very room. Once Adolf became so incensed by what he said was
interference in his private life that he fell to the floor and began to tear at the carpet with his teeth. He can be very
wearing sometimes. That iswhy few of us ever wish to upset him. . . ."

"The carpet?' declared Sinclair. "With his teeth?"

"I wasn't there on that occasion, but R6hm, Strasser, and Doctor Gobbels were, as | recall.”

"Y ou have told us about Captain R6hm, but have not explained about Herr Strasser and Doctor Gobbels.”

"Personally, | prefer Rohm, for al his predilections. Heis at least an honest soldier and asloyal to Hitler as| am.
Gregor Strasser isthe leader of our party in the Reichstag. He's a bit of aleft-winger. A very distinguished man, but
rather at odds with Adolf over the direction of the party. Strasser is more socidist than nationalist. Doctor Gébbelsis
theintellectua of the party. A frail little man with a club-foot. He represents what | call 'the Berlin faction'-those who
have more recently attached themselves to our party's destiny."

"And would any of these think the death of Geli Raubal would benefit Herr Hitler and the party?' Begg enquired,
staring out at the construction in what had once been arather pretty garden.

"Oh, al of them would probably say something likeit." Hess nodded absently, looking about the room, its sparse
furniture, rather asif he saw it for the first time. "But saying and doing are very different things. | can't see R6hm, who
thought Geli ahit of a doxy, or Strasser, who was the last one to want scandal, or Gébbels, who is our chief
propagandist, threatening either Hitler's career or the party's prospects by killing Geli. And Captain Goring has no
interest in such things. Gobbels might have made her an offer she couldn't refuse. R6hm might have frightened her
away. Strasser would have told her to keep her nose clean and not embarrass the Fihrer."

"And this Herr Himmler?"

"He'sacold fish. He has Hitler's ear. He has wheedled his way into the Fihrer's confidences in recent years. |
thought he might have been behind that sniper's assassination attempt. They tried to kill me, you know. But | heard
therifle shot in time and flung myself flat. | till live in fear in case the sniper should try again-"

"Y ou were telling us about Herr Himmler."

"Head of Hitler's personal bodyguard. Big rival of R6hm, who runs the SA, our storm troopers. He did hate the
relationship. But he, too, knows that the party is on the very brink of sweeping the country. Asfar as| know heisin
Berlin. Why would he jeopardize his own career? Y ou see, there are no real suspects within the party. Thisis the work
of communists and their backers. Our self-interest would not be served by scandal.”

"True," agreed Begg. "So you believe there was perhaps a political motive for her death. And what about a
personal one?'

"You will have to ask others about that." Hess was suddenly very subdued.

Under Begg's clever prompting, Hess revealed all he knew of the Geli Raubal murder case.

Hitler was becoming increasingly jealous of Geli, who grew steadily bored with his prolonged absences from the
flat. His political career took him farther and farther from Munich for longer periods. She, being ayoung, spirited
woman, had wanted more gaiety in her life and eventually had asked her uncle Alf if hewould pay for her to go to
Vienna, where she had more friends and where she could get far better voice lessons than in Munich.

Hitler had objected to this. He had not wanted her to go to Vienna. He had not wanted her to leave their flat. He
was becoming even more suspicious of her. He threatened and wheedled, and it seemed she calmed down. Then, on
the morning he was due to leave for an important speaking tour, there was another row. "It was to involve some crucial
secret meetings, for there are those in our party who do not believe Alf should be courting therich at all. Y et without
them, we are nothing." Hess paused, his voice taking on an increasingly retrospective tone.

"That same morning, Geli had found one of her pet canaries dead on the floor of its cage. She had become



hysterical. She threatened Hitler. She said that if he did not let her go to Vienna she would kill herself. Then she
threatened to spill the beans about 'everything.™

"Everything?' Begg lifted an eyebrow.

Hess did not know what "everything" was, he said. But Sinclair recognized Begg's sudden alertness.

"Well, Hitler's car wasto call for him early that morning, after breakfast. He could not cancel his engagements. But
Geli demanded that he either stay with her or let her go to Vienna. Again Hitler refused. Even as he got into the car,
Geli appeared on the balcony above. 'So you won't let me go to Vienna? she had shouted.

"Hitler's reply had been aterse 'No.' Then the automobile had driven away."

Hours later Hitler was meeting his new backers. He stayed overnight at the Deutscherhof in Nuremberg. There
were many witnesses. At eight-thirty the next morning, the housekeeper, Annie Winter, arrived at
Prinzregensburgstrasse to begin work. The flat was silent. Frau Winter knocked several times, without getting a
response.

Eventually she sent for her butler husband, to force it. They found

Gdi.

"She appeared to have shot herself. Beside her lay the dead canary, spattered with her blood. She was shot in the
heart."

Hitler's Walther 9.5 mm automatic pistol lay near her hand. She had been dead for some hours. Hess had been
called. Eventually, he called the police.

"Y ou have to be certain who you call, Sir Seaton. The Munich police have a decided anti-Nazi bias and would love
to use something like this against the Fuhrer."

The police had soon decided Fraulein Raubal could not easily have shot herself at that angle and that she had
probably been murdered. Nobody believed it was suicide.

"And it could not have been Alf, Sir Seaton, however it seems. Alf was miles away, in Nuremberg, when the crime
occurred. Y ou can see how easy it will be, perhaps, to prove he paid someoneto kill her. But he loved Geli, Sir Seaton.
Helived for her. Heistoo gentle. Too idedlistic. | fear that if the caseisn't cleared up rapidly, by one such as yourself,
it will mean the end of Alf's career and, because he is our most important spokesman, the dissolution of the Nazi Party.
Please stop this from happening, Sir Seaton. Please say you will help us!"

Begg's features were hidden from Hess and the astonished Sinclair as he spoke reassuringly.

"Of course | will, Mr. Hess. It's not the sort of problem one solves every day. And we do love a challenge-don't
we, Taffy?"

The pathol ogist was taken aback. "If you say so, old boy."

Sometimes even Taffy Sinclair found his friend's game very hard to follow.

CHAPTER THREE
LEADING THEMASTER RACE

Begg'sfirst stop after lunch was to the murder scene itself. Prinzregensburgstrasse was the smart area where
"Fuhrer" Hitler now lived. On the way, Hess explained how the Winters had called him and he in turn had tried to
telephone Hitler in Nuremberg. But Hitler had already left Nuremberg and was traveling to his next appointment.
Apparently he was singing snatches of song, entertaining the other occupants of the car with jokes, impressions of
people they had just met.

"Many people, Sir Seaton, have no ideawhat a marvelous entertainer Alf is. He used to keep usin fits of laughter
on those long tours. He could impersonate anyone. Pompous innkeepers, party officials, intense old maids, famous
politicians! He could have gone onstage as a comedian if he had not been chosen to lead his people.”

Hess recollected the question. "Well, the hotel sent a boy after Herr Hitler's car, and when he got the message Alf
almost collapsed. Everyone says it was completely unexpected. Indeed the first words from hislips, | understand, were
'Who has done this? He had the car turned, his appointments canceled, telephoned me the first chance he got, and
came back at once to Munich. It was my suggestion | next call the Munich Police Headquarters and he assented. And
then | sent you atelegram. My staff arranged your tickets and so on."

"The police weren't suspicious concerning the time you waited before telephoning them?'

"I explained that | myself had been in a state of some shock after seeing poor Geli's body." He paused and then
looked with a strange, hew innocence into Begg's face. "1 know | am a suspect, Sir Seaton, but | seek peace and
security and pride from the Nazi Party, not violence. Thisiswhat most of usin Germany want. The thought of killing a
mouse makes me sick. The thought of killing some poor, foolish creature who had been flattered and cajoled into
waters well above her natural depth, that is abominable. Y ou must not judge us al by those who 'goose-step' through
the main streets of our towns with banners and bludgeons. Y et remember those poor lads were boys when they went
to war, and what they saw in the trenches and learned to do in the trenches never left them, especially when they
found they had nojobs. ..."

Rudolf Hess continued this apologia all the way to the flat in Prinzregensburgstrasse, an imposing modern
classical building built on the corner of abroad, quiet avenue. Hitler's flat was on the second floor. It waslight, airy,
and luxurious in a subdued, up-to-date way. Doors led in several directions from the main vestibule, suggesting
servants quarters and guest apartments. Certainly there was every way in which Hitler, his half sister, and niece could
live together in such aflat very respectably indeed.



Minutes later, Sir Seaton was interviewing Herr and Frau Winter themselves. The couple had found Geli on the
carpet in her bedroom, only partially dressed, as if she had been disturbed at her toilet.

The Winters were clearly shaken by what had happened. At that moment Frau Winter resembled a bewildered
mole, in her gray cardigan, gray blouse, skirt, and stockings. This dour appearance was not, Begg guessed, natural to
her. Herr Winter's features, on the other hand, seemed habitually surly, yet his voice was agreeable enough. Neither
man nor woman was of very high intelligence. They both confirmed, under Begg's questioning, that Hitler and his
niece had quarreled increasingly as his political career made demands on histime. But the party needed Hitler.

"Even | have fallen under his oratorical spell," said Winter serioudly. "It is almost impossible to escape his charm
when he wants something from you. Crowds love him. Without him the party would be lost. But as aresult, he spent
even lesstime with Geli. Y ou couldn't really blame her. She grew restless; he grew jealous.”

"He had plenty to be jeal ous about, too," Frau Winter interjected with an angry twitter. " She was not a good girl,
Sir Seaton.”

Herr Winter reluctantly conceded. "1 think she had plenty of company when Herr Hitler was gone. In particular
that tall, blond SS man who wanted her to run off to Viennawith him . . . Himmler's chap."

"Y ou saw them?' Begg demanded.

"Just as we saw the whips and the blood after one of Herr Hitler's 'sessions,

"Whips?' asked a startled Begg. "Blood?"

Herr Winter interrupted hastily, too late to silence hiswife. "It was Herr Hitler's way of relaxing. He carries heavy
responsibilities. It is often the way with important men, not so? We are people of the world here. We all know what
goesoninBerlin."

Having verified with the Winters the events of the recent past, Sir Seaton Begg thanked them gravely and made to
leave. Taffy Sinclair in particular seemed glad of some fresh air.

Back in the Duesenberg, Begg asked a further question of Hess. "Tell me, old boy, did Herr Hitler ever have his
niece watched? And was he ever blackmailed?'

"Ahal | knew | had approached the right detective. Y ou realized. Unfortunately, since the blackmail, he's grown
suspicious of everyone. Yes, he did have a couple of SA men in plainclothes keeping an eye on her, but they were
incompetent. Himmler wanted to use SS people. He thinks they're more efficient. So yes, he watched her, but you can't
really blame him for that."

"Blackmail ?* said Sinclair from the shadows in the back, unable to contain himself. "Y our leader was being
blackmailed?'

"A couple of years ago. That's not what the blackmailer called it, of course, Herr Sinclair. But Putzi, Hitler's
foreign-press secretary, handled the details of that. Putzi's half-American, a great source of vitality, you know. We all
love him. Only his jokes and piano playing can cheer Alf up when he'sreally depressed. ..."

Begg had begun to realize Hess had to be kept on course or he would wander off down all kinds of twists and
turnsin the story. He slowed the car behind a stopping tram, then indicated that he was going to pass. Slowly he
increased pressure on the accelerator. "Putzi?' "A nickname, naturally. Putzi Hanfstaengl was at Harvard. He's an art
expert. Hasagallery in Munich. Hisfirm publishes the official engraved portraits of Hitler, Strasser, Réhm, Goring,
myself, and the other eminent Nazis. Anyway, Putzi took the money to the blackmailer-we weren't rich in those days
and it was hard to scrape together-and got the material back. Probably nothing especially bad. But, of course, Alf
became much less trusting after that."

"Does Herr Hanfstaengl usually enjoy adrink at the Hotel Bavaria?”'

Hess's enormous eyebrows almost met his hairline.

"Mein Gott, Sir Seaton! Y ou are indeed the genius they say you are. That is remarkable deduction. Putzi's natural
American vitaity has been drained, it seems, by recent events. He has never really been at ease since we began to gain
real power. A little bit of a playboy, | suppose, but a good fellow and aloyal friend."

After that, Begg asked no more questions. He darted Sinclair a vindicated glance, for he had gotten that
information from one of his much-loved "gossip columns." He told Hess he would like to drive around and think the
case through for awhile. Hess showed some impatience, but his admiration for the English detective soon reminded
him of his manners. Heels were clicked as Hess was dropped off at the Brown House. Then Begg had touched the
feather-light wheel of the superb roadster and turned her back toward central Munich.

she said primly.

CHAPTER FOUR
FEAR AND TREMBLING

Asusual, Sinclair was amazed at Begg's extraordinary retentive memory, which had drawn itself a precise map of
the town and was able to thread Dolly's massive bonnet through the winding streets of old Munich as if the driver had
lived there dl hislife.

Soon they were leaving the Duesenberg in the safekeeping of the Hotel Bavaria's garage and strolling into the
plush and brass of the old-fashioned main bar. Clearly the Bavaria was more popular with those who preferred to bein
bed with a good book by eight PM. The bar was large, but sparsely occupied, save for one middle-aged couple
dancing to the strains of Franz Lehar played by an ancient orchestral ensemble half-hidden by palms and curtains on
the distant dais. At a shadowed table two smart young men upon second glance turned out to be smart young women.



Against the walls leaned a couple of seepy-eyed old waiters and at the bar sat two young couples from the local
"cocktail set" who had lost their way to the latest jazz party. Slumped alone, as far away from the couples as possible,
wearing a great, bulky English tweed overcoat, sat agiant of a man nursing a drink which seemed tiny in his monstrous
hands.

With his huge, pale head and irregular features, an expression of solemn gloom on his long face, the lone drinker
looked almost comical. He glanced up in some curiosity as they entered. Begg wasted no timein introducing himself
and his colleague. "Y ou are Herr Hitler's foreign-press secretary, | understand. Too often in Berlin, these days, |
suppose. We've been hired to prove your boss's innocence."

Herr "Putzi" Hanfstaengl did not seem greatly surprised that Begg knew his name. He lifted his hand in a salute
before returning it to the glass. "Y ou guys from the Times, are you?' He spoke in English with an educated American
accent. He was clearly drunk. "I told your colleagues-when the Times turns up, that'll be asign thisis actually an
international story." Helet out an enormous sigh and drew himself to hisfull six and ahalf feet.

"Y ou've been trying to keep al this speculation out of the papers, | suppose.”

"What do you think, sport?' Hanfstaengl tossed back his drink and snapped his fingers for arefill. "It's not doing
anyone much good, least of al Alf himself. He's gone under the bed, as we say, and won't come out. And I'm talking
too much. Have a schnapps!" Again he snapped for the waiter, who disappeared through a door and alittle later
appeared behind the bar to serve them. Begg and Sinclair modified their ordersto beers, but Hanfstaengl hardly
noticed.

"We're not from the newspapers,” Begg told him before the drinks arrived. "We're private detectives employed by
Herr Hess. Anything you tell uswe will use in the processes of justice.”

The lumbering half-American seemed relieved to hear this. He loosened his big coat and made himself more
comfortable. As he listened to the tunes of Strauss and Lehar, he relaxed. "Thisisn't for publication. | have your word
onit?'

"Our word as English gentlemen,” said Begg.

For awhile "Putzi" chatted about the old days of the Nazi Party when there were only afew of them, when Hitler
had been released from prison a hero, the author of Mein Kampf, which was published here in Munich by Max
Amman. "We have a concession on pictures of the Nazi hierarchy and Amman publishes what they write. It's pretty
much our only business. This scandal could wreck us." Since the party's successin elections, sales had climbed. Mein
Kampf was now a best-seller and it was money from royalties, Hanfstaengl insisted, not from secret financiers, which
was paying for the Mercedes and the place in Prinzregensburgstrasse. He seemed to be answering questions neither
Begg nor Sinclair had asked. And when Sir Seaton threw the big query at him, he was rather surprised, glad that he did
not have to hide something from the detective. It was dawning on him at last who Begg and Sinclair were.

"You redlly are the ace deuthsthey say you are," he said. "I know those Sexton Blake things are heavily
sensationalized, but it's surprising how like him you are. Do you remember The Affair of the Jade Skull?"

Blake was, of course, the name said to disguise the identity of Sir Seaton Begg in along series of stories written
for The Union Jack, The Sexton Blake Library, and other popular British publications known as tuppenny skinnies
and four-penny fats.

"I'm surprised they're read at all beyond the London gutters," said Begg, who made a point of never reading the
"bloods."

" Speaking of which-what about that material itself? |'ve seen some of it, of course. The stuff Hitler was being
blackmailed with? Weren't you the middleman on that?"

Only Taffy Sinclair knew that hisfriend had just told asmall, deliberate lie.

"What earthly need is there for you to know more? If you've seen how dreadful that stuff is-?* Hanfstaengl's brow
cleared. "Oh, | get it. Y ou have to diminate suspects. You're looking for an alibi." He sipped hisdrink. "Well, I, too,
dealt through amiddieman. An SA sergeant who had got himself mixed up in something he didn't like. Called himself
Braun, | think. Nobody ever proved it, but he pretty much confirmed who the blackmailer was and nobody was
surprised. It was that crazy old Heironymite. Stempfle. I'm not sure how a member of an order of hermits, like Father
Stempfle, can spend quite so much time drinking in the seedier Munich beer halls, but there you are. He has a certain
following, of course. Writer and editor, | think. He worked for Amman once."

"The publisher?

"Do you know him? Funny chap. Never really took to him. He's putting Hitler up at the moment. My view is that
Amman could be cheating Hitler of hisroyalties. What if he's covering his tracks? Could Geli have found something
out, do you think?"

"Y ou mean she knew too much?"

"Well," said Hanfstaengl, glancing up at the big clock over the bar, "she wasn't exactly an innocent, was she?
Those |etters! Foul. But his pictures were worse. It was my own fault. | was curious. | wish I'd never looked." He let out
agreat sigh. "Party funds paid the black-mailer, you know. The stuff was impossibly disgusting. | said I'd burn it-but
he--Alf-wanted it back."

The orchestra had begun to play a polka. The couple on the dance floor were having difficulty keeping time. Begg
studied the musicians for any sign of cynicism but found none.

Hanfstaengl's tongue, never very tight at the best of times, it seemed, was becoming looser by the moment. "After
that, things were never the same. Hitler changed. Everything turned alittle sour. Y ou want to ask crazy old Stempfle
about it. I'm still convinced only he could have had the inside knowledge. ..."

"But where could | find this hermit?"



"Well, there's a chance he'll be at home in his cottage. It's out in the Munich woods there." He jabbed his hand
toward the door. " Couple of miles or so. Do you have a map?"

Sinclair produced one and Hanfstaengl plotted their course for them. "1'd go with you myself, but I'm a bit
vulnerable at the moment. | think someone's already had a potshot at me with arifle. Be abit careful, sport. There are
lots of homeless people in the woods these days. They could spell danger for a stranger. Even some of our locals have
been held up at gunpoint and robbed."

Begg shook hands with Hanfstaengl and said that he was much obliged. "One last question, Herr Hanfstaengl."
He hesitated.

"Fireaway," said "Putzi."

"Who do you think killed Geli Rauba ?'

Hanfstaengl looked down.

"You have anidea, | know," said Begg.

Hanfstaengl turned back, offering Begg a cigarette from his case, which Begg refused. "Killed that poor little
neurotic girl? Almost anyone but Hitler."

"But you have an idea, | know."

Hanfstaengl drained his glass. "Well, she was seeing this SSguy. ..."

"Name?'

"Never heard one, but | think they planned to go to Viennatogether. Hitler knew all about it, of course. Or at least
he guessed what he didn't know."

"And had her killed?"

Hanfstaengl snorted sardonically. "Oh, no. He doesn't have the guts." His face had turned aterrible greenish
white.

"Who does-?' Begg asked, but Hanfstaengl was aready heading from the room, begging his pardon, acting like a
man whose food had disagreed with him.

"Poor fellow," murmured Begg, "I don't think he has ataste for the poison or the antidote. ..."

CHAPTERFIVE
THE POLITICSOF EXCLUSON

An hour or so later, Taffy Sinclair was shining the hand-torch down onto their map, trying to work out what
Hanfstaengl had shown them. All around them in the woods were the camps of people who had been ruined by
Germany's recent economic troubles. While Munich herself seemed wealthy enough, the homeless had been pushed to
the outlying suburbs and woodlands, to fend for themselves as best they could. The detectives saw fires burning and
shadows flitting around them, but the forest people were too wary to reveal themselves and would not respond when
Begg or Sinclair caled out to them.

"I supposeit'sfair enough that afollower of Saint Heironymous the Hermit makes himself hard to find," declared
Sinclair, "but | think this place was less populated and with fewer caves when- ahal" Historchlight had fallen on the
penciled mark. "Just up this road and stop. Should be a cottage here."

The car's brilliant headlamps made day of night, picking up the building ahead asiif lit for the cinema, with grest,
elongated black shadows spreading away through the moonlit forest. An ancient, thatched, much-buttressed cottage
was revea ed. The place had two main chimneys, three downstairs windows and three up, including the dormer, which
had its own chimney. The whole place leaned and declined in a dozen different directions, so that even the straw
resembled a series of dirty, ill-fitting wigs.

"This has got to beit." Noting shadows moving in the nearby trees, Sir Seaton climbed from the car and walked
across the weed-grown path to the old door of Gothic oak and black iron, hammering on it heavily and calling out in
his most authoritative tone: "Open up! Metatemporal detectives! Come along, Father Stempfle, sir! Let usin.”

A grinding of locks and rattling chains confirmed Sir Seaton's inspired guess. A face that looked asiif it had been
folded, stretched, and refolded many times regarded them in the light of the lamp it held over the chink in the door, still
latched by amassive row of stedl links.

"Open up, Sir."

Seeing their faces seemed to weaken the old man's resolve, for another bolt turned and the door creaked slowly
open.
Begg followed Stempfle into the hermit's horrible candl€lit den, which stank of mold, old food, woodsmoke, and
dust. Everywhere were piles of books, manuscripts, scrolls. There was no doubt the man was a scholar, but whether he
followed God or the Devil was hard to determine. In asmall grate, a sparse, damp fire emitted allittle heat.

"You're a close friend of Adolf Hitler, | gather, Father?' Begg hardly gave the unshaven old man in thefilthy
cassock a chance to catch his breath.

Father Stempfle stuttered. "I wouldn't say that. | have very little to do with him, these days."

"Y ou helped him write his book-Mein Kampf, isit?"

Now Begg's long hours of reading and study were coming to hisaid as usual. Sinclair remembered how impressed
he so often was with his friend's ability to put together ajigsaw with pieces from so many apparently disparate
SOurces.

Father Stempfle began to turn scarlet. He fumed. In his mephitic cassock and sandals, he stamped about his



paper-strewn study until it seemed the unevenly stacked piles of books would fall and bury them all alive. "Helped
him, my good sir? Helped that illiterate little trench terrier, that scum of Viennas pervert's quarter? Helped him? | wrote
most of it. The manuscript was unreadable until his publisher asked me to work on it. Ask Max Amman. Helll confirm
everything. He and Hitler fell out over it. Or perhaps he has now been persuaded to lie by Réhm and his apes. My
arguments are the purest and the best. Y ou can tell them because | offer amuch more sophisticated analysis of the
Jewish problem. Hitler's contribution was a whine of self-pity. For years Amman didn't publicize the book widely
enough. Now, of course, it's selling very well. And do | get apfennig in royalties?' The squalid old monk shuffled to a
stop, his face breaking into something which might have been agrin. "Of course, it'll sell even better once they know
about the murder. ..."

Begg had no stomach for this. He drew alarge handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose. "Y ou think Hitler
killed her?'

"Nobody seemsto think he'sup to it," murmured Sinclair. "Not a strong man, physically at least. A pacifist, we
were learning today ..."

Stempfle crushed old parchment in his hands as he moved toward the fire. Something had made him fedl the cold.
"He says he hates violence. But you should see how cruelly he treats that dog of his. Wulf? He calls it such aname so
that he can demonstrate his own masculinity the better. | think he is capable of any violence."

Sinclair stepped forward. "What about those pictures-those | etters-the blackmail attempt?”

"Oh, he's calling it blackmail now, ishe? | simply wanted fair reimbursement for the work 1'd done. ..." Stempfle
glowered into the fire, which seemed to flicker in sympathy.

"If you still have some of that stuff, | could see that it got into the appropriate hands. Would it not strengthen the
case against Hitler?"

Stempfle snorted. The sound was almost gleeful. "It would top and tail him nicely, true. ..."

"That material is here?"

Stempfle grew cunning. "The originals are elsewhere, in safekeeping. Still, 1 don't mind showing you the copies.”

"I am prepared to pay one hundred pounds for the privilege," declared Sir Seaton.

At thisthe old man moved with dlightly greater alacrity, ascending aladder, moving a picture, rattling a
combination, then going through the whole process backward again. When he came down, he had an envelopein his
hands. Begg paid him in the four crisp twenty-five-pound notes he held ready, and Sinclair accepted the envel ope,
casually drawing out the first photograph and then blanching at what he saw. He returned the photograph to the
envelope and covered his mouth. "Great Jehovah, Begg! | had no ideal Why would any woman involve herself in this?
Or any man demand it?' Now he knew why Angela Raubal could not help being a disturbed young woman and why
Hanfstaengl had left the bar so swiftly.

Stempfle's crooked body shook with glee. "Not how Adolf might wish to be remembered, en? They would make
excellent illustrations for certain works of the Marquis de Sade, no? | think 1've been very modest in my request for my
share of the royalties. Since | suspect you are aready representing him, you can tell him that the originals of these are
much more expensivel"

"I've yet to become a blackmailer's runner, Father Stempfle," Begg protested mildly. "Good night to you."

He ducked beneath the warped lintel and began to make for his car, Sinclair dightly ahead of him. Only then did
the two men realize that someone was beside their car, trying to force the lock. With aroar of rage Sinclair seized and
grappled with the ill-smelling thieves. But there were at |east a dozen of them. Others dlipped out of the shadows, clubs
and fistsflailing as they came to their companions' assistance.

Begg was skilled in most forms of unarmed combat.

"Hold them for me for amoment, old man!" He carefully removed his hat and then weighed in.

Several of the assailants soon lay on the ground. The others began to regroup, still athreat.

Then, suddenly, Begg heard a sharp thud against the tree nearest his head and the distinctive crack of a
high-powered Mauser rifle. Almost immediately, asif familiar with the sound, the vagrants melted back into the trees.
Sinclair paused, ready to pursue them, but with a smile Begg retrieved his hat and hurried his friend into the car. "No
one else intends us any harm, Taffy. But it might be wise to keep moving."

Within the wholesome comfort of the great automobile, Sinclair was still more upset by the photographs than
afraid of the gunshot. He continued to vent his disgust. "How could he make her-? 1 mean-?"

"Not a position any sane creature would volunteer for," Begg agreed. He began to reverse the car back down the
short drive. "l think it's time we paid a call on thelocal cop shop, don't you?"

CHAPTER SX
THE FEDERAL AGENT

Asit happened, there was no need to visit the police station. Arriving back at their hotel's foyer and collecting
their keys, they were immediately confronted by an extraordinarily beautiful young woman who rose from a couch and
came toward them smiling. Her full red lips and dark red hair worn in a fashionable wave were complemented by her
green evening dress as she stretched a gloved hand toward Sir Seaton.

He bent to kissit. Of course they had immediately recognized the woman. Once a ruthless adventuress whose
love affair with Begg had resulted in her decision to make herself his ally, she was now afreelancer. Unlike Begg she
took retainers from any government that valued her skill.



From her reticule the woman took a small book on which was fastened a metal badge. After they had glanced at it,
shereturned it swiftly to its place.

"My dear Countess von Bek," exclaimed Sir Seaton, "I had no ideayou were in Munich. Are you staying here?"

"Nearby, Sir Seaton. | wondered if you had seen my cousin lately?* This was prearranged code. Countess Rose
von Bek wanted to speak urgently and privately. Begg immediately led them into the deserted sitting room, ordered
some tea, and closed the doors.

Once they were settled and the tea served, Sir Seaton relaxed. " So, my dear Rose, we appear to be working on the
same case? Can you say who your client is?"

The adventuress responded with her usual charm. "I have made no more a secret of it than have you, Seaton. The
German Federal Government Special Political Service. They sent me down from Berlin to give support to the local
cops-the ones who don't actually believe Herr Hitler to be the next world savior and that Jews are damned to hell for
not accepting the Messiah. So far I've met a good number of decent cops and some very clever newspapermen.”

"So we find ourselves on different sidesin this case. | take it, therefore, you know who killed Geli Raubal ?"

Shetook anironic sip from her Dresden cup. "We've been working on the broader political associations."

"But surely everything we need to know hinges on the circumstances and solution of this case?' Taffy Sinclair
chipped in.

"No doubt, Mr. Sinclair. But the government's priorities aren't always our own." She spoke softly, anxious not to
offend him. "I agreeit is possible to argue that Fréulein Raubal's death is emblematic, if not symptomatic, of her times,
but at the moment we're worrying that the National Socialists have a sizable representation in Parliament. And alarge
amount of armed support. We are thinking 'civil war' here. Cberchez la femme is not a game we often play in my
section.”

Taffy mumbled some polite apology and said he thought it was time he turned in, but Begg insisted he stay. "
think 1'm going to need your help tonight, old man."

"Tonight?'

"Afraid so."

Sinclair rather reluctantly poured himself afresh cup of Earl Grey.

"Was the corpse still in the apartment when you arrived on the scene?' Begg asked his old paramour.

"Hinkel of the Taggeblat called us. He's our best man down here. So | caught the express from Berlin and was here
in time to have alook at the body."

"Y ou're certain she was murdered? How? Did some expert sniper shoot her through the window?'

Rose was certain. "Nothing so complicated. Someone's made a clumsy attempt to make it look asif she'd shot
herself through the heart. Hitler's gun-easy accessibility. Dead canary nearby-she'd been carrying it around all day-no
doubt adding to the impression that she was suicidal. But the angle of entry was wrong. Someone shot her, Seaton,
while she was lying on the rug-probably during an amorous moment. Half-undressed. Evidently an intimate. And Hitler
was certainly anintimate. . . .

"Y ou've seen these pictures?' He handed her the envelope.

"No wonder the poor girl was confused.” Even the countess winced at what she saw. "They might have tried to
push her toward suicide but she wouldn't fall. Eventually someone shot her at close range, then put the gun in her
hand so it seemed suicide. Only there were too many clues to the contrary.”

"Any chance of taking alook at the corpse?' Taffy's dry, decisive tone was unexpected.

"Engaging your gears at last, are we, Taffy?" said Begg jumping to his feet. "Come on, Countess. Get usto the
morgue, posthaste!"

Responding with almost gleeful aacrity, Countess von Bek allowed Sinclair to open the door for her. Dolly was
still outside, so within moments the investigators were on their way to the Munich police headquarters.

The countess had already established her authority there. She led the way directly through the building to a door
marked "Inspector Hoffmann." The round, red-faced inspector assured them that he knew them all by reputation and
had the greatest respect for their skills. He was grateful, he said, for their cooperation.

"However," said the bluff Bavarian when they were all seated, "I ought to tell you that I'm convinced Hitler killed
her during quite a nasty fight. Fortunately for your client, Sir Seaton, he has the best possible alibi-with dozens of
witnesses to show he could not possibly have committed the murder. Hess? What do you think? Was it Hess who
contacted you, Sir Seaton?"

They all agreed Hess was an unlikely suspect. Indeed, not one of the party hierarchy had an evident motive. All
had perfect alibis. A hired killer? Begg put the notion to Hoffmann, who remained convinced that Hitler was the
murderer. Another lover? Vaguely mysterious figures had been reported as coming and going, but Geli, of course, had
not advertised them. " Coffee?' Hoffmann touched an electric bell.

After coffee, Hoffman led them down to the morgue, a clean, tiled, up-to-date department with refrigerated
cabinets, dissecting tables, and the latest in analytical instruments. Taffy was impressed, unable to hold back his
praise for the splendid facilities. "I can't tell you how old-fashioned Scotland Y ard looks in comparison. Y ou can't beat
the Germans at this sort of thing."

Herr Hoffman was visibly flattered.

"Practical science and sublime art,” murmured Taffy.

Inspector Hoffmann rather proudly crossed the mortuary. "Wait until you see this, my friend." He went to a bank
of switches, each with anumber. He flipped a toggle and then, magically, one of the drawers began to open!

"The wonders of 'electronics!" cried Begg. Then he moved quickly toward the projecting steel box, where he



knew he would find the mortal remains of Hitler's mistress.

Begg's expression changed to one of deep pity as he studied the contents. Even Sinclair stood back, paying some
sort of respect to the corpse. Begg touched the skin, inspected the wound, and then, frowning, bent asif to kiss the
frozen lips.

A shocked word froze on Sinclair's tongue as Begg straightened up, his nose wrinkling almost in disgust. "See
what you think, Taffy."

After Sinclair had inspected the corpse, Hoffmann turned the switch to send the temporary coffin back into its
gleaming, stainless-steel housing.

"I know we're on opposite sidesin this, Sir Seaton," Hoffman said, "but | have to insist the obvious suspect is the
masochist. Herr Hitler. Hired killers? Communists? Mysterious lovers? How could we find them? The Winters noted
only one lover but hinted at many others. They would not be on our side in court. | suppose | shouldn't be saying this.
But | know your analytical powers, Sir Seaton. And your thirst for justice.”

"And you know something of the science of psychiatry?' chimed in Taffy.

"Of course, | first studied in Vienna. To me this Hitler matter seems a classic case of the father figure and the
bored young protegee. The father becomes obsessively possessive. The more he grows like that, the more she seeks
to break free in the only way she knows--affairs of the heart. One after another. The father, unable to watch her hourly,
pretendsit isn't happening. The daughter grows bolder. No one can ignore what is going on. Her affairs become
common gossip. Eventually his ego can be suppressed no longer. ..." He turned to Begg. "Y ou saw the marks on her
face and shoulders?"

"Indeed | did," said the detective.

"He had beaten the poor little thing black and blue!" Sinclair barely controlled his anger. "They were fighting, as
you say, and brought Hitler's gun into play. Next thing, '‘Bang,’ and the girl's dead on the carpet.”

"Lovers quarrel?' said Rose von Bek. "Maybe. But | prefer to believe the girl knows too much about our
suspect's sex life aswell as palitical plans. Election coming up. Shetries blackmail. Second time it's happened. Could
she have been behind the first attempt? He snaps.” She spread her hands, palms out. "Open and shut.” She made fists.
"Thisisn't thefirst time Herr Adolf Hitler has been involved in some sadistic business or other, | takeit."

Hoffmann nodded. "But, if it could be proven, Hitler's enemies would be dancing in the streets. His chances of
wheedling any more concessions from Hindenburg would disappear at once. Hindenburg already considers him a
parvenu. So he hasto go to great lengths to build an aibi."

Begg became uncomfortable at this. "Y ou seem to hate Hitler," he suggested. "Y et you seem to be a conservative
yoursdlf. .."

"I hate Bolshevism." Hoffmann searched through a gleaming filing cabinet for the documents he needed. "But |
am also a Catholic, and all the Nazis antireligious talk, especially against the Jews, who are amongst the most
law-abiding peoplein the nation, is too much for me to stomach. | know Hitler did this murder, but that aibi ..."

"No way he could have come back, committed the crime, then returned to Nuremberg?' asked Sinclair.

"Too many people know him in Nuremberg. Heis very popular there. They would have noticed something. Of
course, he could have used another car altogether, and a disguise. | think you'll agree the bruises might have been
delivered earlier than the gunshot?"

All three nodded.

"So," continued Hoffmann, "she knew too much. There was afight. The gun. A shot. | don't say it was
premeditated. Then he gets into the car and heads for Nuremberg, guessing nobody would want to disturb her until
the next morning. He locked her door with his own key. No doubt he had had it made long before.”

Begg smiled amost apologetically, adding: "And then she appears on the balcony. No doubt she has at last got
Hitler's message.

Stemming the blood from her wounded heart she calls: 'So you won't et me go to Vienna?"

"Pretty clear, I'd say." The countess recognized Begg's rather inappropriate black humor.

"| think Hitler beat her up. Then one of his henchmen went back and shot her. Maybe some kind of ‘Murder in the
Cathedra’ situation? | gather that's how Mussolini learned he was responsible for his first murder. Overzeal ous
followers. So who shot her? R6hm? He's ruthless enough and he doesn't much like women. Himmler? A cold fish, but
too far away at the time. Same with Goring or Gobbels, if we assume they didn't come to Munich incognito."

"I think our people would have known about it," said the countess.

"Ours, too, most likely," confirmed Hoffmann, rubbing at hisred jowls. "They have orders to keep track of who
goesin and out of the Brown House."

"So we have a dozen suspects and nothing which leads to any of them." Sinclair lifted his eyebrows. "But two of
you at least are convinced Hitler did it. What about you, Begg? What do you think?"

"I'm beginning to get an idea of who killed Geli Raubal, and | think | can guess why. But thereis another element
here." Begg frowned deeply. "I think in the morning well set off for Berchtes-gaden, for Herr Amman's little hideaway.
Y ou, presumably, have already interviewed Hitler, Inspector Hoffmann?'

"As soon as he arrived back from Nuremberg, of course. He seemed in a state of shock, but, as stated, his alibi
was airtight. Of course, you will wish to prove he didn't do it, Sir Seaton, and | admit the cards are stacked in your
favor."

"Not exactly, old boy. But | agree with you that as things stand, any case against Herr Hitler couldn't be proven in
acourt of law."

With a courteous good night to the policeman, Begg escorted his two friends outside. In the street his car was



being guarded by a uniformed constable, who saluted as soon as he recognized Countess von Bek and opened the
doorsfor them.

It was only a short drive to the hotel and most of it was spent in silence as the three investigators thought over
what they had |earned.

"I suppose there's no chance of me coming down with you?' asked the countess. "Since Herr Hitler isn't my
client."

"Exactly," murmured Begg, concentrating on the unfamiliar streets. "And | think even you'd agree, Rose, that
client confidential-ity, at least at this stage, is sacrosanct."

While Begg waited with the engine running, Sinclair saw the beautiful adventuress through the doors of her hotel.
Asthey drove off, Sinclair said: " She wants our Mr. Hitler hanged, no doubt about it. She's afraid you'll get him off the
hook. Are you sure hedidn't do it?"

"I merely noted," said the detective with what seemed inappropriate cheerfulness, "that there was no evidence
directly linking Hitler with the murder of his niece. Nothing to convince ajury. Don't worry, Taffy. One way or another
justice will out. | have afeeling we will meet at least one more old acquaintance before this businessis over."

CHAPTER SEVEN
INTERVIEW WITH A SAVIOR

Hess now took the Duesenberg's backseat. They had been driving for some hours, making for the lodge at
Berchtesgaden where Adolf Hitler had retreated, apparently in deep mourning for the loss of his niece. The
surrounding scenery was both dramatic and beautiful, with high hills and pinewoods, giving the air arich, invigorating
quality.

"The Fuhrer isvery sensitive. Hismind is of ahigher order than most. He always comes here when things go
wrong. Here he collects himself and makes something of his experience.” The hero worship in Hess's tone was tangible
and had become extremely familiar to the two Englishmen.

Sinclair's expression, could Hess have seen it, would have revealed that he had already had far too much of this
sort of talk. But Begg remained apparently affable. "Bit like Mr. Gandhi, | suppose," he suggested.

"Perhaps." Hess seemed uncomfortable with the comparison.

They turned another corner of the winding road. Ahead was a pleasant, rustic hunting chalet of the kind many
Germans built for their summer season. Asthey drove up atall, thickset, grim-faced man with a head so thoroughly
bald it might have been shaven hurried from the door to greet them. They were, of course, already expected.

"Ah," declared Sir Seaton Begg, climbing from his car, "I takeit | have the pleasure of addressing Reichstag
Leader Strasser?' He put out his hand and it was firmly shaken.

Gregor Strasser's face was clouded, but he knew his manners. He spoke in a soft, well-educated voice. "We are so
glad you have come to help us, Sir Seaton, though | am not sure Herr Hitler isin any real condition to speak to you."
He was almost disapproving. "Hitler has gone into one of his hysterical states again. Always been one to hide under
the blankets during a crisis. Hasn't been out of bed since he got here. Won't talk to me. Will hardly talk to R6hm."

"Captain Rohm is here als0." Begg was clearly pleased. "Excellent. You, | presume, don't believe that Herr Hitler's
guilty?'

"I speak, of course, from loyalty as well as conviction. But Herr Hitler loved his niece. He was, of course, very
possessive. Even when my brother Otto expressed willingness to take her to a dance, Hitler furioudly forbadeiit. | felt
sorry for her. A bit of abird in agilded cage, you know. But while Hitler might speak rather fiercely in public, herarely
exposed Gdli to that side of himsdlf. It was Himmler who hated her. Even Alf knew that! But | really think she must have
killed hersdlf."

"The police evidence suggests she was killed, as you probably know." Now all three men had paused on the
veranda outside the front door.

"Surely you don't believe-?' The big politician purpled.

Begg put areassuring hand on Strasser's arm. "Fear not, old sport. | think we are going to be able to tell you
something about the real killer soon. But | really must speak to your Fuhrer, you know."

The house was decorated like atypical hunting lodge, though without the usual trophies of animal heads and
skins. Hitler hated such signs of violence against animals, and his host pandered to him. Otherwise, with its hat stands
and gun racks of antlers and its heavy rugs and old, comfortable furniture, it felt familiar and secure. Off the main
reception room a broad staircase rose up into the darkness of a landing where, no doubt, the bedrooms were. A big fire
burned in the grate. The surround was carved with bears, stags, and other game. Leaning against it was a short, stocky
individual with a hideous scar marring half his rather pudgy face. He was dressed in what, apart from its brown color,
resembled the regular uniform of a Wehrmacht officer, with Nazi emblems on collar, cuffs, and sleeves. Knocking back
aballon of brandy, he came forward, greeting them in a surprisingly hearty rich Bavarian accent. In private, none of
these men used the Hitler salute. "Griiss Gott, Sir Seaton. Just as we're at the point of real power someone's trying to
sabotage the party's chances. What can you do for us?'

"A miracle would help," said Strasser, pouring schnapps for the two men.

Captain R6hm helped himself to another large cognac.

Only Hess did not join them in adrink. He almost immediately made an excuse and disappeared upstairs,
presumably to report to hisold friend and leader.



Rohm was the worse for drink. He leaned easily, excessively relaxed as the habitual drunkard usually is. In spite of
his hideous appearance, his tightly buttoned and belted uniform, there was an almost sensitive set to his features, a
haunted look to his eyes which suggested he knew and rather approved of the arguments against almost every
statement he made. His rough charm, hisloyalty, his bluntness allowed him to survive. Not long after he had returned
from Balivia, affectionate Spartan letters from R6hm to ayoung cadet had been published in the yellow press. Y et
somehow R6hm had survived the scandal, and even today made no secret of his Greek tendencies.

"I gather Herr Hitler has taken his niece's suicide to heart." Begg strolled to the gun rack and casually examined
therifles. He wasinterrupted by a gusty, brandy-laden laugh at once sardonic and angry.

"Suicide! Absolutely, my dear Sir Seaton! Suicide! Certainly! And I'm the bloody Virgin of Lourdes." Still
chuckling, the Brown-shirt leader, considered by many to be the most powerful man in Germany, turned to throw his
cigar butt into the flames.

"Perhapsif we had aword with Herr Hitler himself?'

Again the Herculean snort. "Good luck, my friend. He's awreck. Maybe you can get more sense out of him than
we can. He'saclassic

Austrian. All talk and trousers and uselessin acrisis. Feckless asthey come. Yet he's my leader, and | live with it.
| am aninfantile man, at heart, and awicked one. | offer my loyalty to whichever leader best serves my interest. | have
too many weaknesses to be more than an ordinary soldier taking orders.”

"Y ou've known him along time?' Begg asked quietly.

"I threw in with Alf, as we knew him in the trenches, soon after the Stab in the Back of the Armistice. Just aswe
were on the verge of winning, victory was stolen from us by Jews and Socialists at home. | didn't need to explain
anything to Alf. We had alot in common. He was a great infiltrator. Used to get in with the Commies, find out what
they were up to, then report back to me. They say he won the Iron Cross for bravery, as arunner in the trenches, but
that's not histalent. My guessis that he was terrified the whole time. No choice. Run the lines or be shot as a coward.
He's always managed to slip away from the violence. Bad precedent, of course, in asoldier. Learns the wrong lessons."
Ro6hm shrugged. "I doubt if he ever had to shoot anyone personally in hislife. Good luck to you, my dear sir.”

Strasser was sober and collected. He put down his glass half-finished. "L et me seeif the Fuhrer isready.”

As he walked up the staircase, Sinclair murmured to Begg, "Classic case of manic depression, eh?"

From the landing above, Rudolph Hess peered down. "I have very good hearing, Mr. Sinclair. We rgject the
debased jargon of the Jew Freud. We have perfectly good German words and good German precedents to describe our
leader's state of spirit. Goethe, himself, | believe coined several ..."

"Our Anglo-Saxon phrase would be 'barkingbarmy,' Herr Hess." Sinclair craned to look at their customer. "Would
that be better?"

Hess adopted a haughty manner. "Perhaps,” he said. "Herr Strasser. Would you like to bring them now?"

With a somewhat theatrical movement of his hand, Gregor Strasser motioned for the two Englishmen to follow him
up the stairs.

Hitler'sroom was at the far end of the landing. There was only faint flickering candlelight issuing from it. When, at
Hess's knock, they entered, they found a dark, ill-smelling room in which guttered afew church candles of yellow wax,
placed here and there on dressing table and nightstands. The Englishmen were immediately reminded of Father
Stempfle's den. The mirror of the dressing table reflected a man's naked legs, scrawny feet. The knees were bare. The
man had hastily pulled on araincoat in lieu of a dressing gown.

Adolf Hitler sat at the end of his bed. Clearly he had just allowed himself to be coaxed out of bed. He sat hunched
with his hands folded in front of him and did not look up as Begg and Sinclair were introduced. Then athin whine, like
adistant turbine, started in the man's throat. "No, no, no. | can't. | can't. | can't."

Strasser stepped forward. "Just afew minutes, Alf. They want to find out who killed Geli. This meansyou'll be
able to punish the culprit and put an end to suspicion within the party. It will save your career."

"What do | care for my career now that my angel is dead?' The soft, Austrian accent was unexpected.

When the man looked up, a ghastly intelligence in his sleepless eyes, even Begg was shocked. Hitler had the
familiar red blotches on his cheekbones, the drawn lines of anxiety, aface so mad and yet so utterly without redeeming
character that one might have been looking at a damned soul in Limbo. It was al the two men could do not to turn
away in disgust.

Now Hitler began to mumble in amonotone. "She loved life. Sheloved her Uncle Alf. We had so much in common.
She would never have killed herself. Somebody shot her!"

"It isapossibility we're looking into, Herr Hitler. Do you have any suspicions?"

"Naturaly, | am convinced who killed her, but how can we hope to bring them to justice? They are masters of this
kind of conspiracy. Oh, Geli, Geli, my perfect angel.” He began to weep then, with tears streaming from those mad eyes.
He spoke with sudden clarity and force. "They'll get me next, you know. They killed her with my gun. It wasto makeit
seem asif | had doneit. And where are they now, these traitors and saboteurs? Returned to Berlin and Moscow. You'll
never catch them. They come and go like poisoned gas. They couldn't kill me, so they killed poor Geli. Y ou waste your
time, Englishman. Already there have been serious attempts on my life. | am doomed. | carry too great a burden on my
shoulders. | am alone voice against chaos and Bolshevik Jewry."

"Quite aresponsibility!" agreed Sir Seaton, backing toward the door. "WEe'll take up no more of your time, Herr
Hitler."

Asthey walked down the stairs, strange, mewling noises continued to come from Hitler's room. Hess had
remained with his master. Strasser shook his head, speaking softly. "Y ou wouldn't believe it, gentlemen. Hitler'sa



different creature on a public platform.”

They had returned to the fireplace, where Rhm still lounged, and he agreed vigoroudly. "It's asif the crowd feeds
its energy to him. He stands there sometimes for minutes before he speaks, drawing in that energy. He'sakind of
vampire, | suppose.” The SA leader drained his glass and sighed.

Strasser interrupted. "He's our best bet for chancellor. We all know that. He has something the crowd responds to.
But once we are in power, we'll find him a more suitable position-head of propaganda, perhaps." He started as, softly,
upstairs, adoor closed.

Strasser dropped his voice still lower. "In afew days Hitler has an appointment with Chancellor Hindenburg. It
looks asif, so long as we keep our noses clean, old Hindenburg will name Alf as his successor. But if Alf remains
like-like what you saw upstairs-he won't make any other impression than the obvious one. So you don't have much
time, I'm afraid, Sir Seaton."

"I'll do my best, Captain Réhm. And, of course, I'll be grateful for any help." Sir Seaton reached to shake hands,
but R6hm was taking his cap and greatcoat down from the antlered peg.

"Give me alift back to Munich. | might have alead for you." Sinclair was astonished at how rapidly R6hm had
sobered.

Hess decided that he should remain at his leader's side, and Strasser had also decided to spend the night, so
R6hm joined Sir Seaton in the front while Taffy again found himself in the profoundly comfortable leather of the back.
Against hiswill, he began to doze and did not hear the whole exchange between R6hm and Begg.

"She had only one lover, you know that?" announced Réhm. "1 think he might have been assigned to guard her.
My chaps were keeping awatch. She had alot of guards, but this one was special. | think she wasinfatuated with him.
A tall SScaptain, by all accounts. Blond. Always wore dark glasses. He's disappeared out of the picture since the
shooting. They say he was Himmler's spy, but he didn't seem to be following anyone's orders much. Himmler hated old
Geli, you know. | had a soft spot for her. Bit of awhore, like myself. Maybe she died because she knew too much.
Maybe that's what'll happen to me, too." Again that monstrous, grunting laugh, far too big for the size of the soft,
battle-scarred face.

Captain R6hm was staying at the Brown House that night. His own flat, he reported with alaugh, wasfull. It was
dusk as they dropped him off. "Where to, now, Seaton? Bed?' Sinclair asked hopefully.

"I'm afraid not, Taffy. There'sjust time to catch the last few musical numbers and get a decent glass of Russian tea
at the Carlton Tea Rooms! Y ou remember | was studying the entertainment pages on the way over. Thiswill help take
the taste of that schnapps out of your mouth, eh?"

CHAPTEREIGHT
THE VIOLINIST OF THE CAFE ORCHESTRA

As Taffy Sinclair enjoyed the strange mixture of black Russiatea and a plate of small weisswirst, he relaxed to the
strains of Ketalby's"In a Persian Market," played by the group of musicians on the stand. It was their last performance
of the evening. All the players were seated save for their leader, atall man with close-cropped hair and wearing
impeccable evening dress. He stood in the shadows of the curtain and played the violin with extraordinary beauty and
skill. When Begg tipped the waiter heavily and put afolded note on the plate, Sinclair thought his friend was asking
for one of hisfavorite sentimental tunes, such as"The Gypsy" or "The Merry Widow Waltz," but neither of these was
played before the musicians brought their performance to an end.

Sinclair was surprised when the tall violinist, having replaced hisinstrument in its case, strolled over to their table.
Then, when the albino removed his dark glasses, Sinclair realized with a shock that he sat across the table from Sir
Seaton Begg's cousin and archenemy, the notorious Count Zodiac, wanted for countless daring crimes throughout the
Empire. More than once the two had crossed swords on the

Continent and only afew months earlier Count Zodiac had been thwarted by Begg in his daring attempt to rob the
New Y ork-bound aerial express. In London, where Zodiac commanded an almost fanatical loyalty from the crooks of
Smith's Kitchen, the most notorious den of thieves in Christendom, they had fought many times. A year earlier Zodiac
had succeeded in stealing the British Crown Jewels, only to have them snatched back by Begg as he tried to make his
underwater escape from the city.

The red-eyed abino had a charming, crooked smile. " So, gentlemen, you have discovered how | earn my living,
these days. . . ."

Begg grinned amost boyishly at this. "Good evening, Count Zodiac. Perhaps | am too familiar with your aliases.
The Tarot Tea Orchestrarather betrayed you? But | hear you work for Heinrich Himmler now. ..."

For a split second Zodiac's expression changed to one of anger. Then again he was all urbane affability. "Is
Himmler claiming that? Scum like him can't employ me, Sir Seaton.” He sat back in his chair, lighting a pungent, black
cigarette. "However, you might find that Himmler and the others have all been playing my game. . . ." He chuckled with
deep pleasure.

Sinclair, who had been up for too long and drunk too much schnapps, lost his usual discretion then. He leaned
across the table. "Look here, Count von Bek, did you kill Geli Raubal ? Y ou seem to be the only one who had the
opportunity, if not the motive! Y ou are the mysterious SS man, eh?"

"Captain Zeiss," said Begg.



Zodiac drew a deep, ennui-ridden sigh. Ignoring Sinclair, he addressed Begg directly, reaching across the table
and handing him a pasteboard card. "I was at this address until yesterday. Y ou might find it interesting. Even useful."
He turned, bowing, to Sinclair. "We dl work in the ways which best suit our temperaments, | think, Mr. Sinclair? Who
isto say in our good or our evil intentions we unknowingly serve the causes of law or chaos?'

With that, the albino turned on his heel, picked up his violin case, and disappeared into the night.

Sinclair, stunned for amoment, leapt to his feet and pursued the albino, but he soon returned, shaking his head:
lost him. Begg continued to sip his tea, studying the card. "We don't need to follow him. Taffy. He has left us his most
recent address."

Begg frowned down at the card in his hand. "Do you feel like making avisit to the Hotel Rembrandt? It's just
around the corner. We can walk."

"Oh, good heavens, Begg! Thisisunbelievable!" Taffy Sinclair was staring aghast at a handful of papersand
photographs. He had just opened the writing bureau in Room 25. Count Zodiac's room at the Hotel Rembrandt |ooked
asif it had been hastily vacated.

Sir Seaton Begg was inspecting the wardrobe. He picked up and put back a black Mauser rifle with atelescopic
sight. "There's our red herring. Zodiac was no doubt trying to sow further suspicion amongst the Nazis. And look at
thisl" On hangers hung a complete SS captain's uniform. The metatemporal detective offered it to hisfriend. "And look
here, Taffy. Bloodstains. They fit perfectly with the suspected shooting."

"And these-these-letters from Himmler to Captain Zeiss, asking him to seduce that poor girl, compromise her, then
kill her, so that Himmler could continue his blackmailing of Hitler through athird party. There's a note here that even
suggests Himmler was responsible for the initial blackmail a couple of years ago! The most damning evidence! So your
cousin, von Bek, is acommon murderer, after al! And in Captain Himmler's employ?*

"It certainly appears s0." Begg looked around for a bag. "Come on, Taffy. We'd better take these togs to Hitler."

"Surely we should get them to Inspector Hoffmann as soon as possible? Zodiac must be captured!"

"I remind you again, Taffy, that Herr Hitler is our paying client and it is our duty to show him the evidence before
it is presented to the police.

"But Great Jehovah, Begg, this overrides any client loyalty!"

"I'm afraid not, Taffy | remember the way to Berchtesgaden. Y ou'd better come with me, old man, whatever your
scruples. | need awitness and someone at my shoulder if the client decides to kill the messenger.”

Only this persuaded the pathol ogist to accompany his friend, but he did so in brooding silence. Begg seemed
completely insouciant, whistling fragments from musical