RI NGTI ME

By Thonmas M Disch

One day (ny story begins) | found nyself on the shady side of Menory Lane,
which is a place, like Wall Street, that can be anywhere the sellers and the
sold chance to collide. In this case, in the I RT Antique Arcade, between
Twenty-third and Twenty-ei ghth, where | had come with four hundred in
over-the-counter unregi stered cash and a need to spend it all inmediately. |
knew where. At the downtown end of the Arcade was a deal er ostensibly dealing
in old paperbacks, nmpbst of them just powder sealed in cell ophane, but who was
in fact a fence for hot rings.

Morton Shure had the pale skin and opossum eyes commopn to the denizens of the
| RT Arcade and a straggly beard that |ooked |ike acne that had undergone a sea
change. Wth browsers who stopped to inspect his baggi es of powdered prose he
af fected the Cranked-down speech of a zonmbie in custodial care. Wth real
customers he revved up to a laconic nunble. Not a candidate for Sal esman of
the Month, but Mrton's merchandise sold itself. | told

himwhat | was after, and we stepped to the back of the booth. Mrton drew the
curtain and brought out his black velvet tray of |ost silver souls. Mst of
the rings on the tray were famliar to me fromearlier shopping expeditions.
One or two I'd tried on for size and resold to Morton. The selection was as
varied, and as tenpting, as the index of a sex manual. It is ny opinion that
anyone who buys a ring as an alternative to getting laid in the
phenonenol ogi cal flesh has his ass screwed on backwards. Orgasmis |like the
sunrise; another will be along soon. Mdst collectors of any affluence agree,
and so raw sex is a buyer's nmarket on Menory Lane. Four hundred dollars would
have bought up half the rings on Mdxton's tray and | eft ne change for a
doughnut and coffee. On the other hand, | knew that four hundred dollars
wasn't going to buy me the bluebird of happiness. A felony was as nmuch as |
coul d hope for.

"How about a life of crine?" | hinted.

Morton blinked his opossum eyes. "You, uh, wouldn't want ne to break any

| ans?"

"Laws? Morton, we're grown-ups. G own-ups can distinguish between
entertainnment and real life. If | can put on aring, | can take it off. Right?
At ny age, with ny blood pressure, do you think I can be corrupted by The
Advent ures of Robin Hood?" | continued babbling in this vein until Mrton had
been soothed sufficiently for his greed to get the better of his distrust.
"There's one item | personally know nothing about it."

"Right, right. Show ne."

He unl ocked a netal file and took out a cassette. He plugged the cassette into
a pair of video specs and handed themto me. "Personally . " he began
agai n.

"You know not hi ng about it."

| turned on the spectacles. They bubbled wi th blue

blips, and then a nman in a facenold of the aged Wody Allen told nme what to
expect fromthe ring he was pawning. | will not anticipate the ring s spinning
of its own tale except to say that the nasker (who was not the ring' s maker
only its third owner) admitted candidly (and a little nervously) that it
recorded the conmmission of a felony. To be found in possession of such a ring
brings a mandatory sentence of a year's inprisonnent-longer, if the nature of
the crime is particularly nasty. It's odd, but when you know a ring is hot, it
starts to look different. Evil has its own glitter

On the whole, | ama law abiding citizen. | understand the reasoni ng behind
outl awi ng the merchandi sing of nurder, rape, or any other actionable offense.
Surely it will not do for honest citizens to subsidize the corrupt elenents in

crimes they have committed in order to market their transcription. Surely to
traffic in such wares is irresponsible and deserves reprobation and

puni shrent. Even so, consider how common it was, in the days before

m cro-menory transfer, for the public to be offered as "entertainment” lurid
fantasies of crimnal behavior. True, in the novies and novels of the pre-now



era, |law and order usually wound up wi nning, but you don't have to be Di ogenes
to suppose that the prime fascination of all those crimnous heroes, otherw se
known as villains, was the possibility of the audi ence sharing vicariously in
their wi ckedness. I'ma guilty wetch, | don't deny it, for buying that ring,
but am | any guiltier than the wetches who flocked to see Little Caesar or
Deat h Row Studs or How to Di smenber a Body? (O than the readers of this

conf essi on?)

The I ong and short of it was that | gave in to the tenptation I'd conme | ooki ng
for. Mdxrton, with a nmerchant's mysterious sixth sense for any pocket's exact
dept h, woul d

not budge froma price of four hundred dollars. The only concession | could
pry out of himwas to throw in a couple of blank rings, which cane with the
proviso that he be allowed first refusal on anything | recorded.

"And if you think you mght do anything, um undignified or"-he tw ddled the
four-hundred-dollar ring thoughtfully-"devious, stay away frommnirrors, hear
You' d be amazed how nmany guys get busted cause they get carel ess about that."
"Just call ne Dracula."”

Morton smled a pallid smle. "And don't rob any cradles, either. | got
principles."

The deal was sealed, and | left Menory Lane fizzing with a sense of persona
dignity. It had been quite a while since anyone had suggested that | nmake a
recording. | went up the stairs like they were an escal ator, whistling the

theme from The Myth of Progress.

Arriving hone cured me of those delusions. Home is where the heart breaks.
Home is what's left when all the collectibles have gone to the auction bl ock
Home is a plasterboard box fourteen feet Iong, twelve feet wi de, and eight
feet high, the largest of ten spaces sliced up fromwhat had once been a
dentist's office. | still have Dr. Mdyss's chair, back sprung and vinyl
patched, bolted to the center of the floor. Beside it, where once the dril

was mounted, is a rented R ngmaster, mnmy central and sustaini ng

sel f-indul gence. Twenty years ago, when ny recordi ng career began to founder

| had the foresight to sign a long | ease for both the office and the

Ri ngmaster. Now the rent fromthe space | sublet is all that keeps ne afl oat
financially.

The Ringmaster is a netered, not a nmonthly, charge, and since, alas, | so
rarely use it, ny bill is less than |I'd pay for a phone if | had one. | have a
smal | stock of rings,

but they are either crude nass-market sinulations or ny own botched jobs of

| ater years. The day a picnic didn't pan out and |, undaunted, recorded ei ght
hours spaced out in a Laundromat. The day | bused upstate to view the autum

| eaves and sprained nmy ankle | eaving the bus. Those failures were at | east
vivid. Mst of ny unmarketable nmenories are just dull-so many soft, tastel ess
noodl es in the soup of the past.

The fun past, the yummy past, the past one sings of on New Year's Eve-all that
is unrecapturable, sold off in weekly and nonthly lots. There is one entire
year, ny twenty-ninth, wiped fromthe slate of nmenory. Wiat seas of pleasure
crui sed that year, what wine cellars were plundered on ny behal f, what

dai nties ravished ny tongue, only the directors and patrons of the Al bright
Know Museum are privileged to know, since the public, which includes ne; is
deni ed access to the docunentation (never nind the use) of those three hundred
sixty-five rings. But even unrenenbered pipers nust be paid. One cannot

gour mandi ze through the day and into the night and then, just by turning the
lights | ow, summon Ronance or even Raunch. Eventually there is an energy
crisis. Instead of resisting that eventuality when it canme upon ne, | began
unwi sely to live higher off the hog and, at the sane tinme, to sanple ny own
tapes (with the excuse that | would do nmy own documentation and thus save
gallery fees). Alas, pleasures that are renenbered cannot be repeated wth
equal pleasure. | went through cycles of hunger and satiety, excess and
disillusion. Instead of living for nmy public, | began to live for nyself, with
predictable results. My Iife fell apart, and ny recordi ngs got so bad that



even | was bored by them Bye-bye, career

Al that was Auld Lang Syne. To return to the present, there | was in ny
hunbl e (one-hundred- si xty-ei ght -

square-foot) home, with my own recent acquisition around ny finger, itching to
be unveiled. | clinbed into the antique dentist's chair, fastened the
seatbelt, and stuck ny ring-hand into the Ringmaster's maw. | thunbed the
switch and felt the prick of the recall needle as it passed through the center
of the ring and pierced nmy finger. The filament began to revolve, and then
poof, nada, night and fog.

| thought (that nuch of ne that could still think independently), |'ve been
had! But, no, the ring was functioning, and |I-the other "I" of the

recordi ng-was wal ki ng through a foggy night, heart speeding, nuscles tense,
ears alert to the traffic noises. | was conscious, too, in an anmateurish way,

of the energy belt that powered ny ring.

A city street, but what city | couldn't tell, for nmy eyes avoided all telltale
speci fics-street signs, shop fronts, the license plates of cars. The m nd of

t he woman behind the ring was al nost as featurel ess as the pavenent underfoot,
a blur of anxiety and fear, with some bl ack purposes locked in its back room
As the ring's previous owner had warned, this was a rather unprofessiona
recording, but in a way the very lack of definition added to the fun, if you
count suspense as fun

My tenporary self stepped into the recessed entrance to a narrow brick
buil di ng and reached into her pocket for the sinple tools of her trade. Even
nunbed with cold, her fingers were quick in solving the riddle of the Iock
After taping over the tunblers so the door would not |ock behind her, she set
of f, in deeper darkness, down a corridor, up two flights of stairs, and al ong
a longer corridor until her flashlight's beam picked out, stenciled on a gray
steel door, the nunmber 33. Here her task was nore delicate, her worknmanship
nore ingenious, but on that first viewing it was the thrills nore than the
skills of the burglary that I

took note of. What clarity there can be in a fear defied! Wat pleasure

(i npossible to describe, except that it is intensely, specifically visceral)
in the slow winning to the forbidden goal! Wat triunph when at last the til
was open and the nmoney in our hands! And (for it would be dishonest to edit
out this final act) what a blast-of panic, horror, and guilt-when she shot the
guard returning with his takeout order of pie and coffee! After the nurder (if
it amounted to that; she didn't stop to find out) she wal ked (resisted

runni ng) four blocks (I counted thenm) to a public park, where she sat on a
bench and wol fed down the pie and coffee. A cherry pie, and never have | taken
greater pleasure in a nmeal than in that one slice of pie. (And | am accounted
somet hing of a gournet by those who've collected the rings |I've nade.)

After she'd wiped her fingers on a napkin, she counted her take-eighty-seven
dollars. She seemed quite satisfied. At that point she stopped recording.

To speak in greater detail of what the ring reveal ed would be to betray the

teacher to whom| was to owe so much. (As it is, | have had to disguise the
nmore incrimnating facts: 33 is sinply the nunber | favor at roulette;
ei ghty-seven dollars, the going price for a blank ring.) Through her | |earned

not only (on later view ngs) effective methods of picking | ocks and di sabling
alarns but, nore critically, the tao of crimnality. Just so, a student |earns
fromthe ring of a virtuoso nusician not only the feel of his fingerings but
what ever of elan, judgnent, and sublimty his artistry can bring to bear. Let
me lay a weath, therefore, on the grave of the Unknown Fel on and pass on to
nmy own mal ef acti ons.

As nuch, at l|east, as | know of them

My own crimnal career was, fromits inception, undertaken |ess for the sake
of immediate gain (that eighty-

seven dollars was no great incitenent) than for the sake of art. Once | had
practiced | ockpi cking on my own and ny tenants' |ocks (some of surprisingly
good quality), | determined to profit frommy new skill by recording
burglaries that would be, like virtue, their own reward. My objective: not



| oot but |um nescence. | have an abiding faith, which no anbunt of experience
has ever been able to shake, in professionalismand quality. From an aesthetic
point of viewthe ring |I'd bought from Mdirton Shure was rankly

unpr of essi onal - hasty, unstructured, and fuzzy. Wile, even at their nost

m ni mal, on days when | had acconplished little nore than tying ny shoel aces,
my own recordings had been clean, clear, and well-paced. "A born recorder,"”
Art Scene called nme, back in my golden youth, "with a knack for maki ng
somet hi ng mracul ous out of the nost obvious materials.”

Now t hat the gun of present purpose was |oaded, all | lacked was a target. It
didn't take long to decide what | wanted for Christmas. Wat el se but rings?
wheedl ed a back issue of Ringtimes from Mrton Shure and conpiled a list, from
its classified pages, of Manhattan deal ers whose of feri ngs were nodest enough
to suggest that their security systens woul d not be beyond ny still-untested
capabilities. List in hand, | began to scout the land and found, |ike

ol di | ocks, that nost candidates were either too big or too piffling, too posh
or too drear.

Until | cane to, lucky number, 33 New Soho Square. One look at its
degentrified facade of sagging black iron and fl aking rose-painted brick

anot her | ook at the |ock on the door in the foyer, and instinct told ne that
here was ny target and now was the hour. As Shakespeare says, present mrth
hath present |aughter. | wired ring to belt and started to record.

| woke the next norning in ny own room finger ring-

| ess and nmenory's tabula entirely rasa. No nmenory even of having cone hone.

Whi ch neant that, as so often in the past, |'d been brought home and put to
bed by friendly elves. The elves had | eft behind, in exchange for yesterday,
two rings, a sealed eight-hour blank, and a second, fully recorded and set to
replay, nolded in a lion's-head design. Beneath the rings was a note in ny own
handwri ti ng:

Once nmore, with feeling. Conme at 6. Meanwhil e enjoy your plunder

After breakfast, for which I |acked my usual appetite, | decided to try out
the new ring. Like an informer's hand slipping a secret accusation into the
stone jaws of the Bocca del Leone, the needle of the R ngnaster entered the
lion' s-head ring, and | found myself at the bottomof a well. The water was up
to ny knees and rising. Rats squeaked nearby, while far above a witch cackl ed
with glee. Things quickly got worse.

I was lucky to have grown up before the entertai nnent industry had nade cradle
robbing a tenptation available to the working class. The equi pment needed to
make recordings was still too bul ky and expensive then, and Menory Lane was a
county fair conpared to the bustling bazaar it's since become. It's no credit
to ny parents, therefore, that my | ousy chil dhood belongs to me and not to a
col l ector hungry for wonder and innocence.

There was a case in the news lately of parents who had been restagi ng Baby's
first Christmas every day of Baby's young life from age four through age
seven, when the IRS finally caught them (They got ten years for tax evasion
In Utah there's no | aw agai nst robbing your own children's cradle.) This
recording was nore |like Baby's first Halloween. The hours | spent trapped in
rapport with that child's

terror were the suprene bad trip of ny life. My own adult know edge that | was
being tormented not by literal witches and ghosts but by everyday human
nmonsters was no proof against panic terror. \Wien the ordeal was over and the
needl e retracted fromthe ring, | lay a long time inert, reeling with the
aftershock. Slowy ny heart's roller coaster eased to a stop, and | got off.

| swore revenge and washed ny pants at the sink in the hallway.

It was dusk when | returned to New Soho Square. The painted brick of Number 33
had dulled fromrose to sepia. The nmetal gates of the shops about the square
had been drawn down, giving the nei ghborhood a battered, enbattled | ook
Pigeons fluttered to their roosts in the junked cars stacked nmonunentally in
the basin of the defunct fountain at the center of the square. It seened as

t hough not hi ng had changed for a hundred years. Machu Pi cchu has not hing on
Manhattan, if you catch it on the right day.



| loitered in the square sone mnutes, circling the stacked cars in the
fountain, establishing nood. Who knew but that this would be ny | ast
recording? So it had better be good. My eyes' caneras panned across the
concrete stunps of benches toward the doorway of Number 33 and then, feet
assisting, zoomed in to the shallow foyer and the [ am nated plastic nanepl ate
of the Happenings Gallery, M Ruyk, Proprietor. A ringed finger rang the bell.
Si |l ence

The door was | ocked. Wth the ease of borrowed expertise, | entered. The
gallery, on the third-floor |anding, was double-locked. | entered again. The
pl ace was an ice pal ace carved fromwhite light-no walls for mles, no
furniture, just a pure and tasteful void. M Ruyk didn't worry nuch about the

electric bill. Illusions like this cost nobney.
The ci nemat ographer in nme was delighted, but the thief was taken aback
Feeling less and less |Iike an avenging angel, | inched forward through the

mrage until ny hand encountered vertical solidity.

"M. Welan, we're so glad you' ve decided to return.” The voice cane fromthe
four corners of the void, a flat, throat-ml|ked contralto |ike the voice
announcing tine on the tel ephone.

In the white glare behind me, where the door should have been, two inmages
formed, his and hers: both young, both dressed in icy shades of blue, both
upsi de- down.

"You're inverted," | told them

"One monent." The man's hand di sappeared to the left, and the i mage righted
itself and then sank through the white glow to just bel ow floor |evel.
"Better?"

"You need sone vertical adjustnment, but that's okay."

The sofa on which they were seated sank another two feet.

The wonan | eaned forward-seen right side up, she came across as expensive

rat her than young-and addressed ny mdriff with an earnest, placating smle
"Excuse us for keeping at such an unfriendly di stance, M. Welan, but the
nmet al indi cator suggested you night be arned.”

"Excuse me for breaking and entering. And no need to worry about the gun. It's
only imtation. Look." | took it frommy pocket and fired off a bl ank

"Ch, my!" She fluttered her hands expressively. They were white and bony and
roped with veins and about fifty years older than her face. "How violent! Let
me say at once, M. Whelan, that | ama great adnmirer of your work. You have
such . . . Flair scarcely does justice. Regrettably, | can't claimto possess
any of your nore notable recordings, but | have been allowed glinpses. Such
gli npses!" She cocked her head and squinted at ny knees. (The inage had
continued sinking, and now their feet were comng into viewin the sir above
their heads.) "Rudy, can't we get better focus?"

Rudy gave a martyred sigh. H's hand vanished to fiddle a dial

"Ali, that's better. No doubt you're inpatient, M. Welan. There's so nuch to
explain. And I'm so bad at explanations. The | oss of short-termmenory is the
price one pays for a lifetime of vicarious experience. It does sonmething to
the synapses."” (Now only their heads were left in the |lower image. Slowy they
sank fromsight and were reunited with their bodies in the i nage above.)
"Consequently, ny nmenory of yesterday is very little better than yours. Though
| do have the advantage over you in having just sanpled this." She touched the
ring on her left forefinger. "Exquisite! You have not |ost your touch, M.

Whel an. Your palette nmay be darker, so to speak, but your palate is unchanged.
Forgi ve the pun. | was sayi ng?"

"You were explaining to M. Wel an," said Rudy, "why he's here."

"Ch, yes. Oh, dear. Wiy is he here, Rudy? |I renmenber, fromthe ring, how he
got in yesterday. That was fascinating, all that business with the | ocks. But
then, after the guards had got himand he was handcuffed-which in its own way
was nost absorbing-after that I"'mafraid | rather lose the thread. M. Welan
hi nsel f becanme confused, and |I stopped paying attention. Until dinner. The

di nner was superb, as | believe |I've said already. You explain, Rudy. You do
it better.”



"Maybe you could begin with introductions,"” | suggested.

"OfF course. Excuse nme. This is ny nother, Miriel Ruyk, who founded, and owns,
this gallery. |I'm Rudol ph

Ruyk. Fortunately for yourself, you do not need an introduction. Miriel

recogni zed you at once fromyour recordings. Her short-term menory nay be
poor, but her recall for the nore vivid sketches of her past-any tinme before
the last ten to fifteen years-is often proportionally acute. You, M. Whal en
are one of ny nother's nost vivid nenories.”

"Aruba!" she exclainmed. "And the oysters on Belle Ile! I'lIl never forget those
oysters."

"You were there with ne?"

"Goodness, no. You were there. Isn't that enough? The way t he waves pounded on
the cliffs. And you on those slippery rocks! Ch, ny! We did neet once, in
passing, at Dar es Sal aam but nothing canme of it. | amproud to say, though
that I was one of your first collectors. So long as | could afford your

prices. Once you' d nmoved up to Knoedler, you zooned out of ny range."

"Al'l that was quite a while back. |I'msurprised you recogni zed ne."
"Your hair is thinner now, certainly, and you've put on weight, but the
i ndescri babl e sonething is still there. If | hadn't recogni zed you, |I'mafraid

Rudy woul d have turned you over to the police directly, and that woul d have
been a shane."

"Mm vyes, it would."

"Such a daring, such a desperate thing to do! |'ve always said, haven't I,
Rudy, that there is a deep affinity between artistry and crimnality?"

"Yes, Mother. But crime is crinme, for all that."

"Yes, of course, one nust take precautions. But | can't help admring those

like you, M. Welan, who are headstrong and act out of inpulse. | do hope
we'll work sonething out."

"W al ready have, Mother. W have his agreement on

vi deot ape. And as a pledge that he'll honor that agreenent, we have his own

recordi ng of how he broke into the gallery. In fact, with the recording he's
maki ng now, we have two such recordings. He can scarcely refuse to cooperate.”
"That sounds |ike blackmail to ne."

"It is, M Welan," Miriel said pleasantly, "but 1'd Iike to think that our
arrangenent woul d appeal to you on its own nmerits. You've been | eading a
rather nmean sort of life. We're offering you a new chance at the good life.
W're offering you, in fact, a coneback."

Despite nyself, the word worked its magic: a conmeback! | resisted the bait

| ong enough to ask, "On what terns?"

"On our terns," said Rudy. "Five nights a week you'll record for us. The
recordings will be the property of the gallery. Al recordi ng expenses will be
approved in advance and charged to the gallery."

"It all sounds rather . . . unilateral."

Muri el touched her ingenue smle with a crone's finger. "lIsn't that always the

way of it with galleries, though? But is self-advantage that inportant to you
as an artist? What does noney matter if you enjoy abundantly the pleasures it

can buy?"

"Yeah, but you'll enjoy the reruns. You and your customers."

"I wouldn't deny that. But what better defense against satiety than to awake
each day to a present unshadowed by the past? Candidly, | consider the |oss of
short-termnenory a great blessing. It allows ne to live for the nonment."

"In any case," said Rudy, "you'll get a quid pro quo. After each recording
session you'll be allowed to check out a ring fromthe gallery's current

col l ection, excepting sone

few rare recordings that have only one or two repays left. | assune that's
what you were after when you broke in here."

"If the ring you left with me last night is any sanple of your collection, |I'm

not enticed."”
"What ring was that, Rudy?" Miriel asked.
"One of my nightmares, fromwhen | was four. | did warn you, M. Whelan, that



it might be too strong for your taste, but you flipped for the price tag."

"I don't believe that was a nightrmare. That was real."

"Ch, Rudy had the nobst vivid nightmares i magi nable as a child. Everyone
accepts themquite literally. O course, as Rudy says, they're not to every
taste. One sanple was enough for ne. But people go to horror mnovies, don't
they? It's the same principle.”

"Cradle robbing is not the same as anything. It's a crine in this state, and
that ring is evidence."

"There was nothing illegal in any of Rudy's recordings. They were undertaken
with a grant fromthe National Endowrent and conducted under the strictest
psychiatric supervision. Every ring is fully documented. And froma strictly
ethical point of view, surely, it was a kindness to the dear boy to exorcise
the nenory of such terrible dreans.™

"Except, Mdther, that as a result | went on having the nightmares."

"That's only a theory, Rudy," Miriel scolded. "All children have ni ght mares.
It's a stage they go through. You just had a special talent. Wiy in the world
are we discussing this? | thought we'd settled this years ago."

"Because M. Welan didn't enjoy his private view ng."

"Ch, yes. Well, M. Welan, you nmust choose nore wisely next tine. Try
athletics. It picks you up wonderfully, and we've got a fine stock. Rudy takes
a group of

young nen skiing every year, and they all have a lovely time. You can have the
same lovely tine, and I can have ny own collection of Whel ans! One cones to

the gallery business, after all, because one |acks the neans to be a
collector. I'"'msure | explained all this yesterday"”

"You did, Mother. But you also insisted-if you'll remenber-that M. Whel an
shoul d not stop recording till he was back home and put to sleep. You wanted

there to be an element of surprise in today's recording. But, as | pointed out
then, we would have to explain this all over."

"And so we are. It's good of you, Rudy, to be so patient with us. You won't
have to tonorrow. We'll stop recording in a nonment, and then, while you put
the finishing touches on dinner-how | ong has it been, by the way, M. Whel an
since you've eaten tournedos Rossini? -he can audit the ring he's maki ng now. "
"You're assuming that |I've agreed to all this," | pointed out.

"And so you did-yesterday."

"Yesterday | hadn't just gone through purgatory.”

"Ch, pish, M. \Welan, pish. Tonorrow today will be yesterday. W nust live

for the present. Even the Bible says so, sonewhere. M. VWhelan, | inplore you.
Try it for one week. You see"-she |l eaned forward confidentially and went out
of focus-"1 have been put on this nerciless diet. No chol esterol, which neans,

in effect, no sauces. Virtually no desserts but fresh fruit. No beef in any
form Think of it! And no salt, M. Welan! Wat kind of Iife is that?"

"So what you want ne to do is . "

"To eat for ne, M. Wielan. Rudy is a wonderful cook, and when he's not in the
mood, the city's full of restaurants. My resources are limted, but | can
still afford a table at La Pentola."

"But surely you don't need me for such . . . a .
"A bit part?" Rudy asked sarcastically.

"I'f you meant to say," Miriel said, "that soneone el se could make such
recordings for me, you don't do justice to your own artistry, M. Whel an
Bel i eve ne, my dinner table has auditioned hundreds of woul d-be artists. None
of them had your taste, your gusto, your concentration."

"Wel | ?" Rudy demanded.

"Well," | replied, "why not? Like Shakespeare says, the best revenge is living
well."

Whil e Rudy went off to the kitchen and Muriel replayed our dinner of the night
before, | let the gallery's two guards set up a Ringmaster so that | could

audit-and thus be able to recall-the recording I'd just been nmaking. There was
a flash of discontinuity as the ring was rewound; subjectively no time had
intervened since |'d started recording out in the square. But soon the ring



was ready, and | started to relive the last hour of ny own life.

By the time the ring had finished playing, dinner was waiting in the upstairs
dining room to which the guards had escorted ne. At the first whiff of the

| obster bisque, | snapped to attention and started to record.

The rest is art history.



