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Those whose office it isto debunk the supernatura are fond of pointing out that incidences of paranormal
activity most often take place in backwaters and rarely in the presence of credible witnesses, claiming
that thisin itsdlf isevidence of the fraudulent character of the phenomenainvolved; yet it has occurred to
me that the agents of the supernatura, especially those e ements whose activities are directed toward evil
ends, might well exhibit reticence in appearing before persons capable of verifying their existence and
thustheir threat to humankind. It seems surprising that such shadowy forces--if, indeed, they do
exist--choose to appear before any witnesses at al, and equally surprising--if their powersare asvast as
described in popular fiction--that they do not smply have done with us. Perhapsthey are prevented from
doing s0 by some restraint, alimit, say, on how many soulsthey are allowed to bag, and perhaps the fact
that they manifest asthey do is attributable to abinding regulation smilar to the one dictating that
corporations (shadowy forcesin themsalves) must make a public notice of the date and location of their
stockholders meetings. In order to avoid scrutiny of their business practices, anumber of corporations
publish these notices in shoppers guides and rural weeklies, organs unlikely to pass before the eyes of
government agencies and reporters, and it makes sense that the supernatura might emulate thistacticasa
means of compliance with some cosmic rule. That supposition may seem facetious, but my intent is quite
serious, for while | cannot say with absolute certainty whether the circumstances that provoked my
interest in these matters were in essence supernatura or merely an extraordinary combination of ordinary
people and events, | believe that Sx months ago in Guatemala, a place notable for itsinaccessibility and
unreliable witnesses, | witnessed something rare and secret, something that may have reflected the
exercise of aregulatory truth pertaining to both the visble and invisble worlds.

Prior to leaving for Guatemaal had been romanticaly involved for the preceding three years with Karen
Maniaci, amarried woman who managed a Manhattan art gallery, and it was our breakup, which was
marked by bitterness on my part and betraya on hers, that persuaded me | needed adrastic changein
order to get on with living. This process of persuasion lasted several months, months during which |
wandered gloomily about New Y ork, stopping in my tracksto stare at dark-haired women of
approximately five feet ninein height and 120 pounds; and at length | concluded that | had better get out
of town . . . either that or begin to play footse with mentd illness. | was thirty-seven and had grown too
cautiousto want to risk mysdlf in adangerous enterprise; yet thereisatheatricdity inherent in being jilted,
adramatic potentia that demands resolution, and to satisfy it, | chose that other option of the
heartbroken: atrip to some foreign shore, oneisolate from the rest of the world, where there were no
newspapers and no reminders of ones affair. Livingston, Guatemala, seemed to quaify as such. It was
described in aguidebook that | happened upon in The Strand bookstore as™. . . aquiet village at the
egress of the Rio Dulce into the Caribbean, hemmed in againgt the sea by the Petén rain forest. Settled by


http://www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/1857981693/fantasticmetr-21
http://www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/1857981693/fantasticmetr-21

black Caribes and the descendants of East Indian daves brought by the British to work the sugar
plantations upriver. There are no roadsinto Livingston. Onereachesit either by ferry from Puerto
Moraes or by powerboat from Reunion at the junction of the Rio Dulce and the Petén highway. The
majority of the houses are neat white stucco affairs with red tile roofs. The natives are unspoiled by
tourism. Inthe hillsabovethevillageisalovdy tiered waterfdl caled Siete Altares (Seven Altars), so
named because of the seven poolsinto which the stream whose terminus it forms plunges on itsway to
the sea. Locdl delicaciesincludeturtle stew. . . ."

It sounded perfect, aparadise cut off from the grim palitical redities of the mother country, a place where
aman could go to seed in the classic style, by day wandering the beach in aBogart suit, waking each
morning dumped over atable, an empty rum bottle beside his elbow, astained deck of cards scattered
around him with only the queen of hearts showing itsface. A few days after reading the guidebook entry,
following journeys by plane, train, and an overcrowded ferry, | arrived in Livingston. A few days after
that, thanks to a meeting in one of the bars, | took possession of a five-room house of yelow stucco
walls and concrete floors bel onging to a young Spanish couple, doctors who had been studying with

locd curanderos and wanted someone to look after their pets--a marmalade cat and a caged
toucan--while they toured for ayear in the United States.

| havetraveled widdy al my life, and it has been my experience that guidebook descriptions beer little
relation to actua places, however, though changes had occurred--most notably the discovery of the
village by the singer Immy Buffett, whose frequent visits had given aboost to the tourist industry,
atracting asmattering of young travelers, mainly French and Scandinavianswho lived in huts along the
beach--1 discovered that the guidebook had not grosdy exaggerated Livingston's charms. True, a
number of shanty bars had sprung up on the beach, and there was aroach-infested hotel not mentioned
in the book: three stories of peding paint and cdll-sized rooms furnished with torn mattresses and broken
chairs. But the Caribe houses were in evidence, and the turtle stew was tasty, and the fishing was good,
and Siete Altares was something out of a South Seas movie, each pool shaded by ceiba trees, their
branches dripping with orchids, hummingbirdsflitting everywhere in the thickets. And the natives were
relatively unspoiled, perhaps because the tourists kept to the beach, which was separated from the village
by a steep drop-off and which--thanks to the bars and a couple of one-room stores--provided them with
al the necessities of life.

Early on | suffered adomestic tragedy. The cat ate the toucan, leaving its beak and feet for meto find on
the kitchen floor. But in generd, things went well. | began to work, my mind was clearing, and the edge
had been taken off my gloom by the growing awareness that other possibilities for happiness existed
gpart from aneurotic career woman who was afraid to trust her feglings, was prone to anxiety attacks
and given to buying brace ets with the pathologicd avidity that Imelda Marcos once displayed toward the
purchase of shoes. | soon fdl into a pleasant routine, writing in the mornings, working on acycle of short
stories that--despite my intention of avoiding this pitfall--dedlt with an unhappily married woman.
Afternoons, | would hein ahammock strung between two palms that sprouted from the patio of the
house, and read. Evenings, | would stroll down to the beach with the idea of connecting with one of the
tourigt girls. I usualy wound up drinking aone and brooding, but | did initiate aflirtation with an Odille
LeCleuse, a Frenchwoman in her |ate twenties, with high cheekbones and milky skin, dark violet eyes
and asexy mouth that alwayslooked asif she were about to purse her lips. Shewasin thrall--or so I'd
heard--to Carl Konwicki, an Englishman of about my own age, who had lived on the beach for two
years and supported himself by sdlling marijuana.

By dl reports, Konwicki was a manipulator who traded on his experience to dominate | ess-seasoned
travelersin order to obtain sex and other forms of devotion, and | couldn't understand how Odille, an
intelligent woman with adegreein linguistics from the Sorbonne, could have falen prey to thelikes of
him. | spotted him every day on the streets of the village: an asthenic olive-skinned man, with a scraggly



fringe of brown beard and ahawkish Semitic face. He commonly wore loose black trousers, an
embroidered vest, and a M oroccan skullcap, and there was a ddliberate languor to hiswalk, asif he
were conscious of being watched; whenever he would pass by, he would favor me with abemused smile.
| felt chalenged by him, both because of Odille and because my moraity had been enlisted by what I'd
heard of hissmarmy brand of gamesmanship, and | had the urgeto let him know | saw through his pose.
But redizing that--if Odille wasinvolved with him--thiskind of tactic would only damage my chances
with her, | restrained mysdf and ignored him.

One night about two months after my arriva, | was going through old notebooks, searching for a passage
that | wanted to include in astory, when asheet of paper with handwriting on it dipped from between the
pages and fell to the floor. The handwriting wasthat of my ex-lover, Karen. | let it lie for amoment, but
findly, unabletoress, | picked it up and discovered it to be aletter written early in the reationship. A
portion read asfollows:

... When | went to the therapist today (I know . . . I'll probably tell you all this on the phone later,
but what the hell!), | told her about what happened, bow | almost lost my job by making love to
you those days in the office, and she didn't seem terribly surprised. When | asked her how a
responsible adult who cares about her job could possibly jeopardize it in such a way, she simply
said that there must have been a great deal of gainin it for me. It seems she'strying to lead me
toward you--she's quite negative about Barry. But that's probably just wishful thinking--what she's
doing istrying to lead me toward what | want. Of course what | want is you, so it amounts to the
same thing.

It was curious, | thought, scanning the letter, how words that had once seemed precious could now seem
so vapid. | noted the overusage of the words terribly and terrible, particularly in conjunction with the
words surprising and surprised. That had been her basic reaction to faling in love, | redized. She had
been terribly surprised. My God, sheld said to herself. An emation! Quick, I'll hie me to the head
doctor and have it excised. | read on.

... | can't imagine living without you, Ray. When you said something the other day about the
possibility of getting hit by a bus, | suddenly got thisawful chill. | had a terrible sense of loss just
hearing you say that. Thisisinteresting in that | used to try to figure out if | loved Barry by
imagining something awful happening to him and seeing how | felt. | usually felt bad, but that's
about it. . . .

| laughed out loud. Thelast I'd heard on the subject was that Barry, who bored Karen, whom she did
not respect, who had recently gotten into rubber goods, was back in favor. Barry had one virtuethat |
did not: he was controllable, and in control there was security. She could go on lying to him, having affairs
with no fear of being caught--Barry was big into denia. And now she was planning a child in an attempt
to pave over the potholes of the relationship, convincing hersdlf that this secure fake was the best she
could expect of life. Shewas duefairly soon, | redized. But it didn't matter. No act of hers could bring
conscience and clarity into what had always been a charade. Her lies had condemned the three of us, and
mogt of dl she had condemned herself by engaging in akind of method living, chirping alitany of
affirmation. "1 think | can, | think | can,” playing The Little Adultress That Could, and thuslosing the hope
of her heart, the strength of her soul. | imagined her at sixty-five, her beauty hardened to agrotesque
brittleness, wandering through amall, shopping for drapes thick enough to blot out the twenty-first
century, while Barry shuffled along in her wake, trying to pin down the fedling that something had not
been quiteright dl these years, both of them smiling and nodding, looking forward to afriendly gray fate.

The letter brought back the self-absorbed anguish that I'd been working to put behind me, and | felt--as|
had for months prior to leaving New Y ork--on the verge of exploding, asif apressure were building to a



hot critical massingde me, making my thoughtsflurry like excited atoms. My face burned; there were
numbing weightsin my armsand legs. | paced the room, unable to regain my composure, and after ten
minutes or o, | flung open the door, frightening the marmalade cat, and stormed out into the dark.

| did not choose adirection, but soon | found myself on the beach, heading toward one of the shanty
bars. The night was perfect for my mood. Winded: aconstant crunch of surf and pam fronds tearing;
combersrallingin, their plumed sprays aswhite asflame. A brilliant moon flashed between the fronds,
creating shadows from even the smallest of projections, and set back from the shore, half-hidden in deep
shadow among palms and sea grape and cashew trees, were huts with glinting windows and tin roofs.
The beach was aragged, narrow strip of tawny sand strewn with coconut litter and overturned cayucos.
As| stepped over acayuco, something croaked and leaped off into the rank weeds bordering the beach.
My heart stuttered, and | fell back against the cayuco. It had only been afrog, but its appearance made
me aware of my vulnerability. Even aplace like Livingston had its dangers. Street criminalsfrom Bdlize
had been known to ride motorboats down from Belize City or Belmopan to rob and best the tourists,
and in my agitated state of mind | would have made the perfect target.

The bar--Café Pluto--was st in the lee of arocky point: athatched hut with a sand floor and picnic-style
tables, lit with black lights that emitted an evil purple radiance and made al the gringos glow like
sunburned corpses. Reggae from ajukebox at the rear was barely audible above the racket of the
generator. | had severd drinksin rapid succession and ended up out front of the bar beside atoppled
palm trunk, drinking rum straight from the bottle and sharing ajoint with Odille and ayoung blond
Austrdian named Ryan, who was writing anovel and whose mode of dress--dacks, shirt, and loosened
tie--struck an oddly formal note. | was giddy with the dope, with the wildness of the night, the vast
blue-dark sky and itstrillion watts of Sars, slver glittersthat appeared to be dipping around like sequins
on adancer's gown. Behind us the Café Pluto had the look of an eerie cavelit by seams of gleaming
purple ore.

| asked Ryan what his novel was about, and with affected diffidence he said, "Nothing much. Saturday
night in aworking-class bar in Sydney." Hetook ahit of the joint, passed it to Odille. "It wasn't going too
well, so | thought I'd set it aside and do something poetic. Run away to the ends of the earth.” He had a
look around, alook that in its casua sweep included the sea and sky and shore. "Thisis the ends of the
earth, ian't it?"

| was caught by the poignancy of theimage, thinking that he had inadvertently captured the essence of
place and moment. | pictured the globe spinning and spinning, trailing dark frays of its own essentid stuff,
upon one of which was situated this dice of night and stars and expatriate woe, tatterswith no redl place
inhuman affairs. . . . Wind velled Odilles face with adrift of hair. | pushed it back, and she smiled, letting
her eyelids droop. | wanted to take her back to the house and fuck her until | forgot al the maudlin
bullshit that had been fucking me over the past three years.

"l hear you're doing some writing, t0o," said Ryan in atone that managed to be both defiant and
disinterested.

"Just some stories,” | said, surprised that he would know this.

" 'Just some stories.' " He gave amorose laugh and said to the sky, "He'smodest . . . | loveit.” Then,
turning ablank gaze on me: "No need to hide your light, man. We al know you're famous.”

"Famous? Not hardly."

"Sureyou arel” In astentorian voice he quoted ablurb on my last book. " ‘Raymond Kingdey, a
mainday of Americanfiction.'"



"Uh-huh, right.”

"Even the Magter of Time and Space thinksyoure great,” said Ryan. "And believe me, he's sparing with
hisprase”

"Who're you talking about?'
Ryan pointed behind me. "Him."

Carl Konwicki was coming down the beach. He ambled up, dropped onto the fallen palm trunk, and
looked out to sea. Odille and Ryan seemed to be waiting for him to speak. Irritated by this obeisance, |
belched. Konwicki let hiseyes swing toward me, and | winked.

"How's shegoing?' | took aman-sized dug of rum, wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, and fixed
him with amean stare. He clucked histongue againg histeeth and said, "'I'm fine, thank you."

"Glad to hear it." Drunk, | hated him, my hate fueled by the frustration that had driven me out of the
house. Hate was chemica between us, the confrontationd lines as sharply etched as the shadows on the
sand. | gestured at his skullcap. ™Y ou lived in Morocco?”

"What part?'

"You know . . . around."” The wind bent a pam frond low, and for an instant, Konwicki's swarthy face
was edged by a saw-toothed shadow.

"That's not very forthcoming,” | said. "Do questions bother you?!
"Not onesthat have a purpose.”

"How about light conversation . . . that aworthwhile purpose?’
"Isthat your purpose?’

"Wheat esewould it be?'

"Wow!" sad Ryan. "Thisislikeintense. . . likeabig moment."
Odillegiggled.

"l gotit," | sad. "What would you like to talk about? How about the trandation you'redoing . . . what is
it?"

"The Popol Vuh," said Konwicki distractedly.
"Geg" | said. "That's dready been trandated, hasn't it?"
"Not correctly.”

"Oh, | see. And you'regoing to doit right." | had another pull on the rum bottle. "Hope you're not
wading your time."

"Time." Konwicki smiled, gpparently amused by the concept; herefitted his gazeto thetoiling sea.

"Yeah," | said, injecting awedth of sarcasm into my voice. "It's pretty damn mind-bending, isn't it?'



The surf thundered; Konwicki met my eyes, imperturbable. "I've been looking forward to meeting you."

"Me, too," | said. "'l hear you sdll great dope.” | clapped ahand to my brow asif recognizing that | had
made asocid blunder. "Pardon me. . . | didn't intend that to sound disparaging.”

Konwicki gave me one of hisdistant smiles. "Y ou're obvioudy upset about something,” hesaid. "You
should try to cdm down.”

| sat close beside him on the palm trunk, close enough to cause him to shift away, and was about to bait
him further, but he stood, said, "Tara," and waked into the bar.

"I'd score that round even,” said Ryan. "Mr. Kingdey dominating thefirst hdf, the Master coming on
late”

Odille was gazing after Konwicki, wrapping acurl of hair around one forefinger. She gave meawave,
said, "I'll be back, okay?' and headed for the bar. | watched her out of sight, tracking the oiled roll of her
hips beneath her cutoffs, and when | turned back to Ryan, he was smiling a me.

"What isit with them?' | asked.

"With Odille and the Master? Just allittle now-and-then thing." He gave meady look. "Why? Y ou
interested?"

| snorted, had ahit of rum.
"You canwinthelady,” said Ryan. "If you've astout heart."
| looked at him over the top of the bottle, but offered no encouragement.

"You see, Ray," said Ryan, affecting the manner of alecturer, "Odill€'s awounded bird. The poor thing
had a disappointment in love back in Paris. She sought solace in distant lands and had the misfortune of
mesting the Master. It's not much of amisfortune, you understand. The Master's not much of aMagter,
s0 he can't offer agreat dedl in theway of good or ill. But he confused Odille, made her believe he could
show her how to escape pain through his brand of enlightenment. And that involved abit of sack time."

Given thissimilarity in history between Odille and mysdlf, | imagined fate had taken ahand by bringing us
together. "So what can | do?"

"Thingsabit hazy, arethey, Ray?' Ryan chuckled. "Odilles grown disillusioned with the Magter. She's
looking for someone to burst his bubble, to free her." He reached for the bottle, had a swig and gagged.
"God, that'sawful!" He dumped against the toppled palm trunk, screwed the bottle into the sand so that
it good upright. The surf boomed; the wildfire whiteness of the combers imprinted afterimages on my

eyes.

"Anyway" Ryan went on, "she's definitely looking for emotiona rescue. But you can't go about it with
déclassé confrontation. Y ou'll have to best the Master on his own terms, his own ground.”

Perhapsit wasthe rum that et me believe that Ryan had a clear view of our Stuation. "What are his
terms?" | asked.

"Games," he said. "Whatever game he chooses." He had another pull off the bottle. "He's afraid of you,
you know. He'sworried that you'reinto disciples, and dl his children will aandon him for the famous
writer. He redlizes he can't befuddle you with his usua quas-erudite crap. So hell come up with
something new for you. | have no ideawhat. But hell play some game with you. HEsgot to. . . it'shis



nature."
"How's he befuddled you? Y ou seem to have ahandle on him.”

"He's got no need,” said Ryan. "I'm hisfool, and afool can know the king's secrets and make fun of them
with impunity.”

| started to ask another question, but let it rest. Thewind pulled the soft crush of the surf into a breathy
vowel; the moon had |owered behind the hills above the village, its afterglow fanning up into the heavens,
the top of the sky had deepened to indigo, and the Stars blazed, so dense and intricatein their array that |
thought | might--if | were to try--be able to read there al scripture and truth in sparkling sentences. And
it was not only in the sky that clarity ruled. What Ryan had said made sense. Odillewastestingme. . .
perhaps unconscioudy, but testing me nonetheless, unwilling to abandon Konwicki until she was sure of
me. | didn't resent this--it was atactic often used in establishing relationships. But | was struck by how
dear its uses seemed on the beach at Livingston. Not merely the socid implications, but its eemental
ones. the wounded lovers, the shabby Mephistophdian figure of Konwicki with his sacred books and
petty need to exercise power. Man, woman, and Devil entangled in asexua knot.

"Did | ever tell you my theory of the Vishble?' | asked Ryan.

"Weonly just met," he reminded me.

"God, you'reright. And here I've been under theilluson were old pals.”
"It'sthe seaair. Affectseveryonedele. . . ." Ryan hiccuped. "Deleterioudy.”

"Well, anyway." | plucked the rum bottle from the sand and drank. "In placeslikethis, I've dways
thought it was possible to see how things redlly are between people. To discern relationshipsthat are
obscured by the clutter of urban life. The old relationships, the archetypes.”

He stared blearily up a me. "Sounds bloody profound, Ray."

"Yeah, | supposeitis” | said, and then added: "Profundity's my business. Or maybeit'sbullshit . . . one
or the other."

"S0," hesad, "are you going to play?'
"l think so. . . yeah."
"Beautiful," sad Ryan. "That'sredly beautiful.”

A few moments later Konwicki and Odille came out of the bar and walked toward us, degpin
conversaion.

Ryan laughed and laughed. "L et the games begin,” he said.

Wetalked on the beach for another hour, smoking K onwicki's dope, which smoothed out the rough
edges of my drunk, seeming to isolate me behind athick transparency. | withdrew from the conversation,
watching Konwicki. | wasn't gauging his strengths and weaknesses; despite my exchange with Ryan, |
had not formalized the idea that there was to be a contest between us. | was merdly observing, intrigued
by his conversational strategy. By sidestepping questions, claiming to know nothing about a subject, he
managed to intimate that the subject was not worth knowing and that he possessed knowledgein a



sphere of far greater relevance to the scheme of things. Odille hung on his every word for awhile, but
soon began to lose interest, casting glances and smiles at me; it gppeared she wastrying to maintain a
connection with Konwicki, but waslosng energy in that regard.

For the most part, Konwicki avoided looking at me; but at one point, he cut his eyes toward me and
locked on. We stared at each other for along moment, then he turned away with acknowledgment.
During that moment, however, the skin on my face went cold, my musclestensed, and asmile stretched
my lips. A ferd smilefunded by aremorsaess hatred quite different from the impassioned, drunken
loathing | originaly had felt. Thisemoation, like the smile, seemed something visited upon me and not an
intengification of my emotions, and aong with it came a sudden increasein my body temperature. A
swest broke on my forehead, on my chest and arms; my vision reddened, and | had a peculiar sense of
doubled perceptions, asif | werelooking through two different pairs of eyes, one of which was capable
of seeing awider spectrum. | decided to dack off on the rum.

At length Konwicki suggested we get out of the wind, which was blowing stronger, and go over to his
placeto listen to music. | was of two minds about the proposal; while | wasn't ready to give up on Odille,
neither was | eager to mix it with Konwicki, and | was certain that if | went with them there would be
some bad result. The dope had taken the edge off my enthusiasm. But Odille took my hand, nudged the
softness of her breast into my arm.

"You are coming, aren't you?' shesad.
"Sure," | said, asif athought to the contrary had never occurred.

We walked together along the beach, trailing Konwicki and Ryan, and Odille talked about taking atrip
to Esquipulas someday soon to see the Black Chrigt in the cathedrd there.

"Women comefrom al over Centrad Americato beblessed,” she said. "They stand in linefor days. Huge
fat women in white turbans from Belize. Crippled old idand ladies from Roatan. Beautiful dim girlsfrom
Panama. All waiting to spend afew seconds knedling in the shadow of ablack statue. When | first heard
about it, | thought it sounded primitive. Now it seems strangely modern. The New Primitivism. | keep
imagining al those fema e shadowsin the bright sun, radios playing, vendors salling cold drinks." She
gave her hair atoss. "I could use that sort of blessing.”

"Isit only for women?"*
She held my eyesfor a second, then turned away. " Sometimes men wait with them."

| asked if what Ryan had told me about her love affair in Pariswas the truth. | had no hesitancy in asking
this--intimacieswere the flavor of the night. A flicker of displeasure crossed her face. "Ryan'sanidiot.”

"I doubt he'd argue the point.”

Odillewent afew stepsin silence. "It was nothing. A fling, that'sdl.”

Her glum tone seemed to beliethis.

"Yeah, | had afling mysdlf right before | came down here. Liketo havekilled me, that fling."

She glanced up a me, il registering displeasure, but then she smiled. "Perhaps with usit'sametter of . . .
. She made afrustrated gesture, unable to find the right words.

"Victims recognizing the symptoms?* | suggested.



"l suppose.” Shethrew back her head and looked up into the sky asif seeking guidance there. "Yes, |
had a bad experience, but I'm over it."

"Completdy?'

She shook her head. "No . . . never completely. And you?'

"Hey, I'mfine" | said. "It'slikeit never happened.”

She laughed, cast an appraising look my way. "Who was she?'

"This married woman back in New Y ork."

"Oh!" Odille put ahand on my arm in sympathy. "That'sthe worgt, isn't it? Married, | mean.”
"Theworst? | don't know. It was pretty goddamn bad."

"What was she like?"

"Frightened. She got married because she had arun of bad luck . . . at least, that'swhat shetold me.
Things started going bad around her. Her parents got divorced, her dog ran away, and that seemed a
sign something worse might happen. | guess she thought marriage would protect her." | walked faster.
"She'safucking mess™"

"How s0?"

" She doesn't know what the hell she wants. Whenever she doubts something, shelll broadcast an opinion
pro or con until the contrary opinion has been shouted down in her own mind.” | kicked at the sand. "The
last time we talked, she explained how she was happy in her marriage for the same reasons that shed
once claimed to be miserable. Thevices of thisguy whom shed ridiculed . . . shetold everyone how
much he bored her, how childish hewas. All those vices had been transformed into solid virtues. Shetold
me she knew that she couldn't have the kind of relationship with Barry--that's her husband--that we'd
had, but you had to make trade-offs. Barry at least alwayswore a neatly pressed suit and could be
counted on not to embarrass--though never to scintillate--at business functions.” | sniffed. "Asahusband
he made the perfect accessory for evening wear.”

"Y ou sound bitter."

"l can't deny it. She put me through hell. Of course | bought into it, so I've got no one to blame but
mysdf.”

"She was beautiful, of course?”’
"Shedidn't think s0." | changed the subject. "Was yours married?’

"No, just ashit." Her expression became distant, and | knew that for amoment she was back in Paris
with the Shit. "For along time afterward | threw mysdlf into other relationships. | thought that would help,
but it wasamistake. . . | can seethat now."

"Everything seemslike amistake afterward,” | said.
"Not everything,” shesaid coyly.

| wasn't sure how to take that, and it wasn't just that her meaning was vague; it was also that | was put
off by her coyness. Before | could frame aresponse, she said, "Talking to Carl has hel ped me a great



"Oh, | see | tried to disguise my disappointment, believing thisto be asign that her connection with
Konwicki wasdtill vitd.

"No, you don't. Just having someoneto talk to was helpful. Carl'safraud, of course. Nothing he saysis
without guile. But he doeslisten, and it's hard to find agood listener. That'sbasically dl therewas
between us. | helped him with hiswork, and . . . there was more. But it wasn't important.”

| wondered if shewas playing with me, making me guess at her availability, and was briefly angered by
the possibility; but then, recalling how uncertain my own motivations and responses had been, | decided
that if | couldn't forgive her, | couldn't forgive mysdlf.

"What are you thinking about?' Odille asked.

Her features, refined by the moonlight, looked ddlicate, etched, asif akind of lucidity had been reveded
inthem, and | believed that | could see down beneath the games and the layers of false construction,
beneath dl those defenses, to who she most was, to the woman, no longer an innocent in the accepted
sense of theword, but innocent dl the same, till hopeful in spite of pain and disillusonment.

"Konwicki," I lied. "Y ou heped him trandate the Popol Vuh?"

"He was being discreet. He's acquired an old Mayan game and some papersthat go with it. That'swhat
hestrandating.”

"What sort of game?"

"From what 1've been able to gather, it'sarole-playing game. The papers seem to imply that it hasto do
with spirit travel. The gods. All the old cultures have mythsthat deal with that. It might be something that
the priests used to evoketrances . . . something like that.”

For no reason | could determine, this news made me edgy.
"Isthat redly what you were thinking about?' Odille asked.

"I wasbeing discreet,”" | said, and she laughed.

Konwicki's place was a thatched hut with one large room and a sand floor over which a carpet of dried
palm fronds had been laid, and was a scrupuloudly nest advertisement for histravels. Wall hangingsfrom
Peru, a brass hookah, a Japanese scroll, abowl holding some Nepaese jewd ry--rings of cora and
worked silver, pillows embroidered in a pattern of turquoise thread that | recognized as being from
Isfahan. Gourd bowls and various cooking implements hung from pegs, and a hurricane lantern provided
aflickering orangelight. An old Roxy Music dbum was playing on a cassette recorder, Bryan Ferry's
nostal gia seeming more effete than usual in those surroundings. In one corner was an orange crate
containing a stack of papers covered with Mayan hieroglyphs. | started to pick up the top paper, and
Konwicki, who was sitting againgt the rear wall, rolling ajoint, said, "Don't touch that . . . please!”

"What's the problem? My vibes might unsettle the spiritud fabric?"
"Something likethat." He licked the edge of the rolling paper.
Ryan had stretched out on his back between Konwicki and a cardboard box that held some clay



figurines, acomic book spread over hiseyes, Odille was on her kneesfacing Konwicki, watching him
rall.

"Why don't you tell mewhat eseisoff-limits?' | sad.

Helit thejoint, let smoke trickle from his nogtrils. "Did you come here just to be contentious?' he asked.
"I'm not surewhy | came," | said. "1 figured you'd tell me."

He gave a shrug, blew more smoke. "Why are you so hostile?!

| dropped down cross-legged next to Odille. "Y ou know what's going on here, man. But for onething, |
don't like guyslikeyou. . . guys who want to grow up to be Charles Manson, but don't have the bals, so
they hang out and maneuver wesker peopleinto fucking them.”

| said thismildly, and that was not apose; | felt calm, without malice, merdly making an observation. My
didike of Konwicki--it gppeared--had shifted into a philosophica mode.

"And what sort of person are you?" he asked with equal mildness.
"Why don't you tdl me?'

He made ashow of sizing me up. "How about this? A horny, lonely man who's having trouble adjusting
to the onset of middle age.”

"Gee, Carl," | said. "I likemy kind of guy alot better than | do yours."

He sniffed, amused. "There's no accounting for taste." He passed methe joint, and in the spirit of the
moment, | took a hit, let it circulate, then took another, deeper one. Seconds later | redlized that
Konwicki had exercised the home-fidld advantage in our little war and pulled out hiskiller weed. Even
though | was aready ripped, | could fed its effects moving through melike a cool, soft wind; it wasthe
kind of weed that immobilizes, the kind with which you need to plan where you want your body to fall.
My thoughts became muddled, my extremitiesfelt cold. Y et when the joint was passed to me again, |
had till another hit, not wanting to ssem awimp.

"Good shit, huh?" said Konwicki, watching Ryan suck on thejoint.
"Gawd" said Ryan, lesking smoke. "What clarity!"

I'm not surewhy | reached for the clay figurinesin the box next to Ryan--the need to hold on to
something, probably. The wind tattering the thatch made a sound like something huge being torn gpart.
The incongtant wash of orange light dong the walls mesmerized me, and the lantern flameitself wastoo
bright to look at directly. In every minute event | perceived myriad subtleties, and | could have sworn |
was floating a couple of inches above the ground. Perhaps | thought the figurine would give me balast,
bring me back down, because | was blitzed, wrecked, fucked-up. My hand moved in dow motion,
effecting alovely arc toward the box that contained the figurines. But the second | picked one up, | was
cured of my sensory overload and felt stone-cold sober, in absolute control.

"Chrigt!" said Konwicki with annoyance. "Put that down!"

The figurine was a pre-Columbian dwarf of yelowish brown clay with sumpy legs, a potbelly, ahooked
nose, and thick brutish lips. The eyes were ditted folds. About the size of aBarbie doll. Ugly asawart.
Holding it gave me focus and made me fed not merdly whole, but powerful. The only remnant of my buzz
was asensethat the figurine was full of something heavy and shifting, like adollop of mercury. It seemed



to throb in my hand.
"Put it down!" Konwicki's tone had become anxious.

"Why?Isit vauable?' | turned the figure, examining it from every angle. "Don't worry, man. | won't drop
it"

"Judt put it down, al right?’

Holding thefigurinein my left hand, away from Konwicki, | leaned forward and saw that the cardboard
box contained five morefigurines, al standing. "What arethey? They look likeaset.”

Konwicki held out his hand for the figurine, but | was feding more and morein contral. Asif thefigurine
were a strengthening magic. | wasn't about to let it go. Odille, | saw, was regarding Konwicki with
distaste.

"I'm not going to drop it, man. Y ou think I'm too stoned or something? Hey"--I flashed him acheery
grin--"1 fed great. Tell mewhat they are.”

Ryan, too, was staring at Konwicki; he laughed soddenly and said in an Actors Equity German accent,
"Tel him, Magter."

Konwicki grimaced like aman much put upon. “They're part of agame. An old Mayan game. | bought it
off achiclero in Hores™"

"Redly?' | sad. "How do you play?'

"| can set thefigures up, but | don't know what happens after that.”
"If you know how to set them up, you must know something about it."
An exasperated sigh. "All right . . . I'll set them up, but be careful .

A long piece of plyboard was leaning against the wall to hisleft; it was stained a rusty orange and marked
with amosaic of triangular zones. He laid the board flat and arranged the five figures, three at the corners,
the other two at the center edge opposite one another. The corner nearest me was vacant, and after a
brief hesitation | set the dwarf down uponiit.

"What next?' | said.

"| told you. | don't know. Whoever's playing picks one of the figuresto be his corner. But after that . . ."
He shrugged.

"How many can play?'
"From two to six people.”
"Why don't youand | giveit ashot?' | said.

It was curious how | felt as| said that. | was giving him an order, one | knew he'd obey. And | was eager
for him to obey. | wanted him on the board, vulnerable to my moves, even though | didn't know what
moves existed. That anima grin that had first manifested itsdf in front of the Café Pluto once again spread
acrossmy face.

"Comeon, Carl," | said mockingly. "Don't you want to play?'



He pretended to be complying for the sake of harmony, giving Odille aglance that said, What can | do?
and stretched out hishand, letting it hover above the figurines asif testing a discharge that issued from the
head of each. At last he touched aclay warrior with afeathered headdress and along speer. | felt less
competent, and my thoughts frayed once again; it appeared that my relapse had boosted Konwicki's
spirits. His bland smile switched on, and he leaned back against the wall. The noise of wind and sea
smoothed out into adow oscillating roar, asif something big and winged were making leisurdly flights
around the outside of the hut.

Onimpulse, | picked up the dwarf, and, suddenly brimming with glesful hodtility, | set it down besidea
figurine at the center of the board, alumpy femae gnome with a prognathous jaw and dack breasts.
Konwicki countered by moving afigurine resembling a squeat infant to the side of hiswarrior. Thereafter
we made anumber of movesin rapid succession using the same four figurines. Complex moves, each
congsting of more than onefigurine, sometimesin tandem, utilizing every portion of the board. The entire
process could not have taken more than afew minutes, but | could have sworn the game lasted for an
hour at least. The room had been transformed into aroaring cell that channeled the powers of wind and
seq, drew them into acomplex circuit. A weight was shifting ingde me, shifting just asthe interior weights
of the figurines seemed to shift, asif some liquid were being tipped thisway and that, guiding my hand.
Along with the gpprehension of strength was the fedling of a separate entity at work, aquick, nasty brute
of abeing with apotbelly and arms like tree trunks, grunting and scuttling here and there, stinking of clay
and blood. And yet | maintained enough sense of mysdlf to be afraid. Thingswere getting out of hand, |
realized, but | had no means of controlling them. As| stared at the board it began to appear immense, to
exhibit an undulating topography, and | could fed myself dwindling, becoming lost among those
rust-colored swells and declivities, coming closer to someterrible danger.

Andthenit wasover . . . the game, the feglings of power and possession. Konwicki tried asmile, but it
wouldn't stick. He looked wasted, worn-out. Exactly how | felt. Despite the intensity and strangeness of
what | had experienced, | blamed it al on substance abuse. And | was sick of games, of repartee. |
struggled to my feet, held out ahand to Odille. "Want to take awak?" | asked.

I'd expected that she would look to Konwicki for gpprova or for some sort of vaidation; but without
hesitation she let me help her to stand.

"Cal," | said with my best anchorman sincerity. "It'sbeen fun.”

He kept hisface deadpan, but in his eyes was a shine that struck me as virulent, venomous. " That's how it
is, huh?" he said, directing hiswords, | thought, to neither me nor Odille, but to the space between us.

"Night, dl,” | said, and steered Odille toward the door. | kept waiting for Konwicki to make some hostile
remark; but he remained silent, and we got through the door without incident. We went dong the edge of
the shore, and after we had gone about thirty yards, Odille said, "Y ou don't want to walk, do you,
Raymond? Tel mewhat you redly want."

"Thishow itisin Paris?' | said. "Everything made clear beforehand?”

"Thisign't Paris."

"How are you with honesty?' | asked.

"Sometimes not so good." She shrugged asif to say that was the best she could offer.

"Y ou're abeautiful woman,” | said. "Intelligent, gppedling. I'mtired of being in pain. Whatever
possihilitiesexist for us. . . that'swhat | want."



She made anoncommittal noise.
"Wha?' | said.
"| thought you'd say you loved me."

"I want to love you, and that'sthe samething,” | said. "What the depth of my fedings are at this moment
doesn't matter. Onething I've learned about love. . . youreafoal if you judgeit by how dizzy it makes
youfed." To an extent thiswasalie |l wastdling mysdf, but it was such aclever liethat it came cloaked
in theilluminative suddenness of atruth recognized, allowing meto adopt the role of asincere man
struggling to be honest . . . which was the case. Perhaps we are al such fraudulent crestures at heart that
we must find agood script before we can successfully play at being honest.

"But the dizziness" said Odille. "That'simportant, too."

"I'm gtarting to get dizzy now. How about you?"

"You're aclever man, Raymond,” she said after apause. "I don't know if I'm amatch for you."
"If I'm so damned clever, don't try and baffle me with humility.”

She said nothing, but thewind and surf and the thudding of coconuts falling onto the sand seemed an
affirmation. At last she stood on tiptoe, and her lips grazed my cheek. "L et's go home," she whispered.

Latethat night Odille came agtride me. Her skin gleamed paely in the moonlight shining through the
window, her black hair stuck to the swesat on her shouldersin eoquent curls, and each of her rapid
exhalations was cored with afrail note asif she were singing under her bresth. Her breasts were small
and long and dightly pendulous, with puffy dark areolae, reminding me of National Geographic breasts,
shaped something like the dippers Aladdin wearsin illustrations from The Arabian Nights; and her
featureslooked so cleanly drawn asto appear stylized. Her delicacy, its exotic particularity, inspired
desire, affection, passon. And one thing more, an emotion that underlay the rest: the need to degrade
her. Part of my mind rebelled againgt this urge, but it was huge in me, abrutish drive, and | dug my
fingertipsinto her thighs, gripping hard enough to leave bruises, and began to use her roughly. To my
surprise she responded in kind; her fingernails raked my chest, and soon our lovemaking evolved into a
savage contest thet lasted nearly until dawn.

| dept no more than afew hours, and even that was troubled by adream in which | found myself ina
dwarfish, heavily muscled body with ocher skin, crouching on the crest of adune of rust-colored sand,
onethat overlooked acomplex of black pyramids. A hot wind blew fans of grit into the air, stinging my
face and chest. The complex appeared to be amile or so away, but | knew thiswas anillusion created
by the clarity of theair, and that it would take me hours to reach the buildings. | knew many things about
the place. | knew, for ingtance, that the expanse of sand between the dune and the complex wasrife with
dangers, and | also knew that there waslife within the complex . . . aform of life dangerousto me. |
understood thiswas adream, abet of an unusua sort, and that awarenesswas, | thought, akind of
wakefulness, leading meto bdieve that the dangersinvolved were threats not only to my dream sdlf but
to my physical self aswell. Y et despite this knowledge, | was moved to start walking toward the
complex.

| walked for about an hour, growing dehydrated and faint from the heat. The buildings seemed no nearer
to hand, and the sun was aviolet-white monster seething with prominences that looked much closer than
the sun with which | was familiar, and although grest banks of silvery-edged gray cloudswere crossng
the sky with the downess of cruising galleons, they never once obscured the sun, breaking apart asthey
drew near to permit its continued radiance, re-forming once they had passed. It was asif thelight were a



solid barrier, aninvishble cylindrica artifact around which they were forced to detour. Crabswith large
pincers, their shells amost the same color asthe sand, burrowed in the dunes; they were quite aggressive,
occasiondly chasing me away from their homes. . . or hunting me.

After another hour | cameto an exceptionaly smooth stretch of sand, lying flat asapond, in thiswholly
unlike the rest of the desert, which wind had sculpted into an infinite sequence of undulations and rises,
and in color a shade more coppery. The world was so quiet that | could hear the whine of my circulatory
system, and | was afraid to step forward, certain that the sand hid some peril; | supposed it to be
something on the order of quicksand. At last, deciding to giveit atet, | unbuckled the belt that held my
shesthed knife (1 was not in the least surprised to discover that | had aknife), and removing the weapon,
| tossed the belt out onto the sand. For amoment it lay undisturbed. But then the sand benegth it began
to circulate in the manner of aslow whirlpoal. | sprang back from the edge of the sand, retreating into the
lee of adune, just asthe whirlpool erupted, soraying coppery orange filaments high into the air, filaments
that were--1 redlized asthey fell back to earth around me--serpents with flat, questing heads, the largest
of them seven or eight feet in length. The pit from which they had been spewed was expanding. |
scrambled higher on the dune, clawing at the sand, and gazed down into avast maw, where thousands of
white gticks--human bones, | saw--were being pushed up and then scattered downward asif falling off
the shoulders of ahuge dark presence that was forcing itsway up through them from some unimaginable
depth.. ..

At that moment | waked, blinking againgt the sunlight, till snared by the tag ends of the dream, il trying
to climb out of danger to the top of the dune, and discovered Odille propped on an elbow, looking down
a mewith aconcerned expression. The Sight of her seemed to nullify dl thefearful logic of the dream,
and | fet foolish for having been so caught up init. The corners of Odill€slips hitched upinafaint amile.
"Y ou weretossng about,” shesaid. "So | wokeyou. I'msorry if .. ."

"No," | said, "I'm glad you did. | was having abad dream.” | boosted mysdlf to agitting position. My
muscles ached, and dried blood striped my chest. "Jesus Christ!” | said, staring at the scratches; |
remembered how it had been the previous night and was embarrassed.

"Areyou dl right?' Odille asked.
"l don't know," | said. "You...ddl...?

"Hurt me? | have some bruises. But it looks to me'--she pointed at my abrasions--"that you lost the
battle."

"I'msorry,” | said, ill flugtered. "I don't know what got into me. I've never . . . | mean, last night. I've
never beenlikethat . .. not so. . . ."

She put aforefinger to my lips. "Apparently it'swhat we both wanted. Maybe we needed it, maybe. . . ."
She made an angry noise.

"What'swrong?"'
"I'm sck of explaining mysdf in termsof the past.”

| thought | knew her meaning, and | wondered if that was what it had been for both us--a usage of each
other'sbodiesin order to inflict pain on phantom lovers. | pulled her down, let her rest on my shoulder;
her hair fanned across my chest, cool and heavy and silky. | wanted to say something, but nothing came
to mind. The pressure of her body aroused me, but | felt tender now, empty of that perverse lust that had
enlivened me hours before. She shifted her head so she could see my eyes.



"l won't ask what you're thinking,” she said.
"Nothing bad."

"Then | will ask."

"I was thinking about making love with you again.”
She made apleased noise. "Why don't you?'

| turned to face her, drawing her against me, but as we began to kiss, to touch, | redized | was afraid of
meaking love, of reindtituting that fierce animalism. That puzzled me. In retrospect, | had been somewhat
repelled by my behavior, but in no way frightened. Y et now | had a sensethat | might be opening mysdlf
to some danger, and | recalled how I'd felt while playing the game with Konwicki--there had been a
feding identical to that I'd had during our lovemaking. One of helplessness, of possession. | forced mysdlf
to dismissdl that, and soon my uneasiness passed. The sun melted like butter acrossthe bed, and the
sounds of morning, of birds and the sea and awoman vendor crying, "Coco de aguas,” camethrough
the window like music to flesh out the rhythm that we made.

For amonth or thereabouts, | believe that | was happy. Odille and | began to make alife, an easy and
indulgent life that seemed in its potentid s for pleasure and consolation proof againgt any outside influence.
It was not only our sexuality that was ajoy; we were becoming good friends. | cameto seethat like
many attractive women she had a poor self-image, that she had been sociadized to believe that beauty
was akind of cheapness, areason for shame, and that her disastrous affair might have been a
self-destructive act performed to compensate for a sense of worthlessness. Saying it likethat isan
oversmplification, but it wasin essence true and | thought that she had known her affair would be
ill-fated; | wondered if my own affair had been smilar, ameans of punishment for ashameful qudity |
perceived in mysdlf, and | wondered further if our budding relationship might not have the same impetus.
But I should have had no worriesin that regard. Everything--sex, conversation, domestic
interaction--was too easy for us; there was no great tenson involved, no apprehension of loss. We were
healing each other, and athough thiswas agood thing, ahealthy thing, | missed that tenson and redlized
that its absence was evidence of our impermanence. | tried to deny this, to convince mysdlf that | wasin
love with her as degply as| had been in love with Karen, and to an extent my sdlf-deception wasa
success. Atop the happiness we brought to one another, | installed alevel of passionate intensity that
served to confound my understanding of the relationship, to counterfeit the type of happinessthat |
believed necessary to maintain closeness. Y et even a my happiest | had the intimation of trouble hovering
near, of amenace not yet strong enough to effect itswill. And astimewore on, | began to have recurring
dreamsthat centered upon those black pyramidsin the rust-colored desert.

At the outset dl the dreams were redolent of thefirgt, dealing with dangers overcomein the desert. But
eventualy | made my way into the complex. The pyramids were enormous, towering several hundred feet
high, and asI've said were reminiscent of old Mayan structures, with fancifully carved roof combsand
steep stairways leading up the faces to temples set atop them, all of black stones polished to amirror
brilliance that threw back reflections of my body--no longer that of a dwarf, but my own, asif the dwarf
were merely atrangtiona necessity--and were joined with incredible precision, the seams dmost
microscopic. The sand had drifted in over the ebony flagstones, lying in thin curves, and torpid serpents
were coiled everywhere, some dithering dong leisurdly, making sinuoustracksin the sand. Hereand
there | saw human bones haf-buried in the sand, most so badly splintered that it wasimpossible to tell
from which part of the body they had come. Many of the buildings had been | eft unfinished or else had
been designed missing one or more outer walls, so that passing beside them, | had views of their



[abyrinthine interiors: mazes of stairwaysthat led nowhere, ending in midair, and oddly shaped cubicles.

Before entering the complex | had been visited with certain knowledge that the buildings were not Mayan
inorigin, that the Mayan pyramids were imperfect copies of them; but had | not intuitively known this; |
might have deduced it from the nature of the carvings. They werereditic in style and depicted nightmare
creatures--demons with spindly legs, grotesque barbed phalluses, and flat snakelike heads with gaping
mouths and needle teeth and fringed with lank hair--who were engaged in dismembering and otherwise
violating human victims. In a plaza between two pyramids| came upon a statue of one of these creatures,
wrought of the same black stone, giving its skin a chitinous appearance. It stood thirty feet in height,
cagting an obscendy distorted shadow; the sun hung behind its head at an oblique angle, creating a
blinding coronaof violet-white glare that masked its features and appeared to warp the e ongated skull.
But the remainder of itsanatomy wasin plain view. | ran my eyesdong the satue, taking in clawed fedt;
knees that looked to be double-jointed; the distended sac of the scrotum and the tumescent organ; jutting
hipbones; the dangling hooked hands, each finger wickedly curved and tipped with ataon the length of a
sword; the belly swollen like that of awasp. | was mesmerized by the sight, ensnared by apa pable
vibration that seemed to emanate from the figure, by an dluring resonance that made mefed sick and
dizzy and full of buzzing, incoherent thoughts. From beneeth heavy orbitd ridges, the eyes glinted asiif
cored with miniature suns, and my shock at this semblance of life broke the statue's hold on me. | backed
away, then turned and sprinted for my life. . .

| came back to consciousness thrashing around in the dark, hot bedroom. Odille was still adeep, and |
did out from beneath the sheet, being careful not to wake her. | crossed to the door that led to the living
room, my heart pounding, skin covered with a sheen of swegt. The room beyond was dashed by a
diagond of moonlight spilling through the window, and the furniture cast knife-edged shadows on the
floor. I wiped my forehead with the back of my arm and was startled by the coldness and smoothness of
my skin. | looked at my arm, and the feeling of cold ran dl through me--the skin on my wrist and hand
was black and shining like polished stone, channding streams of moonlight dongit. | let out agasp, and
holding the arm away from me, | staggered into the living room and onward into the kitchen, thearm
banging against the door, making a heavy metallic sound. | tripped, spun around, trying to keep my
balance, and fetched up against the sink. | didn't want to look at the arm again, but when | did | was
giddy with relief. Nothing was wrong with it; it was pale and articulated with muscle. A norma human
arm. | touched it to make sure. Normal. | leaned againgt the sink, taking deep breaths. | stayed there for
another fifteen minutes, trying to counter the dream and its attendant hallucination with rationaizations. |
was smoking too much dope, | told mysdlf; I'd lived for too long under emotiona pressure. Or else
something wasterribly wrong.

Houses and intricate buildingsin dreams, says Freud, signify women, and for thisreason | supposed that
the pyramids might be related to my experiences with Karen--anotion assisted by the patent sexuality of
the serpent imagery. There was no doubt that | had been damaged by the affair. For ayear and ahalf
prior to faling in love with her | had been forced to watch my father die of cancer, and had spent al my
timein taking care of him. My resources had been a alow ebb when Karen had come along, and I'd
seen her asasavation. I'd been obsessed with her, and the dow process of rejection--itself aslingering
as a cancer--had turned the power of my obsession against me, throwing meinto aterrible depression
that | had tried to remedy with cocaine, adrug that breeds its own obsessions and eventudly twists one's
concept of sexudity. | wondered if | was still obsessed, if | was sublimating the associated drivesinto my
dream life. But | rgjected that possibility. All that waseft of my fedingsfor Karen was avengeful reflex
that could be triggered against my will, and it occurred to me that thiswas amatter of injured pride, of
anger at myself for having alowed that sad woman to control and torment me. The dreams, | thought,
might well be providing aground for my anger, draining off itsvita charge. And yet | couldn't rid myself



of the suspicion that the dreams and the game | had played with Konwicki were at the heart of some
arcane process, and one morning as | walked along the beach, | turned my stepsin the direction of
Konwicki's hut, hoping that he might be able to shed some light on the matter.

| hadn't spoken to him since the night of the game, and | had seen him only twice, then at adistance; in
thelight of that, it waslogica to assume that he had come to terms with what had happened. But the
instant his but cameinto view | tensed and began to anticipate a confrontation. Ryan was Stting outside,
dressed with uncharacteristic informality in cutoffs and a short-deeved shirt; his head was down, knees
drawn up. When he heard my footsteps, he jumped to his feet and stood in front of the door.

"Youcantgoin," hesadas| cameup.

| was taken aback by that, and also by his pathetic manner. His eyes darted side to Sde asif expecting a
new threst to materiaize; nervestwitched in hisjaw, and his hands were in constant motion, plucking at
his cutoffs, fingers rubbing together. He looked pder, thinner.

"What'sthe problem, man?' | asked.

"Youcantgoin," hesad stubbornly.

"l just want to talk to him."

He shook his head.

"What'sthe hell wrong with you?'

Konwicki's voice floated out from the hut. “It'sal right, Ryan."

| brushed past Ryan, saying, "Y ou better get yourself together," and went on in. Thelight was bad, a
brownish gloom, and Konwicki was sitting cross-legged against the rear wall; beside him was something
bumpy covered by awhite cloth, and noticing a corner of orange wood protruding from the cloth, |
redlized that he had been fooling around with the game.

"What can | dofor you?' hesaid in adry tone. "Sdll you some drugs?"

| sat down closeto him, off to the side, so | could watch the door; the dried palm fronds crunched
beneath my weight. "How you been”?’

He made a noise of amusement. "I've been fine, Ray. And you?'
| gestured at the covered board. "Playing with yoursel f?"
A chuckle. "Just studying abit. Working on my project, you know."

| didn't believe him. There was anew solidity to hisassurance, and | suspected it had something to do
with the figures and the board. "Are you learning how to play it?" | asked.

After aslence, framing hiswords with--it seemed--a degree of caution, he said, "It's not something you
canlearn. .. not like chess, anyway. It's more of arole-playing game. It's essentiad to develop an affinity
with one's counter. Then the rules--or rather, the potential s--become evident.”

Thelight was so dim that the details of his swarthy festures were indistinct, making it difficult to detect
nuances of expression. But | had the feding he was laughing at me. | didn't want to let him know that |
was leery about the game, and | changed the subject. " Sounds interesting. But that's not why | came
here. | wanted to"--1 pretended to be searching for the right words--"clear the air. | thought we could. . .



"Befriends?' said Konwicki.

"I was hoping we could at least put an end to any lingering animosity. Werreal going to beliving here for
awhile, and it's pointlessto be carrying on petty warfare.. . . evenif it'sonly giving each other the cold
shoulder.”

"That's very reasonable of you, Ray."

"Are you going to be reasonable? Y ou and Odille were done before | came along. Y ou must be aware
of thet."

"If you knew me, you wouldn't gpproach methisway."
"That'swhy I'm here. . . to get to know you."

"Jugt likeaYank, to think he can know something through talking." Konwicki's hand stirayed toward the
board asif by reflex, but he did not complete the movement. "I don't let go of things easily. | hang onto
them, even things | don't really want. Unless I'm madeto let go."

| ignored theimplicit chdlenge. "Why'sthat?'

Konwicki leaned back and folded his arms, a shift in posture that conveyed expansveness. "I've traveled
in America," hesad. "I've seen dumsin Detroit, New Y ork, Los Angeles. Ghastly ruins. Much more
terriblein their physica entity than anything in England. But theres il vitdity in America, eveninthe
dums. Some of the dumsin London, they're absolutely without vitaity. Gray placeswith hereand therea
petuniain aflowerpot brightening a cracked window, and old toothless women, and children with stick
arms and legs, and women whose bodies are too sallow and sickly to sdll, and men whose brains have
shrunk to the size of their bdls. All of them moving about like peoplein adream. Bending over to sniff at
corpses, poking their fingersin afireto see how hot it is. So much trash and foulness lying about that the
streets stink even when they're frozen. To be born thereislike being born on a planet where the gravity is
S0 strong you can't escapeit. It's not something you can resist with anger or violence. It'slike treacle has
been poured over you, and you crawl around in it like afly with your wings stuck together. I've never
escaped it. I've run around the world; I've cultivated mysdlf and given myself an educetion. I've
developed refined sengbilities. But everywhere I've gone I've carried that gravity with me, and I'm the
same ignorant bloody-minded sod | always was. So don't you tell me something's not good for me. I'll
want it more than ever. Thingsthat aren't good for me make me happy. And don't say that something's
done. I'm too damn stupid to accept it. And too damn greedy.”

Despiteits passion, there was a hollowness to this statement, and after he had done| said, "I don't
beieveyou.”

He gave acaudtic laugh. "That's good, Ray. That's very perceptive. I've other imperatives now. But it
used to betrue”

| let hiswords hang in the air for abit, then said, "Have you been having odd dreams lately ?*
"I dream all thetime. What sort of dreams are you talking about?"
"About the game we played.”

"The game? Thisgame?' He touched the cloth covering the board.



| nodded.
"No...why?Areyou?'

His mocking voice told me that he was not being direct, and | redized there was no use in continuing the
conversation; either he was lying or else he was running yet another game on me, hoping to make me
think he knew something by means of arch denidl. | tried to dismiss the importance of what I'd said. "A
couple. . . just weird shit. | haven't been deeping well.”

"I'm sorry to hear that."

If Konwicki was dreaming of that strange desert, if there was an occult redlity to the gamewed played, |
knew--because of my partial admission--1 must look like afool to him; to me, with hisarmsfolded,
half-buried in the dimness, he seemed asimpenetrable as a Buddha. The thatched roof crackled likea
amall firein agust of wind, and behind Konwicki, mapping the darkness of thewall, weretiny points of
lights, uncaulked places between the boards through which the day was showing; they lent thewall the
illuson of depth, of being avast sky mapped with gars, dl arranged in adwindling perspective so asto
draw one's eyestoward a greater darkness beyond them. | began to fed daunted, out of my element,
and | told mysdf again that thiswas the result of manipulation on Konwicki's part, that by intimating
through denia some vague expertise he was playing upon my fears; but this was no comfort. | tried to
think of something to say that would pose a counterspell to the slent pall that was settling over me. | had
agreat faithin words, believing that their forma noise eegantly utilized could have the weight of truth no
matter how insincere had been the impul se to speak, and so when wordsfailed me, | felt even more a
sea. | looked away from Konwicki, gathering mysdlf. The doorway framed a stretch of pale brown sand
and sun-spattered water and curving pam trunks, and the brilliance of the scene was such acontrast to
the gloom within, | imagined that these things comprised asingle presence that was peering in a uslike an
eye a akeyhole, and that Konwicki and | were microscopic creatures dwelling inside the mechanism of
alock that separated dark and light.

Theweight of the silence forced me to stand and squeezed me toward the door. "We haven't settled
anything,” | said, brushing off my trousers, making abustling, casua business of retrest. "But | hope you
understand that | don't need any aggravation. Neither does Odille. If you want to make peace, we're
opentoit." | stepped into the doorway. " See you around.”

Once outside under the sun, bresthing the salt air, | felt easier, confident. | had, | thought, handled things
fairly wel. But as | turned to head back to the house, | tripped over Ryan, who had reclaimed his place
beside the door, Sitting with his knees drawn up. | went sprawling, rolled over, intending to gpologize.
But Ryan didn't appear to have noticed me. He continued to Sit there, staring at a patch of sand, fingers
plucking at afray on his cutoffs, and after getting to my feet, watching him for asecond or two, | started
walking, maintaining a brisk pace, feding a cold spot between my shoulder bladesthat | imagined
registered the pressure of apair of baeful eyes.

That same night, following about of paranoid introspection, | dreamed that | went insgde one of the
pyramids, a structure not far from the statue of the snake-headed creature that | had encountered in
earlier dreams. Leery about entering, watching for sgnsthat would warn me off, | passed through a
missing wal and climbed agtair that ended severa hundred feet above in midair and was connected to a
number of windowless cubicles, dl of the same black stone. | considered exploring the cubicles, but
when | put my hand to the door of one, | heard awoman's muffled voice aternately sobbing and spewing
angry curses, | pictured aharpy within, some femae monstrosity, and | withdrew my hand. On every side
amaze of other stairways lifted around me, rising without apparent support like amonumental fantasy by



Escher or Piranes, reducing perspective to ashadowy puzzle, and | felt diminished in spirit by the
enormity of the place. Snakes lay motionless on the stairs, looking at adistance like cracks admitting to a
bright coppery void; black spiders, invisble until they moved, scuttled away from my feet, and their filmy
webs spanned between each step. From a point three-quarters of the way up, the desert appeared the
color of dried blood, and set at regular intervas about the complex were five more colossa statues, each
amilar to thefirst in its repulsve anatomy, but sculpted in different poses: one crouching, onewith its
head thrown back, and so on. | couldn't help wondering if these six figures were related to the counters
of Konwicki'sgame.

| had intended to go dl the way to the top, but | grew uncomfortable with the isolation, the silence, and
started back down. My progress was dowed by an attack of dizziness. | could still hear the woman
crying, and the percussive effect of her sobs made me dizzier. The spaces beneath were swelling upward
like black gas, and afraid that | would fal, overcoming my nervousness concerning the cubicles, | flung
open the door to one, thinking | would st inside until my vertigo had passed. A fecd stink poured from
the cubicle, and something moved in the darkness at the rear, startling me.

"Who'sthere?' caled aman'svoice.

There was something familiar about the voice, and | peered into the cubicle. A pae shape was dumped
againg thefar wall.

"Comeonout," | said.

The man shifted deeper into the comer. "Why are you here?"
"I'm dreaming dl this" | said. "I don't have much choice.”

A feeble, scratchy laugh. "That'swhat they dl say.”

| stepped inside, dosing until | had clear sight of the man. For amoment | failed to recognize him, but
then | redized it was Ryan--Ryan as he might have looked after ahard twenty years, hisblond hair
grayed and the youthful lines of hisface dissolved into sagging flesh. The creasesin hisskin had filled in
with grime and looked to be deep cuts. His clothes werein tatters. "Jesus, Ryan!" | said. "What

happened?!

"I'minjall." Another cracked laugh. "I haveto stay put until. . . ."

"Till whet?'

He shook his head.

| knelt beside him. "Where are we, Ryan?'

Hegiggled. "Theendgame.”

"Whét the hell'sthat mean?"'

"Thegame" hesad, "isnot agame.”

| waited for him to continue, but helost histrain of thought. | repeated the question.

"The gameisjust away of getting here. Y ou've dready done playing, and now you haveto wait till dl the
moves have been made.”

| asked him to explain why--if I'd done playing--moveswere still to be made, and he replied by saying



that amove wasn't amove until it had been made everywhere. "It'slikethisplace” he said. "A placeisnt
realy aplace. One place leads to another, and that place leads to another yet, and on and on. There's
nothing that's only itsalf.” That thought seemed to sadden him, and he said, "Nothing."

Thewoman let out a piercing scream, and her curses echoed through the pyramid.

| tried to pull Ryan to hisfeet, thinking that there might be some more pleasant place for him to wait; he
struck at my hands, aflurry of weak blowsthat did no damage, but caused meto release him.

"Leavemedone" hesaid. "I'm safe here”
"Safefromwhat?'

"Fromyou," he answered. "The Master thinks he's the dangerous one, but | know it's you. He's made the
wrong move. Sooner or later helll see I'mright, and helll try and stop it. But you can't stopit. The
travelers have to come and go; the trandtions haveto. . . ." His speech became incoherent for afew
seconds; then he snapped out of it. "Of course there are no right moves. Even the winner paysajprice
oncethe gameisdone. But not to worry, Ray," he said with aflash of hisold cockiness. "Itll hurt, but it'l
be amuch cheaper price than the one the Master hasto pay. Or else you can dways keep playing if you
want to be noble and take the risk."

He lapsed into incoherence once again; | attempted to bring him to his senses, but al he would say was
to repeat that "it" couldn't be stopped, "it" had to happen, and to ramble on about "exchanges, necessary
trangtions.” Giving up on him, | Ieft the cubicle and went out onto the sand. The sun waslow, its
violet-white disk partialy down on the horizon, and the shadows had grown indistinct. | strolled about the
complex, feding for thefirst time at ease among the buildings, | was comfortable even in proximity to the
snake-headed statue. | stepped back from it, admiring its needle teeth and flat skull, al its obscene
proportions, and athough | felt as before a sense of resonant identity with it, on thisoccasion | was not
frightened by the feding, but rather was pleased. Indeed, | found the entire landscape soothing. The
snakes, the crabs scuttling down the sanguine faces of the dunes, the black silence of the complex . . . dll
this had a bleak mgesty and seemed the product of a pure aesthetic.

On waking and remembering the dream, however, | was more disturbed by my acceptance of that
bizarre landscape than | had been by my fear of it. It was still dark, and Odille was adeep beside me. |
eased out of bed, pulled on jeans and a shirt, and went into the patio. The edges of thetile roof framed a
rectangle of stars and dark blue sky, with the crowns of palms showing half in silhouette, the ragged
fronds throwing back pale green shines from the lights of the house next door. | dropped onto alawn
chair and lay back, trying to settle my thoughts. After afew minutes| heard the whisper of Odille's
sandals on the concrete; she had thrown on a bathrobe, and her hair wasin disarray, |oose about her
shoulders. She sat opposite me, put a hand on my knee, and asked what was wrong.

| had previoudy told her that 1'd been having bad dreams, but had not been specific; now, though, | told
her the entire story--the game, the fedings I'd had, the dreams, and my meeting with Konwicki. Oncel
had done, she lowered her head, fingering the hem of her robe, and after a pause she asked, "What are
you worried about? Thegame. . . that it'srea ?'

| was ashamed to admit it.
"That'sridiculoud" shesad. "You can't bdievethat."
"It'sjust thedreams. . . and Ryan. | mean, what's the matter with him?”

She made anoise of disgust. "He'swesk. Carl's found away to undermine him with drugs or something.



That'sdl."
Wewere slent for severa seconds; apalm frond scraped the roof, and the surf was adistant hiss.

"I knew something was bothering you," she said. "But . . ." She got to her feet, walked a couple of paces
off, and stood with her armsfolded. "Carl's getting to you. | wouldn't have thought it possible.” She
sghed, jammed her handsin the pocket of therobe. "I'm going to seehim.”

"Thehdl youarel"

"l am! And if he believesthere's anything to the game, I'll find out about it." | started to object, but she
talked over me. "Y ou aren't worried about me, are you? About my going back to him?”

"l guessnot.”

"That doesn't sound like avote of confidence.” She knelt beside my chair. "Don't you understand how
much | hate him?"

"I never understood why you were with himin thefirgt place.”

"I was vulnerable. He took advantage of my confusion. He confused me even more. He violated my trugt;
he weakened me. If | could, I'd. . . ." She drew adeep breath, let it out dowly. "Don't tell me you haven't
ever done anything that you knew was bad for you even when you were doing it.”

"No," | said, surprised by her vehemence. "'l can't tel you that." | stroked her hair. "What did he do to
you?"

Her face worked, suppressing emotion. "The same sort of thing he'stryingtodotoyou. . . except |
didn't have anybody to tell me what was going on. Listen! Nothing's going to happen. I'm just going to
talk to him. Hell lie, but I know when he'slying. I'll be able to tell whether he's concerned for himself or
looking for away to hurt you. And that'll put your mind at ease.”

"[t's not necessary."

"Yes, itid" She put her arms around my neck. "I want you to get past thisso | can have your undivided
atention.”

There was an edge to her intensity, a hectic brightnessin her eyes, that quieted my objections, and later
that night when she said sheloved me, | believed her for thefirst time.

Two nightslater aswe sat at dinner in asmall restaurant, a one-room place of stucco and thatch lit by
candles, Odille told me that she had spoken with Konwicki. "Y ou don't have to be concerned about the
game" shesad. "Carl's only trying to unnerve you." She had aforkful of rice, chewed. "I told him al
about your dreams. . . everything. Y ou should have seen him. He was like astarving man who'd been
handed a steak. He said, Y es, yes, it was the same for him. Dreams, odd intuitions. Then | described
your last dream, the one with Ryan, and what he'd said about Carl's making the wrong move. Heloved
that. He said, Yes, that wastrue. And he didn't know how to stop it from happening. After that, he
offered an gpology for everything that had happened between us. He said the game had changed him,
that he could see now what areprehensible sort hed been.”

"A reprehensble sort?' | said. "Were those hiswords?’



"l bdieve 0."

"Reprehensible. . . shit!" | stared at her over the rim of my coffee cup. "It soundsto melike he's
corroborating the dreams. Why ese would he admit that hed made a bad move?’

"Because," said Odille, "he knowsif he wereto deny it, hed have no way of affecting you. But now,
claming that it'sal true, especialy the part about him possbly losing, he has an excuseto talk to you, to
play with your mind. He can pretend to be your aly. Y ou watch. Hell cometo seeyou. Hell try to dign
himsdlf with you. Hell have aplan that'll involve the two of you working together to save each other from
thegame. . . its perils. Then hell start manipulating.” She had another bite, swallowed. "He thought he
wasfooling me, but he was transparent.”

"Areyou sure about dl this?"

"Of course. Carl'sagreedy little man who thinks he's smarter than the rest of the world. He can't imagine
that anyone could see through him. If there was anything to the game, he never would havetold me." She
took my hand. "Just wait. Watch what happens. You'll seeI'mright.”

Odille's reassurances had not convinced me of the fecklessness of my fears. Recdling Konwicki's
gtatement that familiarity with one's counter was important, | set out to reinhabit the fedings I'd had while
playing, to recdl the movesthat had been made. It was not hard to recapture those fedings; they
returned to me every night in dreams. But the moves were adifferent matter. Other than thefirgt, | could
remember only thelast two: oneinwhich al four figurines had been placed in close proximity, and
another in which the figure of the infant had been placed in azone adjoining that of the dwarf. | asked
Odille what she could recall about the counters from working on the trandation, and she said that al she
knew was what Konwicki had told her.

"He used to joke with me about them," she said. "He identified himself with the warrior, and he said my
counter wasthe female. . . the one you moved during the game. He described her to me. A red maniac,
aterrible cresture. Suttish, foul-mouthed, vile. She was aways throwing tantrums. Physicaly abusive."

"Maybe he was trying to demean you by describing her that way."

"I'm sure he was. But once he did show me some of the trand ation he'd done about her, and it looked
authertic.”

"What werethey . . . the counters? Did he ever tell you that?"

"Archetypes," shesaid. "Mayan archetypes. Spirit forms. . . that was the term he used. I'm not sure what
that meant. Whoever made the figures, whoever assigned them their characters, had a warped idea of
human potentia. All the characters were repdlent in someway. . . . | remember that much. But when he
told medl that, | wastrying to pull avay from him, and | didn't pay much attention.”

A week went by, and | made no further progress. | was spinning my wheds, wasting mysdlf in futile
effort. Then | took stock of the situation, and suddenly al my paranoia seemed ludicrous. That | could
have even half-believed | had been possessed by a Mayan spirit in the shape of adwarf was evidence of
severe menta dippage, and it wastimeto get agrip. The dreams must have some connection to the
abuses | had suffered during the past few years, | thought, and to be this much of afool for love was
debasing, particularly in the face of the abuses | met with every day in Livingston. Manuitrition, tyranny,
ignorance. | determined that | was going to take ahard line with my psyche. If | had dreams, so what?
Sooner or later they would run their course. And | aso determined to grant Odill€swish, to give her my



undivided atention; | redlized that while | hadn't been neglecting her, neither had | been utilizing the
resources of the relationship as alover should. Things were changing between usin adirection that |
would never have predicted, and | owed it to her, to myself, to see where that would lead.

Our liveswere cam for the next couple of weeks. The dreams continued, but | refused to let them upset
me. Odilleand | fell into the habit of taking twilight walks dong the beach, and one evening after astorm,
with dark blueridges of cloud pressing down upon asmear of buttermilk yellow on the horizon, we
walked out to the point beyond the Café Pluto, ahook of land bearing afew pamswhose crowns
showed againgt the last of sunset like feathered headdresses. Nearby stretches of cobalt water merged
with purplish date farther out, and there were so many smal waves, it looked asif the ssawere moving in
every direction at once. We sat on aboulder at the end of the point, watching the light fade in the west,
and after aminute Odille asked if | had ever been to Paris.

"Alongtimeago,” | sad.
"What did you think?"

"It wasthewinter," | said. "I didn't seetoo much. I had no money, and | was staying in ahouse that

bel onged to this old lady named Bunny. She was straight out of a Tennessee Williams play. Sheldd been
Lawrence Durrdl'slover . . . or maybeit wasn't Durrell. Somebody famous, anyway. Shewasaninvdid,
and the house was amess. Cat shit everywhere. There was a crazy Romanian who was printing an
anarchist newdetter in the basement. And Bunny'skids, they were true degenerates. Her fifteen-year-old
raped the maid. The twenty-year-old was dealing smack. Bunny just lay around, and | ended up having
to teke care of her."

"God, you'velived!" said Odille, and we both laughed.
| put an arm around her. "Are you homesick?"
"Not so much. . . alittle." Sheleaned into me. "l was just wondering how you'd like Paris."

We had talked about the future in only the most generd of terms, but | felt comfortable now considering
afuture with her, and that surprised me, because even though | was happier than I'd beenin avery long
time, | had aso been nervous about formalizing the relationship.

"| suppose we're going to haveto leave here eventualy,” | said.

Shelooked up a me. "Yes."

"It doesn't matter to me where we go. | don't have to be any particular place to do my work."
"I know," shesaid. "That's your greatest virtue."

"Isthat s0?" | kissed her, the kiss grew long, and we lay back on the boulder. | touched her breadts. In
the darkness the whites of her eyes were aglow; her breath was sweet and frail. Waves dapped at the

rock. Finaly | turned onto my back, pillowed my head on my hands. Icy stars made simple patternsin

the sky, and it seemed to me a the moment that everything in the world had that same smplicity.

"Someday," Odille said after along silence, "I'd liketo go back to Paris. . . just to see my friends again.”
"Want meto go with you?'

Shewas slent for abit; then she sat up and stared out to sea. | had asked the question glibly, thinking |
knew the answer, yet now | was afraid that I'd misread her. At last she said, Y ou wouldn't likeit.



Americansdont like Parisans.”
"Theway | hear it, itsmutud,” | said, relieved. "But there are exceptions.”

"l guess s0." She glanced down a me and smiled. "Anyway, we don't have to stay in Paris. We could
cometo the States. | wouldn't mind that." She tipped her head to the side. ™Y ou look puzzled.”

"l wasn't sure we'd get around to talking about this. And even if wedid, | thought it would be awkward.”

"Sodid | for awhile. But then | redlized we were past awkwardness.” With both hands she lifted the heft
of her hair and pushed it back behind her head. " Sometimes I've tried to imagine myself without you. |
candoit. | can picture mysdf living alife, being with someone ese. All that. But then | realized how
artificia that was. . . that kind of saf-examination. It wasasif | were wishing for that prospect, becausel
was afraid of you. To end doubt, or to learn whether my doubts werered, dl | had to do was stop
thinking about them. Just givein to the moment. That was easier said than done, | thought. But then |
tried it, and it was easy." Sheran ahand dong my arm. "You did it, too. | could tell when you stopped.”

"Could you, now?'
"Don't you believe me?"

Before | could answer, there was a crunching in the brush behind us, and two figures emerged from
shadows abouit thirty feet away. It took me a second to identify them against the dark
backdrop--Konwicki, with Ryan hanging at his shoulder. | stood, wary, and Odille came to her knees.
"What the fuck are you doing?' | asked them. "Tracking us?'

"l haveto talk with you," said Konwicki. "About the game.”

"Some other time, man." | took Odille's arm and began steering her back aong the point, giving
Konwicki and Ryan awide berth, but keeping an eye on them.

"Listen," said Konwicki, coming after us. "1'm not after mucking you about. Werein serioustrouble.” |
kept walking, and he grabbed my shoulder, spun me around. "I've been having dreams, too. They're
different from yours. But they're indicators al the same.”

Hisface betrayed anxiety, but | wasn't buying the act. | shoved him back. "Keep your hands off me!"

"The game's aconduit,” he said aswe walked away. "A means of transport to another world, another
plane. .. something. And to another form aswell." He caught up with me, blocked our path; Ryan
scuttled behind him. "I don't know how the Mayans discovered it, but it was amgjor influence on their
architecture, on every facet of their culture. Theritud crudties of their religion, the--"

"Get out of my way." | was cold insde--asign that | was preparing for violence. My senses had grown
acute. The dop of the waves, Konwicki's bresthing, the leaves rustling--all were sharp and distinct.
Ryan's paeface, peering from behind Konwicki, seemed as bright asadar.

"You'reafodl if you don't listen to me," Konwicki said. "The game we played wasred. | admit |
wouldn't be hereif | didn't think | wasin danger, but there's--"

"Y ou made the wrong move, thet it?" | said.

"Yes," said Konwicki. "l didn't know it at thetime. | didn't know we were actudly playing. And later,
after | realized something strange was happening, | didn't see the mistake I'd made." He wagged both
hands asif dismissing dl that. "Weve got an option, man . . . | think. The winner can keep the game



going for onemore move at least. It'll be arisk, but ardatively minor one.” Helooked asif he were
about to grab mein frustration, doing afine imitation of a desperate man. "That way we have a chance of
figuring out what e sewe can do.”

"I'm not one of your goddamn chumps!” | said. "I know Odille told you about my dream. You'retrying to
useit againg me."

"Yes, yes, youreright," hesaid. "l was using it. | wanted to fuck with you. | admit it. But after Odille
talked to me, | began thinking about some of the things she'd told me. And some of the things you'd said,
too."

| made aderisve noise.

"I'mtelling thetruth. | promiseyou!" he said. "After | talked to her, | had another ook at thegame. . . a
the papers. Some of the things sheld told me gave me new insightsinto the trandation." Hiswords came
inarush. "You see, | bdieved that the figures--the dwarf, the warrior--that they were the entities
involved. | thought they were conveyancesthat carried you to the pyramids. And they are. One of uswas
going to be transported. That much was certain. | thought it would beme, but it'snot . . . it'syou. And I'd
overlooked the obvious." A dismayed laugh. "It'samatter of eementary physics. For every action there's
aresction.”

He paused for breath, and having heard enough, | said, "Odille told me you'd come up with something
clever. Guess she waswrong about that.”

| started to push past him, but he shoved me back. "For God's sake, will you listen?"
"I'm going to tell you once more,” | said. "Keep your hands off me."

"That'sright, you stupid clot!" he said. "Just go home and bugger your stupid whore and don't worry
about abloody thing!"

"Suchtak,” | said; my arms had begun to tremble.

"Let'sjust go!" Odille pulled a me, and | alowed mysdf to be hauled aong; but Konwicki planted a
hand on my chest, bringing me up short.

"I'm trying to save your sodding life, you assl" hesaid. "Areyou going to lisentome, or. . . ." Hewas,
judging from his disdainful expression, about to deliver some further pomposity.

"No," | said, and nailed him in the somach, not wanting to hurt my hand. He caved in, went to his knees,
then rolled up into afetd position, the wind knocked out of him. Ryan darted toward me, then retreated
into the shadows; a second later | heard him running off through the bushes.

It had been years since I'd hit anyone, and | was ashamed of mysealf; Konwicki had been no threst. |
dropped to my knees beside him, counseled him to take shalow breaths, and once he had recovered
somewhat, | tried to help him up. He pushed my hands away and fixed me with a hateful stare.

"Right, you bastard!" he said. "'l warned you, but that'sal right. Y ou'll have to take what comes now.”

After that night on the point | concluded that Livingston had lost its charm; | wanted to avoid further
conflicts, and | was certain more would arise. Odille was in accord with this, and we planned to leave as
soon as | could find someone responsible to take over the Spanish doctors house. We decided to settle



in Pangjachel near Lake Atitlan until | finished my current writing project, and then to visit New Y ork
City en route to Paris; amost without acknowledging it, we had made an oblique, understated
commitment to each other, one that by contrast to our pasts and the instability around uswas amode of
rigor. Perhaps our relationship had begun as an accommodation, ashelter from the heavy weather of our
lives, but againgt al odds something more had developed; athough | wasn't ready to admit it to her,
unwilling to risk atota involvement, | had falen inlove with Odille. It wasn't any oneinstance or event
that had brought this home to me, but rather asdowly growing awareness of my reactionsto her. | had
begun to focus more and more upon her, to treasure images of her. To savor al the days. And yet |
detected in mysdlf aresidue of tenson, one | aso detected in her, and this was evidence that we were
afraid of the obsessive bonding that had occurred and were preparing for disappointment, obeying the
conditioning of our pasts.

Ten days passed, and | hadn't found anyone to take the house. | wrote to the Spanish doctors, telling
them that an emergency had come up, that | had to leave and wanted to delegate my responsbilitiesto
thelocd priest, who had become something of afriend, and who--asde from hisclerica
duties-maintained asmall museum that displayed some Mayan artifacts of indifferent vaue. | beganto
pack my papersin anticipation of their response. Early one evening | went to the telegraph office to call
my agent in the States and tell her about the move, to seeif she had money for me. The officewasalow
building of yellow stucco next to the generator that provided the village's power, and was manned by a
harried-looking clerk who was arguing with an Indian family, and was guarded by a soldier wearing
camouflage gear and carrying amachine gun. The phoneslined the rear wall of the office, and choosing
the one farthest from the argument, | put in the call. Five minutes later | heard my agent's voice through a
hiss of static, and after we had taken care of business, | asked what was new in the big city.

"Theusud," shesaid. "Boring parties and editors playing musica chairs. Y ou're better off down there. ..
aslong asyou're working. Are you working?'

"Dontworry," | said.

My agent let some dead time accumulate, then said, "I guess| should tell you this, Ray. Y ou're going to
find out sooner or later.”

"What'sthat?"
"Karen had her baby."
For aningant | felt strangely light, free of somerestraint. "I didn't think she was due this soon.”

"There were complications. But she'sal right. So'sthe baby. It'saboy. It'sredly cute, Ray. A littledoll.
It just liesthere and squesaks.”

| let out anasty laugh. "Just like hismama."

"| thought you went down thereto let go of her. Y ou don't sound like you're letting go.”
"Must be the connection.” | stared at the pocked, grimy wall, seeing nothing.

Another pause. "What're you working on, Ray?"

"Youll seeit soon,” | said. "L ook, I'vegot to go.”

"I didn't mean to upset you."

"I'm not upset. I'll call you in acouple of weeks, okay?"



| walked outside, cut down onto the beach. Dusk had given way to darkness, and the jungled shore was
picked out by shanty lights; there was dso a scattering of lights on the hillslifting behind the village,
showing the location of small farmsand platanals. The moon, amost full, had risen to shinethrough a
notch between the hills, paving the chop of the water close to shore with silvery glitter; but threatening
clouds and dark brooms of rain were visible farther out--a ssorm would be hitting the coast within a
matter of minutes. | was angry as | walked, but my anger was undirected. Karen was no longer an object
of hatred, merely acatayst that opened meto violent emotion, and | redlized that part of the reason she
had maintained ahold over mefor so long was due, not to any redl feeling, but to my romantic nature, my
stubborn denia that the light in the heart could be snuffed out. | had hung on to the belief that--despite
Karen's betraya --the good, strong core of my fedingswould last; now | was forced to face the fact that
they were dead, and that made me angry and caused me to doubt everything | felt for Odille.

A voice called to meas| was passing astand of palmettos. | ignored it, but the voice continued to call,
and | whirled around to see Ryan running down the beach, his blond hair flying, dressed in the cutoffs and
soiled shirt that had become his uniform. He staggered to ahalt afew feet away, gasping.

"What do you want?" | asked.

He held up ahand, trying to catch his breath. "Gottatalk to you,” he managed. Helooked diento me, a
paelittletwist of acreature, and | felt vastly superior. Stronger, more intelligent. The fierceness of the
loathing that fueled these fedings didn't strike me as unusudl.

"Tak about what?' | said.

"QOdille. .. you haveto bregk it off with her."
"You jedous, Ryan?'

"Konwicki . . ."

"Fuck Konwicki!" | gave Ryan ashove that sent him reding backward, catching at the air with his hands.
"If he'sgot aproblem, tell him to cometak to me himsdlf."

"Y ou haveto stop seeing her," said Ryan defiantly. He dipped a hand benesth his shirtfront asif soothing
astomachache and kept his eyeslowered. "I'm warning you . . . bad things are going to happen if you
don't."

"Goodnessme, Ryan," | sad, taking alittle wak around him, examining him contemptuoudy, asif he
were an unsghtly objet d'art. "1 wonder what they could be.”

Ryan'schin quivered. "He's. . . he's. . . ."

"C'mon, man! Spitit out!" | said. "Has he been doing bad thingsto you? He must have been doing
something nasty, mighty bad to turn you into such atwitchy little toad. Isit drugs? s he feeding you bad
drugs,or...."

Anger came boiling out of him. "Don't talk to melike that!"

| knew at that moment that Ryan had awegpon. Theway he kept shifting hisright hand under his shirt as
if adjusting his grip, keeping hisweight back on hishedls, balanced, ready to strike. And | wanted him to
grike.

"l gotit,” | said. "Konwicki'sinto boys now. That'sit, right? And you're hisboy! That explainswhy I've
never seen you with agirl.”



"Stop it!" He sat himsdlf, themuscles of hisright forearm flexing.
"What'sit like with him, man? He make your little doggy st up and beg?”
"Y ou better stop!”

"Does he make alot of noise, Ryan?" | laughed, and the laugh startled me, sounding too guttura to be my
own. "Or ishethe strong, Slent type?’

With a shout, he pulled aknife from beneath his shirt and dashed a me. | caught hiswrist, gaveit asharp
twist. He cried out, the knife fell to the sand, and he backed away, cradling hiswrigt, his expresson
shifting between panic and anguish. "I'm sorry," he said. "I'm sorry. Hetold me | hadto. . . ." Then he
broke into a stumbling run and went crashing through the palmettos. | scooped up the knife and began to
hunt him. That was how it seemed. A hunt. Onein which | was expert. I've never been much of an
athlete, yet that night | ran easily, with short chopping strides that carried mein azigzagging path among
the pamettos. | kept pace with Ryan, running off to hisleft and alittle behind, intending to harry him until
he dropped. He glanced back over his shoulder, saw me, and ran faster, franticaly cadling out to
Konwicki.

On hearing that, | dowed my pursuit. It was Konwicki | really wanted, and since Ryan had been his
messenger, it was likely that he was now going to see him. And yet we were heading away from the
beach, away from Konwicki's house. | decided to trust my ingtincts. If Konwicki had somehow
convinced Ryan to kill me--and | thought that must be the case, that he/d hoped to evade the judgment of
the game by diminating me--after the deed he would have wanted Ryan to meet him somewhere out of
theway. | dropped back ahit, letting Ryan think he had lost me, keeping track of him by ear, picking out
the sound of his passage through the foliage from the noises of insects and frogs and wind. We were
moving onto the dope of one of the hills behind the village, and despite the uphill path, | was ill running
eadly, enjoying mysdf. The musky scents of the vegetation were as cloying as perfume; clouds flowing
across the moon, driven by agusting wind, made the world go aternately dark and bright with an erratic
rhythm that added to my excitement. | exulted in the turbulent westher, in my strength, and | threw the
knife into the brush, knowing that | wasn't going to need it.

As| passed through abanana grove, aflickering yellow light penetrated the bushesto my |eft from one of
the farmhouses. The wind was rapidly gaining in force, tattering the bananaleaves, lifting them high like
the festhery legs of giant insects, and something about their articul ated shapes fluttering in a sudden wash
of moonlight made me uneasy. | began to have an incongtant feding in my flesh, adull vibration that
nausested me; | tried to push it aside, to concentrate on the running, but it perssted. | estimated that |
must be a quarter of the way up the hill, and | could hear Ryan jogging dong dmost pardlel to me. He
had stopped calling out to Konwicki, but now and then he would cry out, perhaps because of the painin
hiswrigt. | was having some pain myself. Twingesin my joints, in my bones. Growing sharper by the
moment. And there was something wrong with my eyes. Every object had ahao, the veins of leaves
glowed an iridescent green, and overhead | could see dozens of filmy layers between the clouds and the
earth, drifting, swirling, coalescing. | shook my head, trying to clear my vision, but if anything it grew
worse. The halos had congealed into auras of adozen different colors; hot spots of molten scarlet and
luminous blue were insects crawling in the dirt. The pain kept growing worse, too. The twinges became
jolts of agony shooting through my limbs, and with the onset of each | staggered, unableto stay on
course. Then atremendous painin my chest sent meto al fours, my eyes squeezed shuit. | tried to stand,
and in doing so caught Sight of my left hand--gnarled, lumpy fingersthick as sausages, clawing at rusty
orange sand, lengthening and blackening. A fresh surge of pain knocked me down, and | twisted about
and gouged at the earth for what seemed avery long time. Rain started to fal, and another burst of pain
dredged up a bassy scream from my chest that merged with thewind, like the massve flat Om of a



foghorn wedded to ahowl. Oneingant | felt | was splitting in haf, the next that | was growing huge and
heavy. | receded from the storm and the world, dwindling to a point within mysdf, and from that moment
on | wasincapable of action, only of mute and horrified observation as another "I took control of my
thoughts, one whose judgments were funded by an anger far more potent and implacable than my own.

| lashed out with my left arm, clutched something thin and hard, tore at it; the next second a bananatree
fdl acrossmy chest. But the pain was diminishing rapidly, and after it had passed, rather than feding
exhausted, | felt renewed. | climbed to my feet and looked out over the treetops. The storm that during
trangition had seemed so chaotic and powerful now seemed inconsequential, hardly worth my notice.
Lightning scratched red forking lines down the sky; inky clouds rushed overhead. A flickering nimbus of
bluish white overlaid the jungle, and beneeth it, the lights of the houses ranging the hill were dmost too
dim to make out. | could find no sign of the defeated. Frustrated, | moved toward the nearest house--a
structure with board walls and aroof of corrugated metal--knocking away branches, pushing masses of
foliage asde, my hair whipped into my eyes by thewind. When | reached the house | stood gazing down
at theroof, trying to sense the occupants. The energy flows binding the metdl, stitchings of coruscant lines
and dazzles, could not hide the puny liveswithin: shifting clots of heat and color. My quarry was not
there, but inafury | swung my arm and tore along rip in the roof, ddighted by the shriek of the tortured
metd. Dark frightened faces stared a me through the rip, then vanished. A moment later | spotted them
running out the door and into the jungle, becoming streaks of red beneath the ghostly luminescence of the
leaves. | would have enjoyed pursuing them, but my time was limited, and | was concerned that the
completion of my task would be hampered by the victor--I felt him lodged like astonein my
brain--whaose pitiful morality was anagging irritant. | wondered at his motives for entering the contest.
Surely he must have known what was a stake. Thereis no mordlity in this darkness.

| comforted mysdlf with the thought that before too long the victor would have his due, unless-and |
thought this unlikely--he chose to renew the chalenge; and | pressed on through the jungle. Something
ran across my path--an animal of some sort. It swerved aside, but before it could escape | grazed it with
aclaw, tearing itsbelly and flipping it into the air. The kill improved my temper. | had never relished
employing my license here. Thewesk strains of life are barely amusic, and the walls that hold back desth
aretissue-thin. But | was pleased to see the blood jet forth. | watched the animal's essence disperse,
misting upward in pae threadsto rgoin the Great Cloud of Being, and then continued on my way.

At the crest of the hill 1 paused and gazed back down the dope. From this vantage the landscape of that
soft female world seemed transformed, infused with new strength. Great smoking clouds streamed from
the sea, and the jungle pitched and tossed asiif troubled by my sight. The souls of the treeswere thin gold
wires stretched to breaking. The thunder was a power, the lightning aname. | stood attuning mysdlf to the
night, absorbing its black subtleties and cold meanings, and thus strengthened, restored to the fullness of
purpose, | went along the crest, searching the darkness for the defeated, listening among the whispers of
the dead for the sound of one soon to die, for that telltale dullness and sonority. At last | heard him
venting hisrage againg one of the dternatesin ahouse athird of the way down the hill. His obvious lack
of preparation dismayed me, and once again | felt less than enthusiastic about my duty. It would be a
mercy to end these intermittent rituals of violence and let the brood come as an army to urge on this
feeble race to the next plane.

The house was a glowing patch in the midst of atoiling darkness and was made of sapling poles and
thatch; orange light striped the gaps between the poles and leaked from beneath the door. | called to the
defested. The angry conversation within was broken off, but no one came out. Perhaps, | thought, he had
mistaken my call for an dement of the storm. | called again, ademanding scream that outvoiced the
thunder. Still he remained within. Thiswasintolerable! Now | would be forced to ingtruct him. | ripped
addethe poles at the front of the house, cresting a gaping hole through which | saw two figures shrinking
back againgt the rear wall. | held out my hand in invitation, but as the aternate collgpsed to the floor, the



defeated went scuttling about like a frightened crab, running into the table, the chairs. Disgusted, |
reached in and picked him up. I lifted him high, looked into histerrified face. He struggled, prying at my
claws, kicking, squeding hisfear.

"Why do you struggle?" | asked. "Y our lifeis an exhausted breath, the failure of an enervated creation.

Y ou arefood with aflicker of intelligence. True power isbeyond you, and the knowledge of painisyour
mogt refined sengbility.” Of course he did not understand: my speech must have seemed to him like atide
roaring out from acave. But to illustrate the point | traced aline of blood across hisribs, being careful not
to cut too deeply. "Your ideas are dl wrong,” | told him. ™Y our concept of beauty a gross mutation; your
indpid notions of good and evil aninsult to ther fathering principles.” Once again | made him bleed,
tracing the second line of ingtruction, ditting the skin of his ssomach with such precison that it parted in
neet flaps, yet the sac within waseft intact. "Evil isasimpersond as mathematics. That its agencies derive
pleasure from carrying out its charge is meaningless. Itstrappings, its gaud and hellish forms, are nuance,
not essence. Evil isthe pure function of the universe, the machine of stars and darknessthat carries us
everywhere." At thethird finel saw in hisface thefirg light of understanding, and in hisshrieks | detected
amusic that reflected the incisiveness of my as-yet-incomplete design. His eyes were distended, bloody
spittle clung to hislips and beard, and there was anew eagernessin his expression; he would--had he
been able to muster coherent thought--have interpreted this eagerness as alust for death, yet | doubted
he would be aware that to fed such alust was the signature of a profound lesson learned. | thought,
however, that once we returned to the desert, once | had time to complete the design, our lessons would
go more quickly. | traced afourth line. His body spasmed, flopping bonelesdy, but he did not lose
consciousness, and | admired his stamina, envied him the smdl purity of his purpose. The bond that held
mein that place was weakening, and | grasped him more tightly, squeezing atrickle of darknessfrom his
mouth. "You and l," | said, dicing the skin over his breastbone, "are gears of the machine. Together we
interlock and turn, causing an increment of movement, aminiscule resolution of potentid.” With the barest
flick | laid open one of his cheeks, and he responded with a high quavering wail that went on and on asiif

| had opened avalveingde him, released some pressure that issued forth with a celebratory keening.
Beneath the wash of blood | had a glimpse of white. "I can seeto your bone," | said. "The stalk of your
being. | am going to pare you down to your essentia things, both of flesh and knowledge. And when we
return to the temples, you will have dear sight of them, of their meaning. They, too, are part of the
machine." His head lolled back; his mouth went dack, and his eyes--they gppeared to have gone
dark--rolled up to fix on mine. It was asif he had decided to take his ease and bleed and study his
tormentor, insulated from pain and fear. Perhaps he thought the worst was over. | laughed at that, and the
gorm of my laughter merged with thewind and dl the tearing night, making him stiffen. | bent my head
closeto him, breathed ablack breath to keep him cam during the transition, and whispered, " Soon you
will know everything."

That isamere gpproximation of what | remember, an overforma and inadequate rendering of an
experience that seems with the passage of time to grow ever more untrandatable. Trapped by the
limitations of language, | can only hint a the sense of diennessthat had pervaded me, at the compulsons
of thething | believed | had become. | woke on the beach before dawn not far from Konwicki's house,
and | thought that after the possession--or the transformation, or whatever it had been--had ended, in the
resultant delirium | must have wandered down from the hillside and passed out. No other possibility
offered itsdf. My muscles ill ached from the experience, and my memories were powerful and individud
and sickening. | remembered how it felt to have the strength to tear iron like rotten cloth; | remembered a
cold disdain for aworld | now embraced in gratitude and relief; | remembered the sght of ablack hand
wicked with curved talons closing around Konwicki and lifting him high; | remembered intelligence
without sentiment, hatred without passion; | remembered athousand wars of the spirit that | had never
fought; | remembered killing ahundred brothersfor the right to survive; | remembered a silence that



caused pain; | remembered thoughts like knives, awind likereligion, abrilliance likefear, | remembered
thingsfor which | had no words. Things that made me tremble.

But as the sun brought light into the world, light brought doubt into my mind and caused the memoriesto
diminish inimportance. Their very sharpness was areason to doubt them; memories, | believed, should
be fragmentary, chaotic, and these--despite their untrand atabl e essence--were a poignant, almost
physicd, weight ingde my head. Their vividness seemed a stamp of fraudulence, of the manufactured,
and thus my problemswith interpreting what had happened became complex and confusing. How much,
for ingtance, had Odille known? Had she, out of hatred for Konwicki, manipulated me? Had she known
more than she had said, trying to encourage a deadly confrontation? And if so, what sort of confrontation
was she trying to encourage? And what about coincidence? The coincidence of so many eements of
those days and the dreams and the game. Wasit redlly coincidence, or could what seemed coincidental
have been amatter of selective memory? And Konwicki . . . had he been honest with me that night on
the point, or had he, too, been engaged in manipulation? Could Odille's desertion have left him more
bereft than he had dlowed, and was that asignificant motivation? | wished | had let him finish speaking,
that | had learned what he meant by the phrase "for every action there's areaction.” Was that merely
another coincidence, or did it refer to an exchange of travelers between thisworld and that desert hell ?
And most pertinently, had my deep-seated anger againgt an old lover been a sufficiently powerful poison
to cause me to imagine an unimaginable horror, to erect an insane rationdization for acrime of passon?
Or had anger been the key that opened both Konwicki and me to the forces of the game? Each potential
answer to any of these questions cast a new fight upon the rest, and therefore to determine an ultimate
answer became aproblem rather like trying to put together ajigsaw puzzle whose pieces were constantly

changing shape.

The sun had cleared the horizon, shining palely through thin gray clouds; clumps of seaweed littered the
beach, looking at adistance like bodies washed up by the surf, and hegps of foam like dirty soapsuds
demarked thetidal margin. My head felt packed with cotton, and | couldn't think. Then | was struck by
an illumination, a hope. Maybe none of it had happened. A psychotic episode of some kind. | went
stumbling through the mucky sand toward Konwicki's place, growing more and more certain that | would
find him there. And when | burst into the darkened shack, | saw someone adegp on an air mattress
againg thewall, ahead with brown hair protruding from beneath ablanket.

"Konwicki!" | said, dated.

The head turned toward me. A tanned teenage girl propped hersdf on an elbow, the blanket dipping
from her breasts; she rubbed her eyes, pouted, and said grouchily, "Whao're you?"

Theair in theroom stank, heavy with the sourness of sexua activity and marijuana. | couldn't tell if the girl
was pretty; her environment suppressed even the idea of prettiness. "Where's Konwicki?' | asked.

"You afriend of Carl's?'

"Y eah, we're soul mates." Being awiseass hel ped gtifle my anxiety.
The girl noticed her exposure, covered hersdlf.

"Whereishe?' | asked.

"l dunno." She dumped back down. "He went somewhere with Ryan last night. HE!ll probably be back
soon.” She shaded her eyes, peered into the thin light. "What's it like out there? Still drizzling?"

"No," | said dully.



Thegirl shook her hair back from her eyes. "1 think I'll catch asvim.”

| stood looking down at the cardboard box that contained the Mayan figurines.

"That means|'d liketo put on my suit,” said thegirl.

"Oh...right. Sorry." | sarted out the door.

"After I'm dressed,” said the girl, "you can wait hereif you want. Carl'sred free with his place.”

| stood outside, uncertain what to do. While | was consdering my options, the girl came out the door,
wearing ared bikini; she waved and walked toward the water's edge. | stared in through the door at the
cardboard box. Konwicki would not be returning, | redized, and the answer to dl my questions might he
inthat box. | checked to make sure that the girl wouldn't be a problem--she was splashing through the
shdlows--and darted inside. | picked up the box, then remembered the papers; | stuffed as many of them
aspossiblein among the figurines, stuck some more under my arm, and went jogging aong the shore
toward home.

These were the facts, then. Konwicki was missing. The police were indifferent to the matter. Gringos
were prone to make unannounced exits of this sort, they said. Likely he had gotten agirl in trouble. Ryan
had been found on the hill, incapable of rational speech, hiswrist broken; | saw him once before he was
flown home under sedation, and he looked very like the Ryan of my dream. Drugs, said the local doctor.
An Indian family with asmal farm claimed that a demon had torn aholein their roof and chased them
through the jungle; but the Sightings of demons were commonplace among the hill people, and their
testimony was disregarded, the hole in the roof chalked up to storm damage--a ceiba tree had fallen onto
it. A deer had been found disemboweled in the jungle, but the wound could have been made by a
machete. A shack had been destroyed, apparently by the wind. Asthe days passed and the memories of
that night grew faint, | came to see this combination of facts as an indictment againgt mysdlf. It was
conceivablethat in chasing Ryan | had frightened an Indian family who had aready been terrified by a
tree crashing down upon their roof, and that in my rage, arage funded by the bizarre materias of
Konwicki'sgame, | had erected adelusonary system to deny my participation in aviolent act. Having
reached this conclusion, | became desperate to prove it wrong. | refused to accept that | wasa
murderer, and | pored over Konwicki's notes, trying to legitimize the game. | discovered what he had
meant by saying that the game could be prolonged; according to his notes, the winner could choose to
continue alone for one more move and thereby negate the penalties that accrued to both winner and loser
. .. though why anyone would choose this option was beyond me. Perhaps the Mayans ranked their
priorities differently from those of our culture, and persond surviva was not high among them. The fact
that Konwicki had not told methat I, the winner, could save him and risk mysdlf by continuing seemed to
testify that he had been trying to trick meinto going on. However, that wasn't sufficient proof. Evenif he
had not given the game any credence, he might--as Odille had suggested--have said the exact same thing
in order to gain ahold on me. The events of that night lay on an edge between the rational and the
irrationd, and the problem of which interpretation to place upon them was in the end a matter of persona
choice.

Y et | was obsessed with finding a solution, and for the next month | pursued the question. | no longer had
dreams of the pyramids and the desert, but | had other dreamsin which | saw Konwicki's tormented
face. From these dreams | would wake covered with sweat, and | would go into my study and spend the
remaining hours of the night staring at the four counters that had been employed in the game: the dwarf,
the warrior, thewoman, theinfant. | grew distracted. My thoughts would for atime be glegfully manic,
sharp, and then would become muzzy and vague. | was afflicted by the smell of blood; | had fevers, aural



hallucinations of roaring and screams. And | fell into a deep depression, as deep as the one that had
owned mein New Y ork, unable to disprove to my own satisfaction the notion that | had killed aman.

Throughout this period, Odille was|oving and supportive, exhausting hersaf on my behdf, and during
moments of clarity | reglized how fortunate | wasto have her, how much | had cometo love her. It was
this realization that began to pull me out of my depression. . . that, and the further redlization that she was
beginning to fray under the pressures of dealing with my breakdown. Over the span of aweek she grew
sullen and short-tempered. | would find her pacing, agitated, and when | would try to console her, she
would often as not react with hodtility. Usudly | was able to break through to her, to bring her back to
normalcy. Then one night, returning from the corner store, where I had gone to buy olive oil, matches,
some other things for the kitchen, as| cameinto the living room | heard Odille out on the patio, sobbing,
cursing, her voicethickened like adrunkard's. It was the voice I'd heard in my dream, coming from one
of the cubiclesin the pyramid. | stopped in my tracks, and as| listened, adissolute feeling spread through
my guts. There was no doubt about it. Not only were the timbre and rhythmsidentical, but also the
words.

"Bastard,” she was saying. "Oh, you bastard. God, | hate you, | hateyou! You. .." A walil. "Dead man,
that'swhat I'll call you. I'll say, 'How are you, dead man? And when you ask what | mean by that, I'll say
that I'm just anticipating . . . you fucking bastard!™

| went out onto the patio, walking softly. It was hot, and afew drops of rain were falling, speckling the
concrete. Sweet poured off my neck and chest and back; my shirt was plastered to my skin. Thelights
were off, the moon high, printing afiligree of leaf shadow on the concrete, and Odille was perched on the
edge of achair in the shadows, her head down and hands clasped together--atense, prayerful attitude. It
seemed hotter the nearer | cameto her. "Odille" | said.

She threw back her head, her strained face visible through strands of hair; she looked like a madwoman
caught at some secretive act.

| started toward her, but she jumped up and backed away. "Don't touch me, you bastard!"
"Jesus, Odille!™

| moved forward a step or two, and she screamed. "Y ou lied to me! Alwayslies! Eveninlrdn. .. even
then you werelying!"

She had told me enough about her affair in Paristo make methink it was her old lover--and not me--that
shewas addressing. "Odille" | said. "It'sme. . . Ray!" She blinked, appeared to recognize me; but when
| cameforward again, she said, "l won't listen to you anymore, Carl. Everything you say is sdf-serving. It
has nothing to do with what I'm feding, what I'm thinking."

| took her by the shoulders. "Look at me, Odille. It'sRay."

"Oh, God. . . Ray!" Thetenson drained from her face. "I'm sorry, I'm so sorry!" Her mouth twisted into
an expression of revulsion, and she pushed me back. " Sitting there mooning about that bitch in New
York. Youthink I don't know?I do. .. know! Every timeyou touch me, | know!"

"Odille"

Again her face grew calm, or rather, registered an ordinary level of distress. "Oh, God!" she said. "l fed
out of control, | fed .. .I"

| tried to embrace her, and she dapped me hard, knocking me off-balance. She came at me, shouting,



dapping and clawing, and | went backward over the arm of achair. My head struck the concrete,
sending spears of white light shooting back into my eyes. | grabbed at her leg as she stepped over me,
but | was stunned, my coordination impaired, and | only grazed her caf with my fingernails. By thetimel
managed to stand, Odille waslong gone.

| went into the living room and stood by atablethat | had marked into zones like the game board; the
four counters were set upon it, and on the floor was the box containing the remaining two counters. In the
pool of lamplight the rough brownish orange finish of the clay had the look of pocked skin; shadows hed
collected in their eye sockets, making them appear ghoulish. | would have liked to break them, to scatter
them with asweep of my hand and dash them to the floor; but | was frightened of them. | recalled now
what Ryan had said in my dream about the victor paying aprice, and | aso recaled Konwicki's
description of the femae counter. A maniac, Odille had said. Foulmouthed and physicdly abusive. It was
possible to dismiss the evidence of dreams, to blame Odilles emotiona state on stress, on the turbulent
emotiond climate of her pagt, to dissect experience and devise alogica system that would explain away
everything inexplicable. But there had been one too many coincidences, and | knew now that the game
and dl its halucinatory consequences had been redl, that the potency of the game was in part dueto the
fact that thisworld and the one from which the game derived were ultimately coincidentd, lying Side by
Sde, matching one another event for event; the game was a bridge between those worlds, alowing the
evil character of oneto tap into and transform the weak principles of the other. Maybe the Mayans had
played the game too often; maybeit had infected them and they had fled their cities, looking for
someplace untainted by that other world. Maybe that ominous vibration of the old ruins, of Tika and
Pdenque and Coban, was aremnant of the power of evil, alingering pulse of the ancient machinery. The
theory wasimpossible to prove or disprove, but | had the feding that | was not far from right. And what
was to happen now? Was | to lose Odille, watch her decline into a madness that accorded with the
character assigned her counter by some impersona agency, some functionary of auniversa plan?

So it appeared.

It was curious, my calmness at that moment. | had no ideawhether or not there was aremedy to the
gtuation. | thought about Konwicki's notes, his declaration that the game could be prolonged if the
winner choseto put himsdlf at risk for one more move, and | remembered, too, how Ryan had hinted at
much the same thing in the dream; but there was nothing in Konwicki's notes that explaned how one
should initiate the tactic. Still, | acted asif there wasremedy, asif | had adecison to make. | sat downin
adtraight-backed chair, staring at the counters, and thought about what we make when we make love,
the weave of dependencies and pleasures and habituations that arise from the smple act of bestowing
love, whichisan act of utter honesty, of revelation and admission, of being innocent enough to open
onesdlf completely to another human being and take astep forward into the dangerous precinct of thelr
wills, hoping that they have taken the same immeasurable step, hoping they will not backtrack and
second-guess what they know absolutely--that here is arare chance to deny the conventional wisdom, to
attempt an escape from the logics that supposedly define us. Karen Maniaci had taken that step and then
had become afraid. It was not blameful, what she had done; it was only sad. And perhaps her rgjection
of love, her sublimation of desire, and her decison to view thelife of her heart in terms of an emotiona
IRA, along-term yuppie investment, choos ng the security of what she could endure over the potentials
of hope--maybe that was dl of which she was capable. But that was the imperfect past. | thought of
Odille then--her childhood of white lace and Cathalic virtue, her intelligence and her ordinary passage
through schools and men and days to this beach at the ends of the earth, this place where one thing more
than the expected had happened--and | thought of the risk we had taken with one another without
knowingit . . . to begin with, anyway. At some point we must have known, and still we had tekenit. Asit
had been with Karen, it was now--1 did not understand how to step back from that commitment, even
though it was clear that the prospect of yet another risk lay before me.



Perhaps the game was--as Konwicki had suggested--merely amatter of attunement, not of rules; and
perhaps once I'd entered the game's sphere of influence, | had only to acknowledge it, to make a choice,
and then that choice would be actualized within its boundaries. Whatever the case, | must have reached a
decision that bore upon the game, because | redized that the table and the counters had undergone a
transformation. The surface of the table had become an undulating surface of rusty orange upon which the
counters stood like coloss, and in the distance, apparently miles and miles away, was acomplex of black
pyramids. It was asif | were agiant peering in from the edge of the world, looking out over aminiature
landscape . . . miniature, but nonethelessredl. The wind was blowing the sand into tiny scarves, and
hanging above the pyramids was afuming violet-white sun. Acting without thought, feding again that
sense of power and possession, | removed three of the counters, leaving the dwarf to stand facing the
black buildings done. After amoment | took one of the two remaining two counters from the cardboard
box and st it close to the gnome. The figure depicted ayouth, its proportions less distorted than those of
the dwarf, yet with muscles not so devel oped asthose of thewarrior. | leaned back in my chair, fegling
drained, wasted. The table had returned to normd, aflat surface marked with lines of chalk.

| was more than alittle afraid. | wasn't sure what exactly | had done, but now | wanted to retreat fromiit,
deny it. | pushed back my chair, becoming panicked, darting glancesto the Side, expecting to see an
immense black talon poking toward me from window or door. The house seemed atrap--I remembered
Konwicki and Ryan in the hut on the hill--and | scurried out into the night. It was spitting rain, and the
wind was driving in steadily off the sea, shredding the pams, breaking the music from aradio in the house
next door into shards of bright noise. | felt disoriented, needing--as| had that first night at

K onwicki's-something to hold, something that would give me weight and balance, and | sprinted down
onto the beach, thinking that Odille would be there. At the Café Pluto or one of the other bars. Maybe
now that the game had been joined once again, she would have grown cam, regained her center. The
moon flashed between banks of running clouds, and chutes of flickering lantern light spilled from shanty
windows, illuminating patches of weeds, strips of mucky sand littered with fish corpses and offal and
coconut tops. In the darkness above the tossing palms | glimpsed a phantom shape, immense and
snake-headed, visble for afraction of asecond, and | picked up my pace, running now out of fear, the
sdt air sharp in my lungs, expecting agreat claw to lay open my backbone. Then | spotted Odille--a
shadow at the margin of the seg, facing toward the reef. The tide was going out, leaving an expanse of
dark sand studded with driftwood and shells. | ran faster yet, and as| came near, she turned to me,
backed away, saying something lost in the noise of the wind and surf. | caught her by her shoulders, and
shetried to twist free.

"Let mego!" shesad, pushing a my chest.

| glanced behind me. "Come on! Weve got to get out of here!™
"No!" She broke loose from my grasp. "'l can't!"

Agan| caught hold of her.

"Leavemeadone!" shesaid. "I'm. . .." She brushed strands of wet hair away from her face. "I don't know
what'swrong with me. | must be crazy, acting like that.”

"Youll bedl right."
"Y ou can't know that!"

| pulled her close, pressed her head onto my shoulder. She was shaking. "Cam down, just calm down.
You'readl right. Don't you fed dl right? Don't you fed better?' | stroked her hair, my wordscomingina
torrent. "It's just the pressure, al the pressure. We've both been acting crazy. But it's over now. We have



to leave; we haveto find anew place.” | searched the sky for signs of the monster 1'd seen earlier, but
there was only the darkness, the rushing moon, the lashing fronds. " Are you okay, are you fedling okay?"

"Yes, but--"
"Don't worry. It'sjust the pressure. I'm surprised we both haven't gone nuts.”

"Y ou're not going to leave me?' Her tone was similar to that of a child who'd been expecting abegting
and had been granted areprieve.

"Of course nat. | love you. I'm not going to leaveyou . . . ever."

Her armstightened around my neck, and she said that she couldn't and the idea of losing me; that was
why, shethought, she'd lost control. Shejust couldn't bear going through the same heartbreak again. |
reassured her as best | could, my mouth dry with fear, continuing to look in every direction for sgns of
danger. The searolled in, smooth swells of ebony that detonated into white flashes on the reef.

"Comeon," | said, taking her hand, pulling her dong. "Let's go back to the house. We have to get out.
This place, it's no good anyway. Too much bad shit has happened. Maybe we can find a boat to take us
upriver tonight. Or tomorrow morning. Okay?"

"Okay." Sheforced asmile, squeezed my hand.

We went ssumbling along the shore, beating our way against thewind. Aswe were passing closeto a
clump of pams, their trunks curved toward the sea, afigure stepped from behind them, blocking our
path, and said, "Dat'sfar asyou go, mon!"

He was standing barely adozen feet away, yet | had to peer in order to make him out: a cocoa-skinned
boy in histeens, about my height and weight, wearing jeans and a shirt with the silk-screened image of a
blond woman on the front. In his hand was a snub-nosed pistol. His eyes |ooked deepy,
heavy-lidded--Chinese eyes--and he was swaying, unsteady on hisfeet. His expression changed moment
to moment, smiling one second and the next growing tight, anxious, registering the chemical eddies of
whatever drug he was behind.

"Gimme what you got, mon!" He waggled the pigtal. "Quickly, now!"

| fumbled out my wallet, tossed it to him; helet it dip through hisfingers and fdl to the sand. Keeping his
eyes on me, the gun trained, he knelt and groped for the wallet. Then he stood, pried it open with the
fingers of hisleft hand, and removed the contents. My vision was acting up; superimposed on the boy's
face was another face, one with coarse features and pocked ocher skin--the image of the counter
depicting the youth.

"Shit . . . boog muthafuckal Disall you got? Quetzalesal you got? | want gold, mon. Ain't you got no
gold?”

"Gold!" | said, easing Odille behind me. To the surprise of haf my mind, | felt in control of the situation.
The bastard planned to kill me, but hewasin for afight. | wasin the game again, flooded with unnatural
srength and cold determination, my fear dimmed by my partnered consciousness with amuscular little
freak who thrived on bloodlust.

"Rasclot!" said the boy, hisface hardening with rage, jabbing the gun toward me, coming afew steps
closer. "Gold! American dollarsl Youtink | goin' to settlefah dis?' He waved the fistful of Guatemalan
currency a me.



Therain had et up, but the wind was increasing steedlily; al aong the beach the bushes and pamswere
seething. The sky abovethe hills had cleared, and the moon wasriding just high enough so that thetip of
the highest hill put ablack notch initslowest quarter. With ragged blue clouds sailing close above, their
edges catching siver fire asthey passed, it wasawild and lovely sight, and my heart staled on seeingit. |
felt suddenly calm and adlert, asif attentive to some call, and | watched the tops of some silhouetted
acaciasinland swaying and straightening with asow ungainly rhythm, bending low dl to onesde and
lurching heavily back to upright again, like the shadows of dancing bears. At the center of thewind, |
heard asilence, avast pool of dead air, and | knew that other world, that place haf my home, was
whirling close, ready to loose its monsters upon whoever failed thistest. | was not unnerved; | was
empowered by that silence, unafraid of losing.

"Didn't you hear me, mon?' said the boy. "T'ink | foolin' wit' you?| ast if you got gold.”
"Yeah, | got gold,” | said coolly. "I got more gold than you can handle. Look in the secret compartment.”
"What you mean?’

"Therésaseam insdethe billfold,” | said, gloating over what wasto come. "An inner flap. Y ou haveto
look red close. Slit it open with your fingernall.”

The boy stared into thewallet, and | flew at him, driving my shoulder into his abdomen, my arms
wrapping around hislegs, bringing him down beneath me. | clawed for his gun hand, caught thewrist as
we went rolling in the wet sand | eft by the receding tide. | butted him under the jaw and smashed his hand
againg the sand again and again, butting him once more, and & last helet the gun fdl. | had aglimpse of a
dagger falling onto the rust-colored sand, and as we grappled together, face-to-face, in hiseyes| saw the
shadowy, depthless eyes of the counter, the coarse ditted folds, the hollowed pupils. | smelled chesp
cologne, swedt, but | dso smelled ahot desert wind. The boy spat out wordsin alanguagethat | didn't
recognize, tearing at my hair, gouging at my eyes, he was stronger than he had gppeared. He freed one
hand, punched at the back of my neck, brought his knee up into my chest, sending me onto my back.
Then he straddled me, twisting my heed, forcing my face into the sand and flailing away with hisfist,
punching at my liver and kidneys. There was sand in my nose and mouth, and the pain in my sdewas
enormous. | couldn't breathe. Black lights were dancing behind my eyes, swelling to blot out everything,
and in desperation | heaved up, unsesting the boy, grabbing at hislegs; | saw leaden clouds, aboiling
sun, and then darkness filmed across the sky once again. The boy broke free, coming to hisknees. But in
doing so he turned away from me, and that was hisundoing. | knocked him flat on his scomach, crawled
atop him, and barred my forearm under his neck, locking him in achoke hold by clutching my wrist. We
went rolling across the sand and into the water. A wave lifted us, black water coursed over my face, the
moon blurred into asilver stream like the flashing of aluminoused. | surfaced, sputtering. | was on my
back, the boy atop me, humping, straining, hisfingers clawing. His Adam's apple worked against my arm,
and | tightened the hold, digging into hisflesh with atwisting motion. He made acawing noise, hdf gurgle,
half scream. | think | laughed. Another wave swept over us, but we were anchored, heels dug into the
sand. | heard Odille crying out above the tumult of wind and waves, and suddenly my glee and ddlight in
the contest, the sense of possession, of abnormal strength . . . al that was gone.

The boy spasmed; his back arched like awrestler bridging, trying to prevent apin, then he went stiff, his
muscles cabled. But | could fed thelifeingde him flopping about like afish out of water, fed thefrail
tremor of hisheld breath. | didn't know what to do. | could release him. . . . | doubted he would have
any fight left, but what if he did? And if he lived, wouldn't he continue to be a menace, wouldn't the game
be unresolved, and--if not the boy--would not some new menace arise to terrorize me? | didn't so much
think these things as | experienced a black rush of thought of which they were a part, one that ripped
through me with the force of the tide that was sucking us farther from the shore, and once this rush hed



passed, | knew that the choice had already been made, that | was riding out the final, feeble processes of
adeath. Even thisredization cametoo late, for at the moment the boy went limp and his body floated up
from minein the drag of thetide.

Horrified, | pushed him away, scrambled to my feet, and stood in the knee-deep water, fighting for
balance. For the briefest of ingtants | spotted something huge, something with needle teeth and aflat skull,
bending to the boy. Then Odille was clinging to me, dragging me away from the shore, saying things|
barely heard. | turned back to the boy, saw his body lifting, diding down the face of aswell, dmost lost
in the darkness. | searched the sky and treesfor signs of that other world. But there was nothing. The
game was over. Whatever had come for the boy aready had him, aready was tormenting the last of him
inthat place of snakes and deserts and black silences. That place forever insde me now. | looked for the
boy again. He had drifted out of sight, but | knew he wasthere, and | would always know how his body
went diding into the troughs, rising up, growing heavier and heavier, but not heavy enough to prevent him
from nudging againgt the reef, his skin tearing on the sharp rocks, then lifting in the race of outgoing tide
and passing over the barrier, dropping down and down through schools of mindlessfish and fleshy
flowers and basking sharks and things stranger and more terrifying yet into the cold and fina depths that

lay beyond.

When | returned to the house, | discovered that the figurines depicting the youth and the warrior had
been shattered. The marmalade cat fled from our footsteps and peered out from beneath a chair with a
guilty look. | didn't puzzle over this; | was for the moment unconcerned with validation and coincidence.
. . except for my comprehension that the life of one world was the shade of another, that the best and
brightest instances of our liveswere merely functions of adark design. That and the memory of the boy
dying in the shdlows colored everything | did, and for avery long time, dthough | went about the days
and work with my accustomed verve, | perceived ahollownessin every incidence of fullnessand was
hesitant about expressng my emotions, having come to doubt their rationdity. Odille, while she had not
been aware of the undercurrents of the fight on the beach, seemed to have undergone asimilar evolution.
We began to drift apart, and neither of us had the energy or will to pull things back together.

Onthe day sheleft for Paris, | walked her to the dock and waited with her asthe ferry from Puerto
Moraes unloaded its cargo of fat black women and scrawny black men and chickens and fruit and flour.
She leaned againgt a piling, holding down the brim of astraw hat to shield her eyes from the sun, looking
very French, very beautiful. However, | was no longer moved by beauty. Some small part of me
regretted her leaving, but mostly | was eager to have her gone, to pare life down to its essentials once
againin hopesthat I might find some untainted possibility in which to place my faith.

"Areyou dl right?' sheasked. "Youlook . . . peculiar.”
"I'mfing" | said, and then, to be palite, | added, "I'm sorry to seeyou go."

She tipped back her head s0 asto better see my face. "'I'm sorry, too. I'll never understand what went
wrong, | thought. . . ."

"Yeah, sodid1." | shrugged. "C'est la vie."

She laughed pady, turned to the ferry, obvioudy nervous, wanting to end an awkward moment. "Will
you beal right?' she asked suddenly, asif for an instant she were reinhabiting the depth of her old
concern and caring. "'I'll worry about you here.”

"I'm not going to stay much longer . . . acouple of weeks. The doctorswill be back by then.”



"I don't know how you can stand to stay aminute longer. Aren't you worried about the police?"

"They'retired of hasding me," | said. "Héll, one of the lieutenants. . . you remember the one with the
waxed mustache? He actudly told me the other day that | wasahero." | gave asarcastic laugh. "Like
Bernhard Goetz, I'm keeping the city clean.”

Odille started to say something, but kept it to hersdlf. Instead, she let her fingerstrail across my hand.

At last the ferry was empty, ready for boarding. She stood on tiptoe, kissed me lightly, and then was
gone, merging with the crowd of blacks that poured up the gangplank.

Theferry veered away from the dock, venting black smoke, and | watched until it had rounded a spit of
land, thinking that the saddest thing about Odille and me was that we had parted without tears. After a
minute or o | headed back to the house. | had planned to work, but | was unable to concentrate. The
insde of my head fdt like glass, too fragile to support the weighty process of thought. | fed the cat, paced
awhile; eventudly | went into the living room and gazed down at the cardboard box that contained the
four remaining figurines. | had been intending to destroy them, but each time | had madeto do o, I'd
been restrained by afear of some bad result. It occurred to methat | enjoyed this irresolute state of
affairs, that | found it romantic to cling to the belief that--mad from unrequited love--1 had doneterrible
violence, and that I'd been shying away from anything that might prove the contrary. | became enraged at
my self-indulgence and lack of fortitude; without thinking, | picked up afigurine and hurled it & the wall.
It shattered into a hundred pieces, and to my astonishment, a stain began to spread where it had struck.
A spatter of thick crimson very like asmear of fresh blood. | tried to blink the sight away, but there it
was, dowly washing down thewall. | wasless afraid than numb. | looked into the box and saw that the
figurine I'd broken wasthe infant. Ryan. | glanced again at the wall. The stain had vanished.

| started laughing, infinitely amused, wondering if | should call New Zealand and check on the particulars
of Ryan's hedlth; but then | realized that | would never pin down thetruth, that his hedlth or illness or
death could be explained in adozen ways, and | was afraid that | might not stop laughing, that | would
continue until laughter blocked out everything else. Everything wastrue. Insanity and the supernatura
werein league. Findly | managed to get mysalf under control. | packed my papers, afew clothes, and
after wrapping the three remaining figurinesin crumpled newspaper, | carried them to the house of aloca
priest and donated them to his museum. He was delighted by the gift, though puzzled a my insstence that
he not alow them to be handled, that they be treated with the utmost care. Nor did he understand my
hilarity ontdlling him that | was placing my fate in God's hands.

At thejetty, | found aswarthy white-haired East Indian man with a powerboat who said he would
trangport me up the Rio Dulce to the town of Reunion for an exorbitant fee. | did not attempt to haggle.
Minutes later we were speeding north through the jungle dong the green river, and asthe miles dipped
past | began to relax, to hope that | was putting the past behind me once and for al. Thewind streamed
into my face, and | closed my eyes, smiling at the freshness of the air, the sweetness of escape.

"Y ou look happy,” the old man called out above the roar of the engine. " Are you going to meet your
Sweetheart?'

| told him, no, | was going hometo New Y ork.

"Why do you want to do that? All those gangsters and dums! Don't tell me New Y ork is as beautiful as
thid" Hewaved at thejungle. "The Rio Dulce, Livingston . . . nowhereisthereamorelovely placel™

With asudden jerk of the whed, he swerved the boat toward the middle of the river, sending me toppling
sdeways, balanced for an instant on the edge of the stem, my face afoot above the water. Something big
and dark was passing just beneath the surface. The old man clutched at my arm, hauling me back as|



was about to overbalance and go into the water. "Did you see?’ he said excitedly. "A manatee! We
nearly struck it!"

"Uh-huh," | said, shaken, my heart racing, wondering if the priest had mishandled one of thefigurines
back in Livingston.

"I would wager," said the old man, unmindful of my close cdl, "that there are no manateesin New Y ork.
None of the marvel ous creatures we have here."

No manatees, | thought; but dark things passing beneath the surface--we had plenty of those. They came
inevery form. Male, femae, shadowsin doorways, roomsin abandoned buildings with occult designs
chaked on thewalls. Everywhere the interface with an uncharted redlity, everywhere the familiar world
fraying into the unknown.

Escape wasimpossible, | redlized. | had always been in danger, and | always would be, and it occurred
to me that the supernatura and the ordinary werelikely a unified whole, € ements of a spectrum of redlity
whose range outstripped the human senses. Perhaps strong emotion was the catalyst that opened oneto
the extremes of that spectrum; perhaps desire and rage and ritud in alignment alowed oneto dide from
light to light, barely noticing the dark interva that had been bridged. There was a comforting symmetry
between these thoughts and what | had experienced, and that symmetry, along with my brush with
drowning, seemed to have settled thingsin my mind, to have satisfied--if not resolved--my doubts. This
was not so Smple an accommodation as my statement implies. | am gtill prone to andyze these events,
and often | am frustrated by my lack of comprehension. But in some small yet consequential way, | had
made peace with mysdlf. | had achieved someinner balance, and asaresult | felt capable of accepting
my share of guilt for what had happened. | had, after dl, been playing head games with Konwicki before
taking up the counters, and | had to shoulder responsibility for that . . . if for nothing else.

"Well, what do you say?' the old man asked. "Have you anything in New Y ork to rival this?'

"l suppose not,” | said, and he beamed, pleased by my admission of the essentia superiority of the
Guatemdan littoral.

We continued aong the peaceful river, passing through forbidding gulfs bordered by cliffs of gray stone,
passing villages and reed beds and oil barges, and came at last to Reunidn, where | parted company with
the old man and caught the bus north, sadder and wiser, free both of hate and love, though not of trouble,
returning home to the ends of the earth.
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