The Quickening

Michael Bishop

Michael Bishop seems to be that rare creature, a modest writer. In response to a request for
biographical information, he responds only that this Nebula is the first fiction award he has won, though
he has been on the final ballot for both Nebula and Hugo awards in the past, and that his most recent
books are No Enemy but Time, from Timescape, One Winter in Eden, a short-story collection, and
What Made Stevie Crye? his first horror novel, both from Arkham House.

Lawson came out of his sleep feeling drugged and disoriented. Instead of the susurrus of traffic on
Rivermont and the early morning barking of dogs, he heard running feet and an unsettling orchestration of
moans and cries. No curtains screened or softened the sun that beat down on his face, and an
incandescent blueness had replaced their ceiling. "Marlena," Lawson said doubtfully. He wondered if one
of the children was

sick and told himself that he ought to get up to help.

But when he tried to rise, scraping the back of his hand on a stone set firmly in mortar, he found that
his bed had become a parapet beside a river flowing through an unfamiliar city. He was wearing, instead
of the green Chinese-peasant pajamas that Marlena had given him for Christmas, a suit of khaki 1505s
from his days in the Air Force and a pair of ragged Converse sneakers. Clumsily, as if deserting a
mortuary slab, Lawson leapt away from the wall. In his sleep, the world had turned over. The forms of a
bewildered anarchy had begun to assert themselves.

The city-and Lawson knew that it sure as hell wasn'tLynchburg , that the river running through it
wasn't the James-was full of people. A few, their expressions terrified and their postures defensive, were
padding past Lawson on the boulevard beside the parapet. Many shrieked or babbled as they ran. Other
human shapes, dressed not even remotely alike, were lifting themselves bemusedly from paving stones, or
riverside benches, or the gutter beyond the sidewalk. Their grogginess and their swiftly congealing fear,
Lawson realized, mirrored his own: like him, these people were awakening to nightmare.
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Because the terrible fact of his displacement seemed more important than the myriad physical details
confronting him, it was hard to take in everything at once-but Lawson tried to balance and integrate what
he saw.

The city was foreign. Its architecture was a clash of the Gothic and the sterile, pseudo-adobe
Modern, one style to either side of the river. On this side, palm trees waved their dreamy fronds at
precise intervals along the boulevard, and toward the city's interior an intricate cathedral tower defined by
its great height nearly everything beneath it. Already the sun crackled off the rose-colored tower with an
arid fierceness that struck Lawson, who had never been abroad, asMediterranean .... Off to his left was
a bridge leading into a more modern quarter of the city, where beige and brick-red high-

rises clustered like tombstones. On both sides of the bridge buses, taxicabs, and other sorts of
motorized vehicles were stalled or abandoned in the thoroughfares.

Unfamiliar, Lawson reflected, but not unearthly-he recognized things, saw the imprint of a culture
somewhat akin to his own. And, for a moment, he let the inanimate bulk of the city and the languor of its
palms and bougainvillea crowd out of his vision the human horror show taking place in the streets.

A dark woman in a sari hurried past. Lawson lifted his hand to her. Dredging up a remnant of a
high-school language course, he shouted, "iHabla Espanol?" The woman quickened her pace, crossed
the street, recrossed it, crossed it again; her movements were random, motivated, it seemed, by panic
and the complicated need to do something.

At a black man in a loincloth farther down the parapet, Law son shouted, "This isSpain ! We're
somewhere inSpain ! That's all I know! Do you speak English? Spanish? Do you know what's happened
to us?"

The black man, grimacing so that his skin went taut across his cheekbones, flattened himself atop the
wall like a lizard. His elbows jutted, his eyes narrowed to slits. Watching him, Lawson perceived that the
man was listening intently to a sound that had been steadily rising in volume ever since Lawson had
opened his eyes: the city was wailing. From courtyards, apartment buildings, taverns, and plazas, an eerie
and discordant wail was rising into the bland blue indifference of the day. It consisted of many strains.
The Negro in the loincloth seemed determined to separate these and pick out the ones that spoke most
directly to him. He tilted his head.

"Spain!" Lawson yelled against this uproar. "i Espana!"

The black man looked at Lawson, but the hieroglyph of recognition was not among those that glinted
in his eyes. As if to dislodge the wailing of the city, he shook his head. Then, still crouching lizard-fashion
on the wall, he began methodically banging his head against its stones. Lawson, helplessly

aghast, watched him until he had knocked himself insensible
in a sickening, repetitive spattering of blood.

But Lawson was the only one who watched. When he approached the man to see if he had killed
himself, Lawson's eyes were seduced away from the African by a movement in the river. A bundle of

some sort was floating in the greasy waters below the wall-an infant, clad only in a shirt. The tiestrings on
the shirt trailed out behind the child like the severed, wavering legs of a water-walker. Lawson wondered
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if, inSpain , they even had water-walkers ....

Meanwhile, still growing in volume, there crooned above the high-rises and Moorish gardens the
impotent air-raid siren of 400,000 human voices. Lawson cursed the sound. Then he covered his face
and wept.

The city wasSeville . The river was theGuadalquivir .Lynchburg and theJames River , around which
Lawson had grown up as the eldest child of an itinerant fundamentalist preacher, were several thousand
miles and one helluva big ocean away. You couldn't get there by swimming, and if you imagined that your
loved ones would be waiting for you when you got back, you were probably fantasizing the nature of the
world's changed reality. No one was where he or she belonged anymore, and Lawson knew himself
lucky even to realize where he was. Most of the dispossessed, displaced people inhabiting Seville today
didn't know that much; all they knew was the intolerable cruelty of their uprooting, the pain of separation
from husbands, wives, children, lovers, friends. These things, and fear.

The bodies of infants floated in theGuadalquivir ; and Lawson, from his early reconnoiterings of the
city on a motor scooter that he had found near the Jardines de Cristina park, knew that thousands of
adults already lay dead on streets and in apartment buildings-victims of panic-inspired beatings on

their own traumatized hearts. Who knew exactly what was going on in the morning's chaos?Babel had
come again and with it, as part of the package, the utter dissolution of all family and societal ties. You
couldn't go around a corner without encountering a child of some exotic ethnic caste, her face
snot-glazed, sobbing loudly or maybe running through a crush of bodies calling out names in an alien
tongue.

What were you supposed to do? Wheeling by on his motor scooter, Lawson either ignored these
children or searched their faces to see how much they resembled his daughters.

Where was Marlena now? Where were Karen and Hannah? Just as he played deaf to the cries of
the children in the boulevards, Lawson had to harden himself against the implications of these questions.
As dialects of German, Chinese, Bantu, Russian, Celtic, and a hundred other languages rattled in his ears,
his scooter rattled .past a host of cars and buses with uncertain-seeming drivers at their wheels. Probably
he too should have chosen an enclosed vehicle. If these frustrated and angry drivers, raging in polyglot
defiance, decided to run over him, they could do so with impunity. Who would stop them?

Maybe-inlstanbul , orLa Paz , or Mangalore, orJonkoping , orBoiseCity , orKaesong -his own wife
and children had already lost their lives to people made murderous by fear or the absence of helmeted
men with pistols and billy sticks. Maybe Marlena and his children were dead ....

I'm inSeville , Lawson told himself, cruising. He had determined the name of the city soon after
mounting the motor scooter and going by a sign that said Plaza de Toros de Sevilla. A circular stadium of
considerable size near the river. The bullring. Lawson's Spanish was just good enough to decipher the
signs and posters plastered on its walls. Corrida a las cinco de la tarde. (Garcia Lorca, he thought,
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unsure of where the name had come from.) Sombra y sol. That morning, then, he took the scooter
around the stadium three or four times and then shot off toward the center of the city.

Lawson wanted nothing to do with the nondescript highrises across theGuadalquivir , but had no real
idea what he was going to do on the Moorish and Gothic side of the river, either. All he knew was that
the empty bullring, with its dormant potential for death, frightened him. On the other hand. how did you
go about establishing order in a city whose population had not willingly chosen to be there"

Seville's population. Lawson felt sure, had been redistributed across the face of the globe. like chess
pieces flung from a height. The population of every other human community on Earth had undergone
similar displacements. The result, as if by malevolent design, was chaos and suffering. Your ears
eventually tried to shut out the audible manifestations of this pain, but your eyes held you accountable and
you hated yourself for ignoring the wailing Arab child, the assaulted Polynesian woman, the blue-eyed old
man bleeding from the palms as he prayed in the shadow of a department-store awning. Very nearly, you
hated yourself for surviving.

Early in the afternoon, at the entrance to the Calle de las Sierpes, Lawson got off his scooter and
propped it against a wall. Then he waded into the crowd and lifted his right arm above his head.

"I speak English!" he called. "1 Y hablo un poco Espanol! Any who speak English or Spanish please
come to me!"

A man who might have been Vietnamese or Kampuchean, or even Malaysian, stole Lawson's motor
scooter and rode it in a wobbling zigzag down the Street of the Serpents. A heavyset blond woman with
red cheeks glared at Lawson from a doorway, and a twelve- or thirteen-year-old boy who appeared to
be Italian clutched hungrily at Lawson's belt, seeking purchase on an adult, hoping for commiseration.
Although he did not try to brush the boy's hand away, Lawson avoided his eyes.

"English! English here! i Un poco Espanol lambien!"

Farther down Sierpes, Lawson saw another man with his hand in the air; he was calling aloud in a
crisp but melodic

Slavic dialect, and already he had succeeded in attracting two , or three other people to him. In fact,
pockets of like-speaking people seemed to be forming in the crowded commercial avenue, causing
Lawson to fear that he had put up his hand too late to end his own isolation. What if those who spoke
either . English or Spanish had already gathered into survival- * conscious groups? What if they had
already made their way -' into the countryside. where the competition for food and drink might be a little
less predatory? If they had, he would be a lost, solitary Virginian in thisBabel . Reduced to sign language
and guttural noises to make his wants known, he would die a cipher ....

"Signore, " the boy hanging on his belt cried. "Signore. "

Lawson let his eyes drift to the boy's face. "Ciao," he said. It was the only word of Italian he knew,
or the only word that came immediately to mind, and he spoke it much louder than he meant.

The boy shook his head vehemently, pulled harder on Lawson's belt. His words tumbled out like the
contents of an unburdened closet into a darkened room, not a single one of them distinct or recognizable.
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"English!" Lawson shouted. "English here!" -

"English here too, man!" a voice responded from the , milling crush of people at the mouth of Sierpes.
"Hang on a minute, I'm coming to you!"

A small muscular man with a large head and not much chin stepped daintily through an opening in the
crowd and put out his hand to Lawson. His grip was firm. As he shook hands, he placed his left arm over
the shoulder of the Italian boy hanging on to Lawson's belt. The boy stopped talking and gaped at the
newcomer.

"Dai Secombe," the man said. "I went to bed in Aberystwyth, where I teach philosophy, and I woke
up inSpain . Pleased to meet you, Mr.-"

"Lawson," Lawson said.

The boy began babbling again, his hand shifting from -

Lawson's belt to the Welshman's flannel shirt facing. Secombe took the boy's hands in his own. "I've got
you, lad. There's a ragged crew of your compatriots in a pool-hall pub right down this lane. Come on,
then, I'll take you." He glanced at Lawson. "Wait for me, sir. I'll be right back."

Secombe and the boy disappeared, but in less than five minutes the Welshman had returned. He
introduced himself all over again. "To go to bed in Aberystwyth and to wake up inSeville ," he said, "is
pretty damn harrowing. I'm glad to be alive, sir."

"Do you have a family?"

"Only my father. He's eighty-four."

"You're lucky. Not to have anyone else to worry about, 1 mean."

"Perhaps," Dai Secombe said, a sudden trace of sharpness in his voice. "Yesterday I would not've
thought so."

The two men stared at each other as the wail of the city modulated into a less hysterical but still
inhuman drone. People surged around them, scrutinized them from foyers and balconies, took their
measure. Out of the corner of his eye Lawson was aware of a moonfaced woman in summer deerskins
slumping abruptly and probably painfully to the street. An Eskimo woman-the conceit was almost comic,
but the woman herself was dying and a child with a Swedish-steel switchblade was already freeing a
necklace of teeth and shells from her throat.

Lawson turned away from Secombe to watch the plundering of the Eskimo woman's body. Enraged,
he took off his wristwatch and threw it at the boy's head, scoring a glancing sort of hit on his ear.

"You little jackal, get away from there!"
The red-cheeked woman who had been glaring at Lawson applied her foot to the rump of the boy

with the switchblade and pushed him over. Then she retrieved the thrown watch, hoisted her skirts, and
retreated into the dim interior of the cafe whose door she had been haunting.
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"In this climate, in this environment," Dai Secombe told Lawson, "an Eskimo is doomed. It's as much
psychological and emotional as it is physical. There may be a few others who've already died for similar
reasons. Not much we can do, sir."

Lawson turned back to the Welshman with a mixture of awe and disdain. How had this curly-haired
lump of a man, in the space of no more than three or four hours, come to respond so lackadaisically to
the deaths of his fellows? Was it merely because the sky was still blue and the edifices of another age still
stood?

Pointedly, Secombe said, "That was a needless forfeiture of your watch. Lawson."

"How the hell did that poor woman get here?" Lawson demanded, his gesture taking in the entire city.
"How the hell did any of us get here?" The stench of open wounds and the first sweet hints of
decomposition mocked the luxury of his ardor.

"Good questions," the Welshman responded, taking Lawson's arm and leading him out of the Calle
de las Sierpes. "It's a pity I can't answer 'em."

111

That night they ate fried fish and drank beer together in a dirty little apartment over a shop whose glass
display cases were filled with a variety of latex contraceptives. They had obtained the fish from a
pescaderia voluntarily tended by men and women of Greek and Yugoslavian citizenship, people who had
run similar shops in their own countries. The beer they had taken from one of the classier bars on the
Street of the Serpents. Both the fish and the beer were at room temperature, but tasted none the worse
for that.

With the fall of evening, however, the wail that during the day had subsided into a whine began to
reverberate again with its first full burden of grief. If the noise was not quite so

loud as it had been that morning, Lawson thought, it was probably because the city contained fewer
people. Many had died, and a great many more, unmindful of the distances involved, had set out to return

to their homelands.

Lawson chewed a piece of adobo and washed this down with a swig of the vaguely bitter Cruz del
Campo beer.

"Isn't this fine?" Secombe said, his butt on the tiles of the room's one windowsill. "Dinner over a
rubber shop. And this a Catholic country, too."

"I was raised a Baptist," Lawson said, realizing at once that his confession was a non sequitur.
"Oh," Secombe put in immediately. "Then I imagine you could get ail the rubbers you wanted."

"Sure. For a quarter. In almost any gas-station restroom."
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"Sorry," Secombe said.

They ate for a while in silence. Lawson's back was to a cool plaster wall; he leaned his head against
it, too, and released a sharp moan from his chest. Then, sustaining the sound, he moaned again, adding
his own strand of grief to the cacophonous harmonies already afloat over the city. He was no different
from all the bereaved others who shared his pain by concentrating on their own.

"What did you do in . . . inLynchburg ?" Secombe suddenly asked.

"Campus liaison for the Veterans Administration. I traveled to four different colleges in the area,
straightening out people's problems with the GI Bill. I tried to see to it that Sweet Jesus, Secombe, who
cares? [ miss my wife. I'm afraid my girls are dead.”

"Karen and Hannah?"

"They're three and five. I've taught them to play chess. Karen's good enough to beat me occasionally
if I spot her my queen. Hannah knows the moves, but she hasn't got her sister's patience-she's only three,
you know. Yeah. Sometimes she sweeps the pieces off the board and folds her arms, and we play hell
trying to find them all. There'll be pawns under the

sofa, horsemen upside down in the shag-" Lawson stopped.

"She levels them," Secombe said. "As we've all been leveled. The knight's no more than the pawn,
the king no more than the bishop."

Lawson could tell that the Welshman was trying to turn aside the ruinous thrust of his grief. But he
brushed the metaphor aside: "I don't think we've been ‘leveled,' Secombe."

"Certainly we have. Guess who 1 saw this morning near the cathedral when I first woke up."
"God only knows."

"God and Dai Secombe, sir. 1 saw the Marxist dictator of . . . oh, you know, that little African
country where there's just been a coup. I recognized the bastard from the telly broadcasts during the
purge trials there. There he was, though, in white ducks and a ribbed T-shirt- terrified, Lawson. and as
powerless as you or 1. He'd been quite decidedly leveled; you'd better believe he had."

"I'll bet he's alive tonight, Secombe."

The Welshman's eyes flickered with a sudden insight. He extended the greasy cone of newspaper
from the pescaderia. "Another piece of fish, Lawson? Come on, then, there's only one more."

"To be leveled, Secombe, is to be put on a par with everyone else. Your dictator, even deprived of
office, is a grown man. What about infant children? Toddlers and preadolescents? And what about
people like that Eskimo woman who haven't got a chance in an unfamiliar environment, even if its
inhabitants don't happen to be hostile? 1 saw a man knock his brains out on a stone wall this morning
because he took a look around and knew he couldn't make it here. Maybe he thought he was in Hell,
Secombe. I don't know. But his chance certainly wasn't ours!
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"He knew he couldn't adjust."
"Of course he couldn't adjust. Don't give me that bullshit about leveling!"
Secombe turned the cone of newspaper around and with-
drew the last piece of fish. "I'm going to eat this myself, if you don't mind." He ate. As he was chewing,
he said, "I didn't think that Virginia Baptists were so free with their tongues, Lawson. Tsk, tsk. Undercuts
my preconceptions."
"T've fallen away."
"Haven't we all."
Lawson took a final swig of warm beer. Then he hurled the bottle across the room. Fragments of
amber glass went everywhere. "God!" he cried. "God, God, God!" Weeping, he was no different from
three quarters of Seville's new citizens by-chance. Why, then, as he sobbed, did he shoot such guilty and

threatening glances at the Welshman?

"Go ahead," Secombe advised him, waving the empty cone of newspaper. "I feel a little that way
myself."

1A%

In the morning an oddly blithe woman of forty-five or so accosted them in the alley outside the
contraceptive shop. A military pistol in a patent-leather holster was strapped about her skirt. Her seeming
airiness, Lawson quickly realized, was a function of her appearance and her movements; her eyes were
as grim and frightened as everyone else's. But, as soon as they came out of the shop onto the
cobblestones, she approached them fearlessly, hailing Secombe almost as if he were an old friend.

"You left us yesterday, Mr. Secombe. Why?"
"I saw everything dissolving into cliques."
"Dissolving? Coming together, don't you mean?"

Secombe smiled noncommittally, then introduced the woman to Lawson as Mrs. Alexander. "She's
one of your own, Lawson. She's from Wyoming or some such place. I met her outside the cathedral
yesterday morning when the first self-appointed muezzins started calling their language-mates together.

She didn't have a pistol then."

"T got it from one of the Guardia Civil stations," Mrs.

Alexander said. "And I feel lots better just having it, let me tell you." She looked at Lawson. "Are you in
the Air Force?"
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"Not anymore. These are the clothes I woke up in."

"My husband's in the Air Force. Or was. We were stationed at Warren in Cheyenne. I'm originally
from upstate New York. And these are the clothes I woke up in." A riding skirt, a blouse, low-cut
rubber-soled shoes. "I think they tried to give us the most serviceable clothes we had in our
wardrobes-but they succeeded better in some cases than in others."

" “They'?" Secombe asked.
"Whoever's done this. It's just a manner of speaking."
"What do you want?" Secombe asked Mrs. Alexander. His brusqueness of tone surprised Lawson.

Smiling, she replied, "The word for today is Exportadora. We're trying to get as many
English-speaking people as we can to Exportadora. That's where the commercial center for American
servicemen and their families in Seville is located, and it's just off one of the major boulevards to the south
of here."

On a piece of paper sack Mrs. Alexander drew them a crude map and explained that her husband
had once been stationed in Zaragoza in the north of Spain. Yesterday she had recalled that Seville was
one of the four Spanish cities supporting the American military presence, and with persistence and a little
luck a pair of carefully briefed English-speaking DPs (the abbreviation was Mrs. Alexander's) had
discovered the site of the American PX and commissary just before nightfall. Looting the place when they
arrived had been an impossibly mixed crew of foreigners, busily hauling American merchandise out of the
ancient buildings. But Mrs. Alexander's DPs had run off the looters by the simple expedient of revving the
engine of their commandeered taxicab and blowing its horn as if to announce Armageddon. In ten
minutes the little American enclave had emptied of all human beings but the two men in the cab. After
that, as English-speaking DPs

and 'entertainment magazines, and a variety of tabloids, including the military paper Stars and Stripes.
No one knew how old these publications were, because no one knew over what length of time the
redistribution of the world's population had taken place. How long had everyone slept? And what about
the discrepancies among time zones and the differences among people's waking hours within the same
time zones? These questions were academic now, it seemed to Lawson, because the agency of transfer
had apparently encompassed every single human being alive on Earth.

Thumbing desultorily through a copy of Stars and Stripes, he encountered an article on the problems
of military hospitals and wondered how many of the world's sick had awakened in the open, doomed to
immediate death because the care they required was nowhere at hand. The smell of spilled tobacco and
melted Life Savers made the newsstand a pleasant place to contemplate these horrors; and even as his
conscience nagged and a contingent of impatient DPs awaited him, Lawson perversely continued to flip
through the newspaper.

Secombe's squat form appeared in the doorway. "I thought you were looking for a local roadmap."

"Found it already, just skimmin' the news."

"Come on, if you would. The folks're ready to be off."

Reluctantly, Lawson followed Secombe outside, where the raw Andalusian sunlight broke like
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invisible surf against the pavement and the fragile-seeming shell of the Air Force bus. It was of the
Bluebird shuttle variety, and Lawson remembered summer camp at Eglin Air Force Base in Florida and
bus rides from his squadron's minimum-maintenance ROTC barracks to the survival-training camps near
the swamp. That had been a long time ago, but this Bluebird might have hailed from an even more distant
era. It was as boxy and sheepish-looking as if it had come off a 1954 assembly line, and it appeared to
be made out of warped tin rather than steel. The people inside the bus had opened all its win-

dows, and many of those on the driver's side were watching Secombe and Lawson approach.

"Move your asses!" a man shouted at them. "Let's get some wind blowing through this thing before
we all suffodamn-cate."

"Just keep talking," Secombe advised him. "That should do fine."

Aboard the bus was a motley lot of Americans, Britishers, and Australians, with two or three
English-speaking Europeans and an Oxford-educated native of India to lend the group ballast. Lawson
took up a window seat over the hump of one of the bus's rear tires, and Secombe squeezed in beside
him. A few people introduced themselves; others, lost in fitful reveries, ignored them altogether. To
Lawson, the most unsettling thing about the contingent was the absence of children. Although about
equally divided between men and women, the group contained no boys or girls any younger than their
early teens.

Lawson opened the map of southern Spain he had found in the newsstand and traced his finger along
a highway route leading out of Seville to two small American enclaves outside the city, Santa Clara and
San Pablo. Farther to the south were Jerez and the port city of Cadiz. Lawson's heart misgave him; the
names were all so foreign, so formidable in what they evoked, and he felt this entire enterprise to be
hopeless ....

About midway along the right-hand side of the bus, a black woman was sobbing into the hem of her
blouse, and a man perched on the Bluebird's long rear seat had his hands clasped to his ears and his head
canted forward to touch his knees. Lawson folded up the map and stuck it into the crevice between the
seat and the side of the bus.

"The bottom-line common denominator here isn't our all speaking English," Secombe whispered. "It's
what we're suffering."

Driven by one of Mrs. Alexander's original explorers, a doctor from Ivanhoe, New South Wales, the
Bluebird shud-

dered and lurched forward. In a moment it had left Exportadora and begun banging along one of the
wide avenues that would lead it out of town.

"And our suffering," Secombe went on, still whispering, "unites us with all those poor souls raving in
the streets and sleeping facedown in their own vomit. You felt that the other night above the condom
shop, Lawson. I know you did, talking of your daughters. So why are you so quick to go looking for
what you aren't likely to find? Why are you so ready to unite yourself with this artificial family born out of
catastrophe? Do you really think you're going to catch a flight home to Lynchburg? Do you really think
the bird driving this sardine can-who ought to be out in the streets plying his trade instead of running a
shuttle service-d'you really think he's ever going to get back to Australia?"
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"Secom be-'
"Do you, Lawson?"

Lawson clapped a hand over the Welshman's knee and wobbled it back and forth. "You wouldn't be
badgering me like this if you had a family of your own. What the hell do you want us to do? Stay here
forever?"

"I don't know, exactly." He removed Lawson's hand from his knee. "But I do have a father, sir, and |
happen to be fond of him . . . . All I know for certain is that things are .supposed to be different now. We
shouldn't be rushing to restore what we already had."

"Shit," Lawson murmured. He leaned his head against the bottom edge of the open window beside
him.

From deep within the city came the brittle noise of gunshots. The Bluebird's driver, in response to this
sound and to the vegetable carts and automobiles that had been moved into the streets as obstacles,
began wheeling and cornering like a stock-car jockey. The bus clanked and stuttered alarmingly. It
growled through an intersection below a stone bridge, leapt over that bridge like something living, and
roared down into a semi-industrial suburb of Seville, where a Coca-Cola bottling factory and a local
brewery lifted huge competing signs.

On top of one of these buildings Lawson saw a man with a rifle taking unhurried potshots at anyone
who came into his sights. Several people already lay dead.

And a moment later the Bluebird's windshield shattered, another bullet ricocheted off its flank, and
everyone in the bus was either shouting or weeping. The next time Lawson looked, the bus's windshield
appeared to have woven inside it a large and exceedingly intricate spider's web.

The Bluebird careened madly, but the doctor from Ivanhoe kept it upright and turned it with
considerable skill onto the highway to San Pablo. Here the bus eased into a quiet and rhythmic cruising
that made this final incident in Seville except for the evidence of the windshield-seem only the cottony
aftertaste of nightmare. At last they were on their way. Maybe.

"Another good reason for trying to get home," Lawson said.

"What makes you think it's going to be different there?" -

Irritably, Lawson turned on the Welshman. "1 thought your idea was that this change was some kind
of improvement."

"Perhaps it will be. Eventually."
Lawson made a dismissive noise and looked at the olive . orchard spinning by on his left. Who would
harvest the crop? Who would set the aircraft factories, the distilleries, the chemical and textile plants

running again? Who would see to it that J seed was sown in the empty fields?

Maybe Secombe had something. Maybe, when you ran for home, you ran from the new reality at
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hand. The effects of . this new reality's advent were not going to go away very soon, no matter what you
did-but seeking to reestablish yesterday's order would probably create an even nastier entropic pattern 1
than would accepting the present chaos and working to rein it in. How, though, did you best rein it in?
Maybe by trying to get back home . . .

Lawson shook his head and thought of Marlena, Karen, Hannah; of the distant, mist-softened cradle
of the Blue

Ridge. Lord. That was country much easier to get in tune with than the harsh, white-sky bleakness of this
Andalusian valley. If you stay here, Lawson told himself, the pain will never go away.

They passed Santa Clara, which was a housing area for the officers and senior NCOs who had been
stationed at Moron. With its neatly trimmed hedgerows, tall aluminum streetlamps, and low-roofed
houses with carports and picture windows, Santa Clara resembled a middle-class exurbia in New Jersey
or Ohio. Black smoke was curling over the area, however, and the people on the streets and lawns were
definitely not Americans-they were transplanted Dutch South Africans, Amazonian tribesmen, Poles,
Ethiopians, God only knew what. All Lawson could accurately deduce was that a few of these people
had moved into the vacant houses maybe they had awakened in them-and that others had aimlessly set
bonfires about the area's neighborhoods. These fires, because there was no wind, burned with a
maddening slowness and lack of urgency.

"Little America," Secombe said aloud.

"That's in Antarctica," Lawson responded sarcastically.
"Right. No matter where it happens to be."

"Up yours."

Their destination was now San Pablo, where the Americans had hospital facilities, a library, a movie
theater, a snack bar, a commissary, and, in conjunction with the Spaniards, a small commercial and
military airfield. San Pablo lay only a few more miles down the road, and Lawson contemplated the idea
of a flight to Portugal. What would be the chances. supposing you actually reached Lisbon, of crossing
the Atlantic, either by sea or air, and reaching one of the United States' coastal cities? One in a hundred?
One in a thousand? Less than that?

A couple of seats behind the driver, an Englishman with a crisp-looking mustache and an American
woman with a distinct Southwestern accent were arguing the merits of by-

passing San Pablo and heading on to Gibraltar, a British possession. The Englishman seemed to feel that
Gibraltar would have escaped the upheaval to which the remainder of the world had fallen victim,
whereas the American woman thought he was crazy. A shouting match involving five or six other
passengers ensued. Finally, his patience at an end, the Bluebird's driver put his elbow on the horn and
held it there until everyone had shut up.

"It's San Pablo." he announced. "Not Gibraltar or anywhere else. There'll be a plane waiting' for us
when we get there."
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Two aircraft were waiting, a pair of patched-up DC-7s that had once belonged to the Spanish airline
known as Iberia. Mrs. Alexander had recruited one of her pilots from the DPs who had shown up at
Export Dora; the other, a retired TAW veteran from Riverside, California, had made it by himself to the
airfield by virtue of a prior acquaintance with Seville and its American military installations. Both men
were eager to carry passengers home, one via a stopover in Lisbon and the other by using Madrid as a
steppingstone to the British Isles. The hope was that they could transfer their passengers to jet aircraft at
these cities' more cosmopolitan airports, but no one spoke very much about the real obstacles to success
that had already begun stalking them: civil chaos, delay, inadequate communications, fuel shortages,
mechanical hangups, doubt and ignorance, a thousand other things.

At twilight, then, Lawson stood next to Dai Secombe at the chainlink fence fronting San Pablo's
pothole-riven runway and watched the evening light glimmer off the wings of the DC-7s. Bathed in a
muted dazzle, the two old airplanes were almost beautiful. Even though Mrs. Alexander had informed the
DPs that they must spend the night in the installation's movie theater, so that the Bluebird could make
several more

shuttle runs to Exportadora, Lawson truly believed that he was bound for home.
"Good-bye," Secombe told him.

"Good-bye? . . . Oh, because you'll be on the other flight?"

"No, I'm telling you good-bye, Lawson, because I'm leaving. Right now, you see. This very minute."

"Where are you going?"

"Back into the city."

"How? What for?"

"I'll walk, I suppose. As for why, it has something to do with wanting to appease Mrs. Alexander's
‘they,' also with finding out what's to become of us all. Seville's the place for that, 1 think."

"Then why'd you even come out here?"

"To say good-bye, you bloody imbecile." Secombe laughed, grabbed Lawson's hand, shook it
heartily. "Since I couldn't manage to change your mind."

With that, he turned and walked along the chainlink fence until he had found the roadway past the
installation's commissary. Lawson watched him disappear behind that building's complicated system of
loading ramps. After a time the Welshman reappeared on the other side, but against the vast Spanish sky,
his compact, striding form rapidly dwindled to an imperceptible smudge. A smudge on the darkness.

"Good-bye," Lawson said.

That night, slumped in a lumpy theater chair, he slept with nearly sixty other people in San Pablo's
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movie house. A teenage boy, over only a few objections, insisted on showing all the old movies still in tins
in the projection room. As a result, Lawson awoke once in the middle of Apocalypse Now and another
time near the end of Kubrick's The Left Hand of Darkness. The ice on the screen, dune like sastrugi,
ranged from horizon to horizon, chilled him, touching a sensitive spot in his memory. "Little America," he
murmured. Then he went back to sleep.

With the passengers bound for Lisbon, Lawson stood at the fence where he had stood with Secombe,
and watched the silver pin wheeling of propellers as the aircraft's engines engaged. The DC-7 flying to
Madrid would not leave until much later that day, primarily because it still had several vacant seats and
Mrs. Alexander felt sure that more English-speaking DPs could still be found in the city.

The people at the gate with Lawson shifted uneasily and whispered among themselves. The engines
of their savior airplane whined deafeningly, and the runway seemed to tremble. What woebegone eyes
the women had, Lawson thought, and the men were as scraggly as railroad hoboes. Feeling his jaw, he
understood that he was no more handsome or well groomed than any of those he waited with. And, like
them, he was impatient for the signal to board, for the thumbs-up sign indicating that their airplane had
passed its latest rudimentary ground tests.

At least, he consoled himself, you're not eating potato chips at ten-thirty in the morning. Disgustedly,
he turned aside from a jut-eared man who was doing just that.

"There're more people here than our plane's supposed to carry," the potato-chip crunchier said.
"That could be dangerous."

"But it isn't really that far to Lisbon, is it?" a woman replied. "And none of us has any luggage."

"Yeah, but-" The man gagged on a chip, coughed, tried to speak again. Facing deliberately away,
Lawson felt that the man's words would acquire eloquence only if he suddenly volunteered to ride in the
DC-7's unpressurized baggage compartment.

As it was, the signal came to board and the jut-eared man had no chance to finish his remarks. He
threw his cellophane sack to the ground, and Lawson heard it crackling underfoot

as people crowded through the gate onto the grassy verge of the runway.

In order to fix the anomaly of San Pablo in his memory, Lawson turned around and walked
backward across the field. He saw that bringing up the rear were four men with automatic
weapons-weapons procured, most likely, from the installation's Air Police station. These men, like
Lawson, were walking backward, but with their guns as well as their eyes trained on the weirdly
constituted band of people who had just appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, along the airfield's fence.

One of these people wore nothing but a ragged pair of shorts, another an ankle-length burnoose,
another a pair of trousers belted with a rope. One of their number was a doeeyed young woman with an
exposed torso and a circlet of bright coral on her wrist. But there were others too, and they all seemed to
have been drawn to the runway by the airplane's engine whine; they moved along the fence like desperate
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ghosts. As the first members of Lawson's group mounted into the plane, even more of these people
appeared-an assembly of nomads, hunters, hod-carriers, fishers, herdspeople. Apparently they all
understood what an airplane was for, and one of the swarthiest men among them ventured out onto the
runway with his arms thrown out imploringly.

"Where you go?" he shouted. "Where you go?"

"There's no more room!" responded a blue-jeans-clad man with a machine gun. "Get back! You'll
have to wait for another flight!"

Oh, sure, Lawson thought, the one to Madrid. He was at the base of the airplane's mobile stairway.
The jut-eared man who had been eating potato chips nodded brusquely at him.

"You'd better get on up there," he shouted over the robust hiccoughing of the airplane's engines,
"before we have unwanted company breathing down our necks!"

"After you." Lawson stepped aside.

Behind the swarthy man importuning the armed guards for a seat on the airplane, there clamored
thirty or more insis-

tent people, their only real resemblance to one another being 1 their longing for a way out. "Where you
20? Where you go?" the bravest and most desperate among them yelled, but they all wanted to board the
airplane that Mrs. Alexander's charges had already laid claim to; and most of them could see that it was
too late to accomplish their purpose without some kind of risk-taking. The man who had been shouting in
English, along with four or five others, broke into an assertive dogtrot toward ' the plane. Although their
cries continued to be modestly beseeching, Lawson could tell that the passengers' guards now believed
themselves under direct attack.

A burst of machine-gun fire sounded above the field and echoed away like rain drumming on a tin
roof. The man who . had been asking "Where you go?" pitched forward on his, face. Others fell beside
him, including the woman with the ", coral bracelet. Panicked or prodded by this evidence of their
assailants' mortality, one of the guards raked the chain link fence with his weapon, bringing down some of
those who had ', already begun to retreat and summoning forth both screams ;' and the distressingly
incongruous sound of popping wire. _ Then, eerily, it was quiet again.

"Get on that airplane!" a guard shouted at Lawson. He W', was the only passenger still left on the
ground, and everyone ~? wanted him inside the plane so that the mobile stairway could be rolled away.

"I don't think so," Lawson said to himself.

Hunching forward like a man under fire, he ran toward the gate and the crude mandala of bodies
partially blocking it. ~' The slaughter he had just witnessed struck him as abysmally repetitive of a great
deal of recent history, and he did not wish to belong to that history anymore. Further, the airplane behind
him was a gross iron-plated emblem of the burden he no .:', longer cared to bear-even if it also seemed
to represent the promise of passage home.

"Hey, where the hell you think you're goin'?"
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Lawson did not answer. He stepped gingerly through the corpses on the runway's margin, halted on
the other side of

the fence, and, his eyes misted with glare and poignant bewilderment, turned to watch the DC-7 taxi
down the scrublined length of concrete to the very end of the field. There the airplane negotiated a turn
and started back the way it had come. Soon it was hurtling along like a colossal metal dragonfly, building
speed. When it lifted from the ground, its tires screaming shrilly with the last series of bumps before
takeoff, Lawson held his breath.

Then the airplane's right wing dipped, dipped again, struck the ground, and broke off like a piece of
balsa wood, splintering brilliantly. After that, the airplane went flipping, cartwheeling, across the end of
the tarmac and into the desolate open field beyond, where its shell and remaining wing were suddenly
engulfed in flames. You could hear people frying in that inferno; you could smell gasoline and burnt flesh.

"Jesus," Lawson said.

He loped away from the airfield's fence, hurried through the short grass behind theSan Pablo library,
and joined a group of those who had just fled the English-speaking guards' automatic-weapon fire. He
met them on the highway going back toSeville and walked among them as merely another of their
number. Although several people viewed his 1505 trousers with suspicion, no one argued that he did not
belong, and no one threatened to cut his throat for him.

As hangdog and exotically nondescript as most of his companions, Lawson watched his tennis shoes
track the pavement like the feet of a mechanical toy. He wondered what he was going to do back
inSeville . Successfully dodge bullets and eat fried fish, if he was lucky. Talk with Secombe again, if he
could find the man. And, if he had any sense, try to organize his life around some purpose other than the
insane and hopeless one of returning toLynchburg . What purpose, though? What purpose beyond the
basic, animal purpose of staying alive?

"Are any of you hungry?" Lawson asked.
He was regarded with suspicious curiosity.

"Hungry," he repeated. "iTiene hambre?"

English? Spanish? Neither worked. What languages did they have, these refugees from an enigma? It
looked as if they had all tried to speak together before and found the task impossible-because, moving
along the asphalt under the hot Andalusian sun, they now relied on gestures and easily interpretable
noises to express themselves.

Perceiving this, Lawson brought the fingers of his right hand to his mouth and clacked his teeth to
indicate chewing.

He was understood. A thin barefoot man in a capacious linen shirt and trousers led Lawson off the
highway into an orchard of orange trees. The fruit was not yet completely ripe, and was sour because of
its greenness, but all twelve or thirteen of Lawson's crew ate, letting the juice run down their arms. When
they again took up the trek toSeville , Lawson's mind was almost absolutely blank with satiety. The only
thing rattling about in it now was the fear that he would not know what to do once they arrived. He never
did find out if the day's other scheduled flight, the one to Madrid, made it safely to its destination, but the
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matter struck him now as of little import. He wiped his sticky mouth and trudged along numbly.

He lived above the contraceptive shop. In the mornings he walked through the alley to a bakery that a
woman with calm Mongolian features had taken over. In return for a daily allotment of bread and a
percentage of the goods brought in for barter, Lawson swept the bakery's floor, washed the utensils that
were dirtied each day, and kept the shop's front counter. His most rewarding skill, in fact, was
communicating with those who entered to buy something. He had an uncanny grasp of several varieties of
sign language, and on occasion he found himself speaking a monosyllabic patois whose derivation was a
complete mystery to him. Sometimes he thought that he had invented it himself; sometimes he believed
that he had learned it from the transplanted Sevillanos among whom

he now lived. -
English, on the other hand, seemed to leak slowly out of his mind, a thick, unrecoverable fluid.

The first three or four weeks of chaos following The Change had by this time run their course, a
circumstance that surprised Lawson. Still, it was true. Now you could lie down at night on your pallet
without hearing pistol reports or fearing that some benighted freak was going to set fire to your staircase.
Most of the city's essential services-electricity, water, and sewerage-were working again, albeit
uncertainly, and agricultural goods were coming in from the countryside. People had gone back to doing
what they knew best, while those whose previous jobs had had little to do with the basics of day-to-day
survival were now apprenticing as bricklayers, carpenters, bakers, fishers, and water and power
technicians. That men and women chose to live separately, and that children were as rare as sapphires,
no one seemed to find disturbing or unnatural. A new pattern was evolving. You lived among your
fellows without tension or quarrel, and you formed no dangerously intimate relationships.

One night, standing at his window, Lawson's knee struck a loose tile below the casement. He
removed the tile and set it on the floor. Every night for nearly two months he pried away at least one tile
and, careful not to chip or break it, stacked it near an inner wall with those he had already removed.

After completing this task, as he lay on his pallet, he would often hear a man or a woman somewhere
in the city singing a high, sweet song whose words had no significance for him. Sometimes a pair of
voices would answer each other, always in different languages. Then, near the end of the summer, as
Lawson stood staring at the lathing and the wall beams he had methodically exposed, he was moved to
sing a melancholy song of his own. And he sang it without knowing what it meant.

The days grew cooler. Lawson took to leaving the bakery during its midafternoon closing and
proceeding by way of the Calle de las Sierpes to a bodega across from. the .bullring. A crew of silent
laborers, who worked very purposively in spite

of their seeming to have no single boss, was dismantling the Plaza de Toros, and Lawson liked to watch
as he drank his wine and ate the breadsticks he had brought with him.
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Other crews about the city were carefully taking down the government buildings, banks, and barrio
chapels that no one frequented anymore, preserving the bricks, tiles, and beams as if in the hope of some
still unspecified future construction. By this time Lawson himself had knocked out the rear wall of his
room over the contraceptive shop, and he felt a strong sense of identification with the laborers craftily
gutting the bullring of its railings and barricades. Eventually, of course, everything would have to come
down. Everything,

The rainy season began. The wind and the cold. Lawson continued to visit the sidewalk cafe near the
ruins of the stadium; and because the bullring's destruction went forward even in wet weather, he wore an
overcoat he had recently acquired and staked out a nicely sheltered table under the bodega's awning.
This was where he customarily sat.

One particularly gusty day, rain pouring down, he shook out his umbrella and sat down at this table
only to find another man sitting across from him. Upon the table was a wooden game board of some
kind, divided into squares.

"Hello, Lawson," the interloper said.

Lawson blinked and licked his lips thoughtfully. Although he had not called his family to mind in some
time, and wondered now if he had ever really married and fathered children, Dai Secombe's face had
occasionally floated up before him in the dark of his room. But now Lawson could not remember the
Welshman's name, or his nationality, and he had no notion of what to say to him. The first words he
spoke, therefore, came out sounding like dream babble, or a voice played backward on the phonograph.
In order to say hello he was forced to the indignity. almost comic, of making a childlike motion with his
hand.

Secombe, pointing to the game board, indicated that they should play. From a carved wooden box
with a velvet lining he emptied the pieces onto the table, then arranged them on

both sides of the board. Chess, Lawson thought vaguely, but he really did not recognize the pieces-they
seemed changed from what he believed they should look like. And when it came his turn to move,
Secombe had to demonstrate the capabilities of all the major pieces before he, Lawson, could essay
even the most timid advance. The piece that most reminded him of a knight had to be moved according
to two distinct sets of criteria, depending on whether it started from a black square or a white one; the
"rooks," on the other hand, were able, at certain times, to jump an opponent's intervening pieces. The
game boggled Lawson's understanding. After ten or twelve moves he pushed his chair back and took a
long, bittersweet taste of wine. The rain continued to pour down like an endless curtain of deliquescent
beads.

"That's all right," Secombe said. "I haven't got it all down yet myself, quite. A Bhutanese fellow near
where I live made the pieces, you see, and just recently taught me how to play."

With difficulty, Lawson managed to frame a question: "What work have you been doing?"

"I'm in demolition. As we all will be soon. It's the only really constructive occupation going." The
Welshman chuckled mildly, finished his own wine, and rose. Lifting his umbrella, he bid Lawson farewell
with a word that, when Lawson later tried to repeat and intellectually encompass it, had no meaning at all.

Every afternoon of that dismal, rainy winter, Lawson came back to the same table, but Secombe
never showed up there again. Nor did Lawson miss him terribly. He had grown accustomed to the
strange richness of his own company. Besides, if he wanted people to talk to, all he needed to do was
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remain behind the counter at the bakery.

IX

Spring came again. All of his room's interior walls were down, and it amused him to be able to see the
porcelain chalice

of the commode as he came up the stairs from the contraceptive shop.

The plaster that he had sledge hammered down would never be of use to anybody again, of course,
but he had saved from the debris whatever was worth the salvage. With the return of good weather, men
driving oxcarts were coming through the city's back streets and alleys to collect these items. You never
saw anyone trying to drive a motorized vehicle nowadays, probably because, over the winter, most of
them had been hauled away. The scarcity of gasoline and replacement parts might well have been a
factor too-but, in truth, people seemed no longer to want to mess with internal combustion engines.
Ending pollution and noise had nothing to do with it, either. A person with dung on his shoes or front
stoop was not very likely to be convinced of a vast improvement in the environment, and the clattering of
wooden carts the ringing of metal-rimmed wheels on cobblestone-could be as ear-wrenching as the hum
and blare of motorized traffic. Still, Lawson liked to hear the oxcarts turn into his alley. More than once,
called out by the noise, he had helped their drivers load them with masonry, doors, window sashes, even
ornate carven mantels.

At the bakery, the Mongolian woman with whom Lawson worked, and had worked for almost a
year, caught the handle of his broom one day and told him her name. Speaking the odd, quicksilver
monosyllables of the dialect that nearly everyone in Seville had by now mastered, she asked him to call
her Tij. Lawson did not know whether this was her name from before The Change or one she had
recently invented for herself. Pleased in either case, he responded by telling her his own Christian name.
He stumbled saying it, and when Tij also had trouble pronouncing the name, they laughed together about
its uncommon awkwardness on their tongues.

A week later he had moved into the tenement building where Tij lived. They slept in the same "room"
three flights up from a courtyard filled with clambering wisteria. Because all

but the supporting walls on this floor had been knocked out, Lawson often felt that he was living in an
open-bay barracks. People stepped over his pallet to get to the stairwell; and dressed in front of him as if
he were not even there. Always a quick study, he emulated their casual behavior.

And when the ice in his loins finally began to thaw, he turned in the darkness to Tij-without in the
least worrying about propriety. Their coupling was invariably silent, and the release Lawson experienced
was always a serene rather than a shuddering one. Afterward, in the wisteria fragrance pervading their
building, Tij and he lay beside each other like a pair of larval bumblebees as the moon rolled shadows
over their naked, sweat-gleaming bodies.

Each day after they had finished making and trading away their bread, Tij and Lawson closed the
bakery and took long walks. Often they strolled among the hedge-enclosed pathways and the small
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wrought-iron fences at the base of the city's cathedral. From these paths, so overwhelmed were they by
buttresses of stones and arcaded balconies, they could not even see the bronze weathervane of Faith
atop the Giralda. But, evening after evening, Lawson insisted on returning to that place, and at last his
persistence and his sense of expectation were rewarded by the sound of jackhammers biting into marble
in each one of the cathedral's five tremendous naves. He and Tij, holding hands, entered.

Inside, men and women were at work removing the altar screens, the metalwork grilles, the oil
paintings, sections of stained-glass windows, religious relics. Twelve or more oxcarts were parked
beneath the vault of the cathedral, and the noise of the jackhammers echoed shatteringly from nave to
nave, from floor to cavernous ceiling. The oxen stood so complacently in their traces that Lawson
wondered if the drivers of the carts had somehow contrived to deafen the animals. Tij released Lawson's
hand to cover her ears. He covered his own ears. It did no good. You could remain in the cathedral only
if you accepted the noise and resolved to be a participant in the

building's destruction. Many people had already made that decision. They were swarming through its
chambered stone belly like a spectacularly efficient variety of stone-eating termite.

An albino man of indeterminate race-a man as pale as a termite-thrust his pickax at Lawson..
Lawson uncovered his ears and took the pickax by its handle. Tij, a moment later, found a crowbar
hanging precariously from the side of one of the oxcarts. With these tools the pair of them crossed the
nave they had entered and halted in front of an imposing mausoleum. Straining against the cathedral's
poor light and the strange linguistic static in his head, Lawson painstakingly deciphered the plaque near
the tomb.

"Christopher Columbus is buried here," he said.

Tij did not hear him. He made a motion indicating that this was the place where they should start. Tij
nodded her understanding. Together, Lawson thought, they would dismantle the mausoleum of the
discoverer of the New World and bring his corrupt remains out into the street. After all these centuries
they would free the man.

Then the bronze statue of Faith atop the belltower would come down, followed by the lovely
belltower itself. After that, the flying buttresses, the balconies, the walls; every beautiful, tainted stone.

It would hurt like hell to destroy the cathedral, and it would take a long, long time-but, considering
everything, it was the only meaningful option they had. Lawson raised his pickax.
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