Descendi ng
by Thomas M Disch

Cat sup, mustard, pickle, relish, mayonnai se, two kinds of sal ad dressing,
bacon grease, and a lenmon. Ch yes, two trays of ice cubes. In the cupboard it
wasn't much better: jars and boxes of spices, flour, sugar, salt-and a box of
raisins!

An empty box of raisins.

Not even any coffee. Not even tea, which he hated. Nothing in the mail box but
a bill from Underwood's: Unless we receive the arrears on your account. ...

$4.75 in change jingled in his coat pocket—the plunder of the Chianti bottle

he had prom sed hinself never to break open. He was spared the unpl easantness
of having to sell his books. They had all been sold. The letter to G aham had
gone out a week ago. If his brother intended to send sonething this tine, it

woul d have come by now.

—+ shoul d be desperate, he thought. —Perhaps | am

He mi ght have | ooked in the Tines. But, no, that was too depressi ng—applying
for jobs at $50 a week and being turned down. Not that he bl amed them he

woul dn't have hired hinself hinself. He had been a grasshopper for years. The
ants were on to his tricks.

He shaved without soap and brushed his shoes to a high polish. He whitened the
sepul chre of his unwashed torso with a fresh, starched shirt and chose his
somberest tie fromthe rack. He began to feel excited and expressed it,
characteristically, by appearing statuesquely, icily calm

Descending the stairway to the first floor, he encountered Ms. Beale, who was
pretending to sweep the well-swept floor of the entrance.

"Good afternoon—er | s'pose it's good norning for you, eh?"

"Cood afternoon, Ms. Beale."

"Your letter come?"

"Not yet."

"The first of the nonth isn't far off."

"Yes indeed, Ms. Beale."

At the subway station he considered a nonent before answering the attendant:
one token or two? Two, he decided. After all, he had no choice but to return

to his apartnment. The first of the month was still a |ong way off.

—+f Jean Val jean had had a charge account, he woul d have never gone to
prison.

Havi ng thus cheered hinself, he settled down to enjoy the ads in the subway
car. Smoke. Try. Eat. Gve. See. Drink. Use. Buy. He thought of Alice with her
nmushr oons: Eat ne.

At 34th Street he got off and entered Underwood's Departnent Store directly
fromthe train platform On the main floor he stopped at the cigar stand and



bought a carton of cigarettes.

"Cash or charge?"

"Charge.'
up.

He handed the clerk the |am nated plastic card. The charge was rung

Fancy groceries was on 5. He made his selection judiciously. A jar of instant
and a 2-pound can of drip-ground coffee, a large tin of corned beef, packaged
soups and boxes of pancake m x and condensed nil k. Jam peanut butter, and
honey. Six cans of tuna fish. Then, he indul ged hinmself in perishables:
Engl i sh cooki es, and Edam cheese, a small frozen pheasant—even fruitcake. He
never ate so well as when he was broke. He couldn't afford to.

"$14.87."

This time, after ringing up his charge, the clerk checked the number on his
card against her list of closed or doubtful accounts. She smiled
apol ogetically and handed the card back.

"Sorry, but we have to check."
"l understand."”

The bag of groceries weighed a good twenty pounds. Carrying it with the

exqui site casual ness of a burglar passing before a policeman with his |oot, he
took the escalator to the bookshop on 8. His choice of books was determ ned by
the sane principle as his choice of groceries. First, the staples: two
Victorian novel s he had never read, Vanity Fair and M ddl emarch; the Sayers
translation of Dante, and a two-vol une anthol ogy of German plays, none of

whi ch he had read and few he had even heard of. Then the perishables: a
sensational novel that had reached the best seller list via the Suprene Court,
and two nysteries.

He had begun to feel giddy with self-indul gence. He reached into his jacket
pocket for a coin.

—Heads a new suit; tails the Sky Room
Tai l s.

The Sky Room on 15 was enpty of all but a few wonmen chatting over coffee and
cakes. He was able to get a seat by a window. He ordered fromthe a la carte
side of the nmenu and finished his meal with espresso and bakl ava. He handed
the waitress his credit card and tipped her fifty cents.

Dawdl i ng over his second cup of coffee, he began Vanity Fair. Rather to his
surprise, he found hinself enjoying it. The waitress returned with his card
and a receipt for the neal

Since the Sky Roomwas on the top floor of Underwood' s there was only one
escal ator to take nowPescendi ng. Riding down, he continued to read Vanity
Fair. He could read anywhere—n restaurants, on subways, even wal ki ng down the
street. At each landing he made his way fromthe foot of one escalator to the
head of the next without lifting his eyes fromthe book. Wen he cane to the



Bargai n Basement, he would be only a few steps fromthe subway turnstile.

He was hal fway through Chapter VI (on page 55, to be exact) when he began to
feel sonething am ss.

—How | ong does this danmm thing take to reach the basenent?

He stopped at the next |anding, but there was no sign to indicate on what

floor he was, nor any door by which he mght re-enter the store. Deducing from
this that he was between floors, he took the escal ator down one nore flight,
only to find the same perpl exi ng absence of | andnmarks.

There was, however, a water fountain, and he stooped to take a drink

—+ nust have gone to a sub-basenment. But this was not too likely after all
Escal ators were sel dom provided for janitors and stockboys.

He waited on the | andi ng watching the steps of the escalators slowy descend
toward himand, at the end of their journey, telescope in upon thenselves and
di sappear. He waited a long while, and no one el se cane down t he novi ng

st eps.

—Per haps the store had cl osed. Having no wistwatch and having rather | ost
track of the time, he had no way of knowi ng. At l|last, he reasoned that he had
become so engrossed in the Thackeray novel that he had sinply stopped on one
of the upper |andi ngs—say, on 8-to finish a chapter and had read on to page 55
wi t hout realizing that he was maki ng no progress on the escal ators.

When he read, he could forget everything else.

He nust, therefore, still be somewhere above the main floor. The absence of
exits, though disconcerting, could be explained by sone quirk in the floor
pl an. The absence of signs was nmerely a carel essness on the part of the
managenent .

He tucked Vanity Fair into his shopping bag and stepped onto the grilled lip
of the down-goi ng escal ator—not, it nust be admitted, wi thout a certain degree
of reluctance. At each | anding, he marked his progress by a nunber spoken

al oud. By eight he was uneasy; by fifteen he was desperate.

It was, of course, possible that he had to descend two flights of stairs for
every floor of the departnent store. Wth this possibility in mnd, he counted
off fifteen nore |andings.

—No.

Dazedly, and as though to deny the reality of this seenmingly interm nable
stairwell, he continued his descent. Wen he stopped again at the forty-fifth
| andi ng, he was trenbling. He was afraid.

He rested the shopping bag on the bare concrete floor of the |anding,

realizing that his arm had gone quite sore from supporting the twenty pounds
and nore of groceries and books. He discounted the enticing possibility that
"it was all a dream"” for the dreamworld is the reality of the dreaner, to
whi ch he could not weakly surrender, no nore than one could surrender to the



realities of life. Besides, he was not dream ng; of that he was quite sure.

He checked his pulse. It was fast-say, eighty a mnute. He rode down two nore
flights, counting his pulse. Eighty al nost exactly. Two flights took only one
m nut e.

He coul d read approxi mately one page a mnute, alittle |l ess on an escal ator
Suppose he had spent one hour on the escalators while he had read: sixty

m nut es—ene hundred and twenty floors. Plus forty-seven that he had counted.
One hundred sixty-seven. The Sky Room was on 15.

167- 15=152.
He was in the one-hundred-fifty-second sub-basenent. That was i npossible.

The appropriate response to an inpossible situation was to deal with it as

t hough it were conmonpl ace—+ike Alice in Wnderland. Ergo, he would return to
Underwood' s the sane way he had (apparently) left it. He would wal k up one
hundred fifty-two flights of down-going escalators. Taking the steps three at
atine and running, it was alnmost |ike going up a regular staircase. But after
ascendi ng the second escalator in this manner, he found hinself already out of
br eat h.

There was no hurry. He would not allow hinself to be overtaken by panic.
No.

He picked up the bag of groceries and books he had |l eft on that |anding,
waited for his breath to return, and darted up a third and fourth flight.
While he rested on the Ianding, he tried to count the steps between fl oors,
but this count differed depending on whether he counted with the current or
against it, down or up. The average was roughly eighteen steps, and the steps
appeared to be eight or nine inches deep. Each flight was, therefore, about
twel ve feet.

It was one-third of a nile, as the plunb drops, to Underwood' s main floor

Dashing up the ninth escal ator, the bag of groceries broke open at the bottom
where the thawi ng pheasant had danpened the paper. G oceries and books tunbl ed
onto the steps, sone rolling of their own accord to the | andi ng bel ow, others
being transported there by the nmoving stairs and formng a neat little pile.
Only the jamjar had been broken

He stacked the groceries in the corner of the |anding, except for the
hal f -t hawed pheasant, which he stuffed into his coat pocket, anticipating that
his ascent woul d take himwell past his dinner hour

Physi cal exertion had dulled his finer feelings—+o be precise, his capacity
for fear. Like a cross-country runner in his |last |aps, he thought

single-m ndedly of the task at hand and nmade no effort to understand what he
had in any case already deci ded was not to be understood. He nounted one
flight, rested, mounted and rested again. Each nmount was wearier; each rest

| onger. He stopped counting the | andings after the twenty-eighth, and sone
time after that—-how | ong he had no i dea—his | egs gave out and he coll apsed to
the concrete floor of the landing. Hi s cal ves were hard achi ng knots of
nmuscl e; his thighs quivered erratically. He tried to do knee-bends and fel
backwar d.

Despite his recent dinner (assuming that it had been recent), he was hungry
and he devoured the entire pheasant, conpletely thawed now, wi thout being able



to tell if it were raw or had been pre-cooked.

—Jhis is what it's like to be a cannibal, he thought as he fell asleep

Sl eepi ng, he dreaned he was falling down a bottom ess pit. Waking, he

di scovered not hing had changed, except the dull ache in his |legs, which had
beconme a sharp pain.

Overhead, a single strip of fluorescent |ighting snaked down the stairwell.
The nechani cal purr of the escal ators seened to have heightened to the roar of
a Niagara, and their rate of descent seened to have increased

proportionately.

Fever, he decided. He stood up stiffly and fl exed some of the soreness from
hi s nuscl es.

Hal fway up the third escalator, his | egs gave way under him He attenpted the
clinmb again and succeeded. He coll apsed again on the next flight. Lying on the
| andi ng where the escal ator had deposited him he realized that his hunger had
returned. He al so needed to have water—and to let it.

The latter necessity he could easily—and w thout false npdesty-satisfy. Also
he renenbered the water fountain he had drunk from yesterday and he found
anot her three floors bel ow

—+t's so much easier going down.

H s groceries were down there. To go after them now, he woul d erase whatever
progress he had nmade in his ascent. Perhaps Underwood's nmain floor was only a
few nore flights up. O a hundred. There was no way to know.

Because he was hungry and because he was tired and because the futility of
mounti ng endl ess flights of descending escal ators was, as he now consi dered
it, a labor of Sisyphus, he returned, descended, gave in.

At first, he allowed the escalator to take himalong at its own mld pace, but
he soon grew inpatient of this. He found that the exercise of running down the
steps three at a tine was not so exhausting as running up. It was refreshing,
al most. And, by swimm ng with the current instead of against it, his progress,
if such it can be called, was appreciable. In only nminutes he was back at his
cache of groceries.

After eating half the fruitcake and a little cheese, he fashi oned his coat
into a sort of sling for the groceries, knotting the sleeves together and
buttoning it closed. Wth one hand at the collar and the other about the hem
he could carry all his food with him

He | ooked up the descending staircase with a scornful smle, for he had
decided with the wi sdom of failure to abandon that venture. If the stairs
wi shed to take himdown, then down, giddily, he would go.

Then, down he did go, down dizzily, down, down and always, it seened, faster
spi nning about lightly on his heels at each | anding so that there was hardly
any break in the wild speed of his descent. He whooped and hal ooed and | aughed
to hear his whoopings echo in the narrow, |owvaulted corridors, follow ng him



as though they could not keep up his pace.
Down, ever deeper down.

Twi ce he slipped at the | andings and once he missed his footing in md-Ieap on
the escalator, hurtled forward, letting go of the sling of groceries and
falling, hands stretched out to cushion him onto the steps, which

i mperturbably, continued their descent.

He nust have been unconscious then, for he woke up in a pile of groceries with
a split cheek and a splitting headache. The tel escoping steps of the escal ator
gently grazed his heels.

He knew then his first nonment of terror—a prenonition that there was no end to
his descent, but this feeling gave way quickly to a laughing fit.

"I"'mgoing to hell!" he shouted, though he could not drown with his voice the
steady purr of the escalators. "This is the way to hell. Abandon hope all ye
who enter here.”

—+f only I were, he reflected. —+f that were the case, it would nmake sense.
Not quite orthodox sense, but some sense, a little.

Sanity, however, was so integral to his character that neither hysteria nor
horror could | ong have their way with him He gathered up his groceries again,
relieved to find that only the jar of instant coffee had been broken this
time. After reflection he also discarded the can of drip-ground coffee, for
whi ch he coul d concei ve no use—dnder the present circunstances. And he woul d
all ow hinmself, for the sake of sanity, to conceive of no other circunstances

t han those.

He began a nore deliberate descent. He returned to Vanity Fair, reading it as
he paced down the down-going steps. He did not let hinself consider the extent
of the abyss into which he was plunging, and the vicarious excitenent of the
novel hel ped hi mkeep his thoughts fromhis own situation. At page 235, he

| unched (that is, he took his second neal of the day) on the remai nder of the
cheese and fruitcake; at 523 he rested and dined on the English cookies dipped
in peanut butter.

—Perhaps | had better ration my food.

If he could regard this absurd dilenma nerely as a struggle for survival,

anot her chapter in his own Robinson Crusoe story, he might get to the bottom
of this mechani zed vortex alive and sane. He thought proudly that many people
in his position could not have adjusted, would have gone nad.

O course, he was descending. ...
But he was still sane. He had chosen his course and now he was following it.

There was no night in the stairwell, and scarcely any shadows. He sl ept when
his legs could no | onger bear his weight and his eyes were tearful from

readi ng. Sl eeping, he dreaned that he was continuing his descent on the

escal ators. Waking, his hand resting on the rubber railing that noved al ong at
the sane rate as the steps, he discovered this to be the case.



Sommanbul i stically, he had ridden the escalators further down into this mld
i nterm nable hell, |eaving behind his bundle of food and even the
still-unfinished Thackeray novel

Stunmbling up the escal ators, he began, for the first tine, to cry. Wthout the
novel , there was nothing to think of but this, this...

—How far? How long did | sleep?
H s | egs, which had only been slightly wearied by his descent, gave out twenty
flights up. His spirit gave out soon after. Again he turned around, allowed

hinself to be swept up by the current—er, nore exactly, swept down.

The escal ator seened to be traveling nore rapidly, the pitch of the steps to
be nmore pronounced. But he no | onger trusted the evidence of his senses.

—+ am perhaps, insane—er sick from hunger. Yet, | would have run out of food
eventually. This will bring the crisis to a head. Optimsm that's the
spirit!

Conti nui ng his descent, he occupied hinmself with a closer analysis of his

envi ronnent, not undertaken with any hope of bettering his condition but only
for lack of other diversions. The walls and ceilings were hard, snooth, and

of f-white. The escalator steps were a dull nickel color, the treads being
sonewhat shinier, the crevices darker. Did that nean that the treads were
pol i shed fromuse? O were they designed in that fashion? The treads were half
an inch wi de and spaced apart from each other by the sane w dth. They
projected slightly over the edge of each step, resenbling somewhat the head of
a barber's shears. Wenever he stopped at a |landing, his attention would
becorme fixed on the illusory "di sappearance" of the steps, as they sank flush
to the floor and slid, tread in groove, into the grilled basepl ate.

Less and | ess would he run, or even wal k, down the stairs, content nerely to
ride his chosen step fromtop to bottomof each flight and, at the Ianding,
step (left foot, right, and | eft again) onto the escal ator that woul d
transport himto the floor below. The stairwell now had tunnel ed, by his

cal cul ations, mles beneath the department store—so nany mles that he began
to congratul ate hinmself upon his unsought adventure, wondering if he had
establ i shed sone sort of record. Just so, a criminal will stand in awe of his
own baseness and be nost proud of his vilest crime, which he believes
unpar al | el ed.

In the days that foll owed, when his only nourishnent was the water fromthe
fountains provided at every tenth |anding, he thought frequently of food,
preparing imagi nary neals fromthe store of groceries he had | eft behind,
savoring the ideal sweetness of the honey, the richness of the soup which he
woul d prepare by soaking the powder in the enptied cookie tin, licking the
filmof gelatin lining the opened can of corned beef. \When he thought of the
six cans of tuna fish, his anxiety becane intolerable, for he had (would have
had) no way to open them Merely to stanp on them would not be enough. What,
then? He turned the question over and over in his head, like a squirre
spinning the wheel in its cage, to no avail

Then a curious thing happened. He quickened again the speed of his descent,
faster now than when first he had done this, eagerly, headl ong, absolutely
heedl ess. The several |andings seened to flash by |like a nontage of Flight,
each scarcely perceived before the next was before him A denonic, pointless
race—and why? He was running, so he thought, toward his store of groceries,

ei ther believing that they had been | eft bel ow or thinking that he was running



up. Cearly, he was delirious.

It did not last. H s weakened body could not maintain the frantic pace, and he
awoke from his deliriumconfused and utterly spent. Now began another, nore
rational delirium a nadness fired by logic. Lying on the |anding, rubbing a
torn rmuscle in his ankle, he specul ated on the nature, origin and purpose of

t he escal ators. Reasoned thought was of no nore use to him however, than
unreasoni ng action. Ingenuity was helpless to solve a riddle that had no
answer, which was its own reason, self-contained and whol e. He—not the
escal at or s—aeeded an answer.

Per haps his npost interesting theory was the notion that these escalators were
a kind of exercise wheel, like those found in a squirrel cage, from which
because it was a closed system there could be no escape. This theory required
some mnor alterations in his conception of the physical universe, which had
al ways appeared highly Euclidean to himbefore, a universe in which his
descent seemingly along a plunmb-1ine was, in fact, describing a | oop. This
theory cheered him for he m ght hope, coming full circle, to return to his
store of groceries again, if not to Underwbod's. Perhaps in his abstracted
state he had passed one or the other already several times w thout observing.
There was another, and related, theory concerning the neasures taken by
Underwood' s Credit Departnment agai nst delinquent accounts. This was nerely
par anoi a.

—Fheories! | don't need theories. | nmust get on with it.

So, favoring his good |l eg, he continued his descent, although his specul ati ons
did not immedi ately cease. They becane, if anything, nore netaphysical. They
became vague. Eventually, he could regard the escalators as being entirely
matter-of-fact, requiring no nore explanation than, by their sheer existence,
they offered him

He di scovered that he was | osing weight. Being so |long without food (by the
evi dence of his beard, he estimated that nore than a week had gone by), this
was only to be expected. Yet, there was another possibility that he could not
exclude: that he was approaching the center of the earth where, as he
understood, all things were weightless.

—Now t hat, he thought, is something worth striving for.

He had di scovered a goal. On the other hand, he was dying, a process he did
not give all the attention it deserved. Unwilling to admt this eventually and
yet not so foolish as to admt any other, he side-stepped the issue by
pretendi ng to hope.

—Maybe sonmeone will rescue ne, he hoped.

But his hope was as mechani cal as the escal ators he rode—and tended, in nmuch
t he sane way, to sink

Waki ng and sl eeping were no | onger distinct states of which he could say: "Now
| amsleeping,"” or "Now | am awake." Sonetines he woul d di scover hinself
descendi ng and be unable to tell whether he had been waked from sl eep or
roused frominattention



He hal | uci nat ed.

A worman, | oaded with packages from Underwood's and wearing a trim

pill box-style hat, cane down the escalator toward him turned around on the
| andi ng, high heels clicking smartly, and rode away wi thout even nodding to
hi m

More and nmore, when he awoke or was roused from his stupor, he found hinself,
i nstead of hurrying to his goal, lying on a |anding, weak, dazed, and beyond
hunger. Then he would craw to the down-going escal ator and pull hinmself onto
one of the steps, which he would ride to the bottom spraw ed head forenost,
hands and shoul ders braced against the treads to keep fromskittering bunpily
down.

—At the bottom he thought—at the bottom ... will ...when | get there. ...

Fromthe bottom which he conceived of as the center of the earth, there would
be literally nowhere to go but up. Probably another chain of escal ators,
ascendi ng escal ators, but preferably an elevator. It was inportant to believe
in a bottom

Thought was becoming as difficult, as demandi ng and pai nful, as once his
struggl e to ascend had been. Hi s perceptions were fuzzy. He did not know what
was real and what inaginary. He thought he was eating and di scovered he was
gnawi ng at hi s hands.

He t hought he had conme to the bottom It was a |large, high-ceilinged room
Signs pointed to another escal ator: Ascending. But there was a chain across it
and a snall typed announcenent.

"Qut of order. Please bear with us while the escalators are being repaired.
Thank you. The Managenent."

He | aughed weakly.

He devised a way to open the tuna fish cans. He would slip the can sideways
beneath the projecting treads of the escalator, just at the point where the
steps were sinking flush to the floor. Either the escalator would split the
can open or the can would jamthe escalator. Perhaps if one escal ator were
jamred the whol e chain of themwould stop. He should have thought of that
bef ore, but he was, nevertheless, quite pleased to have thought of it at all

—+ m ght have escaped.

H s body seemed to weigh so little now He nust have come hundreds of niles.
Thousands.

Agai n, he descended.

Then, he was lying at the foot of the escalator. H's head rested on the cold
netal of the baseplate and he was | ooking at his hand, the fingers of which
were pressed into the creviced grille. One after another, in perfect order
the steps of the escalator slipped into these crevices, tread in groove,
rasping at his fingertips, occasionally tearing away a sliver of his flesh.



That was the last thing he remenbered.

The End



