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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Chapter 1


When people look back at things they’re ashamed of having done and say it must have been another person who did those things, and they have no idea who that person was, what they’re actually saying, though they may not understand it, is that they do know that person and they don’t know who they are now. They believe or pretend to believe that age and experience have combined to make them larger, wiser, a grander and thus less knowable soul than their former self, one incapable of such miscreance. Perhaps committing an act of extreme violence helps to clear away these confusions, for I know exactly who I was on the night twelve years ago when I killed Mario Kirschner, and while I’m more patient than once I was and have rid myself of certain delusions, I’m essentially the same man today, equally susceptible to stupidity. Prayer has made a difference in my life, yet it hasn’t proved to be the glorious difference-maker that evangelists suggest. Of course my prayers are aimed lower than the prayers of priests and mullahs, intended to produce not miracles but small, calculable effects.


I came to murder as might an actor to a role. I had worked as a bartender ever since dropping out of college and had learned that an attitude of studied indifference posed a challenge to drunken women. Over the years I grew into the part of a cool, disengaged man of the world (though I had yet to travel beyond the state of Washington), letting that false color permeate my character. By the winter of 1991, when I was employed at the Galley, a tourist restaurant on Lopez in the San Juan Islands, near the mouth of Puget Sound, I had developed a heartfelt disaffection for the world. Even the women I slept with bored me. Our encounters were merely opportunities for the exercise of my cynicism. I suspect that all murderers, to one degree or another, must be egoists in this same way.


There were few tourists in winter and usually the rest of the Galley’s staff would go home by nine o’clock, leaving me to close and deal with stragglers. I did my best drinking during those times. One night in late January, while I was working on my fourth double vodka, sitting in a booth by the picture window, watching the hot blond lights of anchored boats bobbing on the polished black water of the bay, a red Porsche pulled into the lot and a good-looking thirtyish woman with long auburn hair came into the restaurant and began flirting with me, trying to hustle a free drink. Her face, beautifully made up, a painting of skin and subtle umber shadow, had strong cheekbones and satiny lips that reminded me of the lips you see painted on the facades of carnival strip shows. I told her I was sorry, I couldn’t help her. She leaned tipsily against the booth, clinging to the chrome coatrack that extended from the back of the seat. “Come on, man! I’ve had a really shitty night,” she said. She was wearing gray slacks and heels, a blue angora sweater. Heavy gold bracelets, gold-and-sapphire loops in her ears.


“You can afford a drink,” I said.


“I left my purse at my boyfriend’s.”


“Call him. Tell him to bring it.”


“He’s the reason I’m having a shitty night.” She slumped into the seat opposite me and buried her face in her hands, speaking through interlaced fingers. “Just give me a drink, okay? I’ll catch you tomorrow.”


“What’s your name?” I asked.


She kept her fingers interlaced, lifting them as though they were a visor, and stared at me blankly. “What’s yours?”


“Wardlin Stuart.”


“Wardlin?” She repeated it, imparting a comic emphasis, and grinned. “Like warblin’, huh?”


The grin lapsed. I assumed she was reconsidering the wisdom of teasing someone whom she had hit up for a drink.


“I’m Wanda,” she said, and gave her hair a toss, signaling, I thought, that she might associate wildness and wantonness with the name. “Wanda and Wardlin. That’s kinda cute!”


“Wanda,” I said musingly. “I don’t see it. It’s not right for you. You’re more of a … a Brooke. I think I’ll call you Brooke.”


She didn’t like that, but kept it to herself.


“Yeah,” I said. “It suits that damaged post-Vassar look you’ve got going. Little wear and tear, but sexy. Smart.”


She perked up at the word smart, crossed her legs, settled back in the booth. “You’re seriously an asshole, aren’t you?”


“Part of the job description, Brooke.”


“You want me to be Brooke? That’s cool. I’m Brooke. I’m so very, very Brooke. Now are you going to fix me a drink?”


“Why don’t you show me what’s holding up that pretty blue sweater,” I said. “Then I’ll pour you something.”


A measure of what was happening inside Wanda’s head seeped through to her face. Anger, resentment, indecision, reluctance, and, finally, because she needed that drink, bemusement. “You want me to show you my tits?”


“If you’re up for it, y’know. I’m fine either way.”


“Is this like your custom?” she asked. “How you do things on a daily basis?”


“You’re the first. We don’t get many people in here who can’t pay for their drinks.”


“No wonder!”


“Even if we did, I wouldn’t be asking them to take off their sweaters. If you like”—I allowed softness into my voice—“you can think of this as a provocative form of flattery.”


She laughed, a single sardonic note. Her eyes went to the red Porsche. I expected her to leave, but she shot me an I-am-reading-your-soul look, concerned no doubt with issues of trust, perhaps deciding how much of a Wanda she might let herself be that evening. “All right. But not here,” she said, and gestured at the window. “Somebody might drive up.”


I led her back into the kitchen. Standing by the steam table, her back arched under the fluorescent lights, Wanda displayed an exhibitionist’s flair, doing a half-pirouette as she pulled the sweater free of her arms. Her breasts were large, yet not so large, I thought, as to warrant the heavy multipaneled fortress-style brassiere that packaged them. It could have been a Victorian implement of torture. Something for the recalcitrant maiden in your life. The coarse off-white fabric was ridged by thick underwires; the straps were wide as restraints. With a coy smile, she reached behind her and unhooked the thing. The straps slid down off her shoulders, the cups fell away from her flesh. The skin beneath was discolored by cloudy yellow and purple bruises. Surgical stitches crisscrossed everywhere, transecting her areolae. They were Frankenstein breasts. Shapely but monstrous. I stared at them.


“Don’t squeeze ’em too hard, okay?” Wanda said. “I just had a reduction.”


“So what do you want to drink?” I asked. “Scotch? I got a really good single malt.”


I imagined that not telling me in advance about the surgery and then flaunting her untouchable breasts was her way of making me look like a jerk, but she seemed genuinely angry that I wasn’t interested in groping her. She glared at me, hands on hips, as I started back into the bar. “Hey!” she said. “Where you going? Hey!” A minute later, fully clothed, she took a seat at the bar and ordered a Manhattan, which she drank in silence, casting the occasional furious look toward me. I began going over the night’s receipts, and as I bent to pick up some coins I’d dropped, I heard hurried footsteps, then the front door opening.


After watching the little red car swerve off along the curve of the bay, I dragged a stool behind the bar, set a fresh bottle of Ketel One at my elbow, and reflected on the workings of Wanda’s mind. She had come to the Galley directly from a traumatic confrontation with the boyfriend and permitted me to harass her sexually, possibly because she believed a meaningless encounter would consummate revenge. In her drunkenness she might have neglected to think how the sight of her mutilated breasts would affect a potential lover. Then again, it was conceivable that she had played me and that her anger was pretense; but I hadn’t thus far met anyone that self-possessed on Lopez Island. Whatever the scope of her manipulation, I admired her. For a drunk Porsche-owning child of privilege, she had handled herself fairly well.


Three drinks after Wanda had driven away, a gray Mercedes pulled into the parking lot. A burly middle-aged man with a shaved head, wearing a gray tweed overcoat with velvet trim on the lapels, climbed out and, leaving the engine running, made for the door. I realized I had forgotten to lock up.


“We’re closed,” I said as the man entered.


He said, “Yeah, you are,” and walked to the bar and stood in front of me, resting his gloved hands on the countertop. He stared at me without expression, but I felt hostility streaming from him. His skin was pallid, his cheeks mapped by a blotchy redness. A goatee sketched by a few days’ stubble dirtied his chin and upper lip. By contrast to the fleshiness of his features, his brown eyes seemed feminine in their considerable size and luster. The overall effect was butt-ugly, but looked as if he had worked hard to achieve it.


“I’m Mario Kirschner. Janet’s friend,” he said, his voice big and, I suspected, pitched artificially deep, as if he were announcing something more overtly ominous like, “Name’s Ringo. Johnny Ringo.”


I had to laugh. “Janet,” I said. “You mean the Janet?”


“You know who I’m talking about.”


Although drunk, I was cannily drunk. I was pretty sure I knew who Janet was. Clever girl, I thought. “Tall? Fuzzy blue sweater, reddish-brown hair? She told me her name’s Wanda.”


“Twenty years ago I woulda broke your bones,” Kirschner said with a wistful air. “Now I got lawyers doing it for me. Hurts more that way.”


“Before you call in the lawyers, wanna let me know what I’m supposed to have done?”


“You think I’m fuckin’ with you, don’tcha? You don’t take me serious?”


“Let’s see. Wanda … No! Excuse me. Janet! Janet comes in after a fight with you. Drunk as a fish. She wants another drink so bad, she flashes her tits. The sight of which, by the way, would turn off a fucking pit bull. I give her a drink, she leaves. Now here you come threatening legal action.” I sipped my vodka. “I guess you’re right. I don’t take you serious.”


Kirschner eyed me coldly. Though I remained, basically, amused by the situation, I felt the nip of paranoia. “So what did she say happened?” I asked.


“Don’t gimme that shit!”


“Naw, tell me, man! I’m intrigued. See, I know I didn’t do dick to her. And since she obviously fed you some garbage ’bout I did … Think maybe she’s got an agenda here? Like she’s trying to stir up trouble?”


“Maybe I should bring her on in. You think you can face her after what you did?”


I peered at the whitely smoking Mercedes, trying to divine a shape behind the fogged glass. “She out there? Bring her, man. If I can face those tits, I can face fucking anything.”


Kirschner caught a fistful of my sweater and pulled me close. “Son of a bitch!” he said, spraying me with spittle.


He said something else, but I didn’t register it. The warmth of his spit, his primped and powdered smell, the entire specificity of his physical presence so repelled me, like the flare of revulsion you feel when a spider crawls across your hand, I disconnected from the moment, from any individual appreciation of him. I barred a forearm under his chin, pushed him back, and as he twisted away from the pressure, I struck the crown of his head with the bottle of Ketel One. The bottle didn’t break. It made a dull bonk, an innocent sound, like someone bumping their head on a beam. Kirschner’s face emptied and he went down as if his electricity had been switched off.


Though I know now that he lay dying as the result of a skull fracture and a subdural hematoma, Kirschner’s pulse was strong and there was no sign of blood. I assumed he’d wake up in a minute or two. I walked to the window. Wanda (née Janet Pietkowski) had wiped a porthole of clarity in the fogged glass of the windshield. I could see her sweater, the frame of her hair, her shiny red mouth shaped in an O. It was obvious she had witnessed everything. We looked at each other for quite some time, at least twenty, thirty seconds, I’d say, and it was during those seconds that the remainder of my life was molded, that Wanda—I never think of her as a Janet or a Brooke—consolidated the details of the story she would tell, an account of unprovoked assault that inspired the district attorney to file a charge of murder two.


I’m tempted, when I recall those seconds, to enhance memory, to persuade myself that I felt fate gathering about me, palpable as the white boil of exhaust from the Mercedes, a turbulent cloud; but the truth is, I had no great sense of moment. I wondered what lie Wanda had told Kirschner to so enrage him and I speculated as to her motivations. She’d had cause to be angry at us both. She might have sicced the boyfriend on me in hopes we’d hurt each other. She clasped her hands prayerfully, the tips of her fingers touching her chin. Her eyes were closed, her lips moved. At length she relaxed from this pose and punched up a number on her cell phone and spoke into it. I wasn’t worried. Discounting my own drunkenness, I figured that with a spotless six-month record at the Galley, I had no reason to doubt my word would stand against that of a woman who would blow two percent on the Breathalyzer. I lit a cigarette, exhaled toward her, and gave her a wave, all fingers, a blithe, dismissive signal. Wanda finished her phone call. Our eyes met through the double layer of glass and she smiled. It was such a disarming smile, devoid, it seemed, of any duplicitous alloy, I was moved to respond in kind. Briefly, until the police siren drew close enough to hear, I labored under the impression that we were only slightly less than friends, accomplices in the good.




Chapter 2


I once gave an interview in which I said that prayer, the act of making prayers, had refined me, drawn out my essential substance into a simpler shape. Though this statement is true on the face of it, I perhaps failed my interviewer, Mr. Ed Bradley of 60 Minutes, by not adding that the new shape of my soul was mostly the result of opportunism. The human spirit is malleable to a fault. We’re all sociopaths to an extent, benign ones for the most part, capable of squeezing ourselves into whatever dress is required for success in a particular environment. Studied indifference and disaffection, my typical clothing, don’t buy you much in prison. Passion is called for, passion in the interests of survival. I had thought I might be able to plead my charge down to involuntary manslaughter, but Wanda’s story of how I had accosted her in the ladies’ room while she was medicating her breasts, her sorrow at having told Kirschner about the incident, Kirschner’s temperate approach and my ultraviolent reaction … under the circumstances I had little choice other than to plead to man one and so was afforded ten years to practice the art of passionate survival in the state prison at Walla Walla. For the first few years I devoted myself to my appeals and to the contemplation of what I might do to Wanda upon my release. It turned out that Kirschner was a brutal abuser and that Wanda had cohabited with him for a period sufficient to establish common-law rights; thus she was entitled to a significant portion of all monies deriving from his chain of grocery stores. I doubted she could either have planned or anticipated what happened at the Galley, but I now believed that the simple shape into which Kirschner’s abuse had refined her soul was a vengeful one and that she had seized the opportunity I presented, engineered a confrontation, and prayed for the best possible outcome.


I wasted a good deal of time in prison visualizing improbable forms of revenge. I pictured myself as a phantom hovering in the purple air of Wanda’s boudoir, merging with her dreaming body, perpetrating a metaphysical rape that seeded her flesh with infant tumors. I saw myself committing fiercer, more literal debasements, violent seductions that would leave her yearning for Kirschner’s comparably unimaginative rapes, yet were so masterful that they bred gentler feelings in her, creating a perverted dependency that would enthrall her for a period of no less than eight, no greater than fifteen years. It was not until midway through that minimum term, when a car thief named Roger Dubon whom I scarcely knew, acting out a prison fantasy of his own, one in which I presented a dire menace, stabbed me and left me to die in a stairwell … Not until then did I pass beyond the desire for revenge and begin to understand the nature of prayer. As I recuperated in the hospital ward, my mind turned again to Wanda, recalling the moment during which she had prayed. At trial it had become apparent that she was by nature grasping and amoral, a party girl who held no significant religious convictions. Prayer for her had been the product of a powerful impulse, offered at an instant of pure opportunity when she felt inadequate to the circumstances. Whatever she had prayed for—whether asking that my blow be fatal or for the power to persuade the police her story was true—it was plain that the prayer had been answered. I recalled my own recent prayerful moment. Lying in the stairwell, tasting blood in my mouth, the shadows closing in, life slipping away. I had prayed serially for the strength to stand, to negotiate the stairs, to walk along the corridor until I met with someone who would call for help, aiming my prayers at no god, but toward a vast indefinite region over which I believed nothing ruled. And yet a sudden strength had washed through me. I stood, I ascended, I walked. A miracle, my surgeon told me, given the seriousness of my wounds. This suggested the possibility that prayer itself was the miracle worker, that whatever name one attached to a prayer, be it Allah or Jesus or Damballa, was less important than the intensity and particularity with which one prayed, and the moment one chose to offer up one’s prayer. Thus prayer, perhaps even faith, might be seen as an immoderate act of physics, a functional means of effecting small changes in reality.


This idea, initially a whimsy, came to possess me. Such obsessions are a consequence of having too much time on one’s hands and explain the high incidence of cities made of toothpicks, ships in bottles, and matchstick mosaics found in prison cells. But the idea had more developmental potential than did those pastimes. It occurred to me that if intensity and opportunity were the criteria for effective prayer, the former might be fabricated to serve the latter. Prayers might be created to focus the intensity of the person praying whenever the need arose. Why else had the Psalms been written? The trouble with the Psalms, however, as with all the ancient prayers, was that their grandiloquent language didn’t suit the modern age and so their power to focus the mind sufficiently to create change had been diminished. A new style of prayer was called for, one that posited no god or else summoned lesser gods to attend, transitory beings with limited powers and not the all-seeing eminence invoked by biblical authors. One that spoke more specifically to need, that engaged the sensibility in a contemporary way, as might a self-help text, a handbook teaching a basic skill or the attitudes and disciplines essential to developing said skill.


The first prayer that accessed this idea, which I wrote while still in the hospital ward, asked that I be allowed thereafter to hear “the footstep in the dark, the feathering of the murderer’s breath.” I can’t say whether or not it effected any change other than to make me more conscious of danger, but I repeated it whenever I left my cell and endured no recurrence of my experience with Roger Dubon (now whiling away his years in a supermax facility), and no further assaults from any quarter. Indeed, all my prayers came to be answered. I asked for small benefits only and chose my moments carefully. One evening prior to putting in my application for a library job, I was working on a prayer to assist that purpose when my cellmate, Jerry Swain, a chunky, middle-aged redneck from Yakima doing a six-pack behind a trafficking charge, offered to pay me five packs of Camel Wide Lights if I would “whip out one of them prayer dealies” for him. The request startled me. Though a camaraderie of sorts had been thrust upon us, Jerry had maintained a sneering distance since being assigned to the cell and I had not attempted to close it. We were different breeds. He was slovenly, fat, long-haired, his chest, back, and arms disfigured by monochrome tattoos, all apparently the work of the same artist, mainly caricatures of voluptuous women, the centerpiece being the rendering of an octopus having many-tentacled intercourse with four such ladies. His numerous prison friends all resembled him and when together in a group they would talk madness about “niggers” and “beaners” and a secret kingdom, now in its infancy, that would one day come to dominate the world. By comparison, I was fastidious, slim, short-haired, unadorned, and kept my views on race and politics to myself. I asked Jerry what he wanted to pray for and, waxing voluble for the first time in our relationship, he related a dismal family history. Father missing for years, mother dead from alcoholism, two brothers killed in criminal enterprises gone awry. His sole surviving relative, a sister, Serena, had “turned lesbo” and they were now estranged.


“It was her girlfriend fixed Serena’s mind against me,” he said. “Marcy Sharp. This fat ol’ pig-bitch. Her mama’s a damn lesbian, too, if you can believe that.”


Moved by the spirit of isolation, Jerry had written a letter to Serena, asking for a reconciliation, but was leery about mailing it, feeling he had little credit with her. “I seen things has got better for you since you started up with them prayers,” he said. “So I figger, what the hell, y’know.”


After inquiring further about Serena, thus enabling me to strengthen the specificity of the piece, I set to work and two days later presented Jerry with the finished product, the earliest of the prayers that I was eventually to collect between covers, beginning with the line: “The pig-nosed daughter of Genevieve Sharp hates me …”


Jerry read it over several times, nonplussed, and said, “Don’t sound all that religious, does it?”


“You have to supply the religious feeling,” I said. “You use it to focus your feelings, to generate intensity.”


He read it again and then said, “It’s just it ain’t your typical prayer.”


I sought to explain that the virtues of what I’d taken to calling “prayerstyle” lay, as was the case with all concentrative verbal devices, prayers, mantras, and so forth, in the weather of the words, their precise sonority and the resonance achieved between sound and meaning. Rather than emulating the ponderous architectures of the past, I was attempting a contemporary expression. If it didn’t satisfy him, I said, I’d give him back his Camels.


“Naw, I hear ya,” Jerry said. “Lemme work with it a while. I’m likin’ it … I swear I am. Just it’s kinda weird, y’know.”


Three weeks later Serena Swain came to visit Jerry and soon thereafter I received my second request for a personalized prayer. The petitioner was a wiry lit-fuse of a man named Skinner Wallace, a murderer so afire with agitated energy, it seemed I heard a faint buzzing whenever he came near. His stated desire was for a prayer that would cause the death of the hooker whom he payed to visit once a month and put on a sex show in the booth where they met, talking dirty over the phone, separated from each other by thick glass. He claimed that his frustration level had become such, he couldn’t abide the thought of any man having what he could not. To my surprise, because I hadn’t thus far associated prayerstyle with any sort of moral code, I told him that killing someone likely exceeded the capacity of my work and, even if it did not, I wasn’t inclined to try it. Skinner’s expression of prim ferocity flickered when he heard this. I thought he might hit me, but apparently Jerry Swain’s testimonial to my ability as a miracle worker earned me a reprieve.


“What do you really want?” I asked. “I mean you don’t want her dead. You want to fuck her, right?”


“They don’t allow me no conjugal visits,” he said.


“You know things get done in here that aren’t allowed. You might do better addressing a prayer toward influencing one of the guards.”


“I’m not prayin’ to no damn guard! Guards fuckin’ hate my ass!”


“What I’m suggesting is, you pray for a way to get next to your hooker … whatever it takes.”


Skinner gave the idea a turn. “Okay. Fuck! Write something up.”


“It’s not just me writing …”


“Yeah, I know! I gotta get behind what you write. Be intense with it.”


“There’s more than—”


“I know! Okay? You gotta ask me a buncha questions. So come on! Let’s do it!”


It took nearly six weeks for Skinner to engineer—by means of prayer, threats, and negotiation—a circumstance in which he could enjoy an ongoing physical relationship with his hooker. From that point forward I was deluged with requests for prayers. I was able to satisfy those I accepted, but I rejected most of them. Either they were morally unsound or they proposed goals that lay beyond the limited scope of my creations. My high success rate could be attributed in part to a rigorous selection process, but from watching Jerry and Skinner and various other of my customers, I realized a more legitimate process was in play—the act of praying had modified their behaviors, made them calmer, more agreeable men. The fulfillment of their desires served to reinforce those traits. They returned frequently to ask for new prayers and I would catch sight of them in the yard or wandering a corridor or sequestered in their cells, head down and lips moving silently. I was certain that their prayers had been answered because prayerstyle concentrated their efforts toward that end, and I believed that the practice itself was the actual sponsor of their behavioral changes, that no traditional spiritual component had contributed. And I saw evidence of this in myself. I had been thirty-one when I entered prison, and although any period of five years during one’s thirties generally encompasses a time of psychological growth, I could trace the majority of that growth from my involvement with prayerstyle. I had grown devout, contemplative, methodical, quiet, my cynical edge rubbed dull by the exertions of my craft, replaced by an eager, earnest quality. My conversational personality, formerly sardonic and quick-witted, became increasingly bland and nonconfrontational, and I would often hear myself giving forth with folksy-sounding homilies, a mode of expression I once would have ridiculed. Inherent to my reconstructed simplicity was my belief that God did not figure into any of this, yet considering my enhanced capacity for self-delusion, for vapid sermonizing, I might have been a convert to some tedious, undistinguished Christian course. Whereas I was merely undertaking a change of mental dress, adopting a personal style more suited to my environment, I began to view myself as an artisan engaged in honing and reshaping his own spirit, preparing it for great things. The man who had killed Mario Kirschner … I could no longer have told you who that person was. I was a grander soul now, less knowable, incapable of such a casual, thoughtless crime.




Chapter 3


Toward the end of my eighth year in prison I prayed for a woman and for success. I crafted a single prayer to encompass both possibilities, because I had the notion the two were bound together. I recall that this prayer was the first in which I addressed myself to a god. A fictive god, a cartoonish poetic gesture, a quasi-divine color added for effect, but a god nonetheless:




Oh, Lord of Loneliness,


drowning in candleflame,


sitting with your cup of raw spirits


at a back table in the Cantina de Flor Negra


in Nada Concepción,


spittle and mezcal dribblings


beaded up on your mustache …


Listen, this night is a black border


around the photograph of life,


this night is a strip of blindness


across the eyes of the condemned.


Let me wander in it a while,


let me find some softness there …





As I’ve said, I asked for small things only, and after finishing this prayer I wondered if I had resorted, albeit humorously, to the mention of a god because I felt I was asking for too much. I decided I was not. During the previous four years I had through the use of prayerstyle improved my life and level of accomplishment to a point at which success and the potential of a woman waiting for me on the outside were viable goals. I had created the opportunity for prayer to be effective. Bryan Sauter, a writer who taught a weekly class at the prison, had helped me to assemble my prayers and notes on prayerstyle into a manuscript that read like a cross between a collection of poetry and a pop psychology book, and was preparing to send it to his agent. As to the woman, for several years I had placed personal ads in various magazines that offered this service free to prisoners. The ads had dredged up a number of responses, some from teenage girls pretending to be sluts, some from lonely old women pretending to be young, others from neurotic wives seeking a fantasy life. I was in process of refining my ad. Since the prayer I was creating addressed the success of my written work, I thought it appropriate to let it do double duty and include the ad, and once I finished the prayer, once I committed it to memory and used it to focus my mind on the task at hand, I wrote the following:




Incarcerated, Not Dead: prisoner, SWM, 39 yrs., seeks correspondence with SWF, comparable age. Object: to learn, to engage hope, to find true correspondence.





Several weeks after the ad was published I received a reply, one among seventeen, from Therese Madden of Pershing, Arizona. It came in a crisp business envelope imprinted with the name ’Zona Madness and a street address, standing out in its white simplicity from the rest: pastel-colored high school stationery decorated with songbirds and roses and such, some with addresses scribbled in pencil and bearing the scents of trailer park desperation. In my hand, Therese Madden’s letter, negligibly light, had a cool precise value. No perfume wafted out when I opened it and the letter began not, as did so many, with the word hi punctuated by a jaunty exclamation point, the downward slash comically fat and the period beneath it round as a berry, but with a typed:




Hello, Wardlin,


A magazine with your ad in it was left in my shop by a young housewife married to a drunk from Ohio who manages a restaurant and halfway believes he is the descendant of cowboy heroes. She had circled your ad. It occurred to me after reading the ad that my reasons for responding to it were more or less the same as hers. I’m certain that we both feel isolated, imprisoned by stupidity, and the sense of an actual intelligence out there, especially one who is also imprisoned, resonates with us. That said, I’m not clear on why I’m responding, but I obviously am. For some reason, I feel it’s right to respond. The feeling seems impervious to examination.


I run a gift shop in a small town. It was left me by my mother. When she died I was out in San Francisco, working in a bank, writing plays for a theater group. I’d just been through a terrible romance—terrible in the sense that it ended terribly—and everything I was doing seemed empty, worthless. I intended to sell the shop and return to San Francisco, but when I reached Pershing … it was a combination of things that caused me to stay. I fell in love with the desert again, for one. For another, I thought the shop would make me comfortably independent. I’d been living in cheap apartments with roommates. My life was disorderly, cluttered, always in a state of financial emergency. I was twenty-five and the thought of being my own boss and free to travel was alluring. Operating a small business had made my mother happy. Why not me?


That was seven years ago. The shop barely makes enough to sustain me and my employee. I never can afford to travel. I’d sell the place if I could, but there are no buyers. Even if there were, where would I go? I have no connections anywhere except Pershing. Thirty-two is not twenty-five. I don’t have the courage I once had and the prospect of taking flight and forsaking the known is daunting. That may be cowardly of me. I’ve been told I underestimate myself. Many nights I’m tempted to empty my bank account, abandon the store, and drive away. I’m lonely and there’s no one here with whom I want to share my life. Yet I haven’t been able to make the move. And so, too frightened to leave my prison, I’m doing something foolhardy and reaching out to you in yours.


I understand you are limited as to the number of words you can use in an ad. It seems to me that you’ve used your limit intelligently, you’ve tried to send a very precise message that’s designed to attract a certain type of woman. Perhaps this is just another dumb mistake on my part. Perhaps you’re not intelligent, or if you are, perhaps you’re violent and unstable, as well. I guess this is my risk for the year … the decade. But whatever type of woman you wanted to attract, you’ve at least attracted my attention. I’d like you to tell me about yourself. I think I’ll know if you lie. Eventually, anyway. Tell me anything you want. If you want to tell me about your crime, that’s fine. But I’m less interested in the past than in the present.


Good night.





The letter was signed “Therese” and enclosed a photograph with a processing stamp dated several months before. In the photograph Therese was leaning against an adobe wall, one knee drawn up. She wore a tan suede jacket, jeans, and a white shirt. The strong sunlight brought a glare to her face, erasing detail, lending her features a dovelike simplicity, but clearly she was pretty. Her hair was strawberry blond, her body slender. She was smiling, yet she looked anxious, as if she were uncomfortable with having her picture taken. I thought I could see the woman who had written the letter. Lonely, nervous, hopeful. The quietness that solitude had bred in her. Holding the photograph between thumb and forefinger, I lay back on my bunk and let Therese’s image be a small sky. The sense of presence I’d felt while reading her letter grew pronounced, as if that glossy rectangle were a portal opening onto the blazing place where she stood, allowing the picture to be snapped yet unhappy, embarrassed by something the photographer had said, annoyed by the unwanted attention, by the sun, her mind partly somewhere else, probably on business, a worry concerning bills or an overdue order, and I imagined the torpid pulse of the town around her, the griddle-hot hoods of pickups parked on the slant along the main street, one-story buildings of pre-stressed concrete with glass fronts and heavy-duty AC, wakes of bitter yellow dust rising from every passage, gaunt white-haired men with string ties and bracelets of silver and turquoise sliding loosely on their bony, brick-colored wrists, a pretty Native American woman eating an ice-cream sandwich outside a convenience store, waiting for the dented shitbox that would carry her home to the reservation, and at night Pershing would respond to the wild stars above with its own bright signals, neon pyramids, dice, sun emblems, the names of bars, a glowing scatter of less-than-sacred signs across the blue-dark flats, and the wind would blow down from old Indian ruins in the hills and rearrange sand grains into uncanny wrinkled faces, and the faces would whisper in a counterfeit of the wind. I knew how a beer would taste in that arid heat, how the smells of gasoline and diesel would knife through the alkali perfume of the desert. It seemed I knew everything about the town just from holding Therese’s picture, and though I had only that picture and a letter for proof, I was inclined to believe that my prayer had been answered, to consider myself already a part of her life. I recognized that an assumptive leap of this sort might be a prison twitch, exemplary of a convict’s tendency to seize any opportunity, and not necesarily the right one, to work some angle. However, my faith in prayerstyle persuaded me that in this instance my instincts were correct, that Therese’s letter had been dislodged from her heart and hand by the small power of my prayer, and when I responded I did so with what I believed to be painstaking candor, though I think now that what I took for candor was merely a facile means of denying accountability.




Dear Therese,


You say that you think you’ll know if I lie to you. I suspect you will. My difficulty lies in the fact that I may not know myself. Life has always seemed to me in essence a deceit. The things we say to each other are such poor approximations of the truth in our hearts, they might as well be lies. People tend to interpret themselves when they speak and they do so clumsily for the most part, like actors with a superficial understanding of their roles. A brighter, more precise truth can sometimes be communicated when two people look toward each other with similar intensity and aim, when certain compatibilities are involved, and perhaps when you say you’ll know if I lie, you’re really talking about whether or not those compatibilities in fact exist. Whatever the case, I promise I’ll tell you nothing that I know to be false.





Our correspondence flourished, evolved, passed through stages of flirtation, courtship, misunderstanding, repair, and lastly to a mutual acknowledgment that we were becoming more than pen pals. We talked on the phone, always briefly, but we said love things, and after hanging up from her I would feel dazed and comforted. We were walking together on some extraordinary plane, I believed. Having a soul conversation. The thoughts I had about her each night streamed up and joined the thoughts she was having about me and braided together into a single smoke. I confessed to her, I admitted everything. Each sentence of those letters had the ring of truthful revelation. They let me know myself in a way that was both painful and instructive. I embraced the hope she represented, yet I doubted her embrace of me was wholehearted. She kept saying that circumstances prevented her from visiting. It was not until thirteen months after we had begun, when I told her that my book, entitled A Handbook of American Prayer, had been accepted for publication, that she suggested the time for a visit had arrived:




… we’ve discussed your being paroled to me and how my willingness to accept that responsibility would help you with the board, since you’re estranged from your family. We need to take this step now, because it seems that what with the book, you have an honest-to-God chance for parole. I’ve come to care about you during this past year (has it really been that long?), but I must admit I’m a little afraid of finally coming face-to-face with someone who has become so important to me and yet remains such a mystery. What if things aren’t as we hope? What kind of pressure will that put on me? I realize the pressures on you are immense, and I know what I’m saying only exacerbates them, but that’s how things are. Anyway, I believe I can come to Washington in a couple of weeks and see you at the prison on the twenty-first of May, if that’s all right.





I had acquired a dozen pictures and over a hundred letters, yet when I looked to her upcoming visit, I felt more confused about her than I had after receiving her first letter. Forced to examine my feelings, I was unable to separate the real from my sexual fantasies and the elaborate speculations I’d entertained regarding our future together. It was as if all that had been a mist designed to obscure a literal gulf between us, and it seemed unlikely that the bridging of this gulf could be achieved within a span of a couple of hours on a May afternoon. Panicked, I set out to write a prayer relating to the occasion and failed to come up with anything. I’d been nine years and several months without a woman and my confidence with the opposite sex had eroded. Not a bad thing, since that confidence had been based almost entirely on contempt. What I felt now, though, was a complete lack of confidence compounded by desperation regarding my parole and the thought that Therese might be a last glimmering chance. As the day of her visit approached, I passed from anxiety into a state of calm acceptance like a condemned man coming to terms with the inevitability of the needle. On the morning of the day itself I experienced a resurgence of panic and felt wobbly in the knees as I went along the corridor that led to the visitors’ yard, a rectangle of grass, apple trees, and playground equipment—swings, a seesaw—enclosed by a chain-link fence topped with razor wire. The sun was so bright, it brought a weakness to my eyes. I could smell the river that ran beyond a stand of spruce to the west of the prison. All my senses were stripped of their baffles and the world came as a shout of hot colors. The breeze wrapped around me and the cries of kids scampering near the swings were sharp like the pop and flare of sap catching in a hearth fire against the soft conversational crackling of prisoners and wives and parents sitting at picnic tables, eating take-out food and touching one another.


There must have been sixty, seventy people in the yard, but I saw Therese at once. She was sitting alone at a table in the shade of an apple tree, wearing a blue sundress with a white pattern. Her hair was loose about her shoulders. Spotting me, she gave a tentative wave. I walked toward her, one hand shoved in my pocket, trying for casual, but afraid that I resembled some idiot playing Johnny Cool in a bad fifties movie. Close up, she could have been an ad for American Purity, pretty like milk and sugar cookies. The pattern on her dress was of white soaring birds. She got to her feet as I walked up and stepped into a sisterly embrace. The scent of her shampoo made me want to go to sleep, but the feel of her breasts aroused me. My erection pushed into her thigh. Embarrassed, I made to pull away, but she held me and said, “It’s okay.” After a second she laughed, a little water music, and said, “I guess you’re glad to see me,” and I said, “Uh-huh,” speaking into her hair. I couldn’t tell if she was trembling or if I was. Both of us, probably. My heart was all through my body. I didn’t know what to do, except stand there. Finally we sat down, holding hands across the picnic table. I was so accustomed to mistrusting everything I felt that now, confronted by an emotion too big to mistrust, all I could do was stare. She was paler than her pictures showed. A pale moonbird living out in the rough sun country. And though I’d known her eyes were green, now I saw they were different from most green eyes—they had a cloudy mineral shade like snowmelt in a Colorado creek. She looked out of place among the wives and girlfriends of carjackers, armed robbers, and worse, and I thought that this was a woman who’d look out of place everywhere, except someplace solitary, because her beauty was that quiet and handmade, as if her features and form had been pressed into shape over a slow contemplative time by a sculptor’s thumbs, all her smooth curvature worked into being.
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