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    To the poet Margaret Shafer.


    We’re all on that train you wrote of, Peggy. Chugging and whistling our ways through the universe.

  


  
    The Muscular Truths of Jack Cady


    Dale Bailey


    Muscular.


    Tasked with writing an introduction to Jack Cady’s apocalyptic, quasi-science-fiction novel The Man Who Could Make Things Vanish—though it’s more pleasure than task—I’ve been walking around in distraction for the last few days trying to think of a word to characterize the novel, a lesser book in Cady’s body of work, but one well worth your time and attention, one that nonetheless exhibits Cady’s many virtues. The central attraction, the bait that lures you in, is, as is the case with virtually all of Cady’s work, the prose. The man can write. Dear God, how he can write. He is the kind of craftsman that his peers—though he is virtually peerless—often refer to as “a writer’s writer,” which may be the commercial kiss of death, but is the highest possible praise, because it means that here is a craftsman so skillful that even others who have mastered the trade find much to admire, much that they can learn from. And I think the central and defining characteristic of Cady’s prose, that which I most admire, is its muscularity—which, of course, requires definition.


    I first encountered Cady when I read “The Sons of Noah” in the pages of Omni magazine in 1991, when I was at the Clarion Writers Workshop, making my first real attempt to learn the craft myself. The opening sentence reads, “When darkness edges through this valley, shading the slow figures of cattle moving toward milking barns, last light falls on the weathered steeple of Sons of Noah Church.” That sentence nailed me to the page. He next pinned me down two years later in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, where I read “The Night We Buried Road Dog,” which opens this way:


    Brother Jesse buried his ’47 Hudson back in ’61 and the roads just got that much more lonesome. Highway 2 across north Montana still wailed with engines as reservation cars blew past; and it lay like a tunnel of darkness before headlights of big rigs. Tandems pounded, and the smart crack of downshifts rapped across grassland as trucks swept past the bars at every crossroad. The state put up metal crosses to mark the sites of fatal accidents. Around the bars those crosses sprouted like thickets.


    And one more, the opening sentence of his novel The Jonah Watch: “On those far northern shores where the wind sets north-northeast, and where the remote lighthouses are haunted by dark tales of men flung upright from the surf—as if the dead rose through spray like pathetic divines—the summer slides in on the memory of ice.”


    Disparate as these examples are, a careful attention to language unites them—not the kind of language that calls attention to itself, exactly. It’s not rococo, or ornate. Their beauty lies not in the exuberant flights of metaphor we associate, say, with a Salman Rushdie, or the fine psychological shadings of a Henry James. It is rather the sure hand of the captain at the tiller, a matter of rhythm and word choice that lets us know we are in the hands of a master, and, most of all, the way the prose echoes and reinforces the cadences of the rural working class that is so often his subject, and displays to high effect their stoic poetry. “Darkness edges” and the “crack of a downshift . . . raps” across the prairie and “summer slides in on the memory of ice.” The diction is pared down, everyday, the rhythm memorable, but not ostentatious—read it aloud and you’ll see what I mean. This is prose that shoulders up beside you and announces itself a force to be reckoned with.


    We see the same kind of prose in the pages of The Man Who Could Make Things Vanish. In the opening paragraph—another powerful beginning—we meet a man whose “thoughts were like the thin whistle of wind over the shallow and still ice-enclosed Montana rivers,” and as the novel proceeds, we’ll see a breeze moving through “the shadow-knitting leaves”—as accurate a description of that physical phenomenon as I have ever seen, and the most beautiful. A clock is described as “indifferent as history.” And we’re told that a “chainsaw makes a nice sound if you have your ethics straight,” which means, I think, that there is honor in the work if the work is done with integrity. Truth is beauty, beauty truth, Keats tells us. Cady’s ethics are straight; the work is honest. When he describes “lonely streets, arc lamps, jukes playing from long ago,” the sentiment comes through like the edge of a blade. Another writer might have stopped with the abstraction of “lonely streets.” Cady, with his arc lamps and jukeboxes, lends the idea weight and gravity. Showing, not telling, with a single masterful brush stroke.


    But prose alone is insufficient to carry any writer through, of course. Fortunately, Cady’s work is as muscular, as honest, in other ways, especially in his determination to face the truth of the world. We see this in his depiction of rural working men, as stoic and dedicated in their enterprise as he is in his. Cady brings a lifetime of such experience to the table. His bio for The Sons of Noah and Other Stories tells us that he had worked as a “truck driver, a tree high-climber, landscape foreman, auctioneer, and member of the Coast Guard.” When he writes of the sea, as in The Jonah Watch, he knows the sea. And when he writes of the ragtag crew of loggers in The Man Who Could Make Things Vanish, his portrayal rings utterly true. He knows the language of the trade (the most dangerous tree to cut is a “schoolmarm,” because it has high branching trunks, called “leaders,” which destabilize the tree); he also knows its emotional terrain—the stoic (there’s that word again) dignity and courage of men who work constantly in the shadow of danger and death, men who work with their hands, without formal education, but with a deeper, hard-won wisdom. His style does not echo Hemingway’s, but Hemingway’s doctrine of “grace under pressure” applies.


    Further, I can think of few writers who marry the tropes of science fiction and fantasy and the world of rural life with such success—Zenna Henderson and Clifford D. Simak come to mind, though Cady’s work is unmarred by their sentimentality. For while The Man Who Could Make Things Vanish occasionally veers off into abstraction—especially in its depiction of psychic powers and psychic combat—it is remarkably, frighteningly prescient in the way good science fiction often is. Cady, writing in 1983, foresees everything from drone attacks to the ascension of the one percent and the corporate entities they control and that in turn control us all. Against them neither governments nor individuals can stand. Those who are not bought off are sold like dry goods. “Schools were hired to teach their students to be consumers of corporate goods,” he notes in passing, a stunningly accurate indictment of our present day.


    Where Cady transcends his deployment of these standard science fiction tropes is in his understanding of the magnitude of the natural forces that envelop us all, their beauty, sure, but also their power and the dangers they pose. He understands the insignificance—but importance—of human enterprise in the face of such power. In this he echoes the naturalists of the 19th Century, among them Stephen Crane and Jack London. His is a world where the ship can sink or the fire go out at any moment by chance or error, leaving you at the mercy of forces that transcend your ability to respond. Some of this comes through in The Man Who Could Make Things Vanish. “The sailors were like submariners everywhere,” he writes. “They were experts in controlling their imaginations. Most sailors do not allow themselves to think of depth, only of surface”—the implication, of course, being that the truth of the world lies in the crushing depths, not the serene surfaces (though they, too, pose their dangers). We are indeed, as he says in The Man Who Could Make Things Vanish, “creatures of smoke”—fleeting and impermanent—but in the work of Jack Cady we are striving, against impossible odds, to endure.

  


  
    Author’s Note


    Three towns on the Washington Peninsula may, in one or more ways, resemble the fictional town of Land’s End. They are Port Townsend, Port Angeles and Forks. Each town’s economy depends largely on fishing and lumber. Two of the towns enjoy at least some elaborate architecture. At least two of the towns have served in the past as centers for smuggling. Thus, the town of Land’s End is a fictional construct that is faithful to locale.


    No character in this book is based on anyone, living or dead. I have scrupulously avoided portraying any character who might resemble any of my acquaintances on the Washington Peninsula, or elsewhere.

  


  
    Take a sad song and make it better . . .




    —The Beatles

  


  
    The First Attack


    Wyoming at his left hand, Canada at his right, Max Klein sat in the 3 a.m. darkness of his small apartment in Billings and waited for the ring of the phone. His thoughts were like the thin whistle of wind over the shallow and still ice-enclosed Montana rivers. Max immersed himself in the thoughts and discarded them one by one, flicking them from his mind as an adroit gambler might flip cards into a hat.


    So now it was time to leave. He supposed the direction would be west. During his fifty-two years he had made a slow westward movement from a childhood home in the Southeast. During the three and a half months of this newly started year of 1991 the westward feeling increased, wrapping him easily with its humors and cadences.


    Soon the phone would ring. He knew that with the same ease and authority that allowed him to discard useless thoughts, although he had not troubled to uncover the name of the caller. Max felt the familiar apartment about him, the comfort offered by familiar things, and understood that now most of the things were lost. It was time to travel unimpeded. He would miss the books.


    The phone rang and he smiled at the smallness of events which change life. He answered.


    The direction was west. He had heard Jake Sandiford’s voice only once in the last fifteen years, and because it was Jake calling it could only mean that life—his, and probably Jake’s—had arrived at some final and important test. There would be great danger. Max considered his age. Fifty-two years were quite a lot.


    “Yes,” he told Jake. “Yes, friend, I’ll prepare to leave quickly.” He hung up the phone. It would take a day or two to give away his possessions.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    We left the woods early, our crew truck jolting down the old logging road that we had regraded. We passed our Kenworth, our yarder and our bulldozer. I was driving. I’m Jake Sandiford. I boss this mess.


    I’ve run this gyppo logging outfit for years. During those years a lot of guys have come and gone, and so has a lot of timber and a few mysteries. Trees fall wrong, sometimes, and sometimes the woods seem haunted. A few years back, one guy even claimed to have seen the ghost of an old Indian. Stuff like that is okay. The woods are just naturally mysterious. No mystery, though, had ever been so frightening that it ran us off the job.


    Now we were running scared, and no one was trying to deny it. The cab was stunk up with fear. Behind us, high on that grade, stood a massive and freshly cut stump. Beside that stump should have laid four thousand pounds of fir tree.


    The tree was not there. It had vanished before it hit the ground. If it had not vanished, Jim would have been killed.


    Jim sat beside me. He was still so weak from shock that his hands did not tremble. Barrows, ancient looking and tranquil, sat beside Mike in the back seat of the crew cab. Barrows was the only one who did not seem afraid. Mike was hunched up, not trusting his nineteen-year­-old mouth.


    As we left the logging road and got onto the county road I looked at Jim. There was not a scratch on him. The hospital is a long way off, and it charges too much. I decided to drop Jim at his house, in care of his wife. Penny is smart and tough and she loves him.


    The truck gathered speed and the lousy road sent vibrations through the cab. We rattled along, and all of us were thinking about mysteries. All day long we had logged on a grade. It was a stinking show.


    High elevation. Mostly cleanup. When the big boys, the corporation timber company, came through, they had taken the prime timber. What was left were salvage snags, white fir, some Douglas fir at the lower elevations, and a lot of hemlock. Some of the snags were monsters. We were working two guys on saw, two on wedge, or trading off turns on the saws when there was no need to wedge.


    The day had started good and held good until after lunch. Then the stuff began to fall wrong. It happened right away.


    Most working men are superstitious. But superstition does not really cover all that you feel in the woods. The snags towered. Those trees had been there before we were born. Our work was going too slow. In a way, I guess we were spooked.


    Barrows was on the saw, I was wedging, and the fir began to lean wrong as it fell. The butt of the tree twisted on the stump and the whole tree walked sideways. Barrows and I got free, but the saw’s bar was pinched as Barrows tried to jerk it free. The tree hit the saw, and what had been an expensive piece of equipment was now a mess of broken metal that would fit in your shirt pocket. Even as I had collected what was left of the saw, it occurred to me that there had been something wrong with this logging show all along. Barrows and I had no sooner caught our breath than we heard Mike yell. Jim was dancing away from the same kind of mess. The only difference was that he saved his saw.


    Those two trees could have been flukes, but none of us were making mistakes. I know this crew. There is not a fool in the bunch. All four of us stopped to figure it out.


    We talked, and then I sighted elevations on the grade. Sometimes you think you see a clear lean, or a clear descent, and the grade is fooling you. This time it was not the grade.


    “Wasting time,” Jim said. He is always quick, but he works accurate. Mike followed him across the grade to the next tree.


    “Scrub it,” Barrows told me, “or get it figured out.”


    “We can work the down stuff, bring in the yarder. We can cut again tomorrow.”


    “I’d be happier if we did.” Barrows was looking at the gray sky that misted through the tops. The forest was going dark. Soon there would be wind.


    A chain saw makes a nice sound if you have your ethics straight. Use it wrong, like in clear cut on this kind of grade, and it is not much different than a cannon. Jim’s saw was going again as Barrows and I talked.


    “We’ll scrub it after this one,” I told Barrows. I was not nearly as worried as he was, but I trust his instincts. Most injury in the woods does not come from falling trees. It comes from carelessness. I never worry about Jim. He was raised with logging.


    What happened next sent us home. Sometimes when a tree is young it gets wind damage in the top and throws up two or three or even four main branches, called leaders. Such trees, called schoolmarms, are the most dangerous in the woods. After they have grown for many years, those leaders gain authority. They can make up half the weight of the tree, and they can twist the tree into unpredictable falls. Sometimes I top them before we cut. I always try to top the worst ones.


    This tree was no giant, but it was big. It had only two leaders, and one of them was crooked. The leader looked like a shattered and badly twisted arm. Wind damage. Lightning is practically unknown here. The voice of Jim’s saw blanketed the woods, running across the tangle of brush and slash that the corporation boy had left. The saw droned low and easy.


    We are too money minded. To live on Washington’s Olympic Peninsula, you have to accept that there will be times when you are broke. It’s been that way for as long as I can remember, even back in the sixties when I was young and the world was interminably old. If Jim had not tried to save that second saw the whole thing would not have happened.


    The tree sat back on the saw. The answer is to stand it up with wedges, cut, then wedge it over. Mike laid another wedge.


    The tree took a twist. There was a puff of wind, a dirty little laugh of air two hundred feet in the tops. The tree spun. The saw wagged slow like a lazy pup’s tail, and Jim went for it. A wedge flipped, dropped under his arm and he missed the saw and stumbled. He was looking at four thousand pounds of death right on top of him. No one screamed. There is never time for that.


    Back in the days of movies a big tree always fell slow. In the woods trees rush down like an avalanche. Cedar springs, alder hits with a dead whack, and fir slams like a well-seasoned club. The Pacific Northwest slugger.


    This fir slugged the top of a tree down grade, whirled on the stump, and walked off to place the butt squarely in Jim’s belly.


    That is what I saw.


    What I also saw was two tons of tree disappear. It was not there. For an instant it was visually the way a faint echo can exist just on the edge of hearing. It was there and the man was clearly dead. Then it was not there and the man was still alive.


    Jim was on his back. His arms flopped. His mouth was open. His chest heaved. There was spastic movement in his hips, and his legs kicked and convulsed. In the ten seconds between the beginning and end of the trouble I was running. I was running toward the tree with no notion of its fall. There was not a thing I could have done.


    We got through the wool work shirt and there was no mark on his belly. Whatever his body was doing was caused by his mind, or by the tension that ran through him the instant before the blow that had not arrived.


    Mike held Jim’s head up, cradling him. Mike acted quite well for a kid who has not had much experience in emergencies. Barrows knelt beside Jim and took one of his hands. Jim’s convulsions were slowing. He gasped and sucked at air. He made grabs for words, but the words would not come. In two or three minutes he was sucking air more regular, but letting it go in long and uncontrolled breaths. His face got calm. Then even the calmness disappeared. He was going to live. That meant that Penny was going to live. She is tough and smart, true, but she is dumb about Jim. We were going to catch it from Penny. I watched Jim and thought of the four of us catching hell and almost laughed.


    “He’ll be all right,” Barrows said. “AII we can do is wait. “


    The pressure was too much. I started giggling, nearly out of control. Mike took one look and began to laugh like he was mindless. The fear smell was on him, but the laughing exploded some of the tension. Barrows smiled.


    If a man was going to be hanged, saw the trap thrown, and if the trap stuck and he still stood with the noose around his neck . . . such thoughts brought me from my laughter. Jim had been dead and not dead. He was no Lazarus. There was no resurrection. It was horrible. Mike’s laugh choked. The forest was going black, shadowed, the tops dark silhouettes against the sky. Dark towers of solitude.


    Trees are more than just lumber. Trees define the sky.


    Jim’s long, narrowly compacted but tough body finally relaxed. His face was the last part to change. His thin, Scandinavian mouth firmed up. The high forehead showed a wrinkle. His eyes blinked, closed, blinked. He tried to roll over and could not. You expect those eyes to be blue, but they are almost black. In the pale Norwegian face those eyes can be as polished and deep as anthracite.


    It took half an hour. In that time all of us looked at the stump. The saw lay with the bar bent like a carcass. The fresh cut was moist and clean. Piles of yellow chips lay at the base of the trunk, and the resiny smell of fir was familiar, almost reassuring.


    Down grade and to the left was breakage in the top that had been hit. Limbs dangled. One was knocked from the socket and stuck on other branches. It hung like a disjointed black flag in the gathering mist. Maybe the wind would get it. Otherwise, it would wait to kill some logger.


    When Jim rolled over, I expected to see a hole beneath him. Nothing. The forest floor was unmarked. It was that final proof, maybe, that made my fear and Mike’s fear return. We did not help Jim walk to the truck, we carried him as fast as we could. Barrows followed along behind us, taking his time, and carrying the broken saw. When Mike and I got Jim settled in the truck, we all headed for home.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    When we got back to town we dropped Jim off right away. Instead of shoving it in gear, I sat watching Jim walk up the path to the log house that he and Penny had just completed. He still wore his corks, but that does not make a man walk in such a dead-footed way. Jim is twenty-seven, Penny is twenty-three, and it came to me as I watched him shuffle that for a while they would both be old. Penny might not understand that she looked at a dead man returned to life. Maybe Jim would not even say anything.


    I pulled away when Jim got to his doorway, our truck cruising easily along the nearly deserted streets of this town. There is hardly ever any traffic here in winter anymore.


    “Home or drink,” I asked Mike.


    Mike lit a smoke and watched the tremble in his hand like it was the last interesting thing in the world. The match flame flicked, danced, jumped. Then Mike gave a silly flip with his hand in the direction of home. I drove him to the crossroads store near where he lives. That store is the only place that will sell him beer.


    “Drop over to my place later,” Barrows said to Mike. “If you want.” We all take care of Mike, but Barrows does it best.


    “Maybe later.” Mike’s voice was a whisper.


    I know Mike. It was going to be one of those three-liter beer nights. He would not show up at Barrows’s. I started to give some good advice, then kept my mouth shut. Daddy Jake. What business did I have telling him not to get sloshed?


    “I have to talk to you or I’ll bust,” I said to Barrows.


    Barrows turned to Mike. “I’ll either be at my place or with Jake.” Mike headed toward the store and Barrows climbed in front with me. I watched Mike. He is a tall guy who moves good. Right now he walked in the same shuffle-footed way as Jim. “You think he’II be all right?”


    “Yes,” Barrows said. “He was shocked and now he’s confused. You’ll probably go through the same thing.”


    “I’m already doing it.”


    “And don’t underestimate Mike,” Barrows said. “He is young, but he is not just a kid.” Barrows lit a smoke. His hand did not tremble. “Let’s go get some coffee. Downtown.”


    “Sure,” I told him, “and let’s talk.”


    There are three restaurants in town. The only good one is by the water on the main drag. It takes five minutes to drive there because it is all the way across town.


    “I don’t think I’m crazy,” I said to Barrows as I parked the truck in front of the restaurant. “There have been some times in the past when I knew I was nuts, but I don’t feel that way now.”


    “A tree vanished. You can’t explain it. That doesn’t mean that you are crazy.” Barrows’s voice is usually quiet and firm. This time it was a little loud, like he was trying to sell something.


    We climbed from the truck. I walked to the back and covered the broken saws with tarp. No one around here would steal them, even if they were in good shape. I covered the victims because I did not want anyone to see we had that much trouble and ask what had happened. It’s an awful small town. When a dog whelps it makes the weekly paper.


    The restaurant was steamy from the wet clothing of fishermen who were repairing boats and waiting out the winter. There had been only a little rain, but the weather signs said there would be a lot more. Ann was busy at the grill, but she had time to wave and smile. Ann is slender and girlish, even if her hair is nearly all gray. She moves like a dancer. We poured our own coffee and hunched over the cups at a table near the back of the room.


    I slurped coffee. Looked around. It was a real pleasure to be surrounded by familiar faces. The only strangers were a tourist group dressed in flaming polyester. We always get a few of those, even in winter.


    “What happened is against all natural laws,” I said.


    “Do you know all of the natural laws?” Barrows was amused. His deeply lined and bearded face held the slightest touch of laughter.


    “Except for a few exotics,” I told him. “I know density and gravity and volume and attraction of bodies. I know velocity and boiling points and relativity. I don’t know what wins football games.”


    “All that education, and now you’re a gyppo logger.”


    “You know why,” I told him. “You’ve met dropouts before.”


    “I know what you’ve told me. “ Barrows was fooling around with a saltshaker. He took the cap off, put it back on, took it off again.


    “I’ve got reasons to be hiding in this town,” I said. “Shall I go through them again?”


    “Children repeat themselves,” he said. “We are not children.” He was sure right about that. Barrows is old and I’m forty-eight.


    A couple of mill guys came in shaking water from their hats. At my back I could hear waves smacking the bulkheads on the water side of the building.


    “I’ve thought and thought,” he said. “There is a dream men have when they are old. Maybe it’s a dream men have after they’ve lived too long.” He tipped the saltshaker. The salt poured into a little pile on the table.


    It is not like Barrows to mess a place up. “Watch it,” he said. “Touch it.”


    I stirred it with my finger. It was salt. Then it disappeared. The table was clean.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Barrows did not know then, and I sure didn’t, but we were already up to our eyes in trouble. The attacks on the town were about to begin. One mystery we would have to solve was identifying our attacker.


    At the time Barrows made the salt disappear I was optimistic.


    I was partly optimistic because I figured things could not get worse. In 1991 most of the population was hungry. The class structure had changed. There was the small corporate upper class, the only slightly larger bureaucratic middle class, and the vast majority of the people were lower class, at least in income. The black market was the only dependable distributor of goods. In urban areas police forces exercised continuing martial law.


    So I may have been shocked, but I was optimistic. At the time I just stirred air where the salt had been and looked at Barrows. Then I thought of my reasons for living in this town. Good reasons. I am a dropout ex-theorist who once believed that he could change society and institutions.


    I had dreamed the same dream as Barrows. To make things vanish. The dream of men who live too long.


    “Give me a minute,” I said to Barrows.


    “We have more time than we need.” He stood and walked to the counter for more coffee. He chatted with Ann. She likes Barrows. You can tell. Both of them are like contradictions to age. Barrows, though gray-haired, moved like a young man.


    I watched them and listened to the waves smacking the bulkheads while the wind gusted over dark water and banged against the restaurant. Old feelings returned. They were feelings of the way the world must fit together, how wind and emotion and creatures and rocks and economic systems are all pressed in the same ball of wax.


    “I’ve dreamed your dream,” I said to Barrows when he returned. “To make things vanish. I’ve had fantasies over that dream.”


    “One big fantasy is our usual way of looking at things.” Barrows returned to fooling with the empty saltshaker. “There are other ways.”


    Behind Barrows the tourists were chirping and clucking about the quaintness of the area. That was bullshit. The Olympic Peninsula was ruined.


    “Stop it,” Barrows told me. “How can I trust you if you are harsh?”


    “Do you also read minds?”


    “No,” he said, “there’s a look you get when you’re being stupid.”


    “Quaint,” I said about the tourists. “They’re probably from San Francisco.”


    “I mean it,” he told me. “Your constant, deep anger is a real enemy. It has caused you to make some terrible mistakes.”


    He was right about my temper. It is a bad problem, but I’m tired of phony stuff. And yes, my temper has cost me. More than Barrows knows. A job, a loved woman who is now only a friend, and a couple of close escapes from death. But cheap shit still infuriates me, and cheapness is the stuff of society.


    “I planned to work with you for another year or two,” Barrows said. “Then I was going to tell you about the power. With Mike and Jim involved the matter becomes complicated.”


    “They are dependable guys.”


    “There are a lot of dependable guys.” Barrows spun the saltshaker like a man experimenting for the first time with a roulette wheel. “In fact, you are less dependable in some ways than they are.” Barrows leaned back, looked toward Ann. His eyes betrayed no emotion, but there was a hint of loneliness in his voice. “Being dependable isn’t the point. You can’t imagine that I would display this kind of power simply because of friendship.” The saltshaker tumbled back and forth in his hands.


    “You made the tree vanish. That was a display.”


    “Yes,” he said, “but Mike and Jim don’t know who caused that disappearance. But to you, I have consciously shown the power. I have shown you an enormous force.”


    He was right. The situation was changed. It might be that there was more power sitting across that restaurant table than there was on the rest of the planet.


    “How do you know you can trust me?”


    “You would have figured it out sooner or later. I know you pretty well.” Barrows seemed like he was talking to himself, instead of me. “Beyond your temper you are a decent man.” He looked at me with a kind of affection, the way a father might look at a son who had done something smart.


    “And,” he smiled, “you can accept facts. Even if you do act a little silly at first.”


    “What do you expect? My whole idea of the world goes flip. Physics blows up in front of my eyes.”


    “That’s right.” He was smiling. His face was all creases, the forehead, around the nose. I could imagine that I saw creases beneath the beard. “The first thing you must do is get a handle on that temper.”


    “I control it.”


    “Not well.” He hitched a thumb over his shoulder toward the water. “Now I’m going to tell you something about the power. There’s a submerged sub in the channel. It carries enough firepower to destroy a continent. Six foreign submarines are cruising at points a hundred miles offshore. One concentration of three is below Anchorage. Four from this nation monitor those three, and three others monitor the other six. They chase each other like children playing tag. Their combined arms can destroy the earth.”


    I sat amazed and wondered if Barrows were insane. “How do you know?”


    He did not even bother to give me an answer. He leaned back in his chair. “This is an old building. Trace across the ceiling from the back wall. Come ten feet toward the center of the room. There is a frayed wire against dry tinder and hidden by plaster.”


    “What will you do? This restaurant is all Ann has to make a living,” I told him. “What are you going to do about that wire?”


    “Nothing.” His voice was friendly. He was trying to teach me something.


    “I’II tell her about it.”


    “Then you’ll have to tell her how you knew.”


    “Quit playing,” I said. “This is serious.”


    “You are the one who has been playing,” he told me. “A futile game. I’ll take care of Ann’s problem and then we’ll go to your place.”


    “Don’t bet that my house isn’t bugged,” I told him. “The feds still check me out every couple of years.”


    “It isn’t bugged.” Barrows stood, walked to the door, and as we climbed in the truck the lights in the restaurant went out. I was glad to know that my place was not bugged. Now I would be less self-conscious when Julie and I made love.

  


  
    Chapter 4


    The first attacks were already beginning to form as Barrows and I drove up the hill to my house. We did not know that at the time. We understood it later, when Barrows used his power to investigate. He figured out who was who, and what must have happened.


    The attack organization came together slowly. A world that enjoyed instant communication could no longer act instantly. There were endless chains of command out there, endless reasons to pass the buck to someone else.


    In Dallas an executive hung up a phone and began to worry. He was afraid to call his superior in Houston, because he knew that it was the dinner hour. At the same time he was afraid not to call. The executive made a decision, picked up the phone. He spoke to his superior in Houston. That man listened, acknowledged, hung up the phone and worried. He made a decision and called his superior, a man named Chester, whose main office was in Louisiana.


    In Kansas General of Air/Space Butterfield was not worried. He spoke easily into a phone as he checked the readiness of equipment. He canceled all military leaves.


    At the same time, for other reasons, a darkened warehouse in a rundown Philadelphia neighborhood was brilliantly lighted inside. Electronics gear was loaded aboard a truck that was destined for a nearby airfield.


    And in our own town, Land’s End, our mayor, half-boozed and trembling, arrived home after having spent more than an hour in a phone booth that he knew was not bugged. Our mayor went immediately to his radio and a marine frequency. He spoke a code phrase to the fishing vessel Rose. The mayor did not know about the warehouse, and he had never heard of General Butterfield.


    Barrows and I drove the half-mile from the restaurant to the other side of town. The road cuts away from the strait and comes over a hill. There is uptown and downtown. I live uptown, and there are only five thousand people in the entire town. Land’s End has not always been small. During the late Victorian period it was a major shipping center. Half of the houses in this town were once mansions, Victorian and gilt.


    The wipers of the truck slapped as we arrived at my house. The rain, which had been playing around all day, now misted in the headlights. Wind pushed and snapped at the bare branches of fruit trees surrounding the house.


    My house is like a mausoleum for giants. The thing was built in 1888 of western red cedar. It is a three-story firetrap of fifteen rooms with an unfinished attic that looks like a dusty football field. It has fireplaces, four chimneys, and is ornamented with remnants of splendor that were attempted by a rich but unimaginative man in the days when this town was populous and rich.


    The house sags in places. Someday it will burn and some other guy will come along and build a log cabin. It is nicer in my mausoleum than it will be in his cabin. There is space here, even space for a wife if that should happen. It won’t. Julie is trying too hard to be independent.


    My house did not cost much. It is not worth much.


    “You can learn from things,” Barrows said. When we entered, I had started a fire in the cookstove and in one of the living room fireplaces. We were waiting for water to boil. We live on coffee.


    “How do you mean?” I kicked off my boots.


    “A place like this tells of the past. A lot of despair and hope have lived here.”


    “Only for a little over a hundred years,” I told him. On one chimney there were three places where brick had been holed, then later plugged and covered with paint. Three different ideas of how to heat when some guy had too much stovepipe or not enough. Voices of the past.


    “I’ll tell you another dream,” Barrows said. “I’m in a boat, drifting slowly down a fogbound river. My feeling is euphoric, what psychologists call the ‘oceanic sense.’ I feel the mouth of the river ahead. It joins with the ocean at some place in the fog. I will never know the exact moment, and that doesn’t matter.


    “There are echoes all around. They nudge at the fog. It is like all the people who ever were or ever will be are moving together, either on the water or along the riverbanks. They continue downstream, moving toward the sea.”


    “It’s a nice dream,” I said. “Like Zen.”


    “It isn’t Zen,” Barrows said, “but it is mystical. Mysticism is the source of my power.”


    That stopped me. I had not even bothered to ask myself how Barrows had gotten his power.


    “My kind of mysticism,” I asked, “where groups create a mind that is independent of the group, or Julie’s kind that deals with shamans?”


    “Neither,” he told me. “There are many kinds of mysticism.” He stood, walked to a far window and stared into the empty streets. The night was now slick with rain, but the clouds were broken. The moon appeared and disappeared and then returned. I thought about a line from a poem that spoke of uncaring movement “with tremulous cadence slow” and wondered what Barrows was doing here. Not in this room in this house, but in this form on this planet. It is not a new question. I have asked the same about myself.


    “To make things vanish,” Barrows said, “is not the same as if it didn’t happen at all. To make things vanish is to interfere in human affairs.”


    “You saved Jim’s life.”


    “Yes. And it was an interruption of human affairs. I don’t argue against it, but I want you to think about it.”


    I could see where Barrows’s sense of responsibility was taking him, and I was glad it was his problem. Barrows has never shown anything but the deepest respect for other people. Part of that respect allows them to make their own mistakes—to learn. I remembered when Mike first started working with us. He mixed the gas and oil wrong for the chain saw and burnt out the engine. Barrows could have stopped him but he didn’t. He knew that once Mike made that mistake he would never burn up another engine as long as he lived.


    I knelt to stir the fire and add wood. The good, pink, salmon color of the fir turned red in the firelight. The heft and feel of the wood, the straight open grain. Fir is beautiful.


    “I suspect,” I said, “that you have the greatest power in the world. Can you actually sense a ship a thousand miles away?”


    “It would be difficult to sense a frayed wire on that ship, but with complete concentration I can even do that.”


    “Can you make that ship vanish?”


    He avoided the question. “There are two separate functions,” Barrows said. “The first is the sensing function, and it is fairly harmless. Have you seen Al the fisherman lately?”


    “This morning,” I said.


    “Al is an agent with Interior, which is linked with State, which is linked with Revenue. Al is trying to find out which boat is the big drug smuggler from Canada. That boat is the Rose. I know this about Al because I can see identification he carries. He owns test equipment to analyze chemicals.”


    That got to me. The fire sparked and cooked and sizzled as it hit a gummy place in the fir. The wind rattled a loose window from upstairs and caused a vibration in the house.


    “The government doesn’t want the drug traffic broken up,” I told Barrows. “Al is only a guy being used. Maybe even Al knows that the government is pretending.”


    “That makes no sense.”


    “Sure it does,” I told him. “Anyone who thinks theoretically can figure that one out. The population of the nation is desperate. When you have a desperate population, then you have to leave escape routes. People escape with drugs, booze and television. There will never be a shortage of those.” It seemed to me that Barrows was mighty innocent in a lot of ways.


    “Tell me about the tree,” I said.


    “That’s the other function. The tree discorporated on the molecular level. There is a dispersion of molecules and the appearance of space.”


    It is lonely in this universe. It is lonely in this house. Around here the wind is nearly as constant as clouds, and the dark corners of this house must hold as many whispers, voices, questions, as they hold crumbling plaster and dust.


    “Are you talking about parallel universes?”


    “I may be,” he said.


    “You don’t know what the hell you’re doing?”


    “I’ve thought about it,” he said. “Molecular structures may exist in many ways. There might be structures with molecules as big as footballs.”


    “You really don’t know?”


    “I really don’t care.”


    “Still, it would be nice to know.”


    He ignored it. I might as well have made a remark about the weather. Wrinkles in his face seemed deeper. The fire illuminated his face, lit it bronze.


    “You could control the world.”


    He shook his head. “The things I can ‘t make vanish are fear and hate. If I use my power it will cause fear, and the fear will cause more hate.”


    I backed my chair away from him, almost unconsciously. “Who are you?” I asked. A feeling of awe came over me. For the first time in a long time I was afraid of someone.


    “John Barrows,” he said, “and the rest is up for grabs. Don’t be afraid. My power comes from a trained human capacity. It is not a common capacity, but it is not unique.”


    It seemed, looking at him, more wizened in the firelight, that this was the kind of man who sang the first incantation over the hunt, or over the fire, or who first appealed to the spirits of wind and storm.


    “Why did you tell me all this,” I asked.


    He smiled. “After the tree vanished I had little choice, but I was going to tell you at some point. I need you. You are a brilliant theorist, or at least you once were.”


    “And you figure that even power needs theory?”


    He explained, and the explanation told more about Barrows than it did about theory. John Barrows might be the world’s most powerful man, but he was also the world’s most ethical man. An impossible combination. John Barrows knew that history was about to force his hand. At some near future date he was going to have to take action, and he did not trust his own point of view. He absolutely had to have another trained perspective.


    “What is the most effective active group,” he asked.


    “Small groups of religious conviction. Zealots. Pound for pound there is nothing stronger.”


    He smiled. “Then we are halfway successful already. We are a small group.” He walked back to the window and stared into the wet street. “My dream about the river is true. It’s a new beginning. It’s got to be that, because the alternative is fire.”


    “Hellfire?” Surely he was smarter than that.


    “Manfire. Technology is not out of hand, but society is. At other times in history when this occurred there has been no totally destructive technology.”


    He was suddenly morose. His shoulders slumped. “Damn.” I have never heard him swear before.


    “It’s easy to understand your own evil,” he said. “But just try wrestling with your own goodness.”


    ═


    When Barrows left, dawn was lying red and gray and black across the strait. The mountains and islands bulked blue and gray in the dawn, rapt, beyond change. My mind felt like a force of direct calm that could even soothe the wind. Barrows might be troubled, but I was not. I could see clearly that Barrows’s power was a method that could end all wars. Society could have another chance.


    If I could make things vanish, there would be high old times. I would vanish every weapon in the world. Then the fat cats could go back to throwing rocks. There is a descending order of life on this planet: Homo Sapiens, lobo sapiens, politicians and businessmen. I would not trust the sincerity of any businessman or politician unless he got on television, took a lie detector test to prove that he was himself, and then slit his own throat.

  


  
    Chapter 5


    As chains of command grow long, and as the buck is passed over greater distances, the chance for error and delay increases. Each time a message is passed there is a chance for distortion. Pass that message often enough and distortion is inevitable. That kind of distortion was going to eventually work against us, but for a few hours it worked for us.


    We were in a war, and we did not have the foggiest notion that a war was happening. Barrows didn’t know it, or even suspect it. There was no reason why he should have. All he had done was make a tree vanish. None of our crew thought that anyone else knew about it. But, as we would find out later, an enormous political and military machine had swung into action because of that tree. Later on, it would make sense. At the time, had we known of it, it would have made no sense at all.


    As we later learned, a plane loaded with electronics gear left Philadelphia on schedule and landed in eastern Washington on schedule. The helicopter which was supposed to connect with the plane and transfer the gear still sat at an airfield fifty miles away. The machine that met the plane was a large attack helicopter that was useless in any covert operation. It took hours before the large and useless helicopter was finally replaced with the one that was small and silent.


    I spent those hours in both worry and dream. When Barrows left I was hopeful. At the same time I was scared. My mind was engaged in a curious but not unusual split. This mind split has been happening for years, ever since a couple of cops singled me out as the cause for the world’s problems, and tried to cure those problems with nightsticks and boots.


    Dawn lay across the strait. In a while it would be time to call Julie, who wakes early. If I was going to help Barrows, then it seemed clear that our lives together, Julie’s and mine, would be changed. Maybe better, maybe worse, but changed. It is impossible to deal in power and remain a simpleminded timber jock running a company plagued with bureaucratic rules and lack of money.


    I had been working a mind-dulling job. The only good part of the job was the woods. The bad part was the day-to-day solving of problems. Tools that broke, contracts behind, payrolls to figure. The woods sustained me, but not well enough to keep my mind reflective or theoretical. I had to get back in touch with my mind.


    In other days, back when it still seemed worthwhile to think, I had developed the custom of walking through my old house. It put me in touch with history, with echoes, and the whisper of old ideas. So, as dawn grew orange over the strait, that is what I did.


    The steps from the front hall are showy, like a road to upstairs that divides the house. I climbed them and once more thought of the old merchant who built this house. He was a ship’s chandler and a leading criminal. He stepped heavy up these stairs because he was heavy. His picture is in the local museum where ragtags clutter and wait the cataloging that will never come. The museum is in the basement of the courthouse. The courthouse will burn. This town will burn.


    I have no obsession with fire. This is an old town that has been burning for a century. Each year we lose a house or two because masonry in chimneys has decayed, the sparks from wood fires freed into the walls, or eddying above roofs in light crosswinds. The roofs are cedar shakes.


    That old merchant stepped heavy up this stairway that is like a road, the only road he knew. When our harbor was a jumble of clipper ship masts so thick it looked like a skinned forest, that merchant handled bills of lading from all over the world. Ships bundled in from the sea roads of China, Japan, Hawaii, New York. They offloaded stained glass, silks, rice, copper, lead, staples, bond slaves and the mails. They loaded timber.


    Did that old merchant, dealing in Chinese slave contracts, feel any of the urgency and dreams of the men who arrived here—the shanghaied Chinese? Did he ever think of other roads?


    There’s no way to know, but it was worth thinking about. If I wanted to get my mind working, then a feel for history was a good way to get started. I know so much, or once did, about the way society behaves. Studying society is even a worthwhile thing to do—until you take theory into the streets and end up under the boots of cops.


    Men en masse are almost always clumsy. The great bulk of history is made up of common man following a plow and breathing platitudes at the ass end of a mule.
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