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    There is an accursed thing in the midst of thee, O Israel; thou canst not stand before thine enemies, until ye take away the accursed thing from among you.



			—Joshua 7:13

  


  
    I: Chorus


    I am a familiar of shadows, a keeper of sacred flame. Neon and glitter I watch; also plastic, enamel, anodized aluminum on the shiny sides of modern architecture, and the unfogginess of thermopane. I watch from shadows lying in the nave of The Sanctuary, or through stained-glass arches. The Sanctuary is an abandoned church standing in a poor neighborhood of this northwest city. Its belltower rises above traffic like a gray remonstrance. I discovered it long ago, on a green and golden morning during spring.

			I walked with a friend that Sunday morning. What took us to this part of town now lies beyond memory. We were actors, and were poor. Perhaps we had been traveling. Perhaps we came from the graffiti and stench of a bus station. We were in love. I certainly remember that. Maybe youth and love were fit reasons to walk. We turned a corner and saw gray walls of The Sanctuary rising almost whitely into sunlight. A spot of brilliant green seemed an ornamental pendent below the dark shadow of nave. A woman sat quietly as we approached.

			"Look," my friend whispered, "she's gorgeous. A transvestite in the sun." 

			"I care for no woman but you," I told her, and it was a poor joke.

			The woman—he—she—at any rate, truly gorgeous—sat on gray concrete steps before The Sanctuary. Perfectly fitted and perfectly made up; her long auburn hair fell gently around a small and delicate face. A gown of filmy green stuff was glazed with sunlight, her breasts too small to cast a shadow. The gown crossed a stockinged calf at a casual angle. Green shoes suggested small and dancing feet. Makeup which might have been harsh in daylight was so soft her face seemed natural as a child's. A cigarette lighter shone like a dropped coin beside her. She toked on a joint. Sunlight spread like a benediction, and in the street a police car passed harmless by. The cop slumped above his steering wheel, a loafing and sleepy nemesis.

			In those days I was young and in love, fascinated with sex, yet fearful; and awash in the fecundity of spring. There was something both horrible and strange about lusting after a man who had shaped himself as a woman. And, of course, it was not the man—or even the woman he portrayed—but the illusion that tightened my groin and made me laugh in a silly way. My friend and I passed silent by, turned another corner, resumed our lives. I did not even think of The Sanctuary for years, not even when grotesque murder began to walk widely along the street.

			═

			My lover's career eventually took off, and so she had to leave. She now succeeds in New York City. My own career descended to the crazy gravity, the take and retake of television commercials. I became renowned in the TV trade, selling countless Fords, hairsprays, ready-made suits, plane tickets to Bermuda or Topeka, dating services for the wistful, and public spots in behalf of wildlife, elder citizens, African orphans, condoms distributed to teenagers. Good and Evil, the Divine and the Silly, run paths through my career. Perhaps I did not do too much damage. I'd like to believe that, while knowing the truth is elsewhere. I recoil from my sleazier deeds.

			In addition, a man gets tired, even when the pay is adequate. If one gets the right kind of push, one is likely to chuck the whole business. 

			The push arrived. For over ten years this city lay shocked by a regular series of murders. Corpses of young women appeared among dense shrubbery in remote sections of the countryside. Police could never find a freshly murdered corpse, only remains. The murderer killed, took vacations, returned to kill some more. Many of the victims were runaway girls or prostitutes, but some were not. Polite people became alarmed. TV anchors developed looks of woe to be tuned in as needed.

			Then I did a radio spot for a cheap-shot horror movie. In the movie the inevitable female victims were found wearing black ribbons at their wrists. Corpses continued to appear in the surrounding countryside, but now they were ornamented with black ribbons. The murderer, or someone, returned to decorate the dead.

			My father was a preacher. Some early training never completely disappears. I felt self-implicated—at least, self-associated—in murder. Guilt drove me, fatigue drove me. In moral confusion I banked my gains and tried to cut my losses. I fled to the silence of The Sanctuary.

			Murders most foul. They are concluded now, the conclusion coming just before the cleansing days of Lent. The murderer is dispatched to hellish eternity, and so, perhaps, am I; but let us have one more performance. Enter with me into this theatre, the street, and let us walk through our play together. Although we speak of the recent past, let us stroll in present tense.

			The world's a stage. That is not new news. We are all audience and actors, we strut and fret, the whole damned thing is theatre. I actually used to believe that.

			



  
    II: The Set


    Dutch immigrants built The Sanctuary in 1901. It was not called a sanctuary then, but the Dutch Reformed Church. Their Dutch streets were squared to the last millimeter. Even today the cut and fitted stones of those original streets remain, covered with macadam. On wet nights in this Pacific Northwest, when streetlights chase shadows, and as emergency vans clang toward a hospital a mile off, I watch from the belltower as if seeing a stage on which the past plays to an emptying house.

			The Dutch have a reputation for being hard-headed—or block-headed. These Vandermeers and Van Loons and Van Pelts cling to their small houses no less firmly than New York patroons once grasped their thousands of acres. In this city of immigrant Yankees, Orientals, Russians, Scandinavians, Germans, Irish, Mexicans, Eskimos and Indians, only the Yankees and the Dutch remain in place decade on decade. Yankees own grand houses on the hills. Dutch own lowland where sirens howl. Even today, every fifth or sixth house in this bleak neighborhood glistens with fresh paint. Its sidewalks are swept, its gutters flushed. Its windows gleam, and the name on the mailbox is "Van this" or "Van that." As the old neighborhood emptied, and Mexicans moved in, church congregations dwindled. Younger Dutch built a new church on higher ground, or else joined the Episcopals. The Sanctuary was desanctified; the ground floor boarded up, gray outer walls turned to flaming billboards of graffiti.

			Desanctification is the way preachers and congregations ease their conscience when abandoning a church. They pretend the act wipes away all spirits. They wave a censer, say a few words, and past darkness turns to light. Say a few more words, and that which is holy changes to that which is profane. Exeunt laughing.

			Even teenage hoodlums writing fuckwords on the walls with spray paint know better. The Sanctuary is as alive as Calvinist flame. All the desanctification did was allow the entry of a few demons, and, of course, those of us who seek sanctuary.





  
    The Cast




Five of us are regulars here. Allow me to introduce the cast. Although years come and go, and so do people, our community is fairly stable.

			Our newest member is Symptomatic Nerve Gas, who takes his time a-dying from something gnawing on his liver. He is with us these past two years. Symptomatic Nerve Gas is florid and purpled and beefy. He is in his late fifties. A horror from earlier life lies athwart his brain. In Korea he saw death dealt on a scale larger than any seen by Genghis Khan. Although he sometimes speaks of other things to us, his only public words are "Symptomatic Nerve Gas" and "Felony Assault." His Army pension sustains him. He strides forth each day with field pack rolled. He wears pressed pants, denim shirts fresh from the laundry; a man of military cleanliness. He stands on street corners repeating his two phrases in a command voice. People are first shocked into avoidance. Then, familiarity brings scorn, Symptomatic Nerve Gas has an important message, but no stage presence. He breaks no laws. People mistake him for a nut.

			═

			I am in love with Silk, who would be terrified if she knew. Silk is tall, iron-haired, erect, and fleet. Her large breasts fall with the grace of poured water, for Silk is not shy. Her long legs are firmly muscled like a girl's, and she stands naked before the font some Sunday mornings. Light through stained-glass windows makes her breasts seem sacred chalices. Her hair streams to her waist, exceeding even the fall of her breasts, and what she offers—and to whom—I do not know. God or the Devil, or perhaps a patron saint. Does she offer her body, or her soul?

			Silk is a private person. She was once a nun, but her church failed her through its hypocrisy. Then she was married, but the man died. Having learned hard lessons about love, she now loves small things only. The beauty of an ivory button salvaged from a discarded shirt will enthrall her for days. She collects new leaves in spring, then regards them for hours. Silk is a classy dresser who does not salvage in garbage cans or dumpsters. She rummages Yankee neighborhoods where she knows cooks, chauffeurs, yardmen, maids, and laborers. She returns with an Indian bead, or the feather from a parrot, or the discarded photograph of a kitten, now long grown to a cat, then aged to a dead cat, then to a memory.

			Is it any wonder that I love her? While most of us here are beyond the compulsions of youth, yet I remain stunned on those days when sun through stained-glass windows gilds her body blue and purple and rose and gold.

			═

			By any standard of sanity or madness, Hal is probably crazy-as-hell. However, on these sacred grounds of sanctuary we do not write the standards: except, perhaps, standards of compassion. While actors take many roles, Hal settles on only one. He is seriously an English gentleman of a time before England had gentlemen; however, Hal does not understand that. Hal is celibate, thirty, dresses in medieval costumes of forest green, carries a calling horn fashioned from deer antler. His pride is a two-handed broadsword strapped over his shoulder and across his back. It is a genuine and costly Toledo blade chased by Spanish genius with dragons ornamenting steel. Its hilt shows lions rampant. He is courtly in gesture, unquestionably courageous, capable of saving maidens.

			As with all of us, Hal's history is no secret. He is a remittance man. His wealthy Virginian family pays him to stay away from Virginia. We speculate that the family's wealth is such that it does not want someone around who is interested in justice.

			For my own part, I admit there may be great beauty in monomania. Hal's hair is blond and long, his face thin and aristocratic. When he kneels before the altar in prayer or supplication, centuries shrug and slide away. A sense of the primeval rises, and the cross of the sword's hilt above Hal's shoulder is sensible as faith. It matches the fading cross on the altar cloth, and Hal's face is radiant.

			He loves the Virgin Mary a lot more than any Dutch Calvinist ever loved her. Hal is a defender of the faith. He has never sliced a head from a body with that sword—for surely we would have heard—but he is young and strong and has prevented rapes. Should he pass you on the street do not mistake his nobility or intent.

			═

			No poet should be asked to put up with the twentieth century, but Elgin does since he's here and cannot help it. Elgin is mismatched in time. A hundred and twenty-nine years ago, when the Civil War ended, his people stood blinking in southern sunlight and faced the cold realization that they were free. They took last names—White, Black, Masters—and some of them handled freedom pretty well. Elgin would have fumbled the situation. The nineteenth century was no place for him, either. He has a shy soul, a mighty voice encased in a tiny and often muttering body. Only his words are not intimidated.

			In the eighteenth century, two hundred and twenty-nine years ago, Elgin's people raised indigo around Philadelphia, tobacco in Virginia. Yankee slave ships briskly sailed in front of Yankee winds. Slaves slaved and loved and bred and sang and died. Elgin could have done those things, but would not have excelled.

			In the seventeenth century, three hundred and twenty-nine years ago, his people faced the hot green forests of the coastal south, the muddy streets of a small town named Boston. Philadelphia would not come into being for another fifteen years. Southern plantations were still unrisen from the forests. Elgin could have made a difference. He would have built original myths, stated fundamental problems. He might have been a master singer, removing puzzlement from his people. Elgin is tribal, but black folk have not been tribal for centuries.

			He is a small man with a big nose and delicate hands. He dresses in denim, wears discarded blankets when he cannot find a usable coat. His big nose sniffs out the scents of poverty, of cappuccino, of salt spume blown off Puget Sound. He whiffs his celebratory way past the sour scents of winos, the Republican scents of shopping ladies, the smell of new leather from expensive stores, the warm smell of cheeses at the public market. Elgin speaks poetry on street corners. Sometimes a college jock tape-records him, then publishes the results. Elgin is said to be a great poet by those who know about such things. No one buys him a new coat, though. No one buys him a new blanket.

			═

			And then, of course, I seek sanctuary here as well, as murders accumulate along the street. You know me. I sold you your VCR, the aluminum siding for your house. You've watched me pitch discount books, records, R-rated clothing for your kids, brag about flea spray. My face once earnestly enjoined you to believe that bankers are your friends. My voice was once the voice of Jehovah, commanding your attention to the godly powers of toilet bowl cleaner. You'll also recall those days of talking beer cans, sensual waterbeds (filled, I implied, with love potions), quick and dirty diet plans. I sold steak knives, mail-order degrees in business and divinity, low-fat cheeseburgers, quickie-lubrications. During political seasons I sought your vote in behalf of mayors, senators, judges, and the death penalty.

			These days I am about other matters, for actors need not be ignoble. Former colleagues shake their heads and say, "He's off his trolley." Or, they say, "This business would drive anybody nuts." Or, they say, "If I live to see retirement, I may pull the same stunt."

			I master a multiplicity of roles. It is my way of seeking atonement; for I have used the sacred art of theatre to sell goods. That alone asks for atonement, but even worse, my sales in no small way helped create a killer.

			Now I use the art for its own sake, keeping myself alive by nourishing art's sacred flame. Although, I confess, I am not the world's greatest actor. I am just an awfully good actor. I am an actor who walks among you with far more certainty than those first actors of recorded history, the biblical spies who Joshua sent to scout out Jericho. (You'll recall the ram's horns later blew, the walls came tumblin' down.)

			I walk among you watching and waiting for the walls to crumble, although for a long time I wondered what walls you own. If you read this in a library, I may be the bleary-eyed ancient who mumbles at the next table while pretending to read the newspaper. If your business takes you to town I may be the cripple who bums you for a quarter, or a tired-looking waitress. Perhaps you read this on a bus as you travel to work. I may be the elegantly dressed woman in the seat across the aisle, or the cultured gentleman in the seat behind—the gentleman who stares forward over your shoulder.

			Do not be alarmed. I'm harmless, I think. Besides, when murderers stalk your satisfied streets, what can a poor actor do to cause you fear?




  
    ACT ONE





  
    III

This week I take the role of Indian wino, an aging Tlingit seduced south from Alaska by hopes of warmth and wealth. Evil things occur, and my dreams would make me weep if I did not almost understand them. I dream of killer whales, then wake to gray skies and the patter of rain pocking the surface of Puget Sound. I dream of meeting a salmon, of having the salmon hop into my arms, and he is weightless and made of clear light. The salmon and I talk together, and he explains everything. I wake with joy, then sadness, for I cannot remember his words—only know that on some level my mind understands all there is.

			Another corpse has been found. A bow of black ribbon encloses the skull, like a little girl dressed for a party. This one is identified. She was Elizabeth Peterson, a diminutive Swede. On the street we called her Teeney, but she has not been on the street for almost two years. Everyone is feeling sick.

			And then there is more trouble in the neighborhood. Maria Ramirez, seventeen, is missing. She is a plump and happy little girl, if still alive. We pass the Ramirez house with low mutters of apology, although we do not know why we apologize.

			And Katie Van Loon may be the death of her father. She is sixteen and begins running with dopers on motorcycles. Her father is an able Dutchman. No doubt he will hammer on some dopers, and no doubt the dopers will hammer on him.

			The club for homosexuals got busted this week. It sits like a neon-ornamented bed at the end of the block. The bust turned up a few drugs, plus a Yankee who works with the state ferry system. He is a man with a bureaucrat's imagination. Newspaper photographs show him bearded and wearing a housedress.

			The news of Teeney's murder, plus the disappearance of Maria Ramirez, shakes the neighborhood. As the news passes along the street I sit with Elgin on the front steps of The Sanctuary. I work at carving soapstone; this piece, nearly completed, shows a seal basking on a rock. It is easy to talk to Elgin when in the role of Tlingit wino. For one thing it makes him more comfortable.

			"Young ones," Elgin says, "no longer fly too near the sun. They dive right in it. Trouble be that sun is bronze, not gold." Elgin would make no black Cyrano. His big nose is wide, not long. His brow bulges as if his brain is too big for his skull. Somewhere he has obtained those big safety pins they use at stables. An old Army blanket lies pinned and snugged around him like a poncho. It places a wet and woolen smell into the misty afternoon.

			Winos drink wine. The sour stink of wine mixes with the wet wool. Perhaps it does so in dispraise of Ernest and Julio, those smiling bastards who inundate this street at no inconsiderable profit to themselves. I momentarily dream of something sad and pretty. Three houses down the block last year a woman died. Eskimo woman. She gave birth, then died. Welfare workers came. They phoned Nome. A man flew down. The baby went home, back to King Island. The baby will be raised by everyone.

			"Old dee-rail," I say about the wine, and take a sip. It is possible to pace this stuff. One can walk the street and fuzzily remember a pet frog one had as a boy, or think of southeast Alaska snows. There are winters up there so severe, even in southeast, one is forced to eat the dogs. Snarly dogs go first, tail-waggers last.

			"Molten unmagic," Elgin whispers, and he still talks about a bronze sun, or maybe he talks about dee-rail. "Prancing, man, that's all we do. The young ones die and we be prancing. Cops say Teeney was a whore. Maybe so." Elgin does not wander in his thoughts, but he's a poet. Sometimes he speaks in shorthand. "Beware of evil women," he says, "there's something there I got to figure out." He looks at the street like a man sorrowing over the scene of a massacre. "What's back of them doors?" he asks.

			Between The Sanctuary and the homosexual club lies a row of small houses. The third one belongs to Van Loon. It sparkles with blue and white paint. On either side live Ramirez and Garcia. They rent. Weeds in the yards, busted bicycles. Beyond those houses stands what we call the Soft Porn Grocery. It sells wine, Hugh Hefner, tired-looking cabbage, cigarette makings, tins of sardines or stew, week-old bread. The grocery is no bigger than the houses.

			"What do you figure about demons?" Elgin asks. "Our man Hal talks witchery." Elgin's eyes are liquid as the day, and on this day the mist is nearly rain.

			"Got all the demons trapped right here." I flourish the bottle. The problem with being in role is you have to stay in role. Elgin asks a good question.

			"Maybe so," Elgin says, "but Hal knows demons, man. And Hal could ride a nightmare into ground."

			On the other side of the street Vandermeer's estate stands behind chain link fence. Barbed wire runs along the top of the fence. Vandermeer owns a city lot measuring maybe 50 by 90, with a house and an enormous alder tree. His security system has blinking red eyes like the eyes of brown bears reflecting firelight. A Great Dane sometimes raises deep-throated "woofs," sometimes licks up popcorn children shove through spaces in the fence. Vandermeer trims his tiny lawn. His missus cleans up dog shit.

			To the right of Vandermeer stands a new warehouse made of corrugated aluminum. It houses thousands of truck axles. I am always astounded when looking through the open loading doors. There should not be that many trucks in the whole world.

			To the right of the warehouse the Cathedral Mansion Hotel rises five stories. It is old as The Sanctuary, but made of dully glowing brick. These days it houses retired men and young punks. When cops hold a bust the punks will move on. Cathedral Mansion will once more be a geriatric ghetto.

			"Demons are extra old," Elgin says. "In Bible times Greeks had them, long before the coming of our Lord. The demons must of smelled fresh Hebrew meat. Otherwise, they'd of stayed Greek."

			Elgin is serious. He reads a little Greek, a little Hebrew; and so do actors, but not when in the role of Indian wino.

			"Demons could make you sick. They could enter your flock. Make you turn an ankle or break a leg." Elgin is not exactly explaining, he puzzles to himself. "Lift women's skirts, cause good horses to kick. Infest your bowels or cause your house to burn. They send your daughters whoring."

			When Elgin gets this way I nod and sip wine. He's not often expansive. It pays to pay attention.

			"Tell me we ain't got demons," he says, and motions toward the street. There are tears in his voice, if not in his eyes.

			There are tears in my heart. Elgin gives his life to poetry and doesn't give crap for catching fish. He doesn't do anything much except see and feel and tell about it. He feels Teeney's death as badly as if she were his granddaughter. The newspapers report the murder of one more whore, and the world breathes a little easier. Elgin knows better. Teeney was important.

			This week I've got an Indian's memory. This week I'm tribal. This week I figure I know who the demons are. The demons are talk. Talking's all we do. If we heard an army was coming to kill our children we'd watch it happen while we were still arguing. It's always been that way with Indians.

			Behind me The Sanctuary rises into gray sky. There are voices up there, talking, talking, talking; occasional screams. Maybe the voices are only in my head. I know one thing. A lot of them don't speak Dutch.

			"And now there is Maria Ramirez," Elgin says. "Could be dead. Could be a runaway."

			"We'll do good," I tell him, and know he understands. All of us are looking. Hal walks everywhere, but mostly his domains are in the parks. Silk covers the Yankee neighborhoods. This week I live on the street. Symptomatic Nerve Gas spends his days downtown where there are crowds. Elgin drifts. You never know where Elgin's nose will take him. In addition, Mexicans are pretty good with their own. Folks are watching. If Maria is on the street one of us will find her. If she's dead the police will someday discover her ornamented in black ribbon.

			Day fades. I have to visit Soapstone Charlie and sell this seal I'm carving before he closes his store. When in the role of Indian wino I earn my keep like any wino. I can't use the lots of money in the bank. It would mess up the role.

			Soapstone Charlie runs an Indian arts and crafts store on the waterfront. He's got two tons of soapstone in his basement. If he trusts you he'll let you have a little block for carving. If he don't trust you then you have to carve in a little room in back of the store. This seal I'm carving brings me four bucks. Charlie will sell it for fifty. As he points out, he's got overhead. 

			Seal here in my hands is nearly complete. I feel the smoothness of his water-slick hide. Seal is a clever fellow. Sometimes he's too smart for his own good. Through the fuzz of wine I think of the fishery, of long-lining, how the baited hooks go out from the tub. They reach deep down where halibut work trails through darkness. Maybe a two-hundred-hook line. Sometimes Seal finds one of those lines. I remember seeing the lines come into the boat, and Seal has followed them nipping off fish. The lines come aboard with fish heads gaping, nothing but heads left. Seal rolls beneath the water. Laughs with a full belly. Then fishermen shoot him with a 30–30.

			Seal is a happy fellow mostly. Here, all water-smooth in my hands, I feel him laugh. Four bucks buys supper and two bottles.

			



  
    IV


 The street with rain is easier, and the route to Soapstone Charlie's is direct. In the next block there's a bus shelter where younger winos meet. Half of them are black dudes, also some Mex and Puerto Rican. Tough, tough assholes, except wine has a way of making everybody not so tough. These guys are sonsovbitches, though. Pass out and they'll steal your shoes. Sometimes they'll steal them anyway. Indians avoid them.

			When gray mist turns to rain people huddle in doorways of abandoned buildings. Waste paper on the street turns wet and gray. Slop floats in gutters, while the downtown empties of people asking for handouts. Tired beggar women pack up tired children and magically disappear. Barefoot punks put away signs reading "I'm not drunk, just hungry." If a little wind rises behind the rain the street is safe. Dopers are owlshit. Afraid to get their feet wet.

			Elgin says we have demons. Elgin says Hal is talking about demons.

			What Elgin knows—probably—and what Hal never will know—probably—is that "demon" is a catchall word. In the old, old days when demons had some credit, they could be spirits of the dead, or they could be spirits that had never technically been alive. They could take the forms of cats, necromancers, beautiful women; and they could be savage things that took shapes with fangs and shrieks. They could be incubus or succubus. They could take the forms of tiny babies. The old dark days of superstition were filled with demons. Today we mostly have political terrorists. Same principle. Stark, unexplained, unreasoning horror.

			And Elgin says we have demons. Hal talks about demons. For all the dark centuries Hal knows about, there have been witches and warlocks. For all the dark centuries that Indians know about, there have been the same. The difference is that Indians have something more. Our shamans have more power than priests. Indians have a sense of balance. The Eskimo woman who died giving birth might have become a demon. Still, everybody knew she wouldn't, even if she had a right. We all felt sorry for her. Her baby was taken in.

			Thinking this way is like being in a wino dream, walking toward Soapstone Charlie's. I remember a town named Klawock on Prince of Wales Island. There was a totem park up there standing on a hill, nineteen totems including Raven and Whale sailing in a gray and rainy sky. Down below, on the side of the hill, was an abandoned Presbyterian church. Its steeple rose to the sky. The totems were all rotted out at the top, the cross on the church broken and skewed.

			It's the same sort of thing at The Sanctuary. When gray light falls through broken stained-glass windows, the high-arching ceiling is covered with darkness and shadow. There are voices up there which violate the church. Something got into The Sanctuary either before the desanctification or afterward. I know they were there before Hal showed up.

			═

			Hal just walked in one day about three years ago, knelt before the altar and crossed himself. Hal did not wear forest green at the time. His brown jerkin was darker than sackcloth. His shirt was fringed along the sleeves so movement handling the sword would not be impeded. Hal's blond, nearly white hair glowed before the altar, and the hair flowed to his waist. No one else was around, except Silk, who sat in a pew before the font examining three marbles. One was striped red, one blue, and one a "cleary." I slept in the sacristy, which is where I live; and Hal's low prayer brought me awake. No one sleeps deep in sanctuaries.

			"And by the sacred cross, I swear," Hal said, "before this portal of God . . . ," but, at the time, we did not know what he swore to, nor did we know his spirit's depth. This stranger stood among us, and we saw, without the aid of help or benison, that madness lived.

			"Holy Mother, with thy aid along my arm . . ."—and Hal flourished his strong hands—". . . will defend thy children."

			"If you take that weapon into the street," Silk told him gently, "the police will put you four floors under the jail."

			What is memorable was their faces. Perhaps that is really the day when I fell in love with Silk.

			She has never been a mother, although as a nun she was the wife of Christ. Then, latterly, she was wife to a man who ran an auto electric shop all his life. The bishops of the church got between her and her Lord. Death got between her and her man. Maybe if she'd had a child she would be different. Hal's madness was so pure it stirred Silk from her preoccupations.

			There's a look some women get that lives beyond tenderness, and Silk's face carried the serenity of that look. You see it in old paintings, sometimes. It is the look of a thirteenth-century Madonna, and it carries the wisdom of love and hearth, creative energy, the sensibleness of grain fields. It is the face of ancient goddesses, but modern women will not even know what I mean. A few actresses perhaps, or maybe a few poets. Men understand it, though, cherish the singular memory of such a look through decades of their lives.

			Silk's face is remarkable because it is such a contrast to her body. The face is delicate, the body over-breasted with nipples large and long. Pubic hair lies rampant between those firm legs. Her crotch is wide, her belly tight, her armpits full and alive with hair. She is the very essence of fecundity, and above such a body a delicate face floats like a Shakespearean moon rising thinly above ramparts.

			Her voice was gentle as her face. "You are a defender, then?" she asked Hal. "Not an avenger. I've never understood avengers." Silk's mouth is narrow but generous. Her lips seem made for whispering.

			Hal was startled. In his monomania he was surely accustomed to jeers, to stares, to the ignorance of those who read the newspapers each morning to find out who they will be that day. Now—and here—a woman reached toward his understanding, someone who saw him as wonderful; someone who could see that a defender was important and an avenger was not. It is an old, old distinction. Centuries seemed to rise between Silk and Hal. Hal fell to his knees before her. "My Lady."

			His face is also narrow, his lips soft and untested as a young boy. His frame is large, but supple as innocence, and he moves with innocence. Hal's hands are strong, his arms fully muscled, but the face is like a face cloistered in stained glass. It carries no fatuous ignorance like a choirboy. Instead, it holds young idealism that has met its first hard tests and survived. Hal's eyes are nearly chocolate, but their darkness holds light and energy. The dark eyes and the white-blond hair are focal, illuminating shadows of The Sanctuary.

			Silk gently laid her hand upon Hal's head. It was a mother's touch, not imperious or royal. From beyond The Sanctuary came the rising shouts of two amigos speaking Spanish. Rows of pews stood ranked like petitioners, and from the street a siren opened, then choked. Red and blue lights flashed in the gray mist. Children paused in their play. From a distance Vandermeer's Great Dane woofed.

			"Let us sit before the altar," Silk said to Hal. "And you will say from what land you hail, and who you are. It will make me happy."

			═

			That was three years ago. For three years Hal has walked the streets, and even dopers do not frig with him. Nor do the police. Maybe cops think the sword is a toy. Maybe they think Hal doesn't know how to use it. They certainly write him off as helpless. Maybe the cops are just relieved to see a simple sword carried openly. The dopers carry automatic pistols.

			Hal has prevented rapes. He brings lost children to their parents. Old people in the neighborhood can go shopping without being mugged. In preventing rapes Hal has doubtless prevented murders or body-rending assaults. He sure didn't save Teeney, though. Teeney is dead.

			




  
    V


  Her face is everywhere along this street. People pass and don't see her, but those people never paid attention when she was alive. They come and go, our young ones like Teeney; and, as Elgin says, we pay no attention because we are too busy prancing. Truth to tell, though, every Teeney out here is our daughter. We're not taking care of our daughters. Teeney's slim form is wraithlike as it moves along the nearly deserted street. She was such a little bitty girl. It's just natural her spirit would be little. Maybe Teeney has become a demon.

			Maybe all those murdered girls have become demons. There are more than forty murdered girls so far, and maybe they all whisk along this street looking for their murderer. If that's true they don't have far to look. The murderer could be anybody, but you can bet he's out here. If he is not in the street right now, if he's in jail or something, you can bet his cousin is right around the corner.

			Walking toward Soapstone Charlie's I ask myself what in the world am I doing here? This place is too big and ugly for an Indian. 

			Then a split in my mind takes over. The actor part of me starts watching the part of me that's in the role of Indian. The actor part does not intrude into the role, but it watches the role. It sees the Indian part, just like the actor is also part of the audience. My mind widens and becomes all-seeing, like I was a Tlingit grave guardian protecting against witches. When I start telling about it I can tell more, because I see more. It goes like this:

			═

			A weather system, more gray and ancient than a solitary old Indian, rolls from the Pacific across mountain ranges that have stood ten million years. The weather breeds in the Aleutian Islands, moving south and east as it bumps against the coasts of Alaska and Canada, the weather roiled and turbulent with rain. Wind raises whitecaps across the wide and Indian face of Puget Sound, and rain speckles whitecaps with small pluckings in the susurrant rush of water. Rain blows against the faces of tall buildings in the city, and it runs down the trunks of ancient trees. As darkness closes its jaws on the city, electric lights become brilliant in primary colors. In the parks, burrows of small animals flood. Mice and shrews are forced to take wet cover above ground, and they stand huddled and blinking in the rain.

			The city, itself, is long and narrow. It carries a freeway the length of its spine, and is enclosed by lakes. At this time of day helicopters rise from a nearby airport. They chip-chip-chip through low skies, monitoring the freeways. Radio announcers jive with the pilots, and the pilots tell soon-to-be-homeward-bound workers which roads are open. Taillights are like the eyes of demons as they flash in tens of thousands through the mist.

			And demons congregate. In this great city spires of churches spell out the earth's religions. There are crosses upon crosses upon crosses. Some of the crosses are double-barred above the onion domes of Russian churches. There are simple crosses everywhere; and, here and there in churches or museums, are the Cross Patee, the Cross Byzantine, even the Maltese Cross. There are replicas of ancient crosses put into modern architecture by architects either devout or show-off, the Tau Cross, also the cross of the eternally damn'ed Irish charged with a shamrock leaf—while in the shrines of bus kiosks festers the most primitive cross of all, startling in black spray paint: the Flyflot pre-Christian Cross, these days known as a Swastika.

			═

			There are cathedrals here, and mosques. There are Buddhists, Muslims; while Indian totems rise in the parks. There are Shinto shrines and shrines to the Holy Mother. There are black gods and white gods and oriental gods; and demons stream in the sky above the churches. The helicopter pilots do not see them, the commuters are too busy following taillights.

			An old Indian pauses momentarily before the bus station. He peers into the waiting room where street punks and bag ladies wait out the weather. Tired mothers perch tired children on suitcases so neither will be stolen. Television screens glow, as waiting commuters drop two-bits in slots, then sit on hard plastic seats of purchased privacy like cockpits with TV as the control panel. They catch the top of the evening news. The old Indian sees a 1/100th of a second hesitation in a commercial depicting a spontaneous action. He mutters to the rain that the entire industry is getting sloppy when such work gets by. Then he grunts, touches the smoothness of a carved seal in the depth of his jacket pocket. The commercial ends. A still photo is shown. A girl is missing. The news anchor attempts to sound distressed.

			The missing girl is a Yankee. Of course, she cannot help that. An accident of birth.

			Maria Ramirez' face is not on television. No search is planned for her. On the other hand, no television news anchor is expressing bullshit concern. It seems to the old Indian that everything is this city is either plus or minus. As he walks through the rain-ridden early evening he keeps a bleared eye open for Maria.

			═

			And all across the city stuff happens.

			Katie Van Loon, the sixteen-year-old who has started running with bikers, has had her first screw and can't figure what to think, because it was supposed to be fun. She sits on the rug in the middle of a small room at Cathedral Mansion Hotel. Her blond hair is bobbed, her shoulders and thighs heavy, her face blank, her breasts unflattering, her toes curled. She is only slightly stoned, but the guy lights up. If she's lucky the guy will beat on her, but only a little. Then she will learn. If she learns she will probably go home and shut her face about what she knows. Her father will not tangle with the bikers. Someday she will meet a nice Dutchman. It all depends on whether she learns the old commercial adage, "You can pay me now or you can pay me later."

			 

			═

			In the middle of downtown, Symptomatic Nerve Gas has already put in nine hours on the street. Now begins the busiest part of his day. Commuters' heels click along concrete paths to their cars. Parking garages empty. The commuters are overloaded with office talk and machinations and petty politics. Half of them fear for their jobs, and the other half would be relieved if they were fired . . . or, perhaps that is a fool assumption. They must like what they do, or they wouldn't do it year after year. Symptomatic Nerve Gas has a hard time commanding their attention. He stands militant on a street corner, pushing his two phrases through the gray rain in a command voice. For him, the rain is nothing.

			He will never forget the retreat from P'yongyang. How Chinese, not Koreans, came in solid streams along roads and were gunned down, the metallic glaze of uniforms frosting as they fell, dead faces freezing to unoriental white. His was a small and important action along the ice of the Taedong River, although he did not know it was important at the time. All he knew was that if his feet froze he was a dead man. Fifty Chinese divisions massed just above the Thirty-eighth Parallel. Five UN divisions opposed them in a defense perimeter around Seoul. He would not have gotten out, except for a lucky ride with a group of retreating Brits. Later, they were joined by a battalion of Greeks. Symptomatic Nerve Gas looks at commuter faces which have never seen war. His imagination shows those faces lying in the streets, washed by rain. The average body contains six quarts of blood, six thousand quarts per thousand people. Symptomatic Nerve Gas knows how a thousand drained bodies look. He sees gutters washing with blood, sidewalks stained, the rain no greater than a whisk broom sweeping at torrents of blood. He is an inarticulate man with a great message, and so he does his best.
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