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Praise for Limbo


‘To my mind, Bernard Wolfe remains one of the most remarkable original writers of the 20th century’


Harlan Ellison®


‘Shrewd, and sometimes profound, comments on Western civilisation’


Observer


‘Deep, strange, and wonderful, LIMBO represents a straight arrow pointing from the cautionary dystopias of Orwell and Huxley to the postwar absurdist mode of CATCH-22, Pynchon, and Philip K. Dick’


Jonathan Lethem


‘As to the books of Bernard Wolfe, his extraordinary imagination, his range of styles and genres, should alone qualify him for a conspicuous role in 20th century American literature’


Thomas Berger
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To the Boss




INTRODUCTION TO BERNARD WOLFE


by Harlan Ellison®


Here’s how it began for you, how you came to realize Bernard Wolfe is one of the finest writers this country has ever produced, how you came to share the years with him.


In 1952, you were still in high school and very impressed with Salinger, Hemingway and Shirley Jackson, taking inordinate pride in having read Moby-Dick in its entirety, even the sections describing the riggings of the Pequod. Then, one day, quite by accident, while looking for a new book of science fiction you’d somehow missed in your voracious reading, you came across something called Limbo by someone named Bernard Wolfe. And you bought it, or borrowed it, or perhaps even shoplifted it, because even at that tender age you sensed the secret – books held it all – and reading books was more important than being well-liked or being able to shag flies in center field.


And you read it; and your reading was difficult because every once in a while you’d realize that you hadn’t been breathing, that this Wolfe person was so good at what he was doing you had forgotten to take care of even the unconscious business of systole-diastole. And when you finished reading that big novel, you sat back and savored the heat this Wolfe had put into you. Yes, this was what reading was all about! You had to have more, had to have periodic transfusions from this man’s supply of imagination.


One year earlier, 1951, just making a buck freelancing, Wolfe dipped merely a toe into the digest-sized-magazine (sf genre) with a remarkable novelette – “Self Portrait” in Galaxy magazine, and with rare good sense, foresight of literary “ghetto” imprisonment limitations (like Vonnegut, years later), scampered for dear life and a reputation in “the Mainstream.”


Yet despite Wolfe’s fleetness of foot, the rapid eye-movements of perceptive readers caught the slamming of the door, and having been dazzled by “Self Portrait” they began asking, “Who the hell was that?” They found out in 1952, when Wolfe’s first novel, Limbo, was published by Random House; and for the first time insular fans who had been cringing with talented dilettantes such as Herman Wouk sliding into the genre to proffer insipid semi-sf works like The Lomokome Papers, now had a mainstream author of stature they could revere. Preceding by almost twenty years “straight writers” like Hersey, Drury, Ira Levin, Fowles, Knebel, Burdick, Henry Sutton, Michael Crichton and a host of others who’ve found riches in the sf/fantasy idiom, Bernard Wolfe had written a stunning, long novel of a future society in purest sf terms, so filled with original ideas and the wonders of extrapolation that not even the most snobbish sf fan could put it down.


They did not know that six years earlier, in 1946, Bernard Wolfe had done a brilliant “autobiography” with jazz great Mezz Mezzrow, called Really the Blues. Nor did they suspect that in the years to come he would write the definitive novel about Broadway after dark, The Late Risers, or a stylistically fresh and intellectually demanding novel about the assassination of Trotsky in Mexico, The Great Prince Died, or that he would become one of the finest practitioners of the long short story with his collections Come On Out, Daddy and Move Up, Dress Up, Drink Up, Burn Up. All they knew was that he had written one novel and one novelette in their little arena and he was sensational.


In point of fact, the things science fiction fans never knew about Bernard Wolfe would fill several volumes, considerably more interesting than many sf novels. Of all the wild and memorable human beings who’ve written something, anything on which the “sf” label has been slapped, Bernard Wolfe is surely one of the most incredible. Every writer worth his pencil case can self-aggrandize on the dust jacket of a book that he’s been a “short order cook, cab driver, tuna fisherman, day laborer, amateur photographer, wrestler, horse trainer, dynamometer operator” or any one of a thousand other nitwit jobs that indicate the writer couldn’t hold a job very long.


But how many writers can boast that they were personal bodyguards of Leon Trotsky prior to his assassination (or prove how good they were at the job by the fact that it wasn’t till they left the position that the killing took place)? How many have been Night City Editor of Paramount News-Fawcett Publications, specializing in technical and scientific reporting? How many have been editor of Mechanix Illustrated? How many appeared in The American Mercury, Commentary, Les Temps Modernes (the French existentialist journal whose first director was Jean-Paul Sartre), Pageant, True, Esquire and, with such alarming regularity, Playboy? How many have worked in collaboration with Tony Curtis and Hugh Hefner on a film named Playboy (and finally, after months of hassling and tsuriss, thrown it up as a bad idea, conceived by madmen, programmed to self-destruct, impossible to bring to rational fruition)? How many were actually Billy Rose’s ghostwriter for his famous gossip column Pitching Horseshoes? How many writers faced the Depression by learning to write and composing (at one point with an assist from Henry Miller) eleven pornographic novels in eleven months (memorialized in his great semi-autobiographical novel Confessions of a Not Altogether Shy Pornographer)? How many have ever had the San Francisco Chronicle hysterically grope for a pigeonhole to clutch up some singular appellation of “Wolfe” in their own frustrated style and finally could helplessly only come up with “…Wolfe writes in a mixture of the styles of Joyce and Runyon …”?


Bernard Wolfe was not a “science fiction writer.” I am not a “science fiction writer.” We both have used the tropes of that genre to create memorable fiction. To my mind, Bernard Wolfe remains one of the most remarkable original writers of the 20th century.


Sherman Oaks, CA
December 2014


Excerpts of this Introduction originally appeared in Again, Dangerous Visions, edited by Harlan Ellison®, (Garden City, NY, Doubleday, 1972) Copyright © 1972 by Harlan Ellison®; renewed 2000 by Harlan Ellison®. All rights reserved. Excerpts of this Introduction originally appeared in the Los Angeles Times (September 23, 1974) Copyright © 1974 by Harlan Ellison®; renewed 2002 by Harlan Ellison®. Harlan Ellison® is a ® registered trademark of The Kilimanjaro Corporation. All rights reserved.




INTRODUCTION TO LIMBO


by David Pringle


If Brave New World and Nineteen Eighty-Four are the two great dystopian visions in modern British fiction, then Bernard Wolfe’s Limbo has some claim to being their closest American equivalent. Yet, curiously, it has failed to exercise that claim, either in the popular imagination or in the literary-critical consensus. I think it is a masterpiece, although I must admit that it has been a sadly neglected one. Perhaps its central image—of a near-future society in which men cut off their own limbs to prevent themselves from waging war—is too disturbing, too crazed, to make for ready acceptance. It is easier to imagine us succumbing to the ‘feelies’ and soma, or indeed to the everlasting boot in the face, than it is to project ourselves into Wolfe’s limbless, lobotomized world of 1990.


But what a grand cornucopia of a book Limbo is! It is big (413 pages in the Ace paperback edition), blackly humorous, and full of a passionate concern for the problems of its day—particularly the problems of war, institutionalized violence, and humanity’s potential for self-destruction. It is a novel which goes gloriously over the top, replete with puns, philosophical asides, satire on the American way of life, comments on drugs and sex and nuclear war, doodles and typographical jokes, medical and psychoanalytical jargon—a veritable Tristram Shandy of the atom-bomb age. In an afterword the author pays tribute to Norbert Wiener, Max Weber, Dostoevsky, Freud and, surprisingly, the sf writer A.E. van Vogt. ‘I am writing,’ he continues, ‘about the overtone and undertow of now—in the guise of 1990 because it would take decades for a year like 1950 to be milked of its implications.’


Bernard Wolfe (born 1915) earned a B.A. in psychology from Yale University, and for a short time he worked as a bodyguard to Leon Trotsky in Mexico, though he was not present when Trotsky was eventually assassinated. His first book, Really The Blues, was about jazz music, and he went on to write a variety of novels and non-fiction works. Evidently a man of parts. Except for a few short stories, Limbo remains his only venture into science fiction, yet it gives ample proof that he understood the form better than most. ‘The overtone and undertow of now’ is precisely the subject matter of all the most serious sf.


The plot concerns the travels and travails of Dr Martine, a neurosurgeon who in the year 1972 fled from a limited nuclear war to the haven of a forgotten island in the Indian Ocean. He has spent eighteen years there, performing lobotomies on the more antisocial of the simple natives (this is a humane continuation of the natives’ ancient practice of mandunga, or crude brain surgery). In 1990 Martine sets out to rediscover the world. He finds a partially destroyed North America in which the ideology of ‘Immob’ holds sway. In this grotesque post-bomb society men have their arms and legs removed and replaced with computerized prosthetics, in the belief that self-mutilation will prevent the recurrence of world war. It is a faulty equivalent of the islanders’ mandunga, the lobotomy which cuts away aggressive urges. Martine is horrified to discover that much of the inspiration for ‘Immob’ comes from a diary which he himself wrote and lost in that fateful year of 1972. He is the unwitting prophet of this nightmarish state; his jokes of eighteen years ago have been taken all too seriously. In any case it has all been in vain, for things are falling apart and a new war is about to begin. The story ends with Martine fleeing to his peaceful island as the bombs fall once more on the cities of America. It sounds grim and fatalistic, but in fact the novel is enormously funny and invigorating, and in the end holds out a kind of hope. Rich with ideas, all-embracing in its references, it is a book which uses the science and psychology of 1950 to grapple with the largest issues of our century. It is time that Limbo was recognized for what it is: the most ambitious work of science fiction, and one of the most successful, ever to come out of America.


© David Pringle, 1985


Since all the characters in this book are real, any resemblance between them and imaginary persons is entirely accidental.


Raymond Queneau
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. . . Verily I say unto you, Except ye be converted, and become as little children, ye shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven.


Whosoever therefore shall humble himself as this little child, the same is greatest in the kingdom of heaven . . .


Wherefore if thy hand or thy foot offend thee, cut them off, and cast them from thee: it is better for thee to enter into life halt or maimed, rather than having two hands or two feet to be cast into everlasting fire.


St Matthew, 18


Bah! Let’s make all sorts of faces.


Rimbaud (who became as a little child,
and had his foot cut off, and died).




Part One


TAPIOCA ISLAND


chapter one


“MUCH PROGNOSIS today,” the old man panted.


The climb up the mountain was hard for him, several times he had to lean against the trunk of a raffia palm and try to catch his breath. With each halt he went through the same ritual of malaise. Removed from his head the green-visored tennis cap (found in a well-preserved Dutch sporting-goods shop in Johannesburg). Unwrapped from his emaciated middle a delicately figured silk paisley scarf (from the intact shelves of an excellent London haberdashery in Durban). Mopped brow with loincloth. Then reached down to massage his feet through the cricket sneakers (souvenir of the Cape Town country club, rescued from a locker which had belonged to the last naval attaché stationed at the British consulate there).


He knew he was not supposed to tax himself (“Without much care,” Dr. Martine had told him bluntly, “prognosis unfavorable”) but he would not take time out for a real rest, much less turn back. From his knobby shoulders hung the only native garment he could boast at the moment, a loose chieftain’s robe made of pounded bark and decorated with neat alternating rows of stylized parakeets and cacao flowers; he hitched it to his knees as he picked his way through the brush, arthritic ballet.


The jungle was noisy today, fidgety as an insomniac (he had been suffering from insomnia lately, Dr. Martine had been treating him for it), fronds rasped against each other, trees creaked, mynah birds shrilled nasal obscenities at the sun, marmosets jibbered in falsetto. He disapproved of this order of sounds, they were symptomatic of hyperthyroidism, hypertension, hypertonus. He frowned upon such tension, in Nature as in himself. Better to be like the slow loris, heavy-lidded, tapioca-muscled. Lately, though, he had been very tense.


Each time he interrupted his climb toward the Mandunga Circle he looked down in the direction of the village. Silly, of course, there was no chance of his being followed. As for the villagers, nobody was allowed to approach the Circle except the troubled ones and those who had business with them; and as for strangers, well, none had been seen on the island in his lifetime. Ever. None except Dr. Martine, Still, he kept looking back over his shoulder.


His intelligent deep-amber face, shining with sweat under a thatch of crinkly white hair, was fixed in a scowl now, muscles coagulated in ridges—welts left by some whip of woe. It felt as though he were wearing some sort of mask, he was not used to worry or the crampings of worry and the knots around his mouth and in his forehead quivered. Insomnia, bunched-up muscles, tremors, worry—it almost looked, he thought, as if he had developed some of the signs of the troubled ones. Unpleasant notion. He wished he had a bowl of tapioca, it relaxed the bowels.


“Mandunji most mild people,” he said half-aloud in English, remembering with irony a remark Dr. Martine had once made. “With us musculature rejects tonus like eye of owl rejects light. We sag very much, bristle never.” Immediately he corrected himself: “Are. The musculature rejects tonus like the eye of the owl.” It annoyed Dr. Martine to hear his language spoken without the silly, unnecessary words he called articles and verbs and so on.


A tarsier peered down at him from a branch and hiccupped dementedly.


A moment later, puffing hard, he had reached a small clearing on the crest of the mountain, bare except for a scattering of yuka and cassava plants. Memorable spot. Here was the center of the Mandunga Circle, here, eighteen and a half years ago, he had first set eyes on Dr. Martine. Looking down over the carpet of pinnate leaves thrown up by the raffias, he could see the saw-tooth cliffs on the perimeter of the island—island which by some miracle, Martine liked to say, had never been charted on any map by any cartographer—and the glinting waters of the Indian Ocean beyond. The sky was without a trace of cloud, a flawless impermeable blue—“as dazzling,” Martine sometimes said of it, “as a baboon’s ass,”


It was on just such a day eighteen years ago, as the sun was heaving up over Sumatra and Borneo (Martine insisted there were such places to the east: called them the islands of Oceania), that the doctor had been tossed out of the sky onto the mountain top. What more ominous bundles was that cobalt vacuum preparing to sprinkle over the island today?


“Tomorrow sunny and continued warm,” he said to himself, still in the doctor’s language. “Prognosis for weather, anyway, favorable.” Added, “The prognosis. For the weather. Is.”


Shading his eyes with a bony hand, he began to search the ocean for ships. It would be suicide, he knew, for mariners not familiar with these waters to attempt a landing anywhere on the island’s coast because of the treacherous reefs and the razor-backed cliffs which jutted out into the surf. Nevertheless, he looked. Ships could carry planes. It was possible these days for strangers to come by air as well as by sea. Dr. Martine had come by air.


Was that a vessel he saw, that speck on the horizon beyond which lay Mauritius and Réunion and Madagascar (places he had glimpsed only from thirty thousand feet up, on scavenging trips in Martine’s plane)? Out there in the direction of the forgotten trade routes which had once slashed this untonused old ocean? Way off to the west there, where if you traveled long enough you came at last to Africa, whose toppled cities were filled with fabulous paisley scarves and tennis caps, cummerbunds and opera hats and cricket sneakers, even crates of penicillin and electroencephalographs, and no people? The speck seemed to be moving, he could not be sure.


“No,” the old man said. “Otherwise, Doctor, prognosis not favorable.”


His features settled in a deeper frown, it felt like a hand grabbing his face. He re-entered the jungle to begin the descent on the far side of the summit, a galago dashed hysterically across the path.


In a few moments he reached the landmark, a tall column of scaly rock almost entirely overrun with creepers and ferns. Squatting in the thicket, he called out as loudly as he could, “Peace to all! Peace and long life. Open up, here is Ubu.” It was not English he spoke now but the throaty, resonant, richly voweled tongue of the Mandunji.


Facing him was a boulder which bulged out from the base of the rock, hidden from sight by a tangle of briers. It swung inward, briers and all. Stooping, Ubu stepped into the cavern.


“Peace to all,” he repeated. His hands went up in the ceremonial greeting, fingers extended and palms up as though a tray were resting on them, to indicate that their owner came without weapons and therefore in friendship and good will.


“Peace, Ubu,” the tall teak-complexioned young man at the gate answered sleepily. He yawned, a cosmic gape. Then he remembered the rest of the salutation and awkwardly stuck his hands out in turn. They were not empty; in one was a brush dripping red berry juice and in the other a sheet of pounded bark partially covered with rows of painted mynah birds and manioc plants. Apparently he had been working on this decorative drawing when Ubu arrived.


“I . . . do not mean . . . to offend,” he said slowly, searching for the words. It was dawning on him, Ubu could see, that he had committed a serious breach of etiquette by not emptying his hands before holding them out. “My thought is far away . . . I was making a design and. . . .”


Ubu smiled and patted him on the shoulder. At the same time he leaned forward to examine the scar on the young man’s shaved head, a ribbon of pink tissue which ran in an unwavering line from the forehead past both ears to the nape of the neck. It was the welt that was always made when the dome of a troubled one’s skull was sliced off with a Mandunga saw and then neatly pasted back in place.


“It heals nicely,” Ubu said, pointing to the scar.


“It has stopped itching,” the boy said.


“No more trouble there?”


The boy looked puzzled. “I do not remember the trouble people speak of,” he said. “Dr. Martine says I used to fight much . . . and there was much tonus in my muscles . . . I do not remember. Mostly I like to sit and draw birds and trees. I want to sleep all the time.”


“You are much improved, Notoa. I noticed just now that when you said, ‘Peace’ it was not just a thing to say, you meant it. The reports I hear from Dr. Martine are very good.”


“People say I used to fight,” Notoa said, looking down at the floor. “When I hear about it I feel ashamed. I do not know what used to make me hit my relatives.”


“You were troubled.”


Notoa regarded his hands with wonder. “It is very hard now even to make a fist, when I try it is a great effort and it does not feel right. Dr. Martine says the electric charge in my tensor muscles is down many points, he showed me on the measuring machine. Most of the time I am very sleepy.”


“Only the troubled are afraid of sleep.” Ubu patted the youngster again. “Speaking of Dr. Martine, where is he?”


Notoa yawned again. “In surgery. Moaga was brought this afternoon.”


“Yes, I forgot.” Ubu nodded and started down the corridor. Notoa swung the slab of rock to, and abruptly the rustling, crackling, croaking, twittering, twanging, twitching, ranting, jeering sounds of the jungle were cut off. In the sudden hush Ubu became aware of the throttled hum from the fans Dr. Martine had installed in camouflaged shafts overhead to pump a steady flow of fresh, filtered, dehumidified and aseptic air into the great underground hollow. The doctor liked to put his motors everywhere: on fishing boats, on the chisels and adzes used in hollowing out logs to make canoes, on stones for grinding maize, even on the saws for cutting skulls off. Such machines were not necessary, of course, they only took a man away from his natural work and made his mind and hands idle. One thing only was bad about this mechanization, it upset the routine. Because there were so many machines to do the work the young men now had much time to talk and study with the doctor and the old habits of work began to slip. The old habits made for a great steadiness, a looking in one fixed direction along a straight line. . . .


As he passed the row of cubicles, Ubu peered through the oneway glass on each door at the patient inside. Most of these Mandungabas were recent operatees, with tentlike bandages still on their heads, but some of them had had their dressings removed and were beginning to sprout new crops of hair over their scars. Ubu studied their faces as he went along, looking for signs of the tautness which had been a chronic torment for all of them before Mandunga. He knew what to watch for: narrowed eyes, tight rigid lips, corrugated foreheads, a hunched stiffness in the shoulder muscles—flexings of those who live in a world of perpetual feints and pounces.


No, there was no telltale strain in these once troubled people. If anything, their features and bodies seemed to have relaxed to the point of falling apart: heads lolling, mouths loose and hanging open, arms and legs flung like sacks of maize on the pallets. Well, a sleepy man does not break his uncle’s nose.


Beyond the cubicles was the large animal-experimentation chamber in which the tarsiers, marmosets, pottos, lemurs and chimpanzees huddled listlessly in their cages, most of them also wearing head bandages; beyond that, the laboratory in which most of the doctor’s encephalographs and other power-driven apparatus were kept; and finally, in the farthest corner of the hollow, the operating room. The window in this door was of ordinary two-way glass, Ubu could see that Dr. Martine was just slicing through the last portion of Moaga’s cranium with his automatic rotary saw.


What a sick one was this poor Moaga, Moaga the troublemaker, the sullen, the never-speaking, the vilifier of neighbors and husband-slasher. The riot had been drained from her body now, she lay stretched out on the operating table like a mound of tapioca (it would be nice to have some now), so completely anesthetized by rotabunga (would be nice to have some of that too) that although her eyes were wide open they could see nothing. She was naked and Ubu could see the tangle of wires that led from her arms, her legs, her chest, her eyelids, from all the orifices of her bronze body, to the measuring machines scattered around the room. He knew that in a few minutes, when Mandunga took place, the indicating needles on those machines would sink from the level of distress to the level of ease and Moaga’s sickness would be over, she would stay away from ganja (“marijuana,” in the doctor’s peculiar language) and eat more tapioca, take more rotabunga. Done with electric trepans and chrome-steel scalpels and sutures, or with an old-fashioned chisel driven by an old-fashioned rock, the result was always the same magic: the troubled one came out of it no longer troubled, only a little sleepy. When, of course, he did not die. It was true, fewer patients died since the doctor had introduced trepans and asepsis and anatomy and penicillin.


Dr. Martine inserted a thin metal instrument into the incision and pried; in a moment the skull gave and began to come away. An assistant was standing by with gloved hands held out, in spite of the surgical mask Ubu recognized him as Martine’s son Rambo. The boy took the bony cup, holding it like a bowl in the ritual of the tapioca feast, and immediately submerged it in a large tray containing the usual saline bath.


Despite the dozens of times Ubu had watched this ceremony, despite the hundreds of times he had performed it (at least the ancient rock-and-chisel version of it) himself in the old days, before Martine, he still felt a certain thrill at the sight of the brain’s crumpled convolutions—“those intellectual intestines, that hive of anarchy,” the doctor called them.


Suddenly Ubu thought of the black dot he had seen on the horizon: had it really been moving? Involuntarily his shoulders hunched and he sucked his lips in until they were thin and bloodless.


“You are lucky, Moaga,” he said, reverting to English. “Soon no more worries, prognosis good. But for some worries, no scalpel, prognosis very bad. . . .” This time he did not add the articles and verbs and so on.


chapter two


PULSE NORMAL, respiration normal: the rubber bladders through which she breathed clenched and unclenched in perfect rhythm, two pneumatic fists. Rambo trundled a large Monel metal cabinet over to the table, through its glass front a bank of electronic tubes glowed. Everything was in order.


From the machine, which contained an array of slender steel probes attached by coiled wires to the electronic circuits within, Martine selected a needle and brought it close to the exposed brain. He applied the point carefully to an area on the cortex, signaled his readiness with a nod, Rambo twisted one of the control dials on the machine’s operating panel. Moaga’s left leg shot up and twitched in an absent-minded entrechat. Another contact made the shoulders writhe, another doubled the hands into fists and sent them paddling in the air, a fourth set the teeth to grinding.


Now the doctor began the multiple stimulation tests, applying four, then six, then eight and ten needles simultaneously to various cortical centers; with the final flow of current Moaga’s face grew contorted, its muscles worked in spasms and her abdomen arched away from the table and began to heave. In spite of himself Martine felt his own abdominal muscles contracting, he always had this sympathetic response to the mock intercourse induced by a few expertly distributed amperes. “I got rhythm,” he said to himself.


He looked around the chamber. All his assistants were at their posts, watching their measuring dials and recording at each stage Moaga’s variations in temperature, muscle tonus, skin moisture, blood pressure, pulse rate, intestinal peristalsis, pupil dilation and eyelid blinking, lacrimation, vaginal contractions. Measure for measure. A measure operation. “Measure’s in the cold, cold ground,” he said under his mask. He was annoyed with himself for indulging in such nonsense but he knew he couldn’t stop it, luckily he was light of hand, sly of hand, sleight of hand, his fingers were so agile and dedicated that they did their job even under an avalanche of bad jokes from their massa in the cold cold groan.


Rambo wheeled away the machine and brought up a table, on it was a row of hypodermic needles filled with liquid. Strychnine. The next step was neuronography, strychninization, the firing of certain key areas of the cerebrum with this potent excitant in order to trace the pathways from the brain’s jellied rind to the hidden cerebellum, the thalamus, the hypothalamus. He made the injections expertly—but tensely: he was always tense with hypodermic needles—while his assistants jotted their scrupulous notations about the pursing of the lips, the fluttering in the cloaca, the squirmings of the pelvis.


While the strychnine bulleted through the brain’s maze and the indicators jumped, he looked down at Moaga’s face, down into the wide-open eyes which saw little and said much. Babbling eyes, ranting eyes. As always, the rotabunga drugs had induced a completely comatose state in which the eyes remained open; for almost nineteen years he had been performing Mandunga here in the cave and never once had he been able to turn his attention entirely from those open soapboxing eyes. What was it he always thought he saw in them? Icy accusation, glaciers of accusation.


Once the routine experiments were out of the way it did not take long for the actual surgery. First he put in place the fine surgical threads which marked the upstart areas on the patient’s frontal lobes, then he speedily made incisions along them and added several deft undercuts with the scalpel to free the spongy masses at the desired depth, then he removed these masses with a suction cup and quickly tied off the blood vessels. He reached down into Moaga’s throat and made her cough: no leakage from the sliced veins, everything in order.


Rambo returned with the Monel cabinet. The ten electric needles were applied to the same spots as before: the woman’s pelvic area remained inert, the vaginal indicators did not move. While Martine doused the exposed area with penicillin Rambo brought the skull and very soon it was back in place, the flaps of skin knitted together with stitches and silver clips.


Martine nodded and stepped back, beginning to strip off his rubber gloves. “Done it again,” he said to himself. “Goddamned Siamese twins. I’ve cut out the aggression, I’ve cut out the orgasm, can’t seem to separate the two. Sorry, Moaga. The pig-sticker did his best.”


Masseur in the cold cold groin. . . .


Martine looked up at the door and saw Ubu’s face through the window. His eyes widened with pleasure, then hardened. He yanked his mask off and came out looking angry.


“Peace to—” Ubu began, in English.


“What the hell are you doing here?”


“I bring news.”


“Couldn’t it have waited?”


“No. We must have talk together.”


“Well. . . . What’s it all about?”


“Another fishing boat. The men went as far as Cargados Island, they were following a big school of swordfish. They bring a bad report.”


“The queer-limbs again?”


“Yes, the queer-limbs. Yes, forty, fifty. And a large ship, most peculiar shape.”


“They were white?”


“White like the others, speak English like the others. They called to the fishermen but our boys pretended they did not understand and went away.”


Martine raised his hand and rubbed his eyes wearily. He thought: I know why he’s telling me this in English. This is the most terrifying thing that’s ever happened to him, he’s got to push it away from him, by talking about it in a remote language he hopes to make the whole thing remote. He always switches to English when we talk about orgasm, too.


“So,” Martine said. “This makes the seventh time they’ve been seen in, let’s see, five weeks or so. Each time they come a little closer.”


“More news,” Ubu said. “Over an hour ago I stopped at the clearing and looked out at the sea. I am not all sure but I thought I saw something moving far away to the west, where the water ends.”


“Sounds to me as though they’ve got some base of operations around the Mozambique waters. They seem to be covering the whole area pretty systematically, they re obviously looking for something, Christ knows what,”


“Maybe—for you?”


Martine stared at the chief in astonishment. “That’s crazy, old man, in over eighteen years they’ve forgotten all about me.”


The door of the operating room swung open and Rambo came out, wheeling Moaga. Ubu watched as the bed rolled down the corridor, then he said hesitantly, “You think of something to do?”


Martine laughed; these gentle people were good for everything but crisis. Then he put his arm around his friend’s shoulders and began to walk with him down the corridor. “Not exactly, but I’m not going to go up to them with my hands held out and say, ‘Peace to all.’ A guy can get himself very dead that way.”


“You suggest we hide then?”


“No good, they’d find the village and know we were around somewhere. We’ve got to face them, I guess, but it’s not easy to work out a way of dealing with them. All we know so far is that these people, creatures, monsters, whatever they are, are exactly like us—except that where their arms and legs ought to be they’ve got tubular appliances that you can see through and that flicker as though they were filled with fireflies. And they speak English, American.”


“That bothers you?”


“As much as anything,” Martine admitted. For eighteen and a half years, he had to confess to himself, he hadn’t thought too much about his home and the people there, hadn’t even been much concerned to know whether there were any people left there. He’d had so little interest in the past that when his plane cracked up he’d saved all the machinery and surgical equipment and energy capsules but hadn’t hesitated to destroy the radio and video. “I wish,” he said, “I’d kept the short-wave radio from my plane.”


“You are good with machines,” Ubu suggested. “Perhaps you could build such a radio”


Martine laughed again, shaking his head. “It’s a little late for that,” he said. He reached out and squeezed Ubu’s arm affectionately. “That’s the trouble with you, dear Ubu, with all the Mandunji—you’ve become such congenital pacifists that when a threat finally does show up, your minds just go blank. One pugnacious bum with a slingshot could take over the village and dispose of the lot of you.”


It was perfectly true: six hundred years of doggedly good will had left these people without any will at all, you just had to say boo and they all but fell to the ground in a hebephrenic huddle. The village had been in a state of frozen panic for weeks, Ubu hadn’t been able to sleep, his whole metabolism was on the blink.


“Do not make fun,” Ubu said. “I have a great worry.”


“Calm yourself, old man. There is nothing to be done.”


“I have a worry not only for the village. Since these queer-limbs came, I have stayed awake many nights thinking—he will go, the doctor will go.”


“Suppose that happened?” Martine said. “Would it be such a calamity?”


“You must not leave us.”


“Nonsense.” Martine took Ubu’s arm and steered him over to the row of cubicles which housed the convalescents. “These Mandungabas,” he said, “used to be pretty scrappy characters. They spent a lot of time in hiding, making themselves spears and bolos and stilettos and poison darts that are forbidden by village law. They refused their doses of rotabunga and smoked ganja and went into trance and raided their neighbors’ yam gardens at night. They made effigies of their mothers-in-law and other people they didn’t like and stuck pins in them, a form of magic which is strictly taboo. They had a terrible thirst to be different from the others, to stand out, to be raised above the mass, while our normal citizens are so leery of distinguishing themselves in any way they have to be brow-beaten into taking any kind of office, including your own. They poured so much aggressive energy into their sexuality that their mates were often seriously maimed and disfigured, sometimes even killed. All in all, a pretty edgy, stand-offish and bloodthirsty lot. Well, it certainly looks as though they’ve become very meek and mild citizens—except for the ones who have relapses or develop other infirmities, you and the elders don’t like to think about them. So I guess you’d say they’re improved.”


“Prognosis good,” Ubu said happily. “Is.”


“From the point of view of the village, sure. But how does it look from the point of view of the man? Prognosis one big yawn.”


“A man,” Ubu said, “is well to the extent that his village is well.”


“A moot point. Come on in here for a minute.” He led the way into one of the cubicles. There was no one on the pallet. “This is Notoa’s room,” he explained. “Before he was assigned for Mandunga, you remember, he gave his wife quite a thrashing—her eyes were black for days after. But he seemed to love his wife as passionately as he hated her, made love to her much more often and for much longer periods of time than our more normal men do with their wives. Well, Notoa doesn’t want to beat his wife any more, that’s true, but he doesn’t want to caress her either, he’s bored with her. When she came to visit him yesterday she obediently lay down on his pallet so that he could take his pleasure of her but he simply ignored her, sat in a corner munching on his nails and drawing parakeets and dozing off from time to time.”


“Love which is tabooed by the village,” Ubu said, “cannot be enjoyed. True love is gentle and with much quiet and no tonus, not wild.”


“When I cut out the aggression much of the sexuality goes too, they’re Siamese twins. Maybe love is only for the wild.”


“Those who enjoy such love are sick.”


“Tell that to Notoa’s wife,” Martine said. He remembered his last conversation with the woman: she hadn’t had an orgasm since Notoa’s operation, she was scared out of her wits that she might never be satisfied any more, she knew that often happened to the wives of Mandungabas. “She’s getting very tense.”


“Then she is sick also. Perhaps Mandunga—”


“Absolutely not!”


Ubu was disturbed by the doctor’s sudden forcefulness. “Dear friend, is there something wrong?”


“We’ve had this out before. So long as a woman is not an active physical danger to anybody I will not attack her orgasm with a knife, even if you think its’s worse than an epileptic fit.”


“It is a sickness,” the old man said stubbornly. “We have many normal women in our village. Why do they not have this wildness?”


“For a very good reason—because you define a normal woman as one who does not have this wildness. It’s a joke, Ubu. Do you know why we always speak of these matters in my language, English? I’ll tell you why, it’s because you have no words for such things in Mandunji. Oh, I know, I know, for you this orgasm business, especially in a woman, is a collapse, a pathological letting-go, the same thing has been believed by many tribes. But I have told you over and over that it is a sickness only if the community says it is a sickness. In the West, where I came from, it was something that everybody wanted and was encouraged to want, even women. Perhaps one woman out of ten fully achieved it and perhaps only four men out of ten, but the sickness was not to have it. According to the doctors, anyway, the better doctors. The priests were a little mixed up about the subject.”


“It cannot be a good thing,” Ubu said. “The women who work to have it build up too much tension.”


“Orgasm is the body’s best way of discharging its tension. Maybe a seesaw is better than a coffin. But look, I’d forgotten what I wanted to show you. . . .”


In the corner was a stack of sheets of pounded bark, and nearby several pieces of statuary carved out of mahogany. Martine picked up the sheets and held them out, one by one, for the old man to see.


“Ah!” Ubu’s face lit up. “Notoa is making many pretty things. Good! Very good!”


“Not so good,” Martine said. “Look at them.”


“I see, I see. The boy always had much talent, but before he drew nightmares and daydreams and visions and such troubled things from inside, he lived too much inside himself. Your scalpel has given Notoa back to his people!”


“Sure. But maybe I’ve taken him away from himself.”


“A man only finds himself when he belongs to his village.”


“Notoa has found nothing,” Martine said emphatically. “He’s only gone to sleep. Look: who else in the village would have the plain inventive audacity to carve a man with a canoe for a nose—cassava leaves sprouting from his ears—the fanged head of a cobra springing out where the genitals should be—malevolent lynx eyes bulging from each finger in place of the usual nails! Notoa made such a statue, I have it in my hut. Now look at the trash he’s turning out—rows of cute little symmetrical raffia trees, all combed and curried, well-groomed parakeets flying about, one in each corner, and stupid manicured rays of gold pouring from a stupid manicured orange slice of a sun! No, Ubu. Notoa the man has been excommunicated, thanks to my scalpel. In his place, wielding the artist’s tools, is—the village. Notoa’s changed from a madman into a spokesman, and Notoa the Spokesman turns out only vast sunny mediocrities, all symmetry and slop. This stuff is, balls, insipid.”


“You are saying strange things,” Ubu said patiently. “Now that he expresses himself as other artists do, the whole village can understand and take joy in his work. It is a cure.”


“Listen to me,” Martine said. “If you tell me, better that the social life should be good and peaceful than that the individual devil be nourished, I’ll readily agree—granted there has to be a choice. But first, let’s make sure the village is really happy, not just drugged. And don’t, for heaven’s sake, don’t pretend to me that the pretty-pretty paintings and statues that come out of people who see through the eyes of the village instead of their own unique bedeviled ones are automatically, ipso facto, good.”


“If there are no more people with a taste for disease,” Ubu said softly, “then will disease have any, uh, what you call esthetic value?”


“Fortunately,” Martine said, “that situation will never come about. The meekest, most self-effacing people will always, from time to time, spew up wild-eyed self-assertive individuals with riot in their souls. And these deviants will always make up an amuck fringe-world ringing you subdued ones in. Which is probably a good thing for the normal ones, Ubu. The sleepwalkers should occasionally hear a spine-chilling bellow from the blowtops on the outskirts, just to keep them from falling asleep entirely. If disease isn’t an esthetic good of and by itself, neither is stupor.”


“Mandunga will in the end do away with this fringe. All will be quiet.”


“That’s what I’m afraid of. It drains off the most vital blood from the much-needed lunatic fringe. That’s the reason I’ve always insisted, all these years, that I wouldn’t operate on anybody, no matter how off-center he was, unless he had definitely, physically, harmed another person or tried to.”


“Always, when you talk this way, I think to myself—he must come from a place of much tonus.”


“That’s very true,” Martine said. “My people couldn’t sit still, that was always their trouble.”


He went to the door, opened it, and motioned to Ubu to follow him.


“All right!” he said. “For the sake of the village: no more bolos, broken ribs, black eyes, pins in effigies, tonus, bohemians, or cobras where the genitals should be. But seriously, we’re in bad trouble, we must have some sort of plan. Let’s go to my office and talk. . . .”


They passed through the animal lab; marmosets and spider monkeys, pottos and slow lorises raised their bandaged heads and regarded the two men with indifference. At the far end of the room they passed through an archway and entered Martine’s office-library. They sat down on matted-straw chairs.


Martine waved his hand at the bound volumes which lined the walls, hundreds of them, the case histories and experimental records accumulated in eighteen and a half years of Mandunga. “If the queer-limbs come,” he said, “they must not get their hands on all this. Whether they come as friends or as enemies.”


“What bad could they do with it?”


“Such knowledge can be misused, it’s happened before.”


“You have something to propose?”


“If you had asked me that earlier,” Martine said seriously, “I would have proposed something very concrete. Instead of destroying the contraband spears and poison darts and bolos made by the troubled ones, cache them away and keep them sharp. And instead of cutting the bloodthirstiness out of the troubled ones, keep them in fighting trim.”


“Ah,” Ubu said, shaking his head, “you are making fun again.”


“Not at all. Obviously, these violent ones are the only Mandunji ready to fight for the village. That lunatic fringe might have made a first-rate rampart. . .”


“This is not meeting the problem.”


“Right,” Martine said gloomily. “But mumbling peace-to-all and holding empty hands out isn’t meeting it either.” He sat up in his chair and waved his index finger at the chief. “Look here,” he said, “suppose we took all those hacked-up monkeys out there and set them loose in the jungle? Why, their unlobotomized brethren, who still have the pathways of lust and attack open in their corticalthalamic areas, would tear them to ribbons in a minute. . . . Hell, I don’t know what to propose, really. . . .”


They sat without talking, the old man with a look of bewilderment on his face, the doctor stroking his chin and staring at the volumes in his bookshelves.


Sound of running in the corridor; a young villager burst into the room panting and covered with sweat. His hands were trembling as they went out in greeting. “The elders sent me,” he said, in between shuddering breaths. “The queer-limbs, the glass-limbs have landed!”


“Not glass,” Martine said irritably. “I’ve told you over and over. Plastic, probably. Some kind of plastic.”


Ubu stood up, pulling his robe around him. “How did it happen?”


“A ship came near the shore,” the boy said. “Then from the ship a second ship, a smaller one, rose up in the air with wings flying around and around very fast and floated over the village.”


“Helicopter,” Martine muttered.


“Then it went back to the large ship and picked up many men and brought them in to land at a clearing. All men with funny arms and legs. Now they are cutting their way through the jungle with flames and saws.”


Martine sighed and rose to his feet. “All right,” he said. “If they mean us harm we can do nothing, but if they don’t then we must play a game.”


“A game?” Ubu was puzzled.


“Yes. First, these strangers mustn’t find out that so many of the villagers know English. Only a few, including you, Ubu, must let on that they know the language. You be spokesman, you like the role. You can easily explain how you know the language by saying that long before the war—the third war, in case there’ve been others since then—you were over on the African mainland, say in Johannesburg, as a student.”


“What shall I say?”


“Tell them nothing about the village, nothing. And try to find out everything you can about why they’ve come here. Oh, and one other thing—” Here Martine hesitated, made a face.


“Tell me,” Ubu said eagerly.


“If it seems in order, try tactfully to inquire about their arms and legs. Ah—no, on second thought, maybe you’d better not. I’ve got a feeling. . . . Maybe you’d better skip the whole thing.”


“What will you be doing, Martine?”


“I’ll be hiding in my hut. Under no circumstances breathe a word about a white man living in the village.”


“Yes,” said Ubu. “Anything else?”


“All the Mandungabas must be kept out of sight. If it does happen that these men notice the Mandunga marks on somebody, explain them this way: say they are harmless decorations, like tattoos. You know what a tattoo is, you’ve seen the one on my arm.”


“Let us pray it works.”


“Yes,” Martine said as they walked down the corridor to the entrance. “And if it doesn’t let’s regret all those lunatics we whittled into pacifists. A little spare tonus might come in handy in the next hour or so.”


chapter three


THE FIRST ones came by land. Deep in the jungle there was a low woosh and rumble like the surge of surf far away, strangled bassoons, it grew louder and soon there was added to it a soprano effect, shrill metallic yelps such as might be made by steel teeth eating into bark and wood pulp. Wisps of smoke began to curl out of the foliage; the villagers stood motionless around the maize grinder, watching.


The smoke grew denser, billowing black clouds spurted from the trees. Suddenly a ten-foot-wide wall of fire appeared on the edge of the jungle, the villagers sighed in terror, trees were crashing and bushes and vines went up in puffs of intense white flame. In a moment, as though by the flick of a switch, the sheet of fire was gone and behind it everyone could see that a ten-foot tunnel had been blasted open in the vegetation.


In the pathway stood the strangers.


Martine lay on the wooden floor of his haphazard attic, Ooda beside him. Through a slit in the thatching he studied the first white men he had seen in over eighteen years. It was true, it was all true. They were wearing shorts and T-shirts with large blue “M’s” on their fronts, their limbs were exposed. Instead of arms and legs they had transparent extensions whose smooth surfaces shone in the sun. Each of these limbs was a tangle of metallic rods and coils, scattered all through each one were tiny bulbs which lit up and faded as the limb moved, sending off spatters of icy blue light. The strangers advanced a short distance into the open, arms and legs flashing as though, yes, as though they contained swarms of fireflies. And now something else: with each movement a very faint staccato sequence of clicks and clacks, an almost inaudible susurring, as of twigs snapping.


All of these men had four artificial limbs, always four, but the ones in front, the ones who had cleared the path through the jungle, were wearing specialized instruments in place of their right arms. Some had what looked like flame-throwers, long tubes terminating in funnel-shaped nozzles which were still smoking, a moment ago they had been spitting out fifty-foot tongues of fire (the bassoons); others had long many-jointed claws on the ends of which were mounted high-speed rotary saws (the sopranos). Some twenty of these men emerged from the thicket. When they stopped, those in the lead pulled the tools from their arm stumps, picked up regular plastic arms which were hanging from their belts and snapped them into place in the empty sockets.


They stood in a group, surveying the village and the natives assembled in dead silence behind Ubu. They made no further move. Except for the blasting and cutting tools now dangling from their waists they seemed to have nothing even remotely resembling a weapon with them. They talked quietly among themselves, looking up to the sky from time to time as though expecting something there.


In a few seconds another group, aerialists, came into sight some forty or fifty feet over the tops of the raffia trees. Each was self-propelled: two counter-rotating rotors attached to an elongated right arm made each man a human helicopter.


The airborne ones landed as a unit and quickly substituted regular arms for the helicopter ones. Then they closed ranks with the others and the whole group began to move toward the center of the village where Ubu stood waiting, the elders arranged in an anxious half-moon behind him. The strangers walked with the ease and assurance of normal men, even more, even a little cockily, their legs taking firm, brisk steps and their arms swinging gracefully at their sides. At the head of the party strode a well-built, good-looking man in his late thirties, close-cropped moustache, rather taller than the others and with an indefinable air of authority about him. The face under his crew-cut blond hair was firm and powerful in spite of its ruddy youthfulness, there was strength in it, but he was smiling now.


“Oh, bad,” Ooda whispered. “Bad, bad, bad.”


“Shhh,” Martine said, squinting to get a clearer look at the leader’s face. “Be patient, monkey. Maybe it’s not as bad as you think.”


“They are all like you, Martine. Only for the arms and legs.”


“That’s a big only.”


That handsome, genial, youngish face interested him. In fact, the whole shape of the head interested him. The skull was impressively broad, that was one thing. “Brachycephalic,” he whispered. His free hand automatically curled, as though taking hold of something.


The big man came to a halt several feet from Ubu, flanked by two of his comrades; the others remained tactfully behind him. At a nod from the leader his two companions turned to Ubu.


“Wamba domuji kuana ashatu?” one said.


Ubu’s eyes opened wide, he said nothing.


“Bwa zamzam, bwa riri?” the second man said.


Ubu was still silent.


“Try again,” the leader said in English. “Maybe you’ll hit on something.”


“Fakshi tumpar, oo ah?” the first man said.


Through his terror Ubu finally got the point: these men were not simply making peculiar noises, they were translators. He understood what he had to do and raised his hands in the palms-up gesture. “Peace to all,” he said in English. “Long life. May the war stay on the other side of the river.” He felt it was only polite that on such an occasion he should use the full greeting rather than one of its abbreviated forms.


The leader was startled. “I’ll be damned,” he said. “No. Don’t tell me you speak English?”


“Oh, yes,” Ubu said. It made him feel good to be able to please the stranger. “I have studied English, I know many words. Prognosis, electronic, bohemian, cobra, rampart.”


Now he remembered that he was supposed to explain his knowledge of English and he hurried on to tell the story: Johannesburg, school, long time ago, and so on.


“That’s interesting,” the stranger said. He held out his hands as he had seen Ubu do. “Peace,” he said. “My name is Theo.”


“Mine Ubu. Is.”


“I’m very glad to know you, Mr. Ubu.” The stranger was studying the old man’s face, politely but with interest. “Tell me, Mr. Ubu, are your people in any way related to a tribe called the Bantus? There’s something in your faces. . . . Your island isn’t indicated on any of our maps, we haven’t been able to find a reference to it anywhere.”


“There is some of Bantu in us. Likewise Malay. Likewise Arab. Many things. We are the Mandunji.”


“Mandunji? That’s a new one on me.”


“Few people on the outside know of us, we make no trouble.”


“Where did you get your name?”


“Easy to explain. In our language Mandunji means literally, those whose heads are without devils. You see, we have also a word Mandunga, it is a verb meaning to chase the devils from the head, it refers to some of our old ceremonies, our name comes from the same root. Among us there are also some people called Mandungabas, this means those from whose heads the devils have been chased. However.” The thought occurred to him that he might be talking too much, he felt Martine’s eyes on him. “To make a free translation, perhaps in English one would say Mandunji means simply the sane ones, the normal. Among us it is considered a very good idea to be normal, we have a great respect for it.”


“Fascinating, fascinating,” Theo said enthusiastically. “My people too have great respect for the normal, and they also hope that war will stay on the other side of the river, all rivers. We have a lot in common.”


“Your people?” Ubu said courteously. “By what name are they known?”


“We are Inland Strippers. We come from a place called the Inland Strip.”


“It is a big island?”


Theo laughed, not at all offensively. “Big as hell,” he said. “Used to be called America. You’ve heard of it?”


“Oh, indeed. Many times, when I attended school.”


“Well, the Inland Strip is the only part of America that’s inhabited now. You see, there are many fewer people there now, since the Third. . . . Oh, excuse me, I mean the third war, that’s the way we refer to it. You know about the war?”


“Ah, rumph, yes, some men came in a ship many years ago and told us of the terrible events. EMSIAC, hydrogen bombs, radiological dust, supersonic ships, I remember many things. They said Johannesburg was an ash heap.”


The old man stopped in confusion: his muscles were stiff with tension, it was such a horrible effort to lie. Especially to a person as pleasant and friendly as this Theo. He longed to put away all the subterfuges and talk frankly with the good man, tell him everything. But, aside from other deterrents, Martine was listening.


“Yes,” Theo said soberly. “For a short time during the war I served in Africa. I saw with my own eyes what happened to Johannesburg. Johannesburg and many other cities.”


He noticed that Ubu was staring at his body.


“Oh?” he said. “You haven’t heard about Immob?”


“Immob?”


“Yes. That’s what’s behind these arms and legs.”


“Is it that you and your friends were injured in, in the Third? In some hydrogen explosions?” Ubu said sympathetically.


“No, no, nothing like that. Immob has to do with a very great effort to keep the war, the steamroller of war, on the other side of the river. Forever.”


Theo was obviously pleased with himself for having found exactly the right formulation for his thought. He moved several steps closer to Ubu. “Mr. Ubu, I’d like to tell you why we are here. We come in friendship, with no desire to upset the life of your village. You see, my comrades here are all athletes. You know what athletes are?”


“I remember from school,” Ubu said uncertainly. “Running and lifting weights and walking on the hands. Things like that.”


“Exactly. Men who engage in sports must train, practice, and that’s what we are now doing—we’re on a training cruise, and we stop here and there on our travels to see new sights and meet different peoples. We’d like very much to know your island better, especially since it’s not charted on any of our maps, we’d like to collect some data on your flora and your fauna, too—for example, my hobby is butterfly collecting. Our intention is to establish a base at the other end of the island, where we won’t be a bother to you, and make some surveys.”


“You will stay long?”


“I myself must leave in a few weeks, but the rest of the party will stay for some months. They’ll be making some more expeditions around.”


“Good. We shall talk much and tell each other many things.”


“That’ll be just wonderful. We’d like to know all about your people, and it may interest you to hear about the Immobs. We’ll be friends.”


“You come in peace, Mr. Theo,” Ubu said, “and you are welcomed in peace. I shall send to you a present of some sweet cassava, it is what you call tapioca, I believe. Relieves intestinal tonus, very excellent for the bowels.”


“Thank you,” Theo said. “Perhaps you would like some pistachio ice cream.”


The two men looked at each other with mutual respect. They ceremoniously extended their hands toward one another again, Theo’s flickering. Then the white man turned and, accompanied by his friends, retreated across the clearing, disappeared into the newly cut pathway.


Ubu stood for some time, looking thoughtfully at the mouth of the tunnel; some of the bushes and plants were still smoldering from the searing fire of the flame-throwers. Then he faced about and went to Martine’s house.


The doctor was standing in the doorway, staring at the hole in the jungle down which the strangers had vanished. Brachycephalic as hell, skull at least as broad as it was long, cranial proportions at least 10:10, he was thinking. And Immob? What, for God’s sake, was Immob? Nonsense syllable. But his pulse had never before been sent racing at 120, at least 120, by a nonsense syllable.


“You heard?” the old man asked.


“Most of it.”


“You feared for no reason.”


“Maybe.”


“But this Mr. Theo is such a nice, friendly man! There is no harm in him, he would not trouble a spider.”


“The guy certainly spoke well enough, but that whole line about training cruises and flora and fauna—it sounds fishy to me.”


“You see fish everywhere, Doctor, it is the characteristic of tonicity.”


Martine turned his head—Ooda, standing in the shadow inside, quiet and anxious. He reached out, drew her close to him. “I see something else: a great fire-shooting arm and a great sharp-toothed hand. These could be very nasty weapons. Worse than a slingshot. Or a steamroller.”


“What suspicious is there in all this? It seems to me very simple: all the men from your country are in love with machines, they make all kinds of machines, very good, these arms and legs are just more of the toy machines they like to make.”


“You once saw what such toys can do. Or don’t you remember what Johannesburg and Durban and Cape Town looked like after my people got through playing with them?”


“No connection,” Ubu insisted. “Mr. Theo says his country wants only to keep the war on the other side of the river. However. If they want to collect some plants and insects, why not?”


“Let them go swishing their butterfly nets all over the place,” Martine said absent-mindedly. “Maybe they’re all harmless as rabbits. In any case, their coming here complicates matters a good deal.”


“I do not follow.”


“I mean just this: under no circumstance can they learn about my work here. I absolutely insist on that. All Mandunga ceremonies must be suspended completely. All us devil-chasers are out of work, Ubu, let’s face it.”


“Suspended?” Ubu said dully.


“More: the cave must be sealed up, with all the records and research data. All the experimental animals must be destroyed—if we turned those four-footed pacifists loose in the jungle our visitors would certainly come upon them and wonder at their scars and strange behavior. Besides, you can’t keep all the Mandungabas under cover indefinitely and Theo’s men would soon see a connection between their scars and the scars on the animals. Remember: you must all act as though Mandunga does not exist and never existed. Or Martine, either.”


“You, you, you,” Ubu echoed. “Always you say you, not we. What of yourself?”


“I was thinking about that,” Martine said. “Obviously I can’t stay here.”


He felt Ooda’s shoulders stiffen, he held his arm tighter around her.


“Why not, Martine? We could hide you, maybe in the cave.”


“For months? I’d go nuts with boredom. Besides, these are smart, observant people, if there were a white man on the island they’d find out about it one way or another. Especially since our people aren’t good liars. You yourself were ready to blab the works just a few minutes ago, weren’t you, when you were talking to the nice man? No, I’ve got to disppear, there’s no other way.”


Before Ubu could say anything, before Ooda could find words for the fear that was spilling into her eyes, Rambo came across the clearing and approached his parents’ hut.


“You sent for me, Father?”


“Yes,” Martine said. “I have a job for you. I want you to go to the camp of these strangers.”


The boy’s alert eyes widened, but he said nothing.


“You will carry a basket of sweet cassava, tell them it is the present Ubu promised. No doubt they’ll be very polite, ask you to stay and eat or drink. Accept, and in the course of the conversation, without showing any unusual curiosity, ask them certain things about their country which I must know. Do you think you can do that, Rambo?”


“Yes.”


Martine began to enumerate, item by item, the things he wanted to find out, going into careful detail about those matters which could not mean very much to the boy: passports, routes of travel, currency, clothes, and so on. When he was through the boy nodded, promised to report as soon as he returned, and left.


Ubu hardly heard the exchange between Martine and Rambo. “Disappear where, dear friend?” the old man said now with some agitation. “Komoro? Madagascar? If these strangers can find you here, they can find you anywhere in the archipelago.”


“I know that,” Martine said. “I’ve thought the whole thing out. I can disappear only in one place—where all the other people look like me.”


“Martine. . . .”


“I’ve got to go to America, or whatever’s left of it. Incognito, of course. You should understand that: all the normal Mandunji live with each other all their lives incognito.”


“You must not go,” Ubu said in a trembling voice. “They think you dead, do not change their minds. Besides, you cannot leave us, your friends. . . .”


“Maybe you’re friends of another one of my incognitos.” But there were tears in the old man’s eyes. “Don’t go dramatic on me, Ubu,” Martine said gently. “That’s another thing about low tonus, it makes you sentimental as hell, your emotions get as flabby as your muscles. It’s just that I’m curious about what’s been happening back there, now that I’ve seen these soft-spoken monsters. I want to examine their flora and fauna.”


“If you go you—you will not come back,” Ubu said. “You will forget us. How shall we live without you now?”


“This is my home. I’ll come back, count on it.”


Ubu was silent for a long time. Martine could feel Ooda’s body quaking in his arm as though she had a chill. Finally the old chief said in a low voice, “When shall you leave, Martine?”


Martine held Ooda tight. “The sooner the better,” he said. “Tonight, if it’s possible.”


chapter four


THEY LAY on the slabs of foam rubber (salvaged from the seats of a cocktail lounge in Pretoria), their bodies just touching. After a while she reached out and lit another cigarette of ganja.


The moonlight streaming in through the aperture in the far wall, spray of pearl dust, cut across their bodies just above the knees; he studied the juxtaposed shanks. Hers was a tawny brown, brown of chestnuts and dried tobacco leaf, sprinkled with bronzing; his, for all the years of exposure to a brutal sun, remained a white man’s leg, low in melanin, chalky, cheeky. Smug leg. Arrogant. Wore its bleach like a white badge of asepsis, a halo. The white man’s burden was first of all whiteness.


Her body was still trembling, he could feel it. With her, agitation always took a motoric turn. She had it bad this time.


And so, finally, after centuries of sahibism, these two legs, hatched and stained in opposite hemispheres, one in the leafy suburbs of Salt Lake City, the other in a jungle some hundreds of miles southeast of Antananarive, now lying side by side on a mattress of foam rubber in the middle of the Indian Ocean. One filled with the messianic blood of Mormons, the other with a pacifist Bantu-Arab-Malay brew called Mandunji. A coupling to shatter a Kipling. . . .


She made a hissing sound as she pulled the smoke into her lungs, inhaling kinesthetic ease, trying to.


. . . . Meet. He had never genuinely met anybody before, he thought with surprise. Nobody back home, certainly: not his father or mother, not his friends and fellow students—had he ever really known Helder, his “closest” friend, after all those years of living with him?—not his ex-wife Irene; oh, Irene least of all. They were all strangers, he and they had just made stereotyped sounds at each other and that passed for intimacy. But here, lying next to him, brown and intense and cringing now in misery, was the one being in the world whom he could claim to know a little. The introductions had somehow been made: the light-years that gape between any two skins, no matter what color, had somehow been spanned, superegos had crawled toward each other, glands had gushed, two sets of psychic feelers had prowled and locked, vibrations had been stirred up between their parasympathetic nervous systems—whatever wizardry of sense or essence had turned the trick, they had met, on levels deeper than words.


“Have you been happy with me?” he said.


She took another puff on the cigarette and passed it to him. He sipped as she had taught him; held the smoke as long as he could, then let it out in dabs which he immediately sucked up again and swallowed. He felt the tingling in his viscera, in his toes, in his fingers, the stuff was as penetrating in its way as diathermy.


“I mean really happy,” he said. “All the way. So you feel there is nothing more.”


. . . . Two wondrous weeds grew on the Isle of the Mandunji, one full of emotional helium, the other an emotional steamroller. Hemp, the sharpener of sense and whetter of appetite, the spreader of glow, and rotabunga, the blunter of feeling and carrier of coma. One to leaven, the other to lull. Mutually negating flora, gift of the ambivalent gods. It was a real clue to the Mandunji personality that, having stumbled upon a garden of such pharmacological riches, it quick outlawed ganja and made rota an official beverage. But Nature went on planting its contraries, not only in the weeds of every jungle, but in the creatures of every village. That was the trouble, really, there were liberal dosages of both ganja and rota in all human clay. Every man was, at least incipiently, a bit of a blowtop and a bit of a somnambule, squirming simultaneously toward Eros and Thanatos, the berserk and the vegetative. Rule: every blob of protoplasm teems with ambivalence, yearns at one and the same time to freeze and to blow up. A community committed to stupor might decree all excitants to be illegal, drive them underground and force-feed their devotees with sedatives and anesthetics, but riot will out. In a sense these two logger-headstrong plants were only symbols of the two linked psychic poles: the Dionysian, the blowtop, the oceanic, headed for abandon and the ultimate in sensation and all-engulfing consciousness; and the Apollonian, bedded down in mildness and limit and order and even-tempered restraint and a certain programmatic heavy-liddedness. Despite all pharmaceutical totems and taboos the twain would always and everywhere meet, in every jungle, in every village, in every cell of every body—every neurone, every muscle strand, every synapse. More Siamese twins. . . .


He handed the cigarette back to her. He had to deliver a lecture tonight, he had just this moment decided on it, it would be tricky, he would need his wits about him.


“Well?” he said. “Have you?”


“Happy?”


He understood the sullen question in her voice. Many times, in the early days, he had asked her the same thing, and always her answer had been: “The word has no meaning for me. It is a sound, like water running. When my people mean it goes well they say it is peaceful, quiet—is that what you mean? No, it has not been peaceful.”


“I am not talking about peace,” he said. “You were not meant for peace, you did not have peace before I came.”


“No, but I was alone. I did not live near others. There was no one close enough to hurt me. When I felt a hurt it came from inside, not from another. . . . Now the hurt comes from you. You are near but many times I feel alone. . . .”


“I want to know: in your life with me, do you use yourself up? All of you? You feel that what is in you comes out, you like the feeling? Do you yawn?”


She took a long drag on the cigarette, held her breath. “No,” she said, sulky, as she exhaled. “I do not yawn.”


“Is it good not to be sleepy?”


“This is how I would have it, not the regular way. With you it is very low one moment, very high the next, always the going up or down. I would not like it to be the same always. Although when we are low—when you go away from me and into yourself—it is sometimes very bad. It does not bother me too much.” He felt her body begin to tremble again, worse than before. “Now we are down far, to the bottom. I feel a hurt that will make me crazy.”


“No. No.”


He put his arms around her and drew her to him. She tried to fight down the sobs, he stroked her shoulder. Her body was lithe and compact, she was thirty-six now but with no suggestion of flabbiness or sag in her flesh. Not skimpy, breasts full and firm, hips gently swelling, a roundness in the thighs; still, unlike the more typical women of the village, she had a slender and hard-packed quality. Concentration. A blowtorch blazed inside, consuming all excess tissue and tempering what remained, whereas the complacent ones, the sleepy ones, often ran to fat. Definitely somatotonic physique, with a touch of the cerebrotonic. Very much like himself, although he was more clearly the cerebrontonic with a touch of the somatotonic. If the mixtures were slightly different (he lived more in the nerves, she in the muscles), the ingredients were the same. They were birds of a mottled feather. A taboo feather.


“Monkey,” he said, “while I’m away you must not smoke any more. It could be serious.”


“No more bed,” she said. “No more talk. No more ganja. I am to stop living when you go. And you always go. Somewhere, where I am not to follow.”


“You must be careful. You know that you have a need to be very active when you are feeling bad, that in itself is dangerous in the village. When you smoke the need is greater.”


“That is my business.”


“Mine too. When I’m here I can protect you but there are many who don’t like you, even fear you, as they fear all who are different. Many were sent for Mandunga only because they smoked, before I came.”


“When you go, the knives go,” she said bitterly. “I do not fear the cave.”


“If you are found smoking it will go badly with you, even without Mandunga. They will find ways to hurt you. The mild ones often make the best torturers.”


“What is the use to save myself? You will not come back.”


“Why shouldn’t I? There’s nothing there to keep me.”


“Something will keep you. Another woman with her orgasms, something.”


He could not help laughing. “Jealousy too? You know the normal ones consider themselves above that sort of thing, it’s much too violent an emotion.”


“Jealousy. Another word you taught me. Another hurt.”


“That’s so, isn’t it? I guess my real contribution to your life was a vocabulary of distress. But not only that. Also a vocabulary of joy.”


“Jealousy. Happy, unhappy. Orgasm. All the up-and-down things.”


“But remember.” He propped himself up on one elbow and tried to see her face in the dark. “Listen and remember this: you were up-and-down before I came. All I gave you was a language to describe the swings of the seesaw. You can blame me for the words, not the seesaw. And to be on a seesaw is not the worst thing.”


“You make it the worst. You lift me up very high and then you go away. Always you are going away a little. Even in bed. . . . Ah, sometimes I hate you. All this talk. I could scratch your eyes out.”


“Fine Mandunji sentiment. People have lost all of Region Nine, and a good part of the thalamus too, for less.” He began to run his fingers down the fine warm curve of her back, down to the compact haunches. “I’m sorry, monkey. I haven’t always been good to you. Sometimes . . . . There are many things that trouble me, now with these queer-limbs—”


He stopped: sound of footsteps outside.


“Father?”


It was Rambo. He slipped into his shorts and went out.


“I did as you said.”


Martine nodded.


“Many things were happening in their camp. Some were using long poles and jumping over trees with them. Others were leaping in the air, twenty and thirty feet, and turning many somersaults each time. Others were picking up whole trees they had cut down and throwing them as though they were only spears. All this they were doing for Mr. Theo, he told each one of his mistakes and how he could do better.”


“How did they act toward you?”


“Very friendly, we talked and I learned some words. They call themselves amps, from amputee. The arms and legs they wear are pros, that is short for pro, uh, prosthetics. In their country most of the younger men are amps and almost all wear the pros but there are quite a few men of your age, men over forty, who are not amps. There are different kinds of amps, it depends on how many arms and legs are gone—uni-amps, duo-amps, tri-amps, quadro-amps. Then they also have the word Immob—”


“Good, good.” He was annoyed by the nonsensical word, made an impatient gesture to cut Rambo short. “What else?”


Rambo went on to give a full report, running in sequence through the items his father had outlined. Martine listened attentively: some of the information was astonishing, nearly all of it was good. The trip was not only feasible, it promised to be a cinch.


“One thing more,” Rambo said. “I do not know the meaning of it. When I was going to the camp I heard noises from the jungle.”


“What sort of noises?”


“I could not identify them so I left the path and went to look. I was very careful, no one saw me. The thing I found was strange. They have made their camp down at the low end of the island, near a place where there are many rocks and boulders and high walls of stone. Many of the queer-limbs were at this place, some had instruments in place of their arms, high-speed drills and scoops and other things for digging and breaking stone. These men chipped out little pieces of stone and others took them to some machines, they poured chemicals over them and examined them under special lights and things like that. After a while I left and went on to the camp.”


“This begins to make sense,” Martine said. “Oh, a whole lot of sense.”


“What does it mean, Father?”


“They say they’re interested on in sightseeing and in collecting flora and fauna, but the first day they begin to examine rocks. A much more meaningful hobby. . . . You did well, Rambo. This news only proves what I’ve thought right along: I must go.” He looked at the boy. “You know I’m going away?”


“Yes,” Rambo said soberly.


“How do you know?”


“Ubu has arranged a special feast in the eating room, they are all there now.”


Martine looked across the clearing toward the large communal mess at the other end of the village: it seemed more brightly lit than usual, people were going in and out with baskets on their heads.


“They are eating some peculiar stuff,” Rambo said. “Very cold and sticky. Theo sent it in return for the cassava.”


“It must be the ice cream he promised. What color is it?”


“Green. With little solid pieces in it.”


“Pistachio ice cream!” Martine said. “Very, very good for the bowels.” He thought hard for a moment. Then, in a whisper: “Two more things I want you to do, Rambo. In back of the machine shop, in the shed, I have some valises packed and some baskets of food. Get a couple of the boys to help you and carry everything down to the boat—I’m taking the blue-and-white power catamaran. Then visit all the students and assistants and nurses, take them aside and tell them one by one to slip away in an hour’s time and go to the lecture room in the cave. Only the young ones, understand, only those who have worked with me, no others. You will come yourself, of course, I want you to hear.”


“All right, Father.”


Martine watched the boy disappear around the side of the hut, then went back inside. As soon as he rejoined Ooda he reached out and touched her thigh: her first response was to move away. He caught hold of her leg and pulled her back toward him, desire began to stir in him as he increased the pressure. The miracle of flesh: pliant on the outside, steel inside; one learned that at the breast. A surface of giving wrapped around a core of denial (if you wanted to take it that way: it could also be taken as a simple, neutral, structural fact). She lay back without moving, yielding to his superior strength but implying that she would defeat him by another stratagem—indifference.


“Passivity?” he said. “Oh, no. It doesn’t become you. You’re not that normal.”


The more he caressed her, the more he sensed the tension in her body as she strained to keep from reacting. His mind, not fully involved yet, still partly a bystander, went racing on. It could be put in cytoarchitectonic terms, of course. One cluster of linkages in the cerebral mantle and the corresponding thalamic areas was firing the erogenous zones and impelling her with neuronic pitchforks to spread her legs and beg for release from the ache within. But superimposed on that libidinous network was a contrary one, aggressive, temporarily activated by anger and grief over his leaving, working to outwit the want. Result: a simultaneous excitement and freezing. Out of which came a lust-in-loathing, a need-and-nausea. Sex and aggression in a bear hug. But did anybody ever reach except in recoil? Wasn’t it old Freud who had had the courage to suggest that there is a fringe of distaste around every human desire, even under the best of circumstances? That—putting it another way—it is the prohibition which lends enchantment to the desire, totem must be flecked with taboo? After Freud (if it had needed him) it was impossible to look at any emotion without seeing its opposite crouching just behind it, he had made it starkly clear that the tenderest love comes with an inflexible spine of hate.


This was the twoness which the Mandunji couldn’t stand. These pacifists required a love which would hold up without a spine, impossible. The calm ones, they had driven the undersides of their emotions so far down that with them had gone the emotions themselves. That was the danger in trying to outlaw doubleness, try to be monolithic and you turn into a monolith. Maybe, after all, the depth and inensity of feeling came, not from the strength of this unilinear urge or that unilinear urge, but from the strength of the conflict between urges—the surfacing of opposite drives simultaneously, a cortical-thalamic No befuddling every Yes. Undeniable: the river rages most at the point where it is dammed up most, a trickle never becomes a flood until it meets an obstacle. Trouble with the calm ones: since they shunned tensions—the emotional dams—their lives consisted of trickles, no gushes. . . .


Without warning, no putting up of storm signals, there was some kind of rumpus in her. She had been arching away from him, steeling herself against the erotic propaganda of his hands; to let her desire break through her disdain the moment he crooked a finger would be more of a defeat than she could stand, it would make her a mechanism which could be turned on and off at his whim. (Sometimes he sang a song: “Love is like a faucet, it turns off and on.”) He was asserting himself brutally with his insistence on leaving her, the supreme rejection, one big dramatic one to dwarf the long procession of little ones; the blow had sent her reeling, what she needed now to restore her own bruised sense of worth was an equally brutal assertion of her own. It was not good to be nothing but a faucet. So she would not rise to the sensuous bait; it must be established that she was not an automaton tied to his urges. Who was he to say when she should turn off her venom and turn on her warmth—did he give her the right to tell him when to trot off in wanderlust and when to stay put in devotion, was she even consulted? This emotional tyranny made her taut with misery, and when she felt her body quicken under the reconnaissance of his hands, some mutineer in her conspiring with his hands, that only made it worse.


“You devil, devil,” she said.


She jerked into a sitting position, swiveled, began to pummel him. On the legs, on the shoulders, on the rib-cage—her fists avoiding the genitals and the eyes and other parts of the face; even as a berserker she chose her targets carefully. Her muscles chortled, her nerves chirped, this was what she had needed all evening. The good feel of his obstinate flesh giving under her knuckles. The retreat of his stubborn bone and cartilage. The stinging impact of skin against skin. This was her will on parade. Good, good, good.


He lay with his body tensed against the attack, it hurt but he did not try to stop it. He knew that she had never felt so much torment before and he had no pain-killers for her. Besides, within this hate there was a firm skeleton of love, he knew that too. There were times when to love meant to be a punching-bag for the one you loved. Especially if it was your taste to love a somatotone.


All of a sudden her belligerence caved away in an unaccountable landslide: one, two, it was gone. The rigid cylinder of her body collapsed and she was all concave and receptive, a bowl of yearning. Her arms went imperiously around him. “Martine,” she whispered. “Ah, yes, I want you.”


For the first time tonight she was speaking to him in Mandunji. It was their language of intimacy, they fell into it automatically when they were closest. The first night he had made love to her, months after he came to the island, at the height of it he had found himself whispering to her in his faltering Mandunji, wildly, in a gust of feeling. It had given him a strange, triumphant glow. He had thought: I am speaking to her in her language, I am reaching her, for the first time I am reaching a woman. (For him, he now speculated ironically, the breaking through to a woman really meant learning a foreign language!) After that they had fallen into an easy pattern of talk, English for the day-to-day things, Mandunji for the times of the night when there was nothing but a jabbering schizoid jungle and they were burrowed in it, holding on tight to each other in their pooled loneliness. . . .


“As I want you.”


All ease. All soft and giving way. The one and the other locked, limp, riding on the softness. No effort, no fight, soft waves and no need to go against the waves. Rippling, ride with the crests, bobbing, being bobbed, some metronomic “It” having its liquid undulant way with the world, everything in synchronization, perfect, the one in phase with the other, a coming and going, the meeting and the gliding away and the meeting again, minuet of the one and the other, opposites linked, bobbing together, being bobbed, being done, everything being done, a magnet pushing and pulling, periodicity of two and one, without effort the halves seeking and shunning, the swayings and shrinkings dictated by the source of all waves, the activating “It” in the center and the ripples spreading in circles out from it and on the ripples outward softly riding, everything arranged, the gentle thrust and the gentle tug, the twoness and the oneness, nothing to do, a yielding to the crests, the surges, the prearranged rises and falls, peace of being moved, ease of going along with the movements, trance of being rocked in the cradle of the Mover, the swings subtly growing faster, taking on momentum, energizing of the lazy movements, the waves beginning to surge, the trance being shredded, strain, a tightening, limpness gone, lulling gone, alertness coiling upwards in an expanding spiral, wider and wider arcs of awareness, swinging with the stronger waves, the quickening surges, stirrings within, bobbing, jogging, jouncing, awareness bulging up in the center, the center no longer outside but inside at the core of awareness, surge becoming a rush becoming a torrent, the surge not outside but inside, at the center, seething, geyser welling up inside at the center with every wave and awareness clamped over it, fighting it down, stuffed, swelling, ballooning, drift giving way to drive now, the Mover not far away but invading awareness now, becoming awareness, the done-to becoming the doer with faster and faster tug and stronger and stronger thrust, “It” becoming “I,” outside becoming inside, the magnet inside, the metronome inside, the waves inside, the swayings and shrinkings inside, the cradle inside, surge become self, “I” become the center and doing and commanding and domineering the softness and forcing the way, the effort pounding, inside the pressure battering and awareness full only of the pressure, ready to burst with the pressure, the other (feeling what? a yielding? a fighting?) caught up like a leaf on the battering waves thrust out by the Mover the Doer the “I,” lost on the sea churned by the Arranger the Self the All-Aware, and now, trickling now, creeping now, surging now, seething, now, at last, the heave, the hoist, the shudder, finally the spurt of the geyser at the center exploding the clamp sending the skin of awareness flying in shreds, “I flooding into the sea becoming the sea becoming the waves becoming everything becoming nothing, and ah, ah, swimming now, drowning now, in the other, deep in the center of the other (feeling what? a doing, a being done to? a giving, a taking?), stirrings, quakes, pulsings, spasms, throbs, a clutching, a surge, waves surging up to mingle with his own, willed by his own, dictated by his own, echoes of his own, the waves and the echoing waves meeting now and the sea all a swirling and seething and for a moment the one and the other (feeling what?) drowning in it, in each other, the two immersed in one, in the melting and the softness and the ease. . . .


A long time later: “Martine, Martine. Stay with me. With you I am used, I use myself. All that there is in me.”


“It will be that way again. I will come back.”


Something teasing him, for all the elation: tonight, as on too many nights before this, his love-making had been burdened, he sensed, with vague sidetracking irrelevancies—a rush of rhetorical shadows, soggy metaphors, bumbling poetry, on the outskirts of awareness. Head stuffed with lame images from a hundred bad novels, preventing total immersion in the flood of feeling: a smokescreen of words. And it was too good, too complete with Ooda to be damped with literature. Besides, there was something jarring, mockingly offkey, about the images, they were not only inadequate, in some taunting way they were grotesquely wrong—


He raised his head from her shoulder.


“I want you to know. In my country a long time ago I had a wife. It was bad. She was like the normal ones here in the village, even worse—the normal ones here are not supposed to feel anything and they do not pretend to feel. It was a game. I knew all the time that she pretended but I never told her that I knew, I pretended that I had been fooled by her. That was my part of the game. Very often it happened this way in my country, and not only in my country. Here they say you are not normal, but you are very lucky to be as you are and not to know about this.”


He took her hand and held it cupped against his cheek.


“Listen. We have done everything together, you and I. Night after night. It was never like this for me before, you are more woman than I have ever known. What days I have left, I wish to spend with you. Oh, I will come back.” He slipped his arms around her and held her tight. “When I come back,” he said, “I will not go away from you again. Even a little. I will try. I do not want to be so troubled and turned in on myself, but there is something—and lately. . . .” He got up, pulled on his shorts and a shirt.


“Now?” she said. “You are going now?”


“No, no. I have a headache, there are no pills here. I will go to the cave to get some.” He leaned over and kissed her. “Try to eat something,” he said. “There is some tapioca on the table.”


chapter five


HOW, REALLY, do you go about saying good-bye? With a lingering toodle-oo? With a kick of the heels and a soft-shoe shuffle? It was over eighteen years since he’d gone anywhere, he’d forgotten how the thing was done.


Leaning against the edge of the desk, looking down at the rows of intent faces, he went on talking about facts, history, matters of the record; all very objective and impersonal. When you can’t say an intimate thing you can always lecture: a technique for using words to insulate yourself against your audience.


There were, he mechanically reminded his listeners, two important dates in Mandunji history. The first, as nearly as one could guess from the old stories told around the evening fires, was in the fourteenth century, that was when the founding fathers, fleeing from the wars in Africa and Madagascar, had accidentally come upon this remote button of land and decided to settle here. With them, of course, they brought a recently developed ceremony named Mandunga. The second date could be given a little more exactly: October 19, 1972, at 7:21 in the morning. That was when he, Martine, in flight from the EMSIAC wars, had caught sight of this island—again, entirely by accident—and brought his plane down. With him he had all the tools for a recently developed ceremony called lobotomy. Mandunga and lobotomy met, looked at each other, and saw with a start that they were twins.


“Those are the two dates,” he said. “In the six hundred-odd years between them, nothing happened. It was not because people were too busy to preciptate big events and promote memorable excitements and create red-letter days that would remain in the tribal mind. They were just too sleepy. Sleepy people do not make history, they just yawn. For the Mandunji, the gap between the fourteenth century and the twentieth century is one long yawn.”


Many of the faces out in front lit up and dimpled: there were quite a few titters, even some outright laughs. Immediately Martine’s mood began to brighten. These were sober people, the Mandunji, to them the bellylaughable was as remote as the blowtoppish and for very much the same reason; in the old days his observation would have been taken for a simple neutral statement of fact, as though he had remarked that water is wet or a lemur hairy—what was so hilarious about a datum? Somehow, without meaning to, he had managed to create among these young people (if he could take the credit for it) an atmosphere of irreverence in which it was possible to look at a solemn fact a bit slantwise and see in it a pint of pigeon’s milk, a pratfall. These kids had somehow learned to back off from themselves and their parents a bit, had discovered the sidelines, and suddenly they had spied the slapstick in the sobrieties—a touch of mirth had entered their lives. And, just as suddenly, Martine had stopped living on the sidelines: he had company. The full implication of this change struck him now, and he began to warm up to his subject.
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