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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




Michael Bishop’s Blues: An Introduction to Count Geiger’s Blues


John Kessel 


Count Geiger’s Blues, published in 1992, falls at an interesting place in Michael Bishop’s career. Bishop has said that he started work on this novel in the mid-1980s while struggling with writing Unicorn Mountain, a difficult book about, among other things, the AIDS epidemic. As a relief from that unrestrained darkness, he decided to write a comedy. Count Geiger’s Blues grew from that decision.


Bishop’s career as of the mid-1980s was as one of the writers who had come into science fiction availing themselves of the liberties and literary possibilities opened up by the New Wave of the 1960s. In the early 1970s I was reading and trying to write sf, and I associated Bishop with a generation of writers a few years older than I who arrived in the late 1960s and early 1970s, writers such as Gardner Dozois, George Alec Effinger, Jack Dann, Elizabeth A. Lynn, Vonda McIntyre, Ed Bryant, George R. R. Martin, and Joe Haldeman. How I envied them, how I wanted to be one of them! They were literarily ambitious but also grounded in the traditions of magazine sf that had been established over the previous forty years. By the early eighties, Michael Bishop had emerged as one of the leading voices of that generation. In 1981, his story “The Quickening” won the Nebula Award for best novelette, and a year later his novel No Enemy But Time won him his second Nebula.


Though a dark irony often accompanied his best work (and as early as “Rogue Tomato”—the story of a man who wakes up one morning transformed into a planet-sized tomato—he had essayed the Kafkaesque), readers who had encountered Bishop’s work before Count Geiger’s Blues might be excused if they did not anticipate comedy, or costumed superheroes. But in the mid-1980s, comic books experienced a revitalization, reflecting contemporary anxieties and critiquing the superhero concept in work such as Frank Miller’s groundbreaking Daredevil and his later reimagining of Batman in The Dark Knight Returns, and in Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons’s Watchmen. Bishop has said that his son Jamie introduced him to Daredevil and that the two of them followed Watchmen issue by issue as the series came out.


Count Geiger’s Blues begins as a comic meditation on pop vs. high culture. Xavier Thaxton, a Nietzsche-loving culture critic for a newspaper in a great southern metropolis, is accidentally exposed to radioactive waste that eventually turns him into the comic-book hero Count Geiger. The premise sounds like a joke: What would a highbrow art snob do if, as a result of exposure to radioactivity, he found that any contact with high art made him deathly ill, and that the only cure was for him to wear a ludicrous superhero costume?


And at the beginning Bishop gets into the fun, adopting a high rhetorical, almost archaic style, with digressions on fashion design, rock music, the modern comic book, backwoods dramatic festivals, radioactive-waste-hauling bubbas. Add superpowers. Stir in an action plot, quirky minor characters, kinky sex, sideswipes at the NRA, and strippers attacked with squirt guns full of beer. Even at the height of the fun, though, Bishop can’t help but think about the serious side of these games (as when Xavier notices that the strippers being drenched in beer are not having fun). As the story progresses, it turns increasingly serious, and (spoilers ahead!) as Xavier rises from more or less normal human, through superman, only to fall precipitously back to mortality, this comedy approaches tragedy.


In places, perhaps the disparate elements of CGB make for an ungainly narrative, like a bus ride with a symphony orchestra, Spiderman, a philosophy professor, and the Talking Heads, all the way from Disney World to the MOMA via backwoods Georgia. Yet the novel looks forward to what I regard as Bishop’s masterpiece, Brittle Innings, another story with a premise that sounds like comedy: Suppose Frankenstein’s immortal monster ended up playing first base for a minor-league baseball team during World War II? Both novels contain the Southern milieu, the sometimes comic characters, the larger-than-life “superhero” set in an all too real historical moment, the dark subtext, and fundamental tragedy.


When I first read this book, it struck me that Xavier’s situation could be seen as a metaphor for that of a literarily ambitious sf writer—the high culture aspirant wearing a foolish superhero costume under his street clothes. For Bishop aspired to the highest levels of art, working in a genre considered by the Xavier Thaxtons of the New York Times Book Review—at least at that time (matters have changed somewhat in the ensuing twenty years)—as, at best, one small step above comic books. Xavier even compares wearing the Geiger costume under his street clothes to the holy undergarments Mormons wear in service of their faith. Image becomes metaphor: We sf writers wear the evidence of our difference hidden from the mundane world, to protect us from illness and to enable us to do our work without anyone’s apprehending our secret faith.


Or maybe, as Xavier suggests, it’s just a body-sized prophylactic.


For me, the book finds its greatest emotional power in those moments, such as the fate of Larry Glenn Wilkins, his wife Missy, and their little daughter Carrie-Lisbeth after the “Blue Fairy Dust” birthday party, where the gulf between the absurdity of cause and the horror of effect reminds us of the tragedy of our everyday lives. Lest you think that this is just science fiction, it’s clear that Bishop borrowed most of the details of this incident from events that occurred in Goiânia, Brazil, in 1987, when a radiotherapy device taken from an abandoned hospital was dismantled by local residents, leading to several cases of fatal radioactive contamination. This historical allusion only adds to the poignancy: In comics you get bitten by a radioactive spider and acquire superpowers, but in the real world you die in weeks.


Here is where the novel comes together for me. Count Geiger’s Blues suggests to us that the fascination of comic books with larger-than-life superheroes, rather than a weakness, is a tragic commentary on the real world, a world that unhappily does not have superheroes—and even if it did, one beset with problems that even Superman could not solve. As Xavier tells his nephew Mikhail about halfway through the novel, “Sometimes, even our most beloved stalwarts fail us. This is known as Real Life. People who face up to it and go on anyway are called adults.”


I don’t know how we do it sometimes. Life can be so painful; it’s hard to be an adult. I guess that laughing helps.


—Raleigh, North Carolina, U.S.A.
August 10, 2012


John Kessel is the author of the novels Good News from Outer Space, Corrupting Dr. Nice, and, with James Patrick Kelly, Freedom Beach, as well as of the story collections Meeting in Infinity, The Pure Product, and The Baum Plan for Financial Independence and Other Stories. With Kelly, he has edited six anthologies re-visioning latter-day short speculative fiction, most recently Kafkaesque (2011) and Digital Rapture: The Singularity Anthology (2012). His fiction has won the Nebula Award (twice), the Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award, the James Tiptree Jr. Award for fiction dealing with gender issues, and the Shirley Jackson Award. Kessel has taught American literature and fiction writing at North Carolina State University in Raleigh, North Carolina, since 1982.



      
      For George Zebrowski, this experiment in literary synergism

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      “REGULATED MEDICAL WASTE”

      
      The vehicle backing into the loading dock at the rear of the cancer clinic looked surprisingly like a U-Haul van painted a
            flat silver. Its paint job gleamed dully in the floodlights washing the dock, and its only visible marker was an exhaust-stained
            sticker on a rear door: REGULATED MEDICAL WASTE. The sticker was so small you could read it only if you were within a car’s length or so.

      
      Once the truck was parked, with a ramp linking its cargo bay to the loading dock, the driver went to the clinic’s door and
            traded a few words with the matronly-appearing administrative nurse waiting there for him. He and his partner had come for
            the cancer clinic’s radium waste, as stored in lead cylinders about a foot across and eighteen or twenty inches tall, and
            the administrative nurse seemed glad to see him.

      
      “I was starting to think nobody would come for this stuff,” she said. “It took me three years to find a firm like yours.”

      
      “Yeah, well, we’re sarta new,” the driver said.

      
      “No one wants used radioactives anymore. No disposal firm. No disposal site. I was getting frantic.”

      
      “Nothing to fret naw, ma’am. Jack and I know what we’re doin’, we do it awl th’ time.”

      
      “Where will you take it?”

      
      “Hanford ’Tomic Energy Reservation in Woshington State. They know us there. Got us a long-term cantroct wi’ them.”

      
      “They told me no a dozen times. So did sites in South Carolina and Idaho. I was ready to try France.”

      
      “Don’t mean to rap the Frenchies, but why go to furriners when you can deal wi’ Americons?”

      
      The driver, a middle-aged man with short reddish hair, and his partner, who might have been a trainee, put on butyl-rubber
            suits. The suits were more protection than they needed, but their company, Environomics Unlimited, the driver said, liked
            to play it safe. The administrative nurse, Teri-Jo Roving, led the EU disposal men in their balloon suits into the clinic,
            where they took a service elevator to the basement. 


      
      Here, the only sound was the sluicing of wastes—human, not radioactive—through an organ-pipe assembly of bracketed overhead
            tubes. Nurse Roving took the men into a storage area posted with stenciled cloverleaf warnings and unlocked the door to its
            central vault. Soon, using a furniture mover’s hand truck, the men began emptying the room of the cylinders containing the
            discarded radium needles. In less than an hour, they had transferred every cylinder from the vault to the rear of their silver
            truck. 


      
      “Sign here,” the unsuited driver said, handing Nurse Roving a daunting stack of forms. She signed in all the specified places
            and tore off a batch of copies for the clinic’s records. “’At’s awl there is to it. Bye-bye, unwontered hot stuff.” The driver
            looked at Nurse Roving. “I need our payment, ma’am—first hoff of ’er, anyways.” 


      
      “Of course. Sorry.” She handed the driver a cashier’s check for $2,500. The clinic would authorize another payment of a like
            amount as soon as it had official acknowledgment that the shipment had reached its destination. A paper trail would document
            the rad waste’s movement from Salonika to the Pacific Northwest. 


      
      “Thonks,” the driver said in his idiosyncratic Oconee accent. “Bet you’re gonna sleep good t’night, ma’am?” 


      
      “I will,” Nurse Roving said. “I certainly will.”

      
      * * *

      
      Down-shifting on an upgrade northeast of the city, the driver noisily sucked his teeth. Jack, who was reading the funny papers
            from yesterday’s Salonika Urbanite, didn’t notice. The driver smiled. Mr. F.’s people had thought of everything, including a way to fake the mandated check-offs
            from Memphis, Wichita, Denver, Boise, and the other major sites en route to the dump site. It was all a matter of contacts.
            . . . 


      
      “Hey, Will,” Jack said an hour or so later, having polished off the last of his comic strips. “Where are we?” 


      
      Will didn’t answer. They were in the Phosphor Fog Mountains, a dozen or so miles from Placer Creek, and he was looking for
            a turn that would carry them past a rotted-out mill on a branch of Placer Creek. He found the turn and gunned the van along
            the muddy ruts of the sweetgum-bordered road. It was late autumn and rainy. Moist foliage scraped the van, and, despite the
            rain, a section of sky ahead of them pulsed yellow, as if urine tinctured or faintly beer polluted. 


      
      “Will—my God, Will, what’s that?” 


      
      “Plont VonMeter. Con-Tri’s a-building it.” 


      
      “Jesus, Will, what’re we doin’ up here?” 


      
      “This is where we’re gonna dump them little lead barrels Nurse Roving jes’ signed arf on.”

      
      “Dump ’em? Up here? What for?” 


      
      “Old Mr. F.’s people don’t want us wasting our time truckin’ crass-country when we can do what needs doing claser to home.
            Ond if any of the hot stuff from them radium needles shows up in the atmosphere, well, Plont VonMeter’ll cotch the flak for
            it. Hot stuff’s hot stuff, right?”

      
      Will drove the van into a tight clearing overlooking the upper reaches of the millrace, then backed it around so that they
            could shove the radium-waste drums out the rear without any lifting or toting. To Will’s disgust, Jack refused to touch a
            single cylinder until he’d bundled himself in his butyl-rubber suit, by which time Will had already wrestled three cylinders
            to the edge of the cargo bay and launched them like radioactive depth charges into a pewter-colored rock pool far below the
            wooded cliff. The cylinders were almost gone from sight before they actually hit the creek, but Will could hear them breaking
            the icy water and sliding irretrievably into it. When Jack lumbered up to help, Will shooed him away. 


      
      “Too late. Besides, this is more fun than a scroffy wort like you deserves to have.”

      
      He unloaded the rest of the cylinders himself, even carrying a few to different parts of the cliff so they wouldn’t land atop
            one another and build an upjutting reef in the pool. The effort wore him out, but it was a kick too. There was something to
            be said for playing bombadier. It was almost as much fun as an evening at the Grand Ole Opry. 


      
      * * *

      
      The rock pool in the creek was deep. The cylinders plummeted down through its waters, in unseen tumbling slow motion, until
            they could drop no farther. One, after bouncing a few times on the creek’s nearer shore, didn’t reach the water. It lodged
            among a colony of pigwort and ferns, a bomb with an internal timing mechanism. . . . 


   
      
      1

      
      A SUPERIOR MAN

      
      Xavier Thaxton viewed himself as a superior man. But because he earned his living as a journalist, he sometimes had doubts
         about the degree of his superiority, recalling Oscar Wilde’s remark, “The difference between journalism and literature is that journalism is unreadable and literature is not read.” 


      
      Even more damaging to Xavier’s confidence was the fact that he wasn’t a bona fide reporter or an editorial writer, but, well,
         a reviewer, a critic. Which left him open to jibes that he wasn’t a real newspaperman. One colleague liked to bushwhack him
         with a James Russell Lowell couplet: “Nature fits all her children with something to do; / He who would write and can’t write, can surely review.” 


      
      Even so, Xavier persevered in the notion that he was a superior specimen of humanity. For one thing, he wasn’t only a reviewer.
         He was the Fine Arts editor at the Salonika Urbanite. He directed the newspaper’s coverage of any event of sufficient aesthetic merit—ballet, opera, art show, symphony concert,
         foreign films, even the opening of a gourmet restaurant—to escape the net of Popular Culture editor Lee Stamz. (Stamz and
         his staff covered the lowbrow end of the entertainment world: rock concerts, Hollywood movies, TV programs, nightclub acts,
         and so on.) 


      
      Besides, Xavier had a sense of mission. If he could reach even one percent of the Salonika Urbanite’s weekend circulation of two million (most of whom dismissed any article about Beethoven or Bunuel as “boring”), he and his
         staff would be influencing—for the better—about twenty thousand people, unveiling for them a panorama of Beauty and Truth heretofore eclipsed by the ubiquitous contemporary
         smog of bad books, stupid movies, atrocious music, and second-rate visual art. 


      
      I am a railing alongside the torrent, thought Xavier, echoing an epigram of Nietzsche’s. Whoever is able to grasp me may grasp me! Your crutch, however, I am not. 


      
      For Xavier regarded himself as a disciple of Friedrich Nietzsche, as Nietzsche revealed himself in Thus Spake Zarathustra, Beyond Good and Evil, and Ecce Homo. However, he didn’t regard himself as the fabled end product of Nietzsche’s yearnings, the Superman. Instead, he was a modern
         hero bridging the chasm between today’s bipedal beast-men and tomorrow’s transcendent Übermensch. As Fine Arts editor, he
         daily exposed the unwashed masses of Salonika to humanity’s highest artistic achievements. 


      
      I’m championing what I believe in, Xavier sometimes told himself: I’m acting on my convictions.

      
      * * *

      
      “Why keep trying to raise the rabble’s taste?” Walter Grantham, the Urbanite’s Metro/State editor, once asked Xavier. 


      
      “Because it needs raising.” 


      
      “But wouldn’t Nietzsche say, ‘Abandon the poisonous flies’ ?” 


      
      “Probably,” Xavier conceded. “‘It is not thy lot to be a fly-flap,’ he writes in Zarathustra.” 


      
      “But you hang on here, anyway.”

      
      “I’m an idealist, Walt. I always think there’s something I can do. Even for the, pardon me, ‘rabble.’ ”

      
      “Nietzsche’d puke.”

      
      “Maybe. He’d say I should love the nonflies enough to quit this job and write the kind of philosophical-poetic criticism that
         they could draw sustenance from.” 


      
      “So here on the Urbanite, Xavier, you are a sort of fly-flap, aren’t you? Swatting at the buzzing multitudes.” 


      
      “I guess. But I’m not trying to swat them dead, I’m trying to swat them awake.”

      
      Three weeks later, Walt Grantham and the three members of Xavier’s Fine Arts staff—Donel Lassiter (music), Pippa Wiedmeyer
         (art), and Cliff Todd (drama)—gave him a flyswatter for his birthday.


      
      Everyone laughed, including Xavier.

      
      Then Pippa gave him a second gift. Unwrapped, it turned out to be a copy of the latest issue of Superman. Xavier guffawed again. As soon as everyone had left, though, Xavier trash-canned the comic book.


      
      Emphatically.

   
      
      2

      
      AYE, AND SALONIKA

      
      Salonika is a city of five million people in the southeastern United States. Its name comes from that of the ancient Macedonian
         port city best known today for a pair of New Testament epistles—First and Second Thessalonians—written by Saint Paul in A.D.
         51 to its struggling Christians. These letters contain seminal teachings on the second coming of Christ. 


      
      Present-day American Salonika isn’t much concerned with this matter. Its people are too busy. As the capital of the state
         of Oconee, Salonika is the economic, political, and entertainment hub of the New South. Even though it lies three hundred
         miles inland from the Atlantic, it functions, like its Macedonian namesake, as a port, for it straddles the Chattahoochee
         River, which divides Salonika into two distinct halves and flows virtually unimpeded from the Phosphor Fog Mountains on the
         Tennessee-Oconee border south to the Gulf of Mexico. 


      
      When the Salonika Urbanite hired Xavier Thaxton away from the Atlanta Journal-Constitution, he moved from Georgia, his home state, to Oconee, the Sun Belt’s heart, soul, and nerve center, as a bachelor in his early
         thirties.


      
      He had heard of Salonika all his life, but he had never visited it, not even as a reporter on the Atlanta papers. The moment
         he first laid eyes on its flamboyant buildings, lofty “skybridges,” landscaped parks, and shamefully nasty river piers, he
         was startled to discover that he felt vaguely unreal—like a character set in motion to carry out a series of dot-to-dot plot
         machinations. In a few months, this feeling passed. Xavier began to learn the city. Salonika had theaters, bookstores, art
         galleries, concert halls, libraries, the world-renowned Upshaw Museum, and a choice of fine restaurants that made even Atlanta’s
         admirable array of eateries seem provincial. 


      
      EleRail rapid transit and several fleets of dependable private cabs made it easy to go wherever he wanted to without owning
         a car. Owning one struck him as a real mental and financial drain. Free of that burden, he delighted in Salonika’s user-friendliness
         and began to explore it. 


      
      He found that, in addition to bookstores and concert halls, the city had pornography outlets and all-nude bistros, rock clubs
         and X-rated theaters, baseball-card collection centers and tacky import emporia, comic-book shops and junk-food franchises,
         floating flea markets and brothels. It had poke-weed dens, speaksleazies, crack houses, dilapidated hangouts for the homeless,
         and so many whores, addicts, sots, grifters, hoods, and hoboes that Salonika rivaled Sodom, Gomorrah, Babylon, and Alabama’s
         once-fabled Phoenix City all rolled into one. 


      
      Most of this “sin” was concentrated in an enclave of tenements northwest of the Chattahoochee popularly known as Satan’s Cellar,
         but pockets of depravity existed all over, some even in lovely Le Grande Park, the “urban wilderness”—twelve acres of neat
         grass, Japanese bridges, dogwoods, azaleas, topiary hedges, Cherokee-marble gazebos, and artificial waterfalls—visible from
         Xavier’s twenty-second-story high-rise apartment. On almost any evening, he could look down and watch sinister human shadows
         sprint from grotto to glade in the park, preying on one another.


      
      Satan’s Cellar lay across the river, but the city’s criminals could deliver it to you almost anywhere. Early on, Xavier often
         despaired over the prospects of turning the city’s population from stinging flies into travelers on the bridge to the Übermensch. It was folly, thinking that writing about a Satyajit Ray film or a Bartók string quartet could uplift the masses. In fact,
         hoping for his writing to amuse, much less improve, a single person was also folly. 


      
      Quixotic nincompoopishness.

      
      “What a fool I am!” Xavier said to himself (he thought) a week after his promotion to Fine Arts editor.

      
      “Buck up,” Donel Lassiter, his music reviewer, said, startling him. “A buddy and I are going out tonight. Come with us.”

      
      “Where?”

      
      “A surprise. Come on, sir, even though you’re my boss man, it’ll be our treat.”

      
      Pippa Wiedmeyer, the art reporter, sidled up behind them. “You could eat Mexican,” she said. She lifted her arms like a flamenco
         dancer, swayed her hips, and began to croon a jingle that Xavier had heard twice—two times too many—on his favorite classical
         music station: 


      
       

      “If you want a taco,
Don’t drive to Waco.
Go straight to Ricardo’s downtown.

       

      “For a big, hot burrito,
It’s definitely neat-o
To visit rakish Ricardo’s downtown.

       

      “Taste the Holy of Holies,
Our refried frijoles—
At roguish Ricardo’s downtown.

       

      “For an elite enchilada,
Don’t be persona non grata.
Come to Ricar—”

       

      “Pippa,” Xavier cried, “why’re you repeating that garbage?”

      
      Abashed looks fell on both Pippa’s and Donel’s faces. If anyone in the dayroom had committed a faux pas, Xavier realized,
         it was he, their tight-assed editor. 


      
      “Just loosening things up, sir,” Pippa said, not without dignity. “It appeared you could use it.”

      
      “That was mimicry,” Donel added, “not slavish imitation.”

      
      “Okay, okay,” Xavier said. “Sorry.”

      
      “Proof your work’s getting to you,” Donel said. “Bryan and I’ll pick you up at seven, Mr. Thaxton. Be ready.”

      
      Maybe he did need some intraurban R and R. He was losing his grip, going off half-cocked. He couldn’t maintain a decent working
         relationship with his staff if he let the seeming hopelessness of transforming Salonikan society sabotage the attitudes of
         those who were supposed to help effect that transformation. 


      
      Xavier sat behind Donel and his friend Bryan in the latter’s fire-engine-red Porsche. After crossing the Chattahoochee Bridge
         into Satan’s Cellar, they drove straight to a girlie joint called Salome’s, where the girls strutted down a runway in nothing
         but heels and feather boas and the jukebox boomed raunchy 1950s-style rhythm and blues. It struck Xavier as an out-of-character
         choice for both his companions, and before forking over the cover charge, he balked. Not, he stressed, because he had moral
         objections, but because these were bottom-drawer amusements, unworthy of their time and attention. He couldn’t help remembering
         a quote from Thus Spake Zarathustra: “Thy silent pride is always counter to their taste; they rejoice if once thou be humble enough to be frivolous.” 


      
      “Listen, Mr. Thaxton—” Donel began.

      
      “Xavier. Outside the office, call me Xavier.”

      
      But Donel couldn’t. “The whole point of our night out is to do something different from what we have to do at work.” 


      
      “Not this.”

      
      “What, then?” said Bryan. “What?”

      
      Donel suggested crossing back into Salonika proper to see the Cherokees play the St. Louis Cardinals in the city’s brand-new
         multibillion-dollar domed stadium, the Hemisphere. The Cherokees were one of three major professional sports franchises in
         the city, and all Xavier knew about them was that they played baseball badly enough to finish last in the National League
         eastern division every year. The city’s other pro teams were the Spirits (basketball) and the Grays (football), equally inept
         franchises. 


      
      The collective failure of these three teams ate at the souls of thousands of Salonikans (who could talk of little else during
         their respective seasons), but didn’t bug Xavier at all. He didn’t like baseball. He saw basketball as so much higgledy-piggledy
         galloping about. He hated football. Competitive sports—excepting handball, swimming, and chess—afflicted him with a profound
         existential nausea. 


      
      “Awwl RIIIGHT!” Bryan said. “The Great American Pastime! Good clean country fun!” 


      
      “Suthren fun!” Donel said. 


      
      “Suthren fun!” Bryan concurred. (Never mind that the New York Yankees had a record that put the Cherokees’ on-field accomplishments
         to shame.) 


      
      “Okay,” Xavier reluctantly agreed. He hated to go, but he didn’t want to be a party pooper again. Besides, some intellectuals
         found baseball stimulating. The odd geometries of the ball parks, the situational complexity spurring each managerial move,
         gave them an almost erotic kick. All Xavier could see was grown men rubbing their plastic codpieces and dribbling tobacco
         juice. 


      
      The air-conditioned Hemisphere was cold. The beer that Donel bought him was as warm as samples lined up for drug testing in
         the general manager’s office. Fans behind them were smoking cigars or making crude remarks about the ball girls. No one scored
         a run, despite several walks and a host of errors, until the bottom of the sixth. Xavier couldn’t remember when he’d been
         so bored. 


      
      Top of the ninth, it looked as if the Cherokees might win. A Cardinals batter fouled a pitch down the third-base line, and
         Xavier saw that it would hit Bryan—with the full force of a hard liner—if he didn’t act.


      
      He shoved Donel aside and caught the ball in his left hand an instant before it would have shattered Bryan’s cheekbone. The
         stinging impact of the drive staggered him. He clutched a seat back to keep from falling on Bryan, who’d spilled beer on his
         trousers but who was otherwise unhurt.


      
      “Sign him up!” a few fans screamed. The PA announcer boomed that a rep from the Cherokees’ front office would wade into the
         stands to offer him a contract. 


      
      “Wow,” Donel said. “Who’d’ve thunk it?”

      
      “Thank you,” Bryan said. “Thank you. I really mean it: Thank you.”


      
      “Am I the Wuss of the Western World?” Xavier asked. “Did my catch seem that miraculous?” 


      
      They said, No, no, it didn’t—but clearly they saw his split-second grab, and the fact that he’d managed not only to keep the
         ball from hitting Bryan but to catch it bare-handed, as a fluke. Of course, he’d never played handball with either of them—a
         game at which he was very good—and neither knew that while at Vanderbilt he had won the five-hundred-meter butterfly at the
         annual SEC swim meet. Hell, even Nietzsche knew that the best physiological condition for those striving toward the type of the Superman is “great healthiness.” He also hiked and camped. It was group sports that he loathed. 


      
      The Cherokees won by two runs.

      
      On the way to the parking lot, a man in a ribbed tank top and sneakers shoved Xavier in the back, picked up the baseball he’d
         caught, and darted off between the parked cars like a nimble rabbit. “Hey!” Donel shouted. “Hey! Come back!” 


      
      “Never mind,” Xavier said. “No great loss.” If the baseball had meant anything to him, he would have chased the thief. And
         despite Donel and Bryan’s evident assumption that he was no athlete, he would have run the jerk down and reclaimed the stolen
         ball. But the ball meant nothing to him, and the effort would have been wasted. 


      
      At Bryan’s little red Porsche, it pained Xavier, almost as much as it pained Bryan, to discover that a vandal had torn off
         the rearview mirror and bludgeoned the hood and fenders with a tire iron, confirming Xavier in his opinion that anyone who
         owned a car in the city was courting both headache and heartbreak. 


      
      “Oh, shit!” Bryan cried. “Why? Why?” 


      
      Because we’re in Salonika, Xavier thought, and Salonika, like every big city, is a dung heap that attracts and feeds millions
         of poisonous flies. Aloud, he said, “Maybe we should have gone to the flute recital at Sycamore First Presbyterian.” 


      
      “You’ve got insurance, don’t you?” Donel said. Bryan said he did. “Buck up, then. Mr. Thaxton just saved you from reconstructive
         plastic surgery, and the Cherokees flummoxed the Cardinals. Don’t let a couple of dents in a your car—a material object, for
         heaven’s sake—put you in a funk. Buck up, buck up.” 


      
      Xavier was surprised—astonished—that this admonition worked. Bryan’s mood improved, and they concluded their evening by driving
         to the Oconee Plaza Hotel and listening to an adept black pianist in its well-appointed lounge play Gershwin, Cole Porter,
         and Duke Ellington. 
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      A DREAM OF PLANT VANMETER

      
      Every July in the small Oconee township of Placer Creek, in the mirage-blue mountains ninety miles northeast of Salonika,
         Phosphor Fog Community College sponsors its annual George Bernard Shaw Drama Festival & County Crafts Fair. This event began
         in 1975, and it has been so successful, drawing visitors from many foreign lands and nearly every state in the Union, that
         its organizers believe it will go on forever. 


      
      The crafts fair isn’t remarkable, particularly in Dixie, where such fairs take place nearly every summer weekend. What sets
         apart the Phosphor Fog Festival & Fair is not the rosin potatoes bubbling in tarry kettles, the scrimshawed jewelry and the
         antique furniture on sale, or the bluegrass music wafting through the oak groves—but the performances of five or six different
         G. B. Shaw plays over a six-week stretch beginning on the Fourth of July and continuing into August. 


      
      Performances take place in the Phosphor Fog Community College Fine Arts Auditorium or at the Oconee Mountain Amphitheater,
         in a natural bowl between two small hills. One new American play is produced each summer (along with the obligatory, hugely
         popular, Shavian fare) mostly to counter the charge that putting on only the works of a dead socialist Brit is unfair to Southern
         American playwrights. The actors are always professionals or talented college drama students selected by famous Broadway or
         London directors. Securing tickets to the festival has become an exciting in-thing hassle not only in the Southeast, but also
         in New York City and Los Angeles. 


      
      * * *

      
      Four years after snagging that foul ball and a year before our story’s main events, Xavier attended the G. B. Shaw Drama Festival
         & Country Crafts Fair in Placer Creek. 


      
      As drama critic on his Fine Arts staff, Ivie Nakai had expected to go. Ivie, a bright Japanese-American, had joined the Urbanite out of the University of Georgia—to replace the retiring Cliff Todd. Although a novice, she was hurt that Xavier had picked
         this plum assignment for himself. Two years ago, she’d acted in the GBS Festival, then written a prize-winning story about
         it for the student newspaper, The Red and Black. 


      
      “Can’t we both go?” she asked Xavier. “They double-track the plays up there. It’ll cut your reviewing load in half if I go
         with you.” 


      
      “The Urbanite won’t foot the bills for two reporters, Ivie.” 


      
      “This newspaper syndicate makes caboodles. My going to Placer Creek wouldn’t squeeze it at all!”

      
      Most novices weren’t so persistent. But Ivie had passion as well as credentials, and Xavier was reminded, inevitably, of a
         passage from Thus Spake Zarathustra: “I tell you: one must still have chaos in onself, to give birth to a dancing star. I tell you: you have still chaos in you.” 


      
      But so did he, and seniority counted for something.

      
      “Listen, Ivie, it’s not the money. The week I’m gone, two new productions of classic plays will open here in Salonika.”

      
      Ivie studied him warily. “What are they?”

      
      “Our Hearts Were Young and Gay by the Proscenium Players and Arsenic and Old Lace at Under Southern Stars.” 


      
      “Aaaaaiiii!” groaned Ivie Nakai. “Aaaaaiiii!”

      
      * * *

      
      In Placer Creek, Xavier forgot Ms. Nakai’s anguish and enjoyed excellent stagings of Major Barbara, Back to Methusela, The Devil’s Disciple, Saint Joan, Mrs. Warren’s Profession, and Pygmalion. The new American play was a (superbly acted) turkey about machine intelligence, a crippled French space station, and an
         aging hippie activist trying to recover the star-creating inner chaos of his youth. As bad as this play was, it did not taint
         the pleasure Xavier took from the vintage dramas by Shaw. 


      
      Between plays, Xavier hiked part of the Phosphor Fog Trail and fingered the first editions in the antique shops on Placer
         Creek’s main street. He ate vegetarian meals at Pamela’s Boarding House, panned for gold in a stream near one of the hills
         forming the Oconee Mountain Amphitheater, and lay in bed one evening—a four-poster feather bed, with a calico canopy—listening
         to the summer thunder and watching fantastic zigzags light up not only the hilltops beyond the boarding house but also the
         abstract arabesques of the wallpaper. 


      
      Nietzsche had been sick much of his life—a man for whom the ideal of “great healthiness” had been a fleeting will-o’-the-wisp,
         but he too had had moments like this, moments of exaltation that redeemed the brain-racking agony of his work. 


      
      SIZZLE! CRACK! BOOM!

      
      This is how the Life Force flows, Xavier thought, wriggling his toes under the sheet—and how it renews us. He thought then
         not of another passage from Zarathustra but of some telling lines from the poetry of Dylan Thomas: “The force that drives the water through the rocks / Drives my red blood.” 


      
      * * *

      
      After the festival, Xavier got into his rented car (he hated to drive, but you couldn’t hail a cab in the Phosphor Fogs) and
         headed not toward Salonika—with its inescapable air of disintegrating civilization—but deeper into the mountains in quest
         of a Nietzschean solitude that would heal his neglected Life Force.


      
      Grantham wasn’t looking for him until late the next afternoon, and Pamela—of Pamela’s Boarding House—had told him how to get
         to a clear-water spring seldom visited by tourists. He might be able to take a moonlight swim there without disturbing anyone
         or being disturbed.


      
      By seven that evening, he had found the spot, a limestone sink at the base of a wooded cliff well back from the highway. An
         old mill had stood downstream from the pool into which this icy spring emptied, but it hadn’t operated for years. Now, it
         was only weathered timbers and rotten paddles: a picturesque ruin. 


      
      Xavier parked above the mill, carried a picnic basket down a path tangled with blackberry vines, and ate dinner on a rock
         ledge over the spring, nibbling Gouda cheese and sourdough bread and sipping a good but inexpensive Chardonnay. 


      
      He had a nylon tent in his rental car, the sort that can be pitched by snapping out its aluminum supports into a miniature
         Hemisphere. Xavier decided to swim, camp on the rock ledge, and swim again in the morning. Then he’d get his gear and begin
         the two-hour drive back to Salonika. Afterward, a whole day to rest up at home before returning to the dayroom—no rush. Journalistically
         speaking, The GBS Drama Festival was small potatoes, ranking well below a sex scandal featuring a senator or a televangelist.
         


      
      Later, tipsy from the wine, Xavier went skinnydipping, the water clear as glass and almost as sharp. Swimming in it was like
         drinking white lightning chilled in dry ice. Going under the spring’s surface was like closing your mouth on a stick of licorice
         and opening it on vacuum. Bubbles rippled over Xavier’s body like fresh 7Up, astonished minnows fled from him like glassy-blue
         match flames, and a slow-coiling eel hung before him as if trapped in gelatin—a weird eel, uncannily long, with eye spots
         as red as poppies and a feathery violet dorsal fin. 


      
      Xavier broke the surface. Were electric eels a freshwater fauna? Nope. The eel might bite him, but it wouldn’t discharge thousands
         of volts into his helpless body. Hell, it must be scared of him. A little thrashing about would frighten it away and get his own sluggish blood moving. He butterflied across the spring,
         dolphin-kicking and looping his arms in and out of the water. Soon, he had neutralized the cold and driven off the eel. 


      
      “The force that drives the water through the rocks / Drives my red blood.” 


      
      Xavier rolled to his back. The oblate moon shone down, silvering the pool, like a radioactive skull—maybe Nietzsche’s. Nietzsche
         envied him both this lovely experience and his “great healthiness.” 


      
      Out of the water, Xavier donned shorts and set up his tent. Crouched beside it, he heard a splash from the rock pool: a loud splash. He grabbed his flashlight and shone it on the water. Another splash, just as loud! This time he saw an odd creature
         leap from the bank to the pool. A muskrat? Xavier crossed the ledge and peered down into the weeds growing out of the jumble
         of rocks beside the water.


      
      His flashlight’s beam picked out a shape that experience and memory told him was that of., well, a frog. A bullfrog. An enormous bullfrog. As big as a well-fed house cat. He had heard of an African variety of frog that grew even larger than these frogs
         had grown, but he’d never seen one in the States, and the appearance of this frog, glistening a faint emerald-grey in the
         flashlight’s cone and the eerie wash of the moonlight, gave Xavier the shivers. He stared and stared. At last, the third,
         and last, bullfrog plunged into the water, throwing up spray and disappearing into the dark mirror of the pool. A dream? Xavier
         went back to his tent and lay down. 


      
      He soon fell asleep, on the still warm slab of the rock ledge. Owls hooted, bats twittered, treefrogs chuckled. Eventually,
         even Tarzan could not have been more at home in the jungle than Xavier was here in the Phosphor Fogs. Then, he dreamt. His
         dream had the stark suprareality that well-made horror movies sometimes have, and he woke unsure whether he was awake—Friedrich,
         I’m not a sleeper—or still under the spell of his subconscious. He crawled out of his tent in his shorts, looked at the sky,
         now moonless, and saw that under the stars hung a glowing membrane, a thin airy scarf occupying a part of the sky just over
         the rotting mill, the hidden spring, and some of the nearby forest. In addition to this glow, Xavier noticed a prickling of
         his scalp and skin, as if microscopic mites had hopped onto his body to feast on him. It didn’t hurt, this prickling, but
         it burned a little: a peculiar sensation. The Phosphor Fogs were notorious for causing unsuspecting tourists to hallucinate.
         


      
      July or no, it was too cold to swim. Xavier put on his boots, pulled on a shirt, and found some stepping stones in the stream.
         On the other side, he climbed through a maze of blackberry vines and trees to a dirt roadway. He hiked it, two ruts in an
         open-topped tunnel, until the sky-glow led him to an overlook above eight concrete towers resembling huge termitaria. The
         light staining the sky here, sending its tendrils into the adjacent Phosphor Fogs on plumes of steam, was urine-colored, a
         sickly yellow, the product of hundreds of smoky arc lamps. It was nothing like the glow Xavier had seen earlier, but it came
         from the same place where that other bleak shimmering had originated, i.e., here at this half-hidden power station. 


      
      The “termitaria” were cooling towers for the nuclear reactors. Xavier gazed down on Plant VanMeter, built by Consolidated
         Tri-State to serve major parts of Tennessee, Georgia, and Oconee. Despite protests, the plant had come on line, as scheduled,
         the same spring Xavier joined the Salonika Urbanite. Here, on the edge of Phosphor Fog National Park, it had run efficiently ever since. 


      
      The plant was walled, fenced, moated.

      
      Tonight, it looked like a set from a horror film about the crematoria in Hades. In fact, Xavier saw an army of figures in
         white masks, caps, and suits swarming around the hourglass towers. A helicopter eggbeatered above. A man shouted instructions
         through a megaphone at the swarming workers. But Xavier could hear no cries, no rotors. Had cold spring water rendered him
         deaf? Along with the plant’s eerie yellow glow, its dreamlike silence unnerved him. He gripped his elbows, scratching his
         upper arms to ease the prickling-tingling-burning there. He wasn’t deaf. He could hear his fingernails scraping skin, his
         own ragged breathing, and the forest’s night noises. He also heard a man on the ridgetop fifty yards away: “Hey, dude, what’re you doing up here?” 


      
      Nothing, Xavier thought. Just gawping. Just wondering about my selective deafness. Still, he felt guilty. And when this man, a helmeted security worker, yelled again, Xavier bolted. He darted back into the trees and, from
         their cover, followed the roadway until he could hear the creek. Winded, he knelt, scratched and bleeding, among blackberry
         vines until certain that nobody was coming. Then he forded the stream and scrambled back to the ledge on which he’d set up
         camp. There, he removed his shirt, moistened it, dabbed at his wounds, and crept back into his tent. He no longer cared about
         that queer shimmering just under the stars. His cuts’ sting had replaced the tingling that had earlier mystified him. He lay
         down on the rock and slept until morning. 


      
      When he awoke, Xavier knew that something odd had happened. On the other hand, he didn’t know if he had dreamed his trek to
         Plant VanMeter or if he had really gone there—only to be run off by a guard and his own needless guilt. The cuts that had
         seemed so bad last night looked, now, like ordinary scratches. Perhaps he had gotten them hiking between the mill and this
         spring. 


      
      Light began to fill the Phosphor Fogs. Xavier had no desire to swim again. People would soon be along, tourists or a forest
         ranger or some local hillbillies or—if he hadn’t dreamed the whole episode—a few inquisitive power-plant guards. 


      
      “Light am I: ah, that I were night! But it is my lonesomeness to be begirt with light!” (Nietzsche again.) Last night, Nietzsche had smiled down from the moon, but now he was lost in sunlight, and these words
         from “The Night-Song” seemed to be advising Xavier to run to darkness again. 


      
      He gathered up his gear and drove nonstop, in less than two hours, from the mountains of north Oconee to his high rise in
         Salonika. Then he sat in a wing chair, curtains drawn, listening repeatedly to a recording of Gustav Mahler’s Symphony No. 7 in E Minor. 
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      CONSOLIDATED TRI-STATE MEETS THE PRESS

      
      “The pretty guys from the networks will be down here en masse,” Walt Grantham was saying when Xavier entered the dayroom.
         “And Consolidated Tri-State’s doing its utmost to stonewall everybody.” 


      
      A tight chaos seethed from floor to floor through the Ralph McGill Building. Telephones rang, reporters zigzagged between
         desks, a TV monitor on a support column sustained a small crowd of journalists with no direct involvement in the story that
         had just broken. 


      
      “What’s going on?”

      
      “Later,” Walt Grantham said. “Glad you’re back—but later, Xavier, later.”

      
      Lee Stamz grabbed Xavier and maneuvered him into a partitioned area given over to the staffs of the Entertainment and the
         Fine Art divisions of the Urbanite. Stamz was a black man in his late forties who’d played middle linebacker on the last Oconee State University football team
         to win the national championship. It was impossible to resist him when he leaned you the direction he wanted you to go. 


      
      Stamz had an irresistible transitive lean. Bodyguards, bouncers, Secret Service men, and professional boxers would have paid small fortunes to attend a seminar on
         how to grow a lean as authoritative as the former All-American’s. 


      
      “You really don’t know?” Stamz said, leaning Xavier into a swivel chair. 


      
      “Con-Tri’s just had its own Chernobyl?”

      
      “It ain’t that bad.”

      
      “Three Mile Island, then?”

      
      “Despite the hoohah here, it don’t seem to me even a patch on that one. Hard to say, though. Con-Tri’s bigwigs are trying to contain things—more than the hot stuff from an auxiliary cooling
         tank that’s overflowed.” 


      
      “When did this happen?”

      
      “A stranger in Placer County says yesterday morning, but she didn’t pick up on it until late yesterday evening. Grantham didn’t
         find out about it until she phoned him around four A.M. The dinks at WSSX learned of it before we did and sent a van to Placer
         Creek around one. If you’d been awake, you could’ve watched their live on-site ex-po-zay just when Grantham was finding out we’d been scooped by the vacuum tubes.” 


      
      Over the day, it became clear that an accident had occurred at Plant VanMeter. At a news conference telecast live at 6:30 P.M., officials of Consolidated Tri-State admitted
         it, but said operator error had had nothing to do with the release of an “acceptable level” of radionuclides from Reactor
         No. 4. The failure had been a relief valve’s in the core-cooling system, but neither negligence nor faulty maintenance had
         led to the accident. 


      
      Well, what had? everyone demanded.

      
      The engineer who’d supervised the construction of the reactors explained that the valve in question—yes, the physical valve—had
         given way of its own accord, cracking in spite of its alleged invulnerability to such behavior, because some cases of metal
         fatigue were altogether unpredictable. This explanation made no one happy, least of all the Urbanite’s Metro/State reporters.


      
      The next several questions snapped off at the Con-Tri representatives bristled with scorn. “How much radiation was vented?”
         


      
      Not much. About four curies, about a quarter of that released at Three Mile Island. And everyone should note that in the 1986
         Chernobyl disaster about fifty megacuries of radionuclides as pernicious as cesium 137 and iodine 131 had escaped. By that standard, Plant VanMeter’s “event” was a triviality—hardly a reason to evacuate the surrounding areas or to demand the total
         closure of the facility.


      
      “What’s the operational state of Reactor Number Four right now?”

      
      Plant operators were working steadily to achieve cold shutdown, a “scram” state they would effect within the next few hours.
         Decontamination procedures and repair work would then begin. 


      
      Because of design modifications effected as a result of the Three Mile Island accident, the reactor would likely return to
         full operational capacity in six months—nothing like the seven years necessary to put the damaged reactor at the Susquehanna
         facility back on line. It would cost, and cost quite a lot, but Con-Tri, accepting full responsibility for the gremlinish
         valve failure, would bear this expense without a rate increase. Members of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission were being kept
         abreast of developments, as were members of the Institute of Nuclear Power Operations, and the President would visit the plant
         to show there was no real danger now and never had been. 


      
      “We’ve come a long way handling breakdowns resulting neither from negligence nor operator error,” said Plant VanMeter’s spokesman.
         “The public should applaud the speed with which we detected it, and with which we’re remedying it.”


      
      “Any breakdown is unacceptable!” a reporter said. 


      
      “Hey,” said another, “how can the public applaud the idea that some breakdowns are random? That we can’t prevent them? That
         we’ve got to cope with this unpreventable crap after it’s happened?”


      
      “That’s not what we’re saying, only that omniscience in any complex mechanical-technological enterprise isn’t to be had. We’re
         not gods.” 


      
      “Then what gives Con-Tri the right to play God with us and our children’s lives?”

      
      Another correspondent said, “Letting a kid juggle marshmallows is one thing, giving him a boxful of live grenades is another.”
         


      
      “The public can take confidence,” the sweating spokesman said, “from the fact we don’t claim infallibility. If we did, we
         wouldn’t be as vigilant as we are.” 


      
      “Look,” said the engineer, “every important human activity has risks. You can sit in a padded room doing nothing, or you can
         go climb a mountain. You may fall into an abyss, or you may gut it on out to the summit and find out how big the world is.
         But you won’t end up with upholstery sores on your fanny.” 


      
      “Hear, hear,” a reporter said sarcastically.

      
      * * *

      
      After the news conference, Ivie Nakai buttonholed Xavier in the corridor. “You were up there. Placer Creek’s only fifteen
         miles from Plant VanMeter. Can you point to anything that might’ve tipped you off to the accident?” 


      
      “No.”

      
      “You didn’t see or hear anything?”

      
      “Are you bucking for an investigative reporter’s job?”

      
      “No, sir. It’s just hard for me to be blasé about anything nuclear. I had family at Nagasaki.”

      
      “Okay. I understand. But the accident took place yesterday morning. At least, the recognition of the problem occurred then, and by that time I was on my way home. I couldn’t have had a clue to what was going on over
         there because even the folks at Con-Tri didn’t know what was happening yet.” 


      
      Xavier rode EleRail home. He was convinced that his adventure above the power station, his near-capture by a security guard
         while spying on those antlike workers and that circling helicopter, had taken place only in a dream. A vivid dream (he could
         still see the urinous sheen enveloping the facility and the huge termite cones of the cooling towers), but still a dream.
         


      
      After all, Consolidated Tri-State wasn’t playing cover-up; they had released all the facts at their disposal. Now, the President
         would visit the plant to reassure the nation that nuclear power was still the safest, most economical, most practical sort
         of energy generation available to the American people. 


      
      This visit duly took place. Plant VanMeter remained open, and Reactor No. 4, which achieved cold shutdown as predicted and
         stayed off line for 167 days for decontamination procedures and repairs, was brought back to full operational capacity at
         the end of December. Radiation studies authorized by the NRC and INPO found that only five curies of radiation had escaped into the atmosphere—only slightly more than the figure acknowledged by Con-Tri. The accident wasn’t
         a “disaster.” A real disaster would have been to shut down the facility, depriving three progressive Southern states of a
         safe, cost-effective source of electrical power.


      
      Xavier agreed with these conclusions. By September’s end, he had ceased to think about his . . . dream.

      
      * * *

      
      It was opera season. Salonika’s young but accomplished company had scheduled works by Bizet, Handel, Verdi, and Wagner. Because
         Ivie Nakai had spent her summer covering hoary farces and musicals, Xavier told her that she and Donel could divide the opera
         openings between them. This was his way of apologizing for shutting her out of the Shaw festival. 


      
      “Hot damn!” Ivie cried, banging her fist on the desktop. “Hot damn!” 
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      BARI CARLISLE

      
      That same September, Xavier met Bari Carlisle. He met her on one of the polished hardwood ramps curving about the skylighted
         atrium of the Upshaw Museum. Today, this ramp was housing a traveling exhibit of African masks, statuary, and carvings, and
         Bari stood there on it with two photographers and three long-legged models. The models resembled Giacomettian parodies of
         human females. None of these women, to Xavier’s eye, was as beautiful as their boss, Bari Carlisle, a young fashion designer
         whose line had won acclaim not merely in the U.S., but also in London, Milan, Tokyo, and Paris. 


      
      Bari’s of Salonika was her logo, and Xavier approved on practical as well as aesthetic grounds almost every garment bearing
         this eponym. The women modeling Bari’s creations might resemble shaved giraffes, but the clothes were bright, functional,
         even elegant. Her cleanly made sportswear would not have been out of place at a formal dinner or a chic society soirée, for
         she knew how to make sailcloth look like acetate and denim like satin—or, at least, to drape a woman’s body so strikingly
         that even “common” fabrics acquired a classy sheen. 


      
      In the Upshaw, Bari recognized Xavier because his photo ran in the Urbanite beside his column, “Thus Saith Xavier Thaxton,” and Xavier recognized Bari not only because she was such a high-profile figure
         in Salonika but because he’d once attended a fashion show in her atelier, a remodeled textile mill on the Chattahoochee. Today,
         she was directing her models and photographers, working to assemble a catalogue of her fall-winter line for a Dallas retail
         house. Xavier, meanwhile, was studying the Senegambian artifacts for his next column. 


      
      “You can’t be here now,” Bari told him as he ambled by.

      
      “Pardon?”

      
      “I was told I’d have sole access to this exhibit from four o’clock until closing.”

      
      “I was told, a month ago, I’d have sole access on the afternoon of,” consulting his watch, “yes, fourteen September.”

      
      “That’s today. Clearly a scheduling error. Why don’t you go downstairs and have them make you another appointment, Mr. Thaxton?”
         


      
      “Sorry, Ms. Carlisle, but I have a deadline.”

      
      “And I’ve got models and photogs to pay. Even here in the gracious old state of Oconee, they don’t come cheap.”

      
      Xavier knew that Bari’s investment in the matter was indeed greater than his own. “All right. I’ll withdraw my claim. But
         I’d like to set two conditions.” 


      
      “And they would be . . .?”

      
      “First, let me watch the shoot. I want to see what Salonika’s finest couturière has been doing lately.”

      
      Bari said neither yes nor nyet. She wanted Xavier to state his second condition.

      
      He obliged: “Second, let me take you to dinner when you’ve finished here.”

      
      After a brief hesitation, Bari agreed. Xavier was surprised. His photo appeared in the paper a few times each month, but he
         didn’t make the money in a year that Bari’s of Salonika took in every fortnight (if not every day); and he was such a minor
         celeb that it embarrassed him—made him feel like an imposter—if anyone approached him to thank him for a column or to request
         an autograph. But Bari was willing to go to dinner with him. Did she know what she was doing? 


      
      Well, she had agreed, and although the shoot required five hours and dozens of costume changes, she said goodbye to her models and left
         the Upshaw with him at 9:17 P.M. After a twenty-minute wait, they got a table at Lesegne’s and dined on blackened pompano
         with a bottle of Meursault white burgundy. They made each other laugh, enjoyed each other’s talk, and rubbed noses good-night
         on an ornate little drawbridge in front of Bari’s red-brick atelier, set in a remodeled rivershore neighborhood thick with
         elms, sycamores, and willows.


      
      This could be the start of something big, Xavier thought in the taxi on his way home, humming and snapping his fingers.

      
      It was the start of something big, this sporadic romance. Its sporadicity resulted not from their lukewarm feelings about each other,
         but from Bari’s work, which took her out of Salonika at least once a month. She knew several famous designers, including Kawakubo
         in Tokyo and Alaïa in Paris, and to sell to her retailers abroad and to renew contacts with her mentor-peers, she had to fly
         off to see them. 


      
      Everyone in the industry advised Bari to leave Salonika, to set up a studio in New York, London, or Paris; but one of her
         goals—as quixotic as it seemed, even to Xavier—was to turn her city into a respected international capital of fashion. This
         goal made Bari seem to him not merely an intelligent woman but a soul mate, for just as he hoped to elevate the tastes of
         the masses, she hoped to show the sachems of haute couture that a city in the southeastern state of Oconee could waltz, gracefully,
         with the elite. 


      
      Chances to date Bari sometimes arose, and these dates kept Xavier from regarding their relationship as doomed. For example,
         after attending a performance of Twilight of the Gods by Salonika’s Rivershore Opera Works (Donel Lassiter praised the orchestra; Ivie Nakai criticized the singers’ acting), he
         and Bari had a martini together and took a cab to her studio. 


      
      Inside, he found that the old mill housed not only a big second-story work area, but also quarters downstairs for seven of
         her firm’s twenty employees. The other thirteen men and women had their own homes or apartments. Bari lived in the loft and
         slept on a mattress under a drafting table. She’d learned this time-saving procedure from the Tunisian, Alaïa, who had also
         told her to secure her workers’ loyalty by showing concern for their welfare, eating with them, and taking every available
         chance to talk to them. As a result, she had a kitchen on the studio floor, and she and her hires prepared a communal meal
         at noonday: a monstrous chef’s salad, three or four baked chickens, or a host of cucumber-and-pâté sandwiches.


      
      Xavier admired this setup on one level, but found that having seven workers on the premises at all hours sabotaged not only
         his peace of mind but also his libido. So he often tried to persuade Bari to come to his place. When she did, they enjoyed
         themselves in every way that two people can. He appreciated her body, the breadth of her learning, the near-flawlessness of
         her tastes. And, knowing so little about haute couture, he asked her to teach him about it. Bari declined. He hadn’t had to
         tutor her in the rudiments of contemporary art, music, and literature—so if he wanted to learn about her profession, he could
         burn the midnight oil. After-hours shoptalk was not Bari’s idea of a stimulating evening. Xavier was her sole refuge from
         fashion, and she didn’t want to give it up by conducting an off-duty tutorial. 


      
      Getting each other as they did, they became a couple, and Xavier accommodated himself to her hours, her flights away from
         Salonika, and the fact that she was far better known locally than he, no matter how often his picture appeared in the Urbanite.


      
      Still, he was delighted to make these adjustments, for he had fallen, chapeau over cordovans, in love.

   
      
      6

      
      FOR LOVE DESIGNED

      
      A couple of things did bother Xavier about Bari. Minor things, sure, but he had to work to keep them in perspective.

      
      First, Bari’s daily habit to record a monstrously dreckish soap opera called “For Love Designed” and to watch it every evening
         on her outsized TV before crawling under her drafting table and going to sleep. Once, she used the master remote to turn on
         the VCR just as Xavier was about to kiss her goodnight. He stood there bemused, until she pulled him down into a pile of pillows
         and made him watch the program with her. 


      
      The soap opera, as he soon learned, dealt with two sisters who at birth had been Siamese twins joined at the spine. Fortunately,
         their father, the head of a multinational corporation, had been able to hire a renowned French surgeon to separate them. The
         girls then had relatively normal childhoods, growing up beautiful and much desired. 


      
      Because the sisters had been nonidentical Siamese twins, one was dark and one fair—each with a personality and a character
         metaphorically at odds with her coloring. In short, the fair sister hated the dark sister, while the dark sister struggled
         daily to keep from hating the fair one. After going to private schools in Switzerland, the twins began careers as fashion
         designers. Competition between them accelerated, not only in their work but also in their romances. 


      
      And so the title, For Love Designed, which also had something sinister to do with the operations performed upon the sisters as infants. In the episode he watched
         with Bari, the French surgeon had just reappeared in their lives, a Byronic figure of mystery and menace. . . . 


      
      “This stinks,” Xavier said. “Bari, it’s so bad it makes my teeth hurt.”

      
      “Well, for the past fifteen minutes, you’ve been grinding them.”

      
      “I’m not kidding, Bari. Why waste good tape to preserve it?”

      
      “It’s so bad it’s amusing.”

      
      “It’s so bad it’s abominable.”

      
      “I do this to wind down. Do you think I’m an airhead for watching a soap opera?”

      
      Xavier said nothing, having already shown his hand.

      
      “You’re always tossing Nietzschean sayings at me. Let me turn the tables. Who said ‘The more complex the mind, the greater its need for simple play’?” 


      
      “Oscar Wilde. But that isn’t simple play, it’s a schlocky crime against humanity. As with currency, bad drives out good. By
         watching such shameless crapola, you’re an accomplice to the debasement of taste. You, of all people.” 


      
      Bari began to laugh.

      
      “This isn’t funny. It’s a matter of real consequence.”

      
      “ ‘A reviewer who expresses rage and loathing’ for a work of the imagination,” Bari quoted and paraphrased, “ ‘is like a person who has put on full armor and attacked a hot fudge sundae or a banana split.’ Kurt Vonnegut.” 


      
      Xavier waved an arm at the soap opera. “That isn’t a work of the imagination, Bari. It’s the vapid dramaturgical excreta of
         a script-writing committee.” 


      
      Bari patted Xavier’s knee. “Why don’t you go home and let me finish debasing the American taste by myself?”

      
      Xavier did, aware that he’d behaved like an asshole, but still convinced that For Love Designed stank. It deserved permanent encasement in an iron cassette cartridge and immediate deep-sixing in the Chattahoochee. Why
         would Bari “wind down” with such stuff? Why not a flute concerto by Bach or an essay chapter from Tom Jones or Moby Dick? Resorting to a soap opera evidenced a lack of seriousness about life’s earnestness or possibly a submerged lack of respect
         for oneself. 


      
      Even if Bari was the most poised and self-reliant woman he’d ever met.

      
      Xavier put Bach’s “Sheep May Safely Graze” on his stereo. Such beautifully soothing music. But only a few seconds later he
         had a humdinger migraine. He resisted taking an aspirin, but, as the music unraveled, the pain intensified. Xavier staggered
         to the bathroom, fumbled at the cotton in the neck of an aspirin bottle. His face, there in the medicine-cabinet mirror, bore
         an odd resemblance to that of the actor who played the French surgeon in For Love Designed. His mind prowled back over the lurid episode he’d watched with Bari. 
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