



[image: Cover Image]









DÆMONOMANIA


JOHN CROWLEY


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com











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.
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The Third Quaternary of the twelve houses of the Zodiac comprises three houses: first, Uxor, the Wife, the house of marriage, partnership, divorce too; then Mors, house of death and the dead; and Pietas, the house of religious observance and also, strangely, the house of voyages. Set out.


The Third Quaternary is Afternoon, and Autumn, from the Equinox to the Winter Solstice. It is the element Water, and the melancholic humor, and the west wind; it contains the middle of life, passages, friends and enemies, loss, dreams, dying, safety and danger. Its matter is the answering of calls, or the failure to answer them.


Midway between equinox and solstice in the year of the end of the world, Pierce Moffett in the thirty-fifth year of his own age mounted a long-distance bus outside the variety store on River Street in the town of Blackbury Jambs in the Faraway Hills. He looked for a seat in the rear, where smoking was at that time permitted, though his mouth was already foul from too many cigarettes. It was a raw day, with low clouds rolling before a wind and droplets forming on the tinted windows of the bus.


The Houses of the Zodiac are not the Signs, as Val the Faraways astrologer and barkeeper has often to explain. The Houses, she says, are like this: Suppose, at your birth, a line were to be drawn across the eastern sky right at the horizon out beyond where you lie. Then up the sky were drawn eleven more lines, equally spaced, going up over your head, down around behind you, and into the nether sky below, coming back around to where you started, dividing the blue ball of the heavens around you (pretend it’s really a ball) into twelve equal orange-slice sections, with your little self at the center. Then suppose the sections are numbered, starting with the one just at the eastern horizon. That section’s the first House, Vita, the House of Life; the eighth House, Mors, House of Death, is over your head and to the west. Interesting? Now look out the windows of these houses—they are nothing but windows—and see what stars are caught in each just at the moment you appear bare and wailing on the earth. Say for instance Saturn, so heavy and cold, is out there in your first house, the House of Life; and say the sign Capricorn or part of it is just behind him, which is one of his favorite signs; and there you are, a lot of Saturn in your horoscope, in a House where it counts too. And though Val would never say that this street of houses on which you find yourself will make you what you are, what you do make of yourself has got to be made here.


Saturnian, with all that that implies, Pierce Moffett took his seat, his heart small and as heavy as the old god’s lead, a plumb bob in his breast. He did not himself believe that the autumn darkness within him was due to the stars; nor did he think it came to him from out there, from the turning year and the fast-falling sun. He thought this darkness was unique, unrelated to any other, an awful new disease he was perhaps the first to catch, at the same time seeming oppressively familiar, as though he had always borne it. He had begun to wonder if it would ever pass from him, or subside, and return him to the clean and happy, or at least ordinary daylit, world he was sure he had been inhabiting not very long ago.


The bus driver now entered, sat and activated his long-armed wipers to cleanse the fine droplets from his window. He pulled shut the door, which made the sound of an airlock closing; around Pierce the familiar fug collected, bus air, what composed it exactly. The brakes exhaled, the lights came on. The driver turned his great wheel to carry them away.


Too late now to leap off.


The gray and haunted little town from which Pierce departed for what appeared in his mind as an even darker region was an old river port gathered at the feet of a mountain, Mount Randa, whose wooded heap rises suddenly to the north of it, carrying upward the last few of its streets and houses. Around Randa’s base two rivers run, the Blackbury to the east, the Shadow to the west, which flow together at this town, coincidentia oppositorum, and make one big river. At Cascadia, once an important mill town, it falls over a steep falls, and then (growing larger, fuller, slower) flows toward the city of Conurbana, which it once sustained and now merely sunders: a broad brown poor city to which Pierce, unable still to believe it, had agreed to journey.


It was to Blackbury Jambs that Pierce came in the spring of the year from New York City, with a publisher’s advance at least metaphorically in his pocket, to live and write a book and to begin somehow anew. This bus he now sat on was the same one, the driver too, that had first brought Pierce into these green hills, the same Conurbana bus that had broken down and deposited Pierce by the side of the road, whence he had wandered and been guided to other places by the inhabitants, a happy flock they had seemed to him then, until by a backwater of the Blackbury he met Rose Ryder, whom no wisdom could have foreseen he would now be travelling toward, with such awful trepidation, in this November of the end of the world.


Rose had moved to Conurbana just the month before, red October, and lived there now, attending Peter Ramus College and studying the Bible. She had invited him to come visit when they last parted, outside his house in Littleville, her little red sports car already shuddering into life. Oh come please come. And he had answered that call with his mouth, and here he was.


How often he had marvelled, when reading stories or watching movies about the sudden irruption of the fearful uncanny into ordinary lives—the activation of an ancient curse, the devil in the flesh—that the heroes seem to feel it so little. They are surprised, they gasp, they deny it at first, but they gather their wits soon enough and begin to fight back; they don’t faint from insupportable dread, as Pierce believed he would, as he always did in dreams when something awful, impossible yet undeniable, the end of the world, arose into diurnality. Fainted and woke.


And now he was himself off to battle such a force (so he could not stop feeling) and he remained stuck in those opening scenes or pages, between unmanning fear and urgent denial, while the enemy gathered strength. What he actually wanted to do was draw his knees up to his chin and lock his arms around them and hug. This was the posture that he thought he would end up in for good if this went on, and the temptation was to start now, to take cover behind himself.


He looked up, for he had caught for an instant out of the corner of his vision, in the window opposite, the sight of a herd of great shapeless horned beasts, big as haystacks, like yaks or musk oxen, being driven over the rainy fields and away. The bus was past them before Pierce could see what actual thing they were—real haystacks, or the piled goods of some industry, heaps of excavated earth—that had given rise to the weird illusion; he looked back, half-rising, to catch them out the back window, but the bus had no back window. He sat down again.


An awful slippage or instability had just lately come over things, or Pierce had just lately come to perceive it; he seemed to have discovered—though he refused to assent to the discovery—that he could make choices that would bring the present world to an end, and begin another: indeed that he was already helplessly making such choices. Of course in every choice we make we choose among worlds; every choice propels our own souls and selves along one path and not another, where we see sights and do deeds we would not have seen or done otherwise: but to Pierce it was starting to seem that his choices actually brought into being the new world he must wander in, not only for himself but for others too. He could not exit from the circular logic of it: my choices, wise or foolish, make my life in the world; here is my life; here is the world; I have made it. Like a man awaking in an earthquake trying to hold the pictures on the walls and the dishes on the shelf and thinking What is it? What is it?, Pierce wondered what he had done, and tried to make it stop.


What was quite certain, what had come to be quite certain, was that the woman he loved had gone and joined or been inveigled into a preposterous and tyrannical pseudo-Christian cult, and that the cult’s operatives—there were many of them, not all admitted—were even now emptying her mind and heart of him and of common reality, and that she was smiling and willing, and that he must but could not get her back. That was the reason for this dread that had taken hold of him, why he had ceased to sleep at night, and why what sleep he had was filled with horrid dreams as with dirty water.


At other times, though, these certainties came themselves to seem dreamlike, and fell away; he ceased to believe that he was appointed to save his beloved, or that she needed saving, or that she was his beloved.


He dropped the stub of his cigarette to the floor and crushed it. Doing so reminded him of the long voyages he used to take aboard buses in weather like this, from his Ivy League university to his home in the Cumberland Mountains of Kentucky: seven hours, including a layover of an hour or two in the desolating squalor of the station in Huntington, West Virginia. November days, Thanksgiving, Christmas; rain, dead earth, the home awaiting him at journey’s end no longer his home really but still thickly, suffocatingly warm and familiar. And oh Lord another thing.


Another thing. He remembered how once, when riding the bus from school to home, he had conceived of a test of true love: a test, that is, of how much one truly and wholly loves another.


God the cruelty he had been capable of conceiving, and all directed against himself too, his own unoffending person.


The test was this: powerful sorcerers have, without her knowledge, taken control of the woman you profess to love, who loves you too (Pierce did not think then that these terms, love, loves you too, needed further definition). These sorcerers have laid upon you—for reasons of their own, the cruel satisfaction of it, whatever—an absolute injunction: you may never see her again. If you do she will die. Meanwhile these wicked mages have created or crafted a sort of robot or eidolon of you, exactly like you in every way, except maybe just a little bit better looking, a little wiser, a little more generous. And this automaton has taken your place with your unsuspecting beloved. The deal the sorcerers make with you is this: the false you will love your beloved and cherish her and keep her from harm, for just so long as you, real you, continue to ride this bus.


You can never see her again; but so long as you ride this bus, through this November, on this highway, she will be safe. If ever you get off—get off for good, and not merely at scheduled rest stops in the poor parts of alien cities or at lonely diners on windswept hilltops—then her demon lover will begin to change; will cease to be a good man and become a cruel man, an uncaring one; will hurt her in certain dreadful ways only you yourself, her lover, could discover; bastard, prick, will mark her for life with an unrelievable sadness: will break her heart.


The test then is: how long will you stay on the bus?


Crowded, too, the poor people who ride buses filling up the seats, filing sheepishly toward the door at rest stops to buy rubber hot dogs or unwrap smelly homemade lunches, lining up again at the bus’s door gripping their grimy tickets. Not condemned, though, like you; able to get off, to be replaced by other similar but different ones, burdened with similar but different cheap suitcases and bundles tied with twine. So how many nights will you spend with them, sleeping fitfully wrapped in your overcoat, picking up your book (Kierkegaard) and putting it down again, looking out at the swiftly passing desolation? She of course knowing nothing ever of your riding.


Pierce marvelled. What kind of an idea of love was that, what kind of twisted. A century seemed to divide him from that youth, who surely had no one to try out this theory with anyway, even hypothetically. A test of love harsher than in any romance, and yet, as in no romance, a test unable to be passed, the villains defeated, love won at last.


Once upon a time there was a knight who was given a trial of true love. He took up his sword and shield, but then could not do what he was commanded; and he laid them down again.


No, he told himself, no: no it is not up to you, it is not. Not up to you.


He looked at his watch. Only an hour and a half really aboard. Then the station in Conurbana at evening, where she’d said she would meet him, he hadn’t ever been there before but already knew it well. In fact he brought into being its molded fiberglass chairs and the dried chewing gum affixed beneath them and the subtle filth of the floors even as he pictured, touched them in advance; and as he propelled himself and his bus unwillingly toward this place, he came to know, very surely, that she would not be there to meet him, would certainly have been prevented by her handlers from coming.


The rain had grown a little heavier, or was it only that the bus drove into it harder and made its drops course hastily down the windows? They had entered onto the interstate, and fled past green signs that held out to them the names of imaginary places, unwanted towns and roads. His fellow passengers, borne along with him, looked out or inward helplessly; around them the herd of cars pressed on, on their dreary and unrefusable errands.


What have I done? Pierce whispered in his heart. What have I done?










UXOR




THE MARRIAGE
OF AGENT
AND
PATIENT











1



When the world ends, it ends somewhat differently for each soul then alive to see it; the end doesn’t come all at once but passes and repasses over the world like the shivers that pass over a horse’s skin. The coming of the end might at first lift and shake just one county, one neighborhood, and not the others around it; might feelably ripple beneath the feet of these churchgoers and not of these taverngoers down the street, shatter only the peace of this street, this family, this child of this family who at that moment lifts her eyes from the Sunday comics and knows for certain that nothing will ever be the same again.


But though the world ends sooner for some than for others, each one who passes through it—or through whom it passes—will be able to look back and know that he has moved from the old world to the new, where willy-nilly he will die: will know it though all around him his neighbors are still living in the old world, amid its old comforts and fears. And that will be the proof, that in his fellows’ faces he can see that they have been left behind, can see in the way they look at him that he has crossed over alive.


All that summer a lethargy had lain over the county that comprises most of the Faraway Hills and their towns, farms and waterways. In the heat and torpid silence unaccountable things came to be, small things perhaps and apparently wholly unrelated. A fisherman caught a large-mouth bass in Nickel Lake and saw words written in the fading iridescence of its flank; when he wrote them out for the librarian at Blackbury Jambs she said they were Latin. A Conurbana man building a summer cabin for himself and his family on a mountain road (was it Bug Hill Road? or Hopeful Hill?) couldn’t one day find the lot he had bought, or the foundation he had begun the day before, though he was certain he was on the right road—he went back twice to the crossroads, twice on to the road’s end, bewildered and rageful, it just was not there, until the next day he returned by the same road (he was quite sure) and there it was.


And other things. But these of course are always happening, whether the world is ending or is not. What was less noticed was that, here and there, effects were appearing before their causes. Not often, not consistently, or life would have become unintelligible: just here and there, now and then, and trivial mostly. Hummingbirds ceased suddenly to visit a flowering hedge by a path of the Sunset Nursing Home, saddening one of the women within, who loved to watch them; not long after, a fool handyman following what he thought were his instructions went and cut down the hedge. A mother hanging clothes to dry saw her little daughter, plastic backpack on her back, going down the road—out of her eye’s corner, just disappearing over the hill’s brow; and later that day the daughter decided secretly to run away from home.


If such things could be gathered and counted, how many would there have been? How many should there be, in a normal year? Can a sudden rise in pointless coincidences—say a briar springing up just here where last year I lost my briar pipe, or all the mothers and daughters in Fair Prospect happening to say the word “honey” at the same moment—be charted? Is there a secret unfolding in unnoticeable things, that might if we could reckon it give us warning of ends, and of beginnings?


“When two people say the same thing at the same time,” Rosie Rasmussen told her daughter Sam, “they do this. Look. Hook your little finger around mine. No like this.”


Sam, tongue between her teeth, succeeded in hooking her little finger around her mother’s.


“Now answer,” Rosie said. “‘What goes up a chimney?’”


Sam thought. She shrugged.


“Well what does?”


“Smoke,” Sam said.


“Right. ‘What goes up a chimney?’”


“‘Smoke.’”


“‘May your wish and my wish never be broke.’ Hold tight.”


She tugged with her finger, and Sam with hers, until the strong link parted.


“There,” Rosie said. “That’s what you do.”


“To get a wish?”


“Yup.”


“What did you wish?”


“Well you’re not supposed to tell,” Rosie said. “It might not come true.”


What had her own wish been? There had long been but one wish Rosie could formulate: a wish for something to wish for, something to fill the empty and unfeeling space where (it seemed) her feeling heart had once been. But then last fall she had gained something new to wish for, something to wish for on every evening star, to toot her horn for in every tunnel (hand on the car’s roof as her father had taught her). And never to tell.


“I made a wish,” Sam said.


“Good.”


Sam slid across the broad smooth leather seat of the car, which was a Tigress, her mother’s lawyer Allan Butterman’s car. Allan up front alone drove, and Rosie and Sam played in the back, in the richness of the tinted windows and the honeyed music of the rear speakers.


“I’ll tell you.”


“It might not come true, though.”


“It might.”


“Well what is it?”


“Not to take medicine anymore.”


“Aw Sam.”


That was, in one form anyway, exactly Rosie’s wish. In August Sam had first experienced something that her doctor thought might be an epileptic seizure, though for a month she’d had no more. Then, just past midnight on the autumn equinox—a night of wild wind—Sam had her second seizure, a worse one than the first, taking hold of her small body and all its contents for nearly a minute, and no doubt about it then. And next day in the splendor of the blue morning, amid a pageant of fast-moving white clouds and the trees still softly gesturing with their turning leaves, Rosie drove Sam again to the doctor’s, and talked long with him; and then went to the drugstore in Blackbury Jambs. So now Sam took a small dose of phenobarbital elixir, three times a day. Too young at barely five to swallow pills. Rosie had the bitter liquid with her, and a little plastic syringe without a needle to draw it up with and squirt it into Sam’s mouth, after a battle, always a battle.


“There it is,” said Allan.


“Look, there it is,” Rosie said to Sam.


They had been driving down the Blackbury River road toward Cascadia, and now at a turning there had come into view an edifice out on the river, piled on a little island whose pied sycamores were turning to yellow.


“Ha!” said Sam, kneeling on the maroon leather seat, fingertips on the sill of the car’s window. “Ha ha!”


It was a castle, comically dour and yet not uninviting, with three irregular towers rising from the corners of its walls and a sort of central keep with a machicolated top. No one could think it was really medieval, but by now it was certainly old, shaggy and squat and gripping its three-cornered island in midstream like a great black vulture in sullen molt. The wall facing the river road had tall letters carved in it, letters in that square plain style Rosie knew was called Gothic though she didn’t know why. The letters said BUTTERMAN’S.


“He said he’d meet us at the what’s-it,” Allan said. “The harbor, the.”


“Marina,” said Rosie.


“Right.”


Allan Butterman claimed that his own name had no real connection to the huge name carved on the castle wall, but Rosie (and Sam) wouldn’t believe him. Well somewhere there was some ancestor, Allan said. His modesty amazed Rosie; he found it more satisfying to pretend he had no connection to the most visible surname in the county than to give any appearance of laying claim to the old pile, or any share in its eccentric provenance. Rosie though didn’t mind claiming her share: for legally Butterman’s belonged to the Rasmussen family, and Rosie was the last twig on the last branch of that family in the county, and today she was going to cross the river and go inside it for the first time. She felt a quick dilation in her breast to think it, and laughed.


Just an old wreck after all.


“Here,” Allan said, and with a pinky flicked the bar that turned on an emerald arrow. Sam watched it blink. Allan turned the car off the road and into the little marina’s lot.


“Here we go,” Rosie said, and pushed open the tombstone-thick door of the Tigress. “Come on, hon.”


But Sam now was of a mind to hang back, either afraid of the place and the journey now that she was so close, or reluctant to leave the rich enclosure of the car. Maybe she was unable to laugh, as Rosie had, at her heart’s reluctance.


Only stop staring in that stock-still way, her mother wanted to say and never would say. Don’t freeze and stare, oh don’t.


“My ode house,” Sam said, not quite breaking her spell over herself.


“Oh yeah?” Rosie said. “Well let’s go see it.”


Her old house. Sam had first surprised Rosie with news of her old house when she was three. At first she had just told tales of it: how in her old house her old family had lived and played. What old house? The house she had lived in before. But then she began to point out places, not many, that reminded her of it: That’s my old house. That? Rosie would ask, wondering why she chose just that place—once it was a two-hundred-year-old barn in the process of being dismantled and shipped to be a rich man’s house in California; another time a caterpillar-like Airstream trailer weeping rust at the rivets, set up on concrete blocks, with geraniums in pots before it and a green fiberglass carport. But Sam always said finally about these places when Rosie asked: It’s like my old house.


“My ode house,” she said now again.


“Really really?” Rosie asked.


“Really really.”


The heat outside the air-conditioned car was astonishing: the Faraways lay under a heat wave, brilliant Bermuda high, motionless for days. Yet Rosie shuddered. Any child, she thought, taking Sam’s hand: any child can seem sometimes like she’s from somewhere else.


The marina offered a few party boats with striped awnings for rent, and berthed a few sailboats and motorboats. Allan in his fine black shiny shoes walked with care down to where an aged boatman fiddled with the outboard motor of a pretty little one of varnished wood and shiny chrome. A Chris-Craft, for bearing a child across a river.


“Oh Sam. This’ll be fun.” Sam’s eyes were that drink-it-all-in wide that touched her mother nearly beyond bearing. When Allan and the geezer motioned to her and smiled, Sam walked to them fearlessly and took Allan’s hand and the boatman’s and allowed herself to be boarded.


“She needs a life jacket,” Rosie said. “Okay?”


“Sure,” said the boatman. “You bet.” With arthritic hands, oil-stained and nail-broken, he fixed it on her, her armor. She watched, still and interested. Rosie, her squire, boarded last.


“There’s a dock still standing on the downriver side,” said the boatman, taking up a blunt cigar end from a tin-can ashtray on the seat beside him. “Okay?”


“Fine,” said Allan. The motor started.


Once, when the Faraway Hills had been filled with tourists, when the hills were just far enough away from Conurbana and Philadelphia and New York to seem a forest fastness and yet easily reachable by train and steamboat, Butterman’s was a pleasure-garden, a sort of tiny and primitive theme park. There were band concerts and Japanese lanterns and fishing from the piers and views taken from the towers. Now the Faraways aren’t far enough, and the word “tourist” (to Rosie’s ear anyway) had a comically old-time sound, an air of small safe excursions undertaken with maximum fuss, Tourist Cabins, Tourist Homes. And Butterman’s has been deserted and decaying for decades. Once briefly, fifteen years before, when Rosie still lived in the Midwest, the novelist and local celebrity Fellowes Kraft had laid plans to reopen the place, use its theater for a Shakespeare festival, plans that were far too large in the end; Rosie knew that a play had nearly been put on, not Shakespeare but old, the one about devils and magic, what was it. Then closed up again, returned to sleep for good.


It loomed, it really did loom over them as they putt-putted beneath its walls around to the dock, their wake lapping against the rocks and the concrete pilings wherein huge rings rusted away. They all lifted their heads to look up. The narrow ogive windows were shuttered, the shutters rotting. Rosie thought of Nancy Drew mysteries. The Secret of Castle Island. She had a flashlight in her bag.


“Last stop,” said Charon the boatman. The boat dock had stairs, still sound-looking, and there he tied up his boat. His passengers got out, but he said he’d, stay. Sam looked back at him, studying him, seeming to be deciding if that was all right, that he stay, and deciding it was; and then she led the rest of them up to the great shut doors. They were scarred and cut as though in imprecation or beseeching with two decades’ worth of initials, names, obscenities, notices of love-couplings, Greek letters.


“Fools’ names,” Rosie said.


“What?” Allan asked.


“Fools’ names, like fools’ faces, oft appear in public places. My mother used to say.”


How were they to open these doors, swing them back on their huge hinges? They didn’t have to, there was a small door inset in the big door (Pierce Moffett would name this small door for her when later she told him of the visit, it was a wicket), and as Allan approached it he took from the pocket of his suit, absurdly, a rusty iron skeleton key as big as a spoon.


She had been opening long-closed doors ever since she returned to the Faraways: that’s what Rosie thought. This one; and the door to Fellowes Kraft’s house in Stonykill, that had been shut since his death. Doors too to her earliest childhood, lived in these hills, doors that she came upon unexpectedly in odd corners, before which she would stand in puzzlement till the key to their combination locks occurred to her or in her. Doors too in herself that she had found but not opened, doors that might have, she feared, nothing at all behind them.


Lord how sad and strange: stepping over the wicket’s jamb let them into a wide weedy courtyard set with tables and benches, ready for company but gone gray and warped and fallen, littered with leaves and bird dung. Around the borders, cedars loitered, outgrown and shaggy, that had once been neat rows of toyland topiary. At the back, on a dais, sat a pair of wooden thrones, his and hers.


Sam walked straight through the wreckage as though she were indeed arriving home. “There,” she said, and pointed to the thrones. “There.”


“Yours?” Rosie asked.


“My daddy’s and mommy’s.”


“They lived here too?”


“And I had sisters.”


“How many?”


“One hundred.”


“Wow, a lot. Did they all fit?”


“They are little,” Sam said, and held up a thumb and finger to show the size, a small, a very small gap, she raised the fingers to her eye to squint at the microscopic smallness they measured. “Teeny TEENY tiny.”


“And they all lived here.”


“No,” said Sam with instant certainty. “No, in the ball. Go sit there.”


She pointed to the throne. Allan and Rosie looked down on her. She kept her pointer up, for their information. “There.”


“Maybe we should look around a while.”


“Sit,” said Sam, minatory. And waited while her mother and her lawyer mounted the steps and sat.


Why, Rosie wondered, had they just walked away? The owners, the staff, leaving all this behind. Maybe it wasn’t thought to be worth anything then, old stuff, weather-beaten. It didn’t look worthless now. People in the past had been willing to go to trouble they never would today; not content with a river island, they had gone and built there a whole false place, of real stone and wood though, realer than any stage set. The seat where she sat, as richly detailed as the Queen’s in Snow White or the big cobwebby furniture in a vampire movie.


“I wanted to tell you,” Allan said. He had not sat, stood at her side, minister or wizard or gray eminence. “Just before I came out to pick you up. I got a call from Mike’s attorney.” Mike Mucho was Sam’s father, from whom Rosie was almost divorced—practically, effectually; virtually, but not yet quite completely.


“Oh yes?”


“It was a strange call. She seemed a little hesitant. But what I gather is that Mike wants to reopen some aspects of the agreement.”


“Oh.”


“He wants to talk about custody.”


Rosie’s hands lay queenlike along the arms of her throne. The smell of the sun-warmed gray wood was strong. Why had she known from the beginning that she would hear this? Sam, who had ignored them after she had them enthroned and gone exploring around the litter of the open yard, now stopped. She looked down at her feet, at the ground between her Mary Janes, where she had spied something of interest, and then squatted there to get a better look. The beauty of her bare brown legs, of her attention to earth’s minutiæ. Through Rosie’s soul there blew a wind, an awful certainty of loss.


“We’ll have to talk,” Allan said. “Not here, not now.”


They explored the rest of the place. They pushed open the doors of the small theater that occupied the central tower (THE KEEP it said over the doors, in letters carved in the stone but carved to look shaggy and twiggy, like logs) and found it filled with things, chairs and tables, ancient kitchen equipment, canvas awnings, piles of trays and wooden crates of steins and cups; some whole towers of such crates were sunken and the dishes smashed in dust-covered archaeological heaps. Rosie’s flashlight reached inward to finger the stage draperies, the stacks of benches. Sam under her arm looking in too.


“Bats,” said Allan, unwilling to go in.


She made him climb to the battlements with her, though, the old stairways still sound, they built so solidly then; the walkways at the top were less certain, but Rosie and Sam climbed up into a belvedere to look out.


“Rosie,” Allan said. “We don’t have to get crazy.”


“Allan, I know what I want,” she said. “I just figured it out.”


“You did,” Allan said, one level below her, a hand on the ladder by which they’d gone up.


“I want to have a party.”


“Not here.”


“Here,” Rosie said. “Really big. On Halloween. For a lot of people. Everybody.”


“Yay,” said Sam.


Allan said nothing. Rosie turned to look down on his patient upturned face. She had come here to see her castle, hers, and to decide about it or begin to think about deciding, before it died of neglect and slipped into the river and was lost. And she had decided, or it had been decided for her as she stood there.


“It ought to be given to the town,” she said. “You’re right. We will. They can have it and fix it up. We can help fix it up, the Foundation can. But I want to have a party first.”


“Halloween?” Allan said. “Halloween night?” He was so patient, so willing to try at least to entertain the things she wanted.


“Witches, Allan,” she said. “Can’t you see it?”


“Bats,” he said.


“And ghosts.” Rosie laughed, at the lands below her, the height of air above.


“Ghosts,” Sam said.


It was a big view, the river winding lordly to the north, to the Jambs, disappearing around the bend through an imaginary portal called David’s Gate cleft into the mountains (imaginary because it simply widened and fell away as you came close to it to pass through, no gate after all).


Up on Mount Whirligig (which was named, some say, for the winding mists that rise on currents of warmer air from the Shadow River and seem to spin around it or cause the mountain to seem to spin; no one really knows why) was The Woods Center for Psychotherapy, a refurbished summer retreat where Mike Mucho worked as a therapist, where he was this day probably; he’d told Rosie he had been practically living there lately. A lot to do. Rosie couldn’t see The Woods from here, but she knew just about where it lay; someone standing on its roof might be able to see her standing here.


From the beginning she’d told Allan that she would have custody, that there was no question about that, none that she would entertain. And Mike had not raised any question then. What had happened, what was the matter, what was he thinking, of his child only, or of something else?


I’ll bring her here and keep her, she thought, lock that big door behind us. Never ever ever.


An equilateral triangle could be drawn, in that summer, from summit to summit of the three mountains she looked at—Mount Merrow, east of the Blackbury; Mount Whirligig, west of the Shadow; and, tallest in the center, Mount Randa to the north. More exactly, the points of the triangle lay respectively on a bluff on Mount Randa’s western height, where a monument stood, a monument to a long-dead freethinker of the county, once somewhat famous or notorious; on the central gateway of The Woods Center for Psychotherapy; and on a red 1959 Impala sedan submerged in the waters of an abandoned quarry halfway up the wooded slope of Merrow.


Bisect the east and west angles of this triangle and the lines meet in Stonykill, at Arcady in fact, the house built last century by Rosie’s forebears and now the seat of the Rasmussen Foundation. Drop a plumb from the triangle’s peak through its base and it will arrive at length just here, at Butterman’s, right at this tower at the island’s tip, the belvedere where Rosie looked out.


Secret geometries such as these tend to loosen over time, slide away from true, and become ambiguous. It always happens, was happening just then to these; they would not survive the change just then sweeping unfelt over the county and the world. But since no one had ever discovered them in the days when they still obtained, no one would notice when they failed.
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The worldwide wind that had blown so strongly on the night of the autumn equinox that year (don’t look for it in your almanacs, they date from later on, conscientious editors have already altered these impossibilities and healed the weird lacunæ, listen to me and I will tell you): that big wind and its rain resembled autumn storms of the kind we all remember very well, indeed was such a storm in every way—the barometric pressure fell fast, an awful weight was felt on every breast, a black exhilaration too as the front, tall as the night sky, passed over, roaring and stamping; then the bright day following on, littered with tree limbs and tossed shingles, and the sky and the heart strangely, wonderfully clear. That kind of one. They all feel, those autumn storms, as though they blow away something old, and bring in something new.


When the wind began that night, but was far from full, Pierce Moffett sat in the little sitting room of the apartment he then had on Maple Street in Blackbury Jambs, talking with his neighbor Beau Brachman, who perched in a little velvet slipper-chair; now and then as they talked Beau brushed back with a soft girlish gesture his long black hair from before his face.


“In Tibet,” Beau said, “they practice on dreams.”


“Oh yes?” Pierce said. He loved to listen to Beau talk, wasn’t sure he wasn’t half in love with Beau himself. They were talking about whether, or to what extent, the world can be altered by human intent alone. (The world: all this, the surrounding stuff, its laws and bounds and givens, what is, was, will be—they knew what they meant.) All around them, in boxes and bags, in this room and the next, were most of the contents of Pierce’s apartment, for the next day he was to move from Blackbury Jambs to a house in Littleville riot far away. On the floor between the two were a tall cylindrical Turkish coffeepot of brass and two brass cups; Beau on his travels had learned to drink it and make it, and Pierce happened to have the pot and cups, never used; and so now they sipped the little sweet strong doses, careful not to let their lips meet the sludge at the cup’s bottom.


“They learn,” Beau went on, “how to remain conscious in dreams, even though they submit to all the adventures, and experience all the events. But then when some danger comes, or when they get bogged down in some endless circular insoluble problem, you know the kind …”


“Oh yes. I do.”


“Or some bad anxiety, or grief—well then they alter the dream so they can pass safely through those things.”


“Like …”


“Like oh you’re lost in a dark woods, and you’re threatened by wild animals; you want out, so you consciously summon up a …”


“A taxi.”


“Sure.”


“Take me home.”


“Sure,” Beau said. “And so by practice you learn to do the same when you’re not dreaming. When you come to a place where you need help, or can’t find a way; or you feel threatened or …”


“The difference is,” Pierce said, “that dreams are in us, inside. The world though is outside us; we’re in it.”


“Uh-huh,” Beau said, and smiled; actually he had not left off smiling, he had a sort of permanent smile like that of a hieratic mask, a head of Buddha or an archaic Greek sculpture, foxier though, more teasing.


Lost in a dark wood. Pierce thought of a long-ago kid’s show on television, where you could send away for a special sheet of plastic to fix over your screen, and a box of crayons; and then when the little cartoon hero of the show (what was his name?) stood baffled before a chasm or a cliff, an urgent voice told you Quick, kids, draw a bridge, or Draw a ladder, kids; and up or over he’d go. Only he also went up or over if you didn’t, through thin air.


But if you expected you could alter the world, the way Beau said, that you could make good luck in your life or the lives of others, wouldn’t you then have to think that awful and unlikely disasters, just as coincidental, just as perfectly appropriate, were also alterations of the world that you had made, reverse miracles? Or were they the work of other powers, other persons, as good at this as you or better? If you can choose any of it, you might have to believe you choose it all: that at any moment you stand at a crossroads you yourself have drawn.


Winky Dink, that was the little guy’s name on TV. Helpless little foolish little. Hurry, kids. Hurry and help. Who would do that for him, he wondered, draw him a bridge from here to there, a door to go out by? The trick would be to assume that someone somewhere would, and just set out.


Set out.


They both thought at first that the wind, rising, had flung open the street door downstairs with a bang: but right away there came rapid stumbling steps on the stairs leading up to Pierce’s apartment, and they heard his name cried. Then Rose Ryder was at the glass-panelled door, both knocking and working the handle, and in deep distress.


“What,” Pierce said, opening the door to her, but she was wild, too wild with some grief or disaster even to describe it. She began to cry, or to laugh, raising harsh staccato sobs that could be the prelude to either.


“What,” Pierce said again. “Hush. What.”


Beau withdrew his leg from beneath him and rose.


“I flipped the car,” Rose said. And she looked at Beau and Pierce in sudden horror, as though they had delivered this news to her, not she to them.


“What?”


“The car,” she said. “I flipped it over.”


“While you were driving it?”


She stared at him. Astonishment seemed for a moment to calm her. “Well yes while I was driving it! I mean Pierce.”


“When?”


“Just now just this minute. Aw God.”


“Where?”


But whatever it was that had happened overcame her again; trembling, she sank to the floor. Her hair, blacker and longer than Beau’s, curtained her face. “Aw,” she said from behind that curtain. “Aw.”


“Well what,” Pierce began, but then Beau came and knelt beside her. He took her face in his hands to make her look at him, though he said nothing to her. Then he sat beside her on the floor and put his arms around her shaking shoulders, his temple close to hers, till she was quiet. Pierce, hands in his pockets, looked down on them.


“So,” Beau said at last. “What happened? Where’s the car?”


Rose buried her face into the crook of her arm to wipe her tears. “On the Shadow River road. Just over the bridge. In somebody’s lawn.”


“And you’re okay?”


“I guess. Some black-and-blues I bet.” She looked up at Pierce, and away again. Pierce wondered, not for the first time, at her nighttimes, filled with weird incident, as though she somnambulated. Real, though, usually.


“I was coming down to town,” she said. “And too fast. And the big sharp turn, you know? And this something ran across the road in front of me.” Once again she was seized, and seemed again suddenly to get the news of what she had done, and looked ready to bawl: but she pressed her cheeks with her two hands and kept it in.


“Something?”


“Like a chipmunk, I think. I just couldn’t see it real well.”


“Chipmunk?”


“Or a raccoon. So I.” And she wrenched an imaginary wheel. “And.” She turned her hand in midair, making her sailing car. She wept again, but more softly.


The two men said nothing. Beau kept his arm around her; they had questions, but they let her leave them for a moment. She was in the car again, freewheeling, knowing that she and earth had parted, first on the left side, then on the right.


“Oh shit,” she said.


Pierce, feeling her horror come and pass, sat too on the floor beside her and took her arm. “You’re okay though,” he said. “That’s all that matters.” For she might have been driving her own car, her little red Asp convertible—that was actually what he had been imagining, the small projectile turning in air, trying to right itself in time … But of course it wasn’t the Asp, the Asp was in the shop (it often was) and she was driving a loaner, a dumpy sedan she had spoken contemptuously of, a Harrier (or Terrier? he hadn’t heard clearly) that was plainly at fault here, maybe. “All that matters,” he said again, and kissed her unhurt head.


“How did you get from there to here?” Beau asked.


She seemed not quite to know. It was a long way, several blocks (Pierce still measured in city blocks), a mile at least out to the edge of town and across the bridge over the Shadow River. Her eyes seemed to look back over the distance in wonderment.


“Ran,” she said, a guess.


She had first found herself—rediscovered herself—hanging upside down in the seat belt, she didn’t remember buckling it even but apparently had: and it was one of those times again when she exited from a black funnel of unknowing into a place, a place in her life, this place; and she had to reconstruct the rest backwards, without a clue, how, why. Was she still in motion? No that was the wind at the crack of the window. Was this her blood dripping warmly down her leg? No some car fluid decanting. What black being was pressed up against her side window, pressing in, mouth-flap open?


“I think I knocked over their mailbox,” she said. “Yes. I know I did.” She lit a cigarette, hands still trembling. “And so. I got out of the seat belt, and I guess the door open. And got out.” Got out, revolving as she did so, to stand upside down beside her right-side-up car? No the dark world turned around with her as she came forth, it was the car that was upside down, one wheel still lazily spinning. “And I was just so scared. And I came here, I don’t know how, and now. Now. Oh shit.”


“But,” said Pierce. “You’re all right, and nobody’s hurt …”


“She left the scene of an accident,” Beau said, seeing Pierce’s bafflement.


“Oh.”


“Not supposed to do that.”


“Oh yes.”


Pierce’s own driver’s license was brand-new, he had only just come to know how fully the world he lived in was adapted to cars and their drivers, how their needs for information and directions, space to park and turn, help when crippled or abandoned, were provided for, he had not really noticed this before; and of course there would be the exactions too, the regulations and controls, just as complete.


“But,” he said. “I mean. What was it? Were you drunk?”


“Well Pierce yes of course I was. Am.”


“Oh.”


She covered her eyes with the heels of her long hands, her cigarette between two fingers pointing up. “God if I get tested. I’ll lose my license. I just know it.”


Her little convertible had a number of dings in it where she had tangled with others in minor set-tos, never her fault exactly, but piling up no doubt on the records kept carefully somewhere. Drunk she might now be, but Pierce thought she could probably pass any test given her, her reaction to even a beer or two was strangely psychotropic, Bacchantic even. He knew.


“Were there people in the house?” Beau said. “Nobody saw?”


“I don’t know,” she said. “I didn’t see lights.” She hugged herself mournfully. “Oh what’ll I do.”


“Maybe there’s time then.”


“Time?” she said warily. “What time?”


“We’ll go see,” Beau said. “Maybe we can get you back there, before—”


She was already on her feet, arms around herself straitjacket style, defensive. “No no I can’t. I can’t I can’t.” She sheltered against Pierce, eyes closed.


Beau regarded them both, perhaps thinking (it seemed to Pierce) how he might interpose himself here to mend this reality. The wind took the house just then and shook it sharply once, as though shouldering past them on its way up Maple Street and out to the mountains. “We’ll go see,” he said. “Pierce?”


“I’ll get my car,” Pierce said, firmly he hoped.


“No!” Rose said, and took his arm. “No stay!”


“We’ll take mine,” Beau said. “I’ll drive by in a minute. Listen for me and come down. I’ve got an idea, if you want it.”


When he was gone, Pierce guided Rose to the next room, his largest, his bedroom and office, and sat her on the bed.


“I’m going to lose my job,” she said.


“Because of this? Oh I bet not,” Pierce said.


“Not because of this. The place is shutting.”


Rose worked as an aide and social worker at The Woods Center for Psychotherapy. Pierce had heard the rumors. Large amounts had been spent on the conversion, and staff were said to be well paid, thought to be lucky. It was a huge place, though, and despite the modest solid richness of its public face, the nice graphics and the glossy vans seen in town, the support it gave to community events, it had always also seemed insubstantial; ungrounded, maybe, like its clients.


“They’ve told you?”


“Oh they don’t say,” Rose said. “But they told us staff appointments for the spring won’t be announced till the end of the year.” The Woods worked on a sort of semester system, like a college in reverse, most popular in the summer, mostly closed for much of the winter, too hard to heat, too high up the snowy mountain. “They told us this at the party. Well you know.”


The end-of-season staff party was where she had been this night, he remembered. Jug wine and maybe a keg. Without him to watch over her. She’d asked him not to come.


“But,” he said. “They didn’t specifically.”


She lay back on the bed; she raked with both hands her long hair from behind her, and laid it out on the pillows.


“Oh,” she only said, or keened. “Oh what’ll I do. Waddle I do.”


He lay beside her to hold her. The wind rolled around them. What would she do? He thought of all those who made their own way nowadays, who like her had come away from universities with degrees in their hands real but useless (hers in American literature), who got jobs in social work or opened shops on shoestrings, learned simple crafts and sold their products or other things or themselves, always knowing it might not last long.


Well and he too. Strange generation they were, loose seam in the civil fabric, some of them actually bound for big things, some not, some borne away and lost. Optimistic mostly but the abyss could always open before you, you had to wonder and fear.


And he had long served them, women in that perplexity. He could almost (if he chose) believe that he had been put here just for that reason, to serve and help them: women looking for something, an art, a craft, a passion, a means of unfolding their selves and turning them to account. Artistic temperaments, certain they possessed powers but with nothing to use them on, predators trying to discover (in tears, in a frenzy, in the dark of night) just what their prey might be. What’s to become of me? What’ll I do?


He made Rose no answer. He knew what was being asked of him here, and he was not going to give it, he did not have it any longer to give and if he did he would keep it for himself, whose need was just as great. He had served selflessly (not selflessly, no, but recklessly anyway, it came to the same thing when the cost was to be counted); he had served and he would not again. Non serviam. Not this time. Not this damn time.


“There’s Beau,” he said, and started up.


Though Rose and Pierce had been lovers for the length of a Faraways summer, they weren’t faithful to each other; at least Pierce assumed she was not to him; her stories weren’t always clear and never complete, she had a great capacity to deny—to herself above all—what she had been up to or down to; when she had had a couple of drinks the nights shut up behind her like dreams, and men and adventures weren’t always firmly registered. Once she had accepted a ride home from a dim acquaintance (Asp in the shop again?) and, when she pulled out his ashtray, glimpsed the corner of a small container in the gray; and feeling an inchoate burble of memory she put her fingers in, and took out the contact lenses she had been missing for days.


“Ruined?”


“No. Just dirty”


“And could he explain?”


“No he couldn’t. How could he if I couldn’t?”


“And so you don’t know then what else might have happened in the car that other time. Coincident to what happened with the lenses.”


“Well,” she said. “Actually, no.”


He could not require faithfulness of her, had nothing in return to offer her for it, and wouldn’t have known, just then, what to do with it if she had proffered it. Every one of those with whom in the past he had made or assumed such a compact, of love, of fidelity, had not kept it, and he thought he was done with making them. Even so, without ever choosing to be, he had all this summer been faithful to Rose, at least in the sense that he had had no other lovers but her. Or only one, and he imaginary, or phantasmic: his familiar spirit, incubus too, and (Pierce was convinced) the pander who first brought Rose and him together.


That was his son, Robbie.


“I wish I could meet him,” Rose said. Rose believed Robbie was the child of his body, begotten on a long-ago long-gone lover, raised by grandparents elsewhere, only just come again into Pierce’s life. That’s what Pierce told her. And in telling her this and making it likely, Pierce had come upon some details of Robbie he might not otherwise have discovered.


“You might.” It was midnight in August, and still as hot as day; they were naked and neck-deep in the motionless dark waters that fill an abandoned quarry up Mount Merrow.


“Dark like you?”


“Blond. Well sort of amber honey; maybe it’ll darken.”


“Dishwater blond.”


“And his eyes too. Honey.” Made by the bees upon Mount Hymettus, the ones they sing of.


“Not like his dad.”


“Not in any way.”


Pierce had expected that his imaginary son and lover (he had not told Rose about that part) would vanish, fast or slowly, from his life as Rose came farther into it. But Robbie hadn’t gone when Rose came. He had only grown denser, glowed more honey-warm as throughout that summer Pierce and Rose coupled. Indeed he was with them (though seen, or perceived, only by his father) on that same hot midnight at the Mount Merrow quarry. A laughing Caravaggio boy, naked on a stela of granite at the water’s edge, one knee drawn up to rest his cheek on.


“Warm,” she said. She let herself sink down till her chin met its pale reflection on the water’s surface. “At first I was so hot and the water was cold. Now the air feels cold and the water’s warm.”


He swam ponderously to her. Her face was dim, her hair spread out behind her over the black water. The depth beneath them was palpable, its weight solid like its darkness. Why at night does deep water seem so much more a beast, a being, and why when you swim naked?


Those quarry waters are deep, fathom on fathom certainly, though maybe not so deep as some believe. Down at the bottom is the red Impala in which two lovers drowned in the year 1959; the trunk is open, for the suitcases they were fleeing with were seen floating on the surface next morning, that’s how it was learned they’d gone together over the cliff above. You hear it told that the lovers are still inside, up to their chins now in muck, she at the wheel, he beside her (his hand on the door it may be, too late, too deep). But that’s not true. Divers got them out, and they are buried now in earth, like the most of us, and far apart.


Up on the height, the road that the Impala drove in on, long closed, has nearly disappeared; lovers and swimmers now leave their cars out by the highway and walk in, past the nearly illegible No Trespassing signs, to reach the quarry’s edge. That’s how Rose and Pierce had got there. Still the only convenient way of entering the water is to leap. So Pierce had taken Rose’s hand (for what other woman would he have had to be so brave?) and they went in together, feet first and looking downward, crying out.


“Here’s my plan,” Beau said to Pierce, and laughed lightly at himself. They could already see the glow and pulse of blue lights out around the bend across the bridge out of town. They approached slowly and not by the straightest way while Beau explained. It seemed simple enough, though Pierce’s heart shrank somewhat in his bosom, he had never been able to negotiate easily with the earthly powers, did not usually assume they could be negotiated with, only bowed to or evaded.


Beau stopped his car opposite the overturned turtle of Rose’s car and set the brake. The cops turned to take notice of them as Pierce got out.


He had driven her home, no picked her up at the party and driven her homeward or townward when. No he had driven her safely to his place (where she yes now was) and then returned alone back up the mountain because she had left her, had left behind her contact lenses, which he had volunteered to go back and get. And couldn’t find. And so then on the way back into town, here, he had encountered something in the road. A raccoon he thought, maybe a. Something crossing before him. Unfamiliar car, too, his own was a Steed sedan, big American. And.


Beau was there to say how he, Pierce, had come to his, Beau’s, house in a state of bewildered disorientation. Not hurt no, a thump on the head maybe. Doctor? No no. Momentary. Fine now. Why had he left before calling the police? Pierce (not for the first or the last or the worst time) pleaded ignorance. They asked if Pierce could step into the light here, and they looked into his face with a fierce flashlight; then they made him walk the white line that edged the road.


He could do that, and did. He had stepped forward to take her place here, and would do what further was required of him; he would substitute his (momentary, transient) innocence for her guilt, and would take the fall too, he guessed, if there was a fall to take. There wasn’t: there were things to do he had never done before, get a wrecker (they worked through the night, apparently) and fill out forms; and Pierce’s blameless if brief record was now spotted, he would see the result when he went to pay his next insurance premium. But he knew nothing of that then.


“Something’s going on up at The Woods,” he said to Beau as they drove back. “I don’t know what. Something.”


“I know,” Beau said, unsurprised. “Yes. We know there is.”


Rose was asleep when Pierce got back; she had pulled down the covers of the bed but had not undressed, lay sprawled swastika fashion across most of the sheet, her long feet bare and her face hidden in her hair. He took off his clothes, suddenly stifled and too hot, and lay beside her. When he put out the light the wind seemed to expand, and filled the rooms; in the kitchen something fell to the floor with a papery rustle, and Rose awoke. She ascended as though from a deep pool, lifted herself and sat up as though on the pool’s edge, looking down within. Then she turned to see Pierce lying long and naked there.


“There wasn’t really any chipmunk,” she said.


“Raccoon, I thought you said.”


“Well there wasn’t any.”


He pondered what that could mean. That she had no excuse for losing control at that turn. That she had not lost control at all, not of the car anyway, which had done what she had asked of it. Why was the only question then, and he wouldn’t put it to her.


“Okay,” he said. She lay again beside him, and put her hands beneath her head.


The room was growing colder as the mass of air within it was exchanged for the incoming one. She slept; she rose again, tossed up and outward will-lessly to her feet, and went off to the john. He listened to the wind and the toilet’s flush. She padded back and was clambering again aboard the bed when he stopped her.


“Wait. Wait a sec.”


She stood before him where he sat on the bed’s edge. He undid her stiff jeans, pulled at the snap and the strong zipper; she rested her hands on his shoulders. He husked her, tugging the denim downward so she could step out.


“There,” he said.


He unbuttoned and took her shirt from her too, and encircled her to unhook the bra in back; lightly stroked her freed breasts, looked into her absent eyes; let her back in bed.


“Scary wind,” she said.


It really had grown alarming. There were noises out in the world, a descant of bangs and thumps and whistles on the wind’s melody that could not be interpreted, would only next day be seen to be escaped lawn furniture or blown-away pickets.


“What if it’s the one?” she said.


“What one?” he said, but she seemed to be again asleep, anyway didn’t answer; he looked at her face in the dimness and couldn’t quite tell if her eyes were closed or still open.


He in fact knew what one, for it was from him that she had heard mythologies of wind, how it bloweth where it listeth, one part of Nature not under God’s thumb and therefore perhaps at the disposal of our Enemy; she had heard his stories about changer winds, how one had once blown away the Spanish Armada and thus saved England from Catholic conquest, a famous wind which if you went to look for it in the records of the time wasn’t there. He had told her of the wind that carries away the old age, and the contrary wind that brings in the new age, and of the stillness between. He had told her a lot of things.


God what a dream-tossed sleeper she was, her arm now flung across him and her open mouth making a child’s soft frightened whimper with each exhalation. He didn’t usually permit her to sleep beside him.


Not something in her path that she had swerved to avoid: more likely something behind and following, which she meant to escape. Who flies so, fast in the night and the wind?


He shuddered deeply, and drew the sheet over his nakedness.


When it was late, Robbie came from his daybed out on Pierce’s sunporch to stand above his father. Pierce, who was fast asleep, was amazed at how clearly present the boy was to him, more than he had been since Pierce had begun to perceive him. The golden hair of his arms; the awful serenity of his smile, abashing and cheering at once, which Pierce had not often seen, which he had sought so often by spiritual and lowly physical means to see. Robbie bent and kissed his father’s cheek, and turned away, his duties here done and others and other games summoning him. Unable in the depths of sleep to cry out or call after him, Pierce felt him torn away, but he would not remember that: he would remember only how he had suddenly awakened, desolate, the woman only alongside him, and the wind enormous.


The next morning then, a tremulous blue one with flying clouds overhead, Rose sat on Pierce’s sunporch and thought and smoked cigarettes while Pierce loaded his boxes and furniture into the truck of his friend Brent Spofford: the same man, same truck too, that had once brought Pierce and these books and belongings out of the city and into the country. When they were done they all drove out of the Jambs (waving to Rosie Rasmussen coming out of the drugstore, Rosie who was in a sense Pierce’s employer, and also, in another sense, Spofford’s lover and intended) and then went out to Littleville, to the house to which Pierce was moving. He almost expected to find it had vanished, magicked away by the wind, but it was there.
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At September’s end, then, Pierce was living by a running river, and Rose Ryder too, a different house by a different river. Rose was spending autumn in the summer cabin of an administrator at The Woods Center for Psychotherapy; when The Woods began to wrap up its summer programs the administrator moved back to her City house and office, and Rose had her cabin until the freezing weather, when she would have to turn off the water, bring in the deck chairs and the grill, board the windows with sheets of gray plywood, and look for somewhere else to live till the next fall, a roommate or a room. Meanwhile she could watch the woods along Shadow River color, and the deck fill with tattered leaves, and the river steam whitely in the mornings. She thought of the little house as hers.


Pierce’s new house in Littleville was by the Blackbury, the other river that runs through the Faraways, rising from different sources than the Shadow’s, springs and melting snows far up in the Appalachians, and eventually subsuming the Shadow on its journey to the sea.


It was Rose who had led him to the house. He had first met her long before he moved to the county, at a moonlit party by a backwater of this river. He invited her for a row, and she guided their boat out through the reeds and the water lilies and the willows drowning their hair, out to the broad mainstream, and a while later they came up against a little dock, the dock at the end of the needle-strewn path that led through the pines to the big screened back porch or patio of this house, which was unoccupied then; and they broke and entered, and looked around. Oh secret she whispered, opening the door to a far bedroom, entered through the bath. And he came in behind her, and there they embraced and kissed deeply, and then nothing further; rowed back.


She remembered nothing of this at first when he met her again, he having by then moved to the Jambs; remembered perhaps the party by the river, but not the house, nor the bedroom, nor the moon full in its windows.


Then when he had to give up his apartment in town, he came to this place again: he answered an ad for a house in Littleville to rent, and found it to be the one they had violated in the moonlight. She was with him then too: they went together through the small and faintly smelly bathroom and into a bedroom. Oh secret she said this time too and Pierce embraced her as he had done before, and said to her Now you must remember. And she said Yes in a whisper.


And yet (Pierce thought, as he lay now on this late-September morning looking at that very bedroom from within his own bed, his own curtains now hanging at the windows and his own pictures dim on the walls in the dawnlight) maybe even then she had not remembered. She had answered Yes: but had he not made it a rule that in certain circumstances she never answer No to him?


In this broad bed in the midnight once, not here but on Maple Street in the Jambs, he had placed the rule on her: Don’t say no to me, Rose. You don’t want to say no. Only yes. Do you understand?


Yes.


Say it.


Yes.


So it may be that she had really not recognized the place, and therefore had not felt the queasy pressure of Fate on her inward parts as he felt it on his to have returned here. Perhaps she even chose not to remember it. She could do that. She had a talent that way.


Most secret of all is what’s forgotten.


He rose, wide awake—she in her bed in her cabin within the sound of the Shadow slept on—and stood in thought, long, naked and pale where his skin was not darkened by black hair. Tonight they would meet, not here in this room but in her little place that she was so pleased with, dinner on her deck by her young cold river. He would have to lay some plans then for the evening, could not go up there all unready.


At that he lay down again to think.


Pierce had no alarm clock. He awakened when his dreams were done, plenty early. He then usually lay long indolent, attentive to the pour of his thoughts, until that cup too was empty. He did so even while telling himself that the best chance he would probably have to make a mark and some money in the world was wasting fast away, and that he was a fool.


Once, Pierce Moffett had been a historian, or aspired to be one, but he had kicked over those traces, in disgust, in impatience, in the throes of need too, for he had a living to make and history was apparently not where he was destined to make it: the sole entry-level teaching job he had been able to acquire had stopped well short of tenure and then expired.


So he convinced a New York literary agent (Julie Rosengarten, former lover of his) that he could write a book which very many people would be eager to read, and she in turn won over a publisher, Cockerel Books, the world’s largest at least by some measures, so Julie told him. The book, shaped and guided by Julie, was about magic, secret histories, and the End of the World, an event that Pierce would suggest was under way undetectably even as he wrote, as the reader read.


For a long time after he received the publisher’s advance that (along with some money from the Rasmussen Foundation) bought his daily bread, Pierce made no progress on this work. He had climbed to the high diving board, and thereupon found that he could neither jump nor back down. He scribbled notes and lined them out, typed pages and almost immediately crushed them. Why is it we believe that Gypsies can tell fortunes? he would begin; or There is more than one history of the world: and then he’d lie down, or go out, or give up.


But by the time he moved to Littleville, he had accumulated a couple of large stacks of typed paper, Part I and Part II, much scribbled over and interleaved with yellow lined sheets amplifying and modifying the matter in them; he could heft them in his hands, as gratifying as baked bread or hewn wood. And just lately he had ceased to sleep at night, or hardly to sleep: he commonly fell into a deep paralysis for two hours or even less when he climbed into his great bed, and then awoke as though he had been shaken, to lie alert and humming like a switched-on appliance for hours, thinking, thinking, weaving, weaving; sometimes rising to scribble, or smoke, or just stare out at the sinking moon. Another hour or two of sleep after first light began to touch the windows; then up and busy in the kitchen, at work already even while he clattered the coffeepot and skillet.


What had happened? Summer had come, hot as hell, fecund and various, inspiring in him maybe an imitative abundance. Robbie, summoned by his powers, powers he hadn’t known he had, a being himself made of powers that Pierce did not know how to calculate: he had surprised and fascinated young Robbie with the copiousness a grown man was capable of, of a piece with the prose he had simultaneously been able to produce, and as tirelessly too. And then Rose, whom he was now nearly done thinking of for this idle morning. Like a wise investment, the more time he spent on Rose or with her the more returns he seemed to get; he pretended a lordly annoyance at her calls and impetuosities during his hours of working or spellbinding but he had grown superstitious about her too, couldn’t be sure his productivity didn’t actually depend on her, found himself talking her into forgoing other possibilities in favor of dates with him; and when she came at evening she would find him often enough still in his dressing gown, shaken and glowing like an athlete, with a new yellow pad filled that had been blank not long before; how do you go so fast, she would marvel, and he would laugh a great laugh and push her before him through the little house toward this bedroom, the bedroom she called Invisible.


Another possibility, which Pierce sometimes entertained as he lay abed, laughing there sometimes outrageously as well, was that Time was really decanting into his big brain, unfillable like the conjurer’s trick chalice, the wine of a new revelation, one that he was to impart as best he could to those who waited for it: a revelation that might only in this moment, this year of this decade, be worth imparting.


So be up and doing, Pierce: for the night comes, when no man can work.


. . .


Meanwhile Rosie Rasmussen flew. She leapt from the top of the Ball Building on River Street, where four big stone balls are placed; she had always looked up at those balls but had never before been able to touch them, and the cold rough feel of them was gratifying as she pushed off and out above the river.


Whyever had she forgot she could do this? She remembered now, as the wrinkled river spread below her, that of course she could and had, many times, in certain seasons, which seasons? Flying weather maybe. She was a little rusty now but oh the easy bliss of it when you got your bearings and learned to bank and wheel, kick-turn, dive and rise again!


There was Butterman’s on its rock, should she alight there? No not where she was headed. She lifted her eyes. Beyond, the city of Cascadia spread, the paper mills pouring white smoke, the new treatment plant, the shining pelt of the river draped over the dam and gathering in foam at the bottom. No not far enough. She strained somewhat to rise, afraid momentarily she was getting somehow heavier, airlogged, sinking. The straitened river opened again southward. Over earth’s curve came the tops of the twofold city, Conurbana, the old towers on the left bank (gold dome of the Municipal Building catching the morning light) and the far higher cold-steel ones on the right bank.


Oh yes there, Rosie thought, losing altitude. That’s the way she would go. Duty and apprehension gathered in her breast. She wondered if she had been wrong, if actually she had been thrown or shot upward and was now not flying but falling: and she realized that to think so was to fall; and she began to.


Landing on her pillow in her bed in the predawn gloom, her eyes gulping light. The alarm clock on the table beside her just gathering force to go off, its whir what woke her. Rosie smacked it, forestalling it, and fell back. Groaned aloud in eerie horror then as she became aware of some living thing in the bed with her, oh yes Christ, Sam, who had awakened past midnight with the terrors and wouldn’t rest till Rosie took her in.


Oh I don’t want to go, Rosie thought or pleaded. She sat up and felt with her feet for her slippers, couldn’t find them, got down on hands and knees and felt under the bed for them (another shiver of eldritch fear as she groped in that dark den) and then gave up and went barefoot into the hall. Past Boney’s old room and to the back stairs. Autumn odors, of chilly air and last year’s fires waiting to be relit, cold old woodwork, past lives lived here and their meals and linens and furnishings, all for some reason vivid in this season. The stairs debouched into the kitchen. Rosie left the door open (why anyway did stairs need doors at all?) so she could hear Sam if she awoke; and she filled the teapot at the sink.


Remembering flying. You always seem to remember, in dreams, that you can, and have before. And of course you have: in other dreams.


If she could fly today to Conurbana for this appointment she would fly.


She and Sam had come to live here, to this house with a name, after Rosie learned that Mike, despite his promises, was seeing Rose Ryder again. Arcady was her great-uncle Boney Rasmussen’s house, and she worked here as his secretary, seeing Boney through his last yearlong decline toward death, offering him as much as she had and sure it was not enough (nothing could have been; she felt, like a deathbed curse, the weight of his need for help, for escape from death, and her own helplessness before it). Now the house and its pots and pans and linens and beds were in some sense hers. Not hers to dispose of, but hers in trust: for it all belonged to the Foundation that Boney had long ago set up, which now possessed all the Rasmussen wealth. It was not a great Foundation such as those once established by repentant steel magnates or oilmen but a Foundation nonetheless, with assets to administer and gifts to disburse; and after Boney was dead Rosie learned that he had named her to be the Foundation’s new director.


It was no fate she expected or desired. He had been kind to her and she missed him terribly. But she had refused his bequest, or at least hadn’t agreed to accept it; turned aside all of Allan Butterman’s inquiries about when a decision might be expected, while the summer ran out and the house grew cool; every day that she didn’t decide seemed to her a small hard-won victory, and every morning she prepared herself to fail once again to decide. It was a knack, she thought, and one that might have come down to her in her genes, for Boney certainly had it. And maybe it would keep her alive till great old age as it had Boney. Maybe she could do here what Boney had somehow longed to do and had not done: maybe by making no decisions she could live forever.


There was Sam now: an urgent moan as though she had been roughly snatched back from wherever she spent the dark hours.


“Okay, hon, Mom’s coming,” let her know who’s with her here, sometimes Sam arrived in the waking world in a sort of bewildered amazement that Rosie used to find funny. She mounted the stairs by twos, the teapot singing urgently behind her.


Dr. Bock’s phenobarbital was a stopgap, he said; Sam needed tests to find out what was going on with her, and a program of medication tailored to her. Tailored was the word he used, a little suit just her size. She needed an EEG, the test where your brain waves are measured with electrodes, which might or might not reveal something about what in Sam’s brain could be causing her seizures.


So today Sam and Rosie were to go to Conurbana Pediatric Institute and Hospital to see a neurologist and have the tests; and then (Rosie could feel it already) they would continue in that direction from then on. No road that they could take would ever lead back to before that August night when Sam first said What’s that? toward something she alone saw in the empty air, and then grew rigid and trembled, blind deaf and absent. The road they parted from that night fell steadily behind them, the life Rosie had been living; it went on unrolling no doubt, she would picture it sometimes vaguely but vividly, with a pang of regret and longing nearly unbearable. Her real life, growing imaginary, while her new life filled up with obdurate reality.


Bring a favorite toy or book, said the mimeoed list the hospital had sent her. Sam chose Brownie, a rag doll she found in a drawer here at Arcady, whose brown yarn hair and gingham dress were sordid with age and whose left eye, a black bead, had recently come loose and now hung by a thread, ghastly a little, Rosie promised to fix it and had not. If you wash your child’s head carefully the morning of the test this will not have to be done upon arrival. Answer the following questions in consultation with your child’s physician. A careful description of the nature of the attacks is necessary to make a proper diagnosis. List the medications your child is currently taking with exact dosages and times.


“No Mommy. No no no no.”


“Oh come on Sam. For just this once no fight. We need to go so we’re not late.”


Sam slipped from her and started down the hall. Rosie with her dose followed. “Samantha!”


She hadn’t been told if she was to give Sam her usual medicine. Would it interfere with the brain waves? Make them look worse, or not bad enough? She didn’t dare not give it to her. Dr. Bock said that very likely Sam’s seizures weren’t hurting her brain, but Rosie couldn’t bear to see another one, her child shaken nearly apart, how could that not damage you. And no number of them she saw thereafter, down the years from that day to this (never many in a year, but never none) would make them easier to witness. Or remember. Or envision.


“Oh Sam damn it. Come here. You little.”


“Go way you big.”


Down the front stairs naked and bright against the dark wainscot and purplish carpet, Rosie after her handicapped by the syringe she held aloft. Negotiation in the downstairs hall where Boney Rasmussen died, on his way to the toilet. Yes okay French toast if you’ll just, Sam I haven’t got time to argue: laughter rising helplessly in her throat, laughter of bewildered frustration, cosmic laughter maybe because this really was just a game, as Sam (laughing too) believed or knew; but it had to be got through anyway, had to. Sam be serious.


Done at last, tears but at least she didn’t spit it out (Rosie had tried mixing it into juice but Sam never drank the whole thing, and Rosie never knew in what part of the drink the medicine—medicine she called it, it cured nothing—was lingering). While Sam ate her French toast Rosie packed, Sam’s book about mice who go up in a balloon, a book for herself too (The Company by Fellowes Kraft, she had been becalmed in the second chapter for some weeks), Brownie and blankie, cookies and juice and the bottle of phenobarbital and the syringe and all the various papers.


They went out at last through the front hall and the big door (passing unseen and unseeing around or through Boney Rasmussen himself, who since his death on July Fourth night had been standing there before a door that would not open, unable to go forward and certainly not back) and out into the fragrant morning, a nice day, another nice day.


Though she was now at the very least the acting director of the Foundation, Rosie wouldn’t pay herself more salary; every week she wrote out for herself a check for the same amount she had been getting as the Foundation’s part-time secretary. Today though she would allow herself the use of Boney’s great black Buick that lay dormant in the garage, formerly carriage house, at the turn of the drive. Her own car—not even hers but Mike’s, he hadn’t bothered to demand it from her or was holding the demand in reserve to be laid on the table later—was a Bison station wagon whose struts were weak and brakes insecure, and the thought of driving it on the highway far from home made Rosie uneasy, though Spofford said that if it was going to go, or stop rather, it was more likely to do it careening over a dirt road in the Faraways than on the interstate. She said she saw the logic.


She had found the Buick’s key in the pocket of Boney’s winter overcoat, left there the last time he had driven, and yesterday they’d gone out to the carriage house, Sam delighted and laughing, to start it up. They pushed the big stable doors open, Rosie marvelling that Boney hadn’t ever bothered to put in a real garage with a roll-up door and concrete floor. Sam inspected the sleeping dragon, putting her fingers in the gulp-holes in the side (which were actually fake, Rosie found, went in an inch or so and stopped; on her father’s surely they had had some function, swallowed air or something). It came right to life, strong and willing. Sam cheered.


Like all this, it wasn’t hers, even if it was hers to use. If it belonged to anyone it belonged, as did all of Boney’s remains, to Una Knox.


I’m leaving it all to my old girlfriend Una Knox, Boney said to her a month before he died, after Allan Butterman had pressed him about making a will, which he never did in the end. My old girlfriend Una Knox. The way he’d said it, and the fact that nothing official ever turned up with her name on it, convinced Rosie that Una Knox was a joke of some complicated kind, the kind that deeply private and solitary people enjoy playing on themselves; or on the other hand was maybe a momentary ploy, a name snatched at random to fend off Rosie and Allan who were forcing him to talk and think about his own fast-approaching nonexistence: that, in any case, there was no such person. Which didn’t keep Rosie from imagining her appearing one day, sailing darkly tall into Arcady, come to claim what was hers.


Vroom. Sam cheered again at the miracle of the car’s starting. Rosie guided the great length of it out of its lair inch by inch, certain that by day’s end it would be dinged; and to whom would she have to answer for that?
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Human lives are ordered in cycles of seven years, counting from the child’s first appearance on earth to the day or night on which she departs. Cycles, which in sequence form a wave, a wave with its tops and bottoms, ups and downs; it can be drawn on paper, a simple sine wave, with x and y coordinates of Time and Amplitude, peaking at seven, at fourteen, at twenty-one, at twenty-eight, at thirty-five.


We come in at birth in the middle of this wave; we start down, and reach the bottom of it sometime after age three. Then we begin to rise up. Halfway through the climb to the top, we reach the horizontal coordinate that divides this rolling wave of the years into upper and lower halves; and the year in which we pass over this line we can call the Up Passage Year. Anyway that’s what the most recent discoverer or deviser of this cycle chose to call it. The Up Passage Year is a year full of hope, or at least of expectation; a time for the sorting and storing of new and interesting matter, the gaining of new perspectives. How high it reaches before peaking is up to chance and the world, and maybe to our own efforts too.


Rose Ryder, awake but undressed, sat unmoving on the edge of her narrow bed in her cabin by the Shadow. Rose was, herself, at the threshold of an Up Passage Year, headed for the uplands of twenty-eight. At her feet, on the bedroom floor, were many long sheets of paper with waves or cycles drawn on them, crossed by a median line; she had drawn them herself, with compass and rule. They had slipped in the night from the bed where she had left them, and she looked down at them without exactly seeing them. It was to be another perfect cloudless day, tenth in a row, heating the Faraways to summer levels by noon.


By the time it reaches the summit of the seventh year, the soul or person has come to know itself, has made itself, insofar as it can, the master of its surroundings, at least conceptually—knows itself, maybe, to be powerless, but nevertheless knows. At seven years old I know I’m a kid; I know what a kid is and does, I know the uses of the shoelace and the three-ring binder, no flies on me. At fourteen I have put away childish things, I have hair in places I did not before and am already used to the fact, I can name if not see my future. Thus I have reached what was labelled on the papers at Rose’s feet a Plateau Period.


Which in her own case and for this present cycle she did not contemplate reaching. She did not know or actively imagine what would intervene to stop the upward progress but didn’t feel, today, that she would be around to celebrate her arrival there.


Of course she knew that “up” and “down” in the system had no necessary emotional coloration, your spirits didn’t necessarily rise on the way up nor sink on the way down. Going down around the bottom of a cycle—your old certainties in pieces, whelmed with new data, estranged from former selves and not knowing what new ones await you on the way up again—can be quite exciting and interesting. Okay, she said to herself (or to Mike Mucho, author of the system he called Climacterics, on which Rose had done so many weeks of research; former lover of hers and still her superior at The Woods where they both, Rose just barely, worked): okay, but here on the way up I should at least feel.


Feel what?


Not disintegrating, at least; together, and moving; I should know who I am, and that I exist. At least.


Yesterday she had known who she was, and who she was going to be. She was a graduate student, American and English literature, and she was, primarily involved with language; she was a teacher, or on her way to being one. A language school in Lima was advertising for such a person in a journal Rose found the previous week at work, and Rose had been turning into that person ever since, a little bit every day. She spoke good Spanish (she spoke, or had spoken, college Spanish). She lived with a family, her own room up at the top of a tall old city house, lonely and a little afraid at first, but then discovering the city and meeting young people, going to the shore and up into the mountains. In her class she taught young people who wanted to become airline stewardesses or import-export clerks, they were mild and beautifully mannered and seemed to come from another age, or another decade anyway. In the company of these people and the others she met she went on from adventure to adventure, feelable but not nameable in advance, and did not come back by the same path, if she ever came back at all.


For many days the presence within her of this person warmed her, like a child growing, or as she imagined such a child would warm a woman. And then this morning she awoke and found her gone. Dead maybe; gone certainly, a cold hollow where she had been, the awful cold hollow she had for a time filled. Lima seemed as remote and airless as the moon. The Xeroxed page from the journal where she found the ad looked up at her from her bedside table, also having died, showing nothing, or a cruel joke.


Dead.


One more dead. There would come a day when there would be no more to die, and she would be alone.


With one naked foot she pushed the paper at her feet around so that it was upside down. The Up Passage Year now a slope to a valley, the high hill a slough. What the fuck difference did it or could it make. It had died too.


Pierce (who had—maybe not seriously, she couldn’t tell—offered to help her make Mike’s Climacterics scheme into a book, a self-help book, or a proposal for one) had asked her why a curve, how boring, how two-dimensional, why not a spiral, up which we go as though climbing a mountain; every seven years arriving at the same places or stages, only one turn higher, all different.


Why higher? She hadn’t asked it of him then, but asked it now. Why higher? Why climbing?


The electric clock humming on the table hadn’t died, it alone remained alive, and by it Rose could see she was late, late. The thought of the drive up around the mountain to The Woods was paralyzing, in spite of all she had hoped from it, this day, this chance. She tried to make herself feel the urgency, getting later, all the while thinking it would be a good day to get lost, drive upstate, find a mall she’d never been in. Get her hair cut. Thinking of this, imagining herself doing this, felt like diving or sliding down that slide, Down Passage Year, no bottom in sight; and for some time longer she didn’t stir.


Meanwhile the mist had lifted from the Blackbury, a blanket withdrawn; and in his little yellow house by the riverbank, somewhat hidden and lairlike amid the flame-tipped sumacs, Pierce was hard at his morning’s work. Someone snooping would have heard from outside the arrhythmic tapping of the electric typewriter he had rolled out onto the porch; the squeaking of the kitchen chair he sat in too, when he paused for thought or rest.


He’d begun with an anecdote.


One morning just after Christmas in the year 1666, the well-known Dutch physician and scientist Johann Friedrich Schweitzer, known as Helvetius, had a visitor—a small beardless man in plain clothes with an accent that made Helvetius think he was from Scotland. It was a snowy day, and the stranger came in without wiping his boots. He had read, he said, in Helvetius’s treatises that he was a skeptic concerning alchemical transmutation, and Helvetius admitted he had never seen it work. The stranger showed him a “neat ivory box, and out of it took three ponderous lumps of the Stone, each about the size of a walnut.” He could not, he said, give Helvetius any; but he allowed him to handle one piece, and Helvetius managed to scrape off a bit while the stranger talked of the powers of his stone, and how he had come by it. When the man departed, promising to come again, Helvetius collected the matter of the stone from under his nail, and later experimented with it, following hints in the stranger’s conversation. No luck. When the stranger reappeared, he gave Helvetius, after some hesitation, a piece of his stone as big as a turnip seed; when Helvetius worried it wouldn’t be enough, the stranger took it back, broke it in half, and gave him only half, “wrapped up neatly in blue paper”: that would, he said, be sufficient. And indeed, late that night Helvetius’s wife—who was a student of the Art—persuaded him to try it, and together they transmuted with it a half ounce of lead to gold, which turned out when Helvetius had it assayed to be extremely pure.


With the next carriage return, Pierce’s sheet extruded from the machine, toast from a toaster, nicely done, and he inserted another. A fast and tidy penman, Pierce had never learned to type, it was like chopping wood the way he did it, banging down each key in turn with a strong forefinger, tongue between his teeth, he would fall back exhausted by noon having covered no more than four or five sheets.


For working Pierce affected a vast old dressing gown that had belonged to his uncle Sam, Dr. Sam Oliphant, now dead. It was a rich garment, a gift from someone to the doctor, someone whose life he had saved (no surely not, Pierce forgot the actual origin) which Sam himself had never worn. It was as heavy as an episcopal cope, of thick pinwale corduroy on the outside and purple satin inside. Pierce wore it always inside out, finding the touch of satin on his skin distastefully unctuous; it was as highly finished on the inside as the out, every seam turned, the collar rolled high, the sleeves capacious. The belt was lost, and Pierce belted it with a wide leather one. Rose had laughed to see that robe, belted with that belt; laughed at first.


“This account,” he typed, “is extraordinary for a couple of reasons. First it is highly circumstantial; it has little of the air of fable and romance these encounters with the Mysterious Master usually have. There is the fact that the alchemist left Helvetius alone with the transmutative stuff he gave him, to try it for himself: the smokesellers and frauds who abounded at the time always supervised experiments themselves, and had a lot of ways of seeming to have produced gold. Third and probably most extraordinary, the stranger never asked for money—no investment, no ounces of gold given him with the promise that they would be multiplied. In fact he thereupon disappeared, never to be seen again.”


As he typed out this well-known anecdote, Pierce noticed for the first time, like a detective-novel detective sorting his evidence, a fact that had been in the story all along but that he had not considered; and he thought he saw an explanation for what happened. But he continued anyway as he had meant to:


“It would seem, then, that we have two possible conclusions: either Helvetius lied about what happened, or Helvetius made gold.


“We know now that gold is an element, and so is lead; therefore, one could never be transformed into the other by heating it together with a third thing, whatever the third thing was. So we are left with Helvetius lying, spectacularly, convincingly, and for no apparent reason (he never tried again to make gold).


“There is, though, one other possibility, least likely of all, indeed patently absurd: that Helvetius really could make gold by the means he had, but we today no longer can, not by those means or any other. Not because we have forgotten how, though we have, or lost faith that we can, though we have, but because gold is not the same as it once was, earth is not the same, fire is not the same.”


He took his hands from the keys.


A snowy day in 1666. In Pierce’s imagination, each of the ten digits had a distinct color, a color it had as far back as he could remember, unchosen by him but there in his mind nonetheless: and the six is white. The snow on the Master’s boots; the ivory box of glistening matter. Wife in white at the stair’s top: Husband what have you there.


That wife: that was what Pierce had noticed in retelling this tale. That wife skilled in the Art. What if she had been in league with the supposed Nameless Master. Able to trick her husband, somehow produce the gold, expecting a further development of some kind, she and the other guy, who knows what; a plot that never fruited. Guy skipped town. Wife kept quiet.


Pierce thought of writing a footnote; then decided not. He was on a quest, in these pages of his book, for evidence that once the world was not as it is now; any little fact or tale, trivial but incontrovertible, that would fire the hearts of his readers with wild certainty, or tease them at least with possibility. He hadn’t promised, hadn’t exactly promised, that any single one he retailed might not vanish even as it was proffered, in fact it was implied in his philosophy that it must. But it was not for him to underscore his own paradoxes. Qui non intellegit, aut taceat aut discat: if you don’t get it, shut up or go figure.


“Now it may be,” he typed, “that every other recorded instance of gold made by fire—there are hundreds of them, almost all seeming to be variants on a few themes, like old comedy plots—maybe every one is false, the product of mendacity or wishful thinking or the accumulating errors of multiple transmission, history’s game of Telephone that always pushes anecdotes toward clarity, wonder, or exemplum. Maybe this is the one and only real one we know about, the only one that slipped through that baffle of advancing Time that falsified all the others, to reach us like Job’s servant out of the wreckage of the former world: I only am escaped alone to tell thee.”


Pierce thought of the readers for whom he wrote as of three kinds. There were, first, all those who were expecting some sweeping and final change in the ways of the world, had been expecting it ever since a sort of imaginary revolution had, a few years back, seemed to spread nationwide, worldwide; sometimes (like the heretic Franciscans of old) these took to living as though the old world had already ended, and the new one begun. In the hills around here were tribes and family groups of them, inhabiting old farms and living in caves and tree houses; books like the one he planned were about all the reading they had. Then there were the young, a large contingent, whom Pierce pictured standing just at that crossroads in time to which the young always come, where they are certain, sure certain, that they are to see and maybe to bring about a world different from the world they were born into. He remembered his own certainty. And, lastly, there was the permanent and irreducible rump of hopers who can be found in any age, those who feel Becoming almost as though by a sixth sense or a genetic endowment, always reading the signs, never bored or discouraged, atremble lifelong with the approach of the next thing.


To this (potentially) large readership Pierce was going to show a New Age that they would be the first to notice dawning, one they might themselves help to make, a New Age that would be different perhaps for each of them. And he would show them also the passing of an Old Age, which not everyone will notice departing, and which only the most rigorous mental archæology will ever be able to discern later on, when everything is as it will be and not as it now is.


Of course (as is usual in eschatologies such as the one Pierce was constructing) this New Age would in an important sense be an Old Age returning, age of ancient possibilities, just as the bad Old Age now passing was once the New Age: the Age of the makers and the breakers, the men (all of them men, it seemed) who had spanned the world and made it one, who all by themselves with only the help of the Laws they had discovered, had made the crooked straight and the rough places plain, and yet had not got for us all that we needed: or perhaps better say that what we needed (what Pierce’s readers needed) could not be supplied by the means they had.


And when their world had passed (as it did seem to be passing, Pierce had a file drawer stuffed with tear sheets from newspapers and journals, impossibilities that could not be accounted for, holes in Big Science’s increasingly leaky roof—so he thought of them) we would find or make up new Laws, and on them build a world of a different kind: in fact, as Pierce would explain, the finding and the building were the new world.


“Hegel says that the owl of Minerva flies only at dusk,” he wrote. “By this he meant that only in the days of the decline of a World-Age does the nature of that World-Age become clear to us. In the twilight of the world that we inhabit there will come to some on soft, silent wings a strange understanding: that things have not always been the way they are, and that therefore they need not always be as they have been. And Hegel says that this understanding is itself the sign that indeed the night is coming, that maybe the morning will be ours to see.”


Hegel excluded Nature from the drama of being and becoming that the World-Spirit, human collectivity, underwent. The World-Spirit could alter our understanding of nature, but not the obdurate unthinking stuff itself. What Pierce was proposing was otherwise: that nature changes too, and that its huge changes bring about our own; or that we and it (not different, actually) evolve together, and that Father Sun, circling big Earth as he did for millennia, moves to his new place in the center of small Earth’s circling in just the years when heroes of thought were discovering him to be there. Now there he is, and always was; and no evidence will ever be found that once he wasn’t.


Pierce would speculate that maybe there have been many of these Ages, some short, some long, some we all can recognize on looking back, and some not. The last one, the one before this one, would have ended somewhere about the time Helvetius opened his door to the man in the cloak. The succeeding age was ending now, now when Pierce wrote about it, now when he summoned his readers to hear about it. For it is in the passage-times that fall between ages—when the laws of an old world weaken and begin to fail and the laws of the new are not yet in force—that we are visited with the notion that time is malleable, that the future is up for shaping, that nothing is fixed: then we are brushed by that wing, and it is the only call we will get.


There was, for Pierce, a sort of security in speculating about the existence of huge changes in the nature of things for which no evidence could actually be adduced afterward. Did he believe it himself? No, he didn’t, not entirely, not yet. In the (actually rare) moments when he fully grasped what he was indeed saying, he would often stop writing and stand in mute awe before his own impertinence, or laugh hugely, or quit work for the day, wary and afraid. No, it actually seemed to him that those first shudders of the coming age that so many perceived had in fact passed and left the world the same; there had come no irreversible disasters really, no salvations either; the roads still ran where they had run; life was mostly hard work, and all the odds remained unchanged.


Which didn’t mean that he didn’t share with his readers the longing, whatever its source or name, that the future would be of a different order than the past; that everything lost could return renewed; that the age to which he belonged was not this one, but lay far behind this one, or just ahead. He could not have thought up this thing, whatever it was, if he did not. What Pierce assumed though—what he would perhaps at the very end of his book conclude, what he planned to conclude—was that this longing or hope, real and effective as it was and in the past had been, belonged to the things inside and not to the things outside: that outside remains about as it always has, but that, inside, World-Ages are always failing and being renewed; that no life ends without its share of such upheavals; that any moment will be, for some hearts, the twilight of Minerva’s owl. In the end it was to be a fable, of general application; a truth about human nature more than about history.


De te fabula.


In that way he could sell his book no matter what befell the world.


Like the brilliant boy he had known at St. Guinefort’s, his school, who had shuffled a deck of cards before him and asked what his favorite card was; and when Pierce had answered (rather at random) that it was the jack of diamonds, the boy had laid the deck facedown in rows, then allowed Pierce to take away what cards he chose in an elaborate ritual, ending up with but one lone card on the bed; much hesitation and mysterium, perhaps this hasn’t worked, then he turned over the card and it was indeed the chosen jack; and only long after did the boy show Pierce the deck he’d used, all jacks of diamonds. Pierce asked what he would have done if Pierce had named say, the queen of hearts? I’d have put the cards away, the boy said; but almost everybody names the jack of diamonds.


It was noon, and Pierce pulled from the wickerwork étagère beside him (it shared the patio with his desk and chair and a glider upholstered in striped canvas) a bottle of Scotch, and poured an inch into a glass.


At The Woods Center for Psychotherapy the parking lot was crowded with the station wagons and cars, many nice ones, of the parents and spouses who had come to take the residents (never “patients”) back to the lives from which they had escaped or been ejected to come here. The now ex-residents piled portable stereos and boxes of books and records and green rucksacks into the backs or trunks of Foxes and Jaguars, or watched their parents do it; among some family bands the tension was already mounting as Rose Ryder passed by. Up at the open flagged entrance of the shingled main building, once a family resort (some residents called it the Next-to-Last Resort), staff members were parting from those who had graduated from the program, some of whom were in tears, others sprightly and gay, all better now. Rose had to stop several times to give hugs and get them, her hurry imparting a horrid insincerity to the farewells she tried to get over with quick. Well heyee. Now you write, okayee? Hey I’m sure it’s gonna be great.


Away and upward then on the staircase that climbed up within the Tower on the building’s sunset side to the Lookout on the top, a broad room once an open terrace and now screened and glassed. Way late. She went up, over, up again, over again around the four sides of the structure, leaving earth. A spiral: coming at each floor to the same place again, only higher.


She stopped. She listened for voices above. She could see that the door to the Lookout was closed. If you can’t make it this morning just don’t bother coming in at all anymore: Mike, gentle but firm, used to pretend to be able to say such things with calm force but now suddenly he really could. And he had learned up there.


She circled upward, circling what she feared. Easy enough to say she had just forgot, and then to forget she had not really forgotten. And Mike would let it go, let her go.


She could hear a voice now through the door at the top of the stairs, Ray Honeybeare’s, speaking softly. She pressed her cheek against the door, smelling its odor of pine and varnish, and tried to hear words; waited for a pause within which she could open the door; waited for what drew her to overcome what pushed her away.


She opened the door and slipped in, gaze lowered. Among those cross-legged on the floor was Mike, and he patted the place next to him, smiling. Ray Honeybeare sat on the edge of a tiny fiberglass chair, leaning forward, his hugeness balanced with remarkable delicacy there. He saw Rose, he definitely took notice of her, but made no sign, and did not pause.


“So I’m not going to speculate about the end,” he was saying, “or about God’s plans for the future of this world. And I don’t particularly want to hear about your speculations either. But I know this: I know that the time we’re passing through right now is a time unlike any other. A time full of possibility, for good or evil. A time when God’s kingdom comes very close to our old earth, maybe not to arrive for good, maybe just to give us a glimpse. A time when some dreadful evil’s being done too, a time of contention between God and the Devil, when the Devil sees his chance to make big gains and is doing his damnedest—yes, his damnedest!—to take that opportunity.”


Rose lifted her eyes to Ray, a shy smile, in case his eyes met hers. They did. She felt weirdly penetrated, though his smile was kind. He was big, both tall and heavy, and old, though just how old was hard to guess; his face was a network of fine cracks, as though it had been shattered once to fragments and glued patiently back together, and his features were small in its expanse: delicately winged nose, thin small mouth, very small nearly browless eyes of icicle blue. They did what eyes she read about in books often did but which she had not actually observed till she saw Ray’s: they twinkled. Glittered lightly as though faceted and catching the light when his big head turned.


“And what role in this do we have? What are we as workers in the mental health field supposed to be doing in these days, what’s going to be our function and our job? Well, let’s open this book we have and do some reading.”


He plucked with a practiced gesture a black leatherback from the baggy briefcase at his feet and opened it. Rose saw that it was stuffed with paper markers and place-holders of different colors. “Luke 10,” he said. Many of the others opened similar books, and around her there was an autumnal rustle of leaves turned. She remembered now that Mike had told her to bring a Bible (New Testament) and she clasped her empty hands.


Ray Honeybeare cleared his throat. “Here Jesus sends out seventy of his disciples to go on ahead of him through the world, two by two. Seventy people, that’s a lot. And he says he is sending them out as laborers to the harvest, but he also says, doesn’t he, that he is sending them out as lambs in the midst of wolves. And he tells them that where they are rejected, they should shake even the dust of those towns from their feet, and they should make it clear that the kingdom of God has come near and that there will be some stiff judgments made against those places; but where they are well received, he says, they are to heal the sick.


“Now there is no doubt they did so, as Jesus did; and how exactly did they do so? Well, when they return, what they say to Jesus, the first thing they say, is—let’s look, ten seventeen—‘Lord, even the demons are subject to us in your name.’”


He looked over them, having clinched his argument (so his face and eyes said) and waiting for them to catch on or up.


“The demons,” he said again softly. “Even the demons.” He read: “‘And he said unto them, I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven. Behold I have given you authority to tread upon serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy: and nothing shall hurt you.’”


Now there could be no mistake, his eyes said, and they were silent before him, getting it or maybe not getting it, and he spoke with sudden force (Rose started a little in surprise or guilt): “They were healing the sick by ordering out the demons that were inside those people. That is what they were told to do, and that is why they were called laborers in the harvest and at the same time sheep among wolves. That’s why they came back and said—they didn’t say, Lord we laid hands on these people or Lord we gave these people a pill or Lord we put these people through the talking cure like you told us. They said that the demons of illness are subject to us in your name. And Jesus told them they can drive those spirits out, and the Enemy will not be able to hurt them. That’s it.”


He closed the book but did not put it down. “Now I’ve said this before and I will say it again. There is sickness and unhappiness around you, all around you here in this place and in other places you might go into on a daily basis. And you’ve heard me talk about how you can have this power against illness and suffering. And in order for you to have this power it’s first needful for you to assent to one thing. One thing. You have to believe that this is now.”


He held the book before them.


“You have to believe that this is now, just as much as it was then, and that the kingdom of God has come near. That’s all. If you believe that this is now, you will know who it is that’s being spoken to on every page and every line of this old book, and what you are being promised, and what you are commanded to do.”
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Only after she had crossed the bridge at Fair Prospect over the misty river did Rosie Rasmussen remember that she had promised Mike that she would call this morning, so he could talk to Sam before they left. Too late now. She drove on toward Cascadia and the interstate; Sam in the back seat played with the furnishings, turning on and off the reading lights, opening and closing the never-used ashtrays, and Rosie replayed her last talk with Mike: made more clear what she had meant, listened more closely to him; sometimes altered, in her replaying, what he had said, and what she had answered.


Mike—Mike had said—didn’t really want to press for custody. Yes he had had his bantam lawyer make that call, but actually all he wanted from it was to get Rosie’s attention. He needed to talk, about him and her and Sam, and it was important she hear him out. So many things were clear to him now, so many things that weren’t clear before.


Like what things, for instance?


For instance (and here he moved his hand toward her across the stone table where they sat, a table on whose surface a chessboard was inlaid, beside a path up at The Woods) for instance that in many ways he had been a real shit where she was concerned. He couldn’t have said that or even thought that a while ago and now he could.


And his eyes were big and clear in a way she had not seen before, and she said nothing though a couple of smart things had occurred to her then and more now.


He’d come to see, he said, how much of what had happened between them had been his fault. He’d been very stupid; he laughed, shamefaced, and shook his round head to think of it, how stupid he’d been. He noticed and picked up a fallen maple leaf (why should she remember these details, the whole interview had a psychedelic clarity in her memory, what was she supposed to have learned or done there) and spun it by its stem and watched it flail. He wanted to have her back, and Sam. That’s what he wanted to talk about.


She said nothing then, abashed by this, but now she wanted to say Stupid how, Mike? Stupid about exactly what? What if it really didn’t have all that much to do with you, Mike, no matter how stupid you’d been? What if it had to do just with me? What if, Mike, I just stupidly wanted to do what I wanted?


“Mom, I have to go pee.”


“No you don’t, hon. We just went.”


“I do.”


“Okay. I’ll start looking for a place.”


You can’t do all this alone, he’d said, you can’t face it all alone. You shouldn’t have to. This was when she described to him the appointment she was headed for today, when she told him about the stuff the hospital sent, the booklet about Epilepsy and You she had read or tried to read. He regarded her closely and nodded attentively but couldn’t hide the fact that he had slipped away; it wasn’t doctors and medicine he meant or wanted to talk about.


Sam had always been fine with him, he said. Thank God. Always fine here with him. And he was sure, absolutely sure, she was going to be all right.


And he smiled, not exactly triumphantly, but with a kind of self-satisfaction that was surely intended to pass as reassurance but which instead started Rosie’s deepest apprehensions, so deep she could not have said then and almost could not say now, even to herself, what she felt: that indeed he had changed, that he had actually been replaced altogether; that when he smiled that way his eyeteeth gave him away, so that she knew he meant not to cherish his daughter, if she were his again, but to eat her.


“Whoops, Mom, too late.”


“Oh Sam!”


“I was kidding!” Sam shrieked, delighted.


“Oh you. Oh you little.”


“Oh you big.”


Maybe she shouldn’t have to face it all alone, whether she was able to or not. She didn’t want to, either. But she wasn’t going to let Mike back into her life or heart or bed just so she wouldn’t be alone.


Brent Spofford had never said that aloud to her in all their talks about Sam—had never said that she shouldn’t have to face it all alone, that she didn’t need to. He had only and completely offered her and Sam all he had and could do. And yet he put the question anyway, and her answer to him was the same.


The occult and back-end ways we get into cities now. Once we rolled into the great railroad stations built at the hearts of them, and after an expectant passage underground, came right out into the teem and noise. Rosie cycled the freeways that were knotted around Conurbana center, unable to break in; when she chose one likely looking exit she was only sent out again along the bypass meant to help you avoid the city altogether; dove finally at random into a blank ware-house district, the city towers falling out of sight as she went down, like a fairy city vanishing.


Now that she had departed from her mimeoed instructions she had no landmarks to look for. Her childhood memories of this city did not contain hints for moving around in it, only glamorous or sinister tableaus, unconnected as dreams. A chess set of ivory and red jade in the chock-full window of an antique store. The glass-bead curtain of a Chinese restaurant cocktail lounge, and the smell of her mother’s Drambuie. The noisome toilet of an overheated children’s theater where one Christmas a bright and loud production of Little Red Riding Hood had made her ill.


It was getting late. Sam slid otterlike over the back of the seat into the front next to her, and helped her mother get the attention of deaf or uncaring citizens.


“Pediatric Institute?” a taxi driver she pulled up next to said. He rolled the toothpick in his mouth in puzzlement.


“A children’s hospital.”


“You mean little ones?”


“What?”


“Little ones. Sure. You’re right next to it.” Horns honked behind him, which he ignored. “This here’s the back side, is all. Go around. One way this way, though. Make a circle.”


She made a circle, or a rough square, and drew up before it, a huge edifice in many parts, fitted cunningly into narrow streets laid out for livery stables and chandler’s shops a hundred and fifty years ago. The name was spelled out in shiny metal letters laid into the side of a sort of windowed bridge or flown passage that led from one new wing of it over to another, older wing: Conurbana Pediatric Institute and Hospital. But on the high architrave of the older building was carved in stone letters another name, City Home for Little Ones. The name it had once had, the first name.


The name it had had, Rosie thought, when Rosie had spent her time here.


“Mommy. Yets go.”


Yes when she had been here, when she had been kept inside here. All the closed doors she had pushed or forced open since she had come back to the Faraways led down to here, to this door. Aware of horns blown behind her and the necessity of moving one way or another, Rosie before the gray building could only hold out inward hands to receive, or fend off, or recapture like a fleeing dream, the thing that had happened to her once in that place.
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