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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      










Introductions





Quiero presentarle a un amigo mio.—BERLTZ,


Spanish for Travellers





I


Reader, I would like to present Michael Bishop. Michael hails from Pine Mountain, Georgia, which is exactly one and a half inches, or 70.5 statute miles, from the star designating Atlanta as the capital of Georgia in my Rand McNally. Michael says in a note to his editor, Jim Turner, that Pine Mountain has “a certain affinity” with Barclay in “One Winter in Eden,” with Kudzu Valley in “The Yukio Mishima Cultural Association of Kudzu Valley, Georgia,” and with Caracal in “Saving Face.” So, though I’ve never been to Pine Mountain and almost wasn’t able to find it on the map, I feel I know the place pretty well through those stories.


Just as I feel, though we’ve never met, that I know Michael pretty well. Not so well, though, that I’d venture to introduce him to you as “Mike.” To me he is Michael Bishop, both names, just as they appear on the spines and title pages of his books.


They are fine books, and this collection, One Winter in Eden, has some claim to being the finest of them all (depending, really, on your own sense of how a story collection weighs in the balance against a novel), and Michael Bishop is a fine writer.


Having said which, what more can an introducer do? Choice bits of gossip are always welcome, no doubt, but I’m without that resource. To entice you toward the stories by giving précis of their plots or cross-indexing their themes would be a disservice to both writer and reader, since all such enticements wreak havoc with the primal pleasure of hearing a story told, the pleasure of being surprised.


So please, Reader, proceed directly to the stories ahead and read no more of this Introduction, which I now declare to be an Afterword. I will mark your place here with a Roman numeral by way of bookmark.


II


The purpose of an Introduction (even one pretending to be an Afterword) from the introducer’s point of view is to start up a conversation. While that is not literally possible with a book, still a collection of stories is more likely than a novel to show the variability of a writer’s mind and the provisional character of his propositions; more likely, therefore, to approximate that mosaic of impressions that can be summoned by the naming of an absent friend. Seeing the same idea shift around from story to story is a bit like having had a chance to say to the writer, “Yes, I suppose in a case like that, things would work out as you say. But suppose, instead …” And the writer supposes.


Take, for instance, the idea of patriotism, an idea that means a lot to Bishop and which he’s determined to make mean a lot to us. Bishop, a self-described Air Force brat, grew up in a military milieu and has a saner, humaner, more complicated view of soldiers and soldiering than those who’ve come to the subject either by way of the gauntlet of induction or who see it through the polarized lens of an ideology (whether its bumper sticker be PEACE NOW or SEMPER FIDELIS). Reading Bishop’s account of the cold-war army in Turkey and Guam is like finding oneself sitting down to dinner with someone who used to date Billie Jean King or who was living in Beirut when the Israelis started shelling. There is the same sense of sharing privileged information, of learning the human dimension of a news report; the same possibility of assessing from one’s companion’s tone of voice and other conversational cues just how good a judge of character he is and (therefore) how far his report may be taken as gospel.


Patriotism is a subject likely to spark debate at any very heterogeneous dinner table, since one man’s John Brown is another’s quisling. Patriotism implies a conflict between patria and se, between an obedience owed to constituted authority and self-advantage or private conviction. Writers characteristically have taken the side of John Brown, since authorship (to paraphrase Dr. Johnson) is the last refuge of heretics and infidels. Bishop, however, is not a knee-jerk nonconformist. He can see the nobility (and the comedy) of the last Japanese soldier to continue fighting World War II (“Patriots”), the hubris (and the glory) of a pilot in the ’50s who commandeers a U-2 plane for his own supranational prophetic purpose (“Cold War Orphans”).


Because for Bishop the jury is still out on most of the Big Issues that loom behind our daily news, he is able to create dramas that do not have foregone conclusions, stories that are in their essence surprising—not by virtue of some twist of “poetic justice” (a tribunal often no more equitable than a lynch mob), but because Bishop knows in his bones that life is a game more nearly resembling dice than chess.


Consider, in that light, “The Quickening,” a story set in a world (ours, now) that has just been given a good shake, whereupon each man, woman, and child alive has awakened in new habitats. The hero, lately of Lynchburg, Virginia, finds himself in Seville, Spain, among a random sampling of panicking humanity. From this premise (on the face of it so impossible, yet such a good metaphor for the new global village in the first throes of culture shock) Bishop evolves a modern Robinsonade in which every man is his own desert island. The image that concludes the story is quite as memorably outrageous as its inspired premise. Bishop seems to be suggesting that nothing less than the systematic dismantling of Civilization-As-We-Knew-It can create the conditions necessary for the radical freedom that his sense of justice demands.


“Do you mean to sit there and suggest,” I asked Bishop at the imaginary dinner party that this Introduction has been leading up to, “that the world would be closer to solving its problems if we … dynamited the Vatican!”


“No, no, no,” he said with a smile in which there was still a wee small yes peeking out, “that’s not what I meant at all. Dismantled, possibly—but not dynamited.”


He then proceeded to tell another story, “The Yukio Mishima Cultural Association of Kudzu Valley, Georgia,” that was very much to the point, for the YMCA members of that story make the same confusion that I was making above between fiction and real life.


“What if,” Bishop began, “people in a little town in Georgia like this one, Pine Mountain, were all to start reading Yukio Mishima—”


“Why would they do that?”


“Never mind. I’ll get to that later. Suppose, what’s more, that the folks in this town—we’ll call it Kudzu Valley—decided to take Mishima’s novels as seriously as the author did himself.”


“What a good idea,” I agreed between bites of smother-fried squirrel, a delicacy of the Pine Mountain region. “Let them read Serious Literature for a change, instead of Silhouette Romances, or science fiction, or—”


III


I had said the forbidden word, and at once the whole dinner table disappeared, shrinking to a spot of white correction fluid. I was back in the imaginary drawing room where we began, once more under the necessity of introducing Michael Bishop—and this time it was necessary that I insist on the fact that Michael writes science fiction.


People invariably react to that fact differently than to learning one is a writer plain and simple. The reaction may take the form of “Oh, really? My grandchildren loved E. T.” or “No kidding. I’m into collecting beer cans myself.” Instead of the wan piety encountered by those introduced as Poet or Novelist, there is an assumption that writing sf is like singing folk songs, more of a scam than a career, a way of being paid for doing something other enthusiasts do for free.


This assumption has its positive side. Sf writers aren’t as likely as Serious Writers to forget that they’re part of the entertainment industry. They are not under the same onus ever to improve upon their last performance. The audience is always hungry for more, and if its hunger is often gluttonous and indiscriminate, surely it is better to encourage writers to be productive than otherwise. The danger is that one will adjust one’s art to the audience’s appetite, becoming a hack (or a short-order cook), but if that temptation can be resisted, the results can be right up there in the four-star category.


I trust, Reader, that you know all this already, and that you would agree, besides, that there are certain portions of reality that only become visible under the ultraviolet glow of the science-fictional imagination, and that this is the reason (despite the above chip-on-the-shoulder broodings) that writers as good as Michael Bishop—and others we could mention—persist in writing science fiction.


“All that may be so in general,” I can imagine Michael Bishop objecting, “but most of the stories in this book really can’t be said to be sf.”


And he’s right. With two, possibly three exceptions, none of the stories in One Winter in Eden would be considered sf, were one to encounter them within a non-sf context—in a quarterly, say, or in the New Yorker. If the “s” in sf is to signify “science” (and not that all-accommodating term, “speculative”), then it would be hard to construe such a story as “The Quickening” as sf (despite its having won a Nebula Award from the Science Fiction Writers of America), since there is not even a token effort to rationalize its premise of an instantaneously scrambled world population. Yet the space the story inhabits is more science fictional than surrealist, since all its subsequent events proceed logically from its initiating megametaphor; a writer like Hawkes or Barthelme operating from the same premise would provide a surfeit of impossibilities from a principled disdain for narrative realism.


There is a genre that would accommodate a goodly proportion of the stories collected here, but it is an academic rather than a publisher’s label: Southern Gothic. Southern Gothic is incontestably the strongest regional literature America has produced; one might even say the only one. That is, if regionalism is to do more than describe a certain bounded set of landscapes and local types, or to document an existing folkloric tradition; if it is, besides, to stake out a special way of thinking, its own characteristic taste and aroma. In the best specimens of Southern Gothic there is a delicate, unsteady balance between, in Poe’s phrase, the grotesque and the arabesque, between the truths of ribaldry and the tall tale and the countervailing truths of lyric and prophetic vision. The latest grand master of the tradition, Flannery O’Connor, is honored twice over in One Winter in Eden. In “Saving Face” Bishop exercises one of the minor prerogatives of sf and hypothesizes a movie based on O’Connor’s “Good Country People,” while in another tale, “Within the Walls of Tyre,” he updates that same story of a Salesman and a Farmer’s Daughter from its rustic setting to a present-day shopping mall.


Finally, of course, all labels are irrelevant. The basic accolade any ambitious writer aspires to is to have it said that he’s transcended whatever category, genre, or pigeonhole he’s been placed in. Such praise is a kind of badge of marksmanship. Bishop has long since earned that badge, and his wings as well.


Now you’ll have to excuse me. There’s someone else at the door. Help yourself to more of the smother-fried squirrel. Oh, and yes, do have Michael tell you about the grither.


I left then, but the hypothetical Reader, taking my suggestion, turned to Michael and asked, “The grither? What’s a grither?”


“A grither is a creature,” Michael began (quoting his own story, “Seasons of Belief”), “who lives in the wreck of an ancient packet ship in the ice floes of the Arctic Circle. There is only one grither in the entire world, and each time he hears his name spoken aloud by any member of the human population, he sets off to find that impertinent person and make sure that he never says his name again. He has very, very good ears, the grither does, and he cannot tolerate being the object of anyone’s gossip.”


“But if what you say is so,” the Reader noted with alarm, “then the grither is already. …”


“Mm-hm,” said Michael. “He is.”


THOMAS M. DISCH











One Winder in Eden




One way or another, there were dragons in Eden.


CARL SAGAN





I


“Read this one, Mr. Lang.”


The child’s high-pitched Steamboat Willie voice made no impression on Lang. Two weeks and a day after assuming his teaching duties in Barclay, a trackside Georgia town twenty miles from the Alabama border, he was holding his classroom door open so that the rear guard of his third-graders filing back along the breezeway from the cafeteria could pass inside. It was January, and very cold. Blackbirds in the pecan trees near the school fluttered like ribbons of mortuary crepe. The stray dogs cavorting in the marshy quadrangle seemed to be doing so only to keep warm.


“Mr. Lang,” the same piping voice insisted, “I want you to read this one.”


The voice belonged to Skipper Thornley, a stocky eight-year-old with an unappeasable air of blue-eyed expectation. The large, flat picture book he had thrust at Lang was blocking traffic, and Skipper, Lang had learned, was capable of waiting centuries for what he wanted.


“Come on, Skipper, let’s let everyone get inside. You don’t want me to read the blasted thing out here, do you?”


“Mrs. Banks always read to us after lunch,” the boy replied.


“Get inside!” Lang exclaimed. He could make his voice boom in a sonorous, no-nonsense way altogether outside the capabilities of his fellow teachers at the Barclay Public Primary School, all but one of whom were female. Skipper and the others reacted by skipping mock-fearfully indoors.


Owing to a precedent established by Mrs. Banks, who had just departed for Colorado with her husband, the period after lunch was devoted either to Story Time or to the children’s own excruciatingly painful sessions of—ah, yes—Friendship Sharing. Friendship Sharing required everyone, not excepting the teacher, to listen to some chosen child’s interminable monologue about pets, or parents, or favorite TV programs. And the principal beneficiary of this activity, Lang understood, was whichever self-inebriated kid happened to be holding center stage at the moment. Few of his third-graders had much narrative savvy, and the “stories” they told fishtailed, backed up on themselves, and usually disintegrated into incoherent repetition. That was why, four days after Lang’s arrival, Friendship Sharing had fallen victim to the less nerve-racking institution of Story Time, which, by ritual precedent, the teacher conducted. Since most of the kids liked to be read to, especially if there were pictures you could show around, Lang was content to indulge them. Rather incredibly, Story Time had begun to make Lang feel that maybe he belonged in Barclay. Maybe he had found a home.


“All right, Skipper, what you got for us today?” Lang stood at the front of the room, his foot on a metal folding chair and his right hand nonchalantly cupping his chin as he surveyed the class.


From a desk in the back Skipper Thornley passed his library book forward, and Lang could see its glossy plastic cover picking up fingerprints as it flopped from hand to hand. Skipper’s parents had probably checked the book out from the regional library in Ladysmith, eighteen miles up the road, since the primary school’s books were mostly ancient volumes that had been taped and rebound many times over. Finally, Vanessa Copeland, a black girl in a front-row desk, received the book and read its title aloud.


“Everyone … Knows … What … a … Dragon … Looks … Like,” Vanessa enunciated carefully. Then she handed the book to Lang, who, without actually recoiling, accepted it, lowered his foot to the floor, and stumbled backward a step or two. In his hesitation the children apparently perceived a hint of their teacher’s reluctance, if nothing at all of his surprise and dismay, for they immediately began chanting, “Read it, read it, read it, read it. …” Their pitiless trochees meant nothing to Lang. He was unshaken by the hubbub of their incantation; he was, in fact, vaguely in sympathy with the desire for diversion that drove it. But the book unsettled him, and the beauty of its almost iridescent cover illustration—a dragon floating above an Oriental landscape—had no power to defuse the threat implicit in the title.


Everyone Knows What a Dragon Looks Like.


The hell you say! thought Lang irrationally, hatefully. The stinking hell you say! He began tearing pages out of the book and dropping them to the floor. The chants of “Read it, read it” died in his third-graders’ mouths, and Skipper Thornley stood up in the back of the room wearing a look of reproachful astonishment. Lang saw the boy’s expression smear suddenly into one of inconsolable heartbreak and heard all around him a silence as bleak as January.


Stricken, he stopped tearing pages out of Skipper’s book. Half torn from the binding, an exquisitely detailed illustration of routed barbarian horsemen tick-tocked back and forth in Lang’s fingers, hypnotizing him with memory and regret.


Lang forced his head up to meet the uncomprehending gazes of his students. They seemed to be waiting for him to explain, as if intuitively convinced that he had destroyed the book with some premeditated lesson in mind. He hadn’t. He had acted out of fear and rage.


“I’ll give you the money for the book,” Lang told Skipper. “Don’t worry about that. I’ll give you the money.”


II


Lang’s arrival in Barclay had gone virtually unremarked. To date, the only people with whom he had had any significant commerce were the children in his class, his fellow teachers, and Mr. E. H. Norton, the principal.


Mr. Norton, a small man with pinched but patrician features, presided over a divided kingdom. The primary school (kindergarten through third grade) had once been a black educational plant. It was located on the western outskirts of Barclay, near a tumbledown Negro church and a semicircular drive of small one-story government-funded apartments. The school’s playground abutted a field canopied by lush kudzu in the summer but at this time of year wired and cross-wired with leafless vines. Vandals repeatedly stripped the playground’s slides and teeter-totters of the bolts, clasps, and fittings that held them together. No one knew exactly why.


The elementary school, Mr. Norton’s other bastion, lay almost two miles away—near the post office, the First Methodist Church, the medical clinic, and the highway going north to Ladysmith. It housed grades four through seven, as well as Mr. Norton’s office, and because this facility had once served only whites, it boasted a detached gymnasium of barnlike proportions and indoor corridors rather than open breezeways.


(Children in higher grades were bused to schools in Wickrath, twelve miles away, the county seat.)


A few minutes before seven on a chilly Wednesday morning, Lang found himself standing in a corridor outside his superior’s office. He was there because the previous evening, during a curt but hardly cryptic telephone call, Mr. Norton had requested his presence. Now the temperature outside was several degrees below freezing, and, rising from bed in the dark, Lang had scarcely been able to get his blood coursing and his brain even marginally alert. He had not realized that it could be so cold in Georgia.


Precisely at seven Mr. Norton appeared in the corridor. He was wearing a rich-looking leather coat with fur-lined lapels, doeskin gloves, and a knitted muffler. He led Lang through his secretary’s office to the carpeted and paneled sanctorum where, a little over three weeks ago, he had conducted Lang’s employment interview. Nodding Lang into an armchair opposite his huge oaken desk (whose surface reminded Lang of the deck of an aircraft carrier), Mr. Norton shed his coat, gloves, and muffler and opened his venetian blinds on the bleak, narrow vista of the teachers’ parking lot. He viewed this grey auroral landscape with distaste.


Mr. Norton had a reputation as a disciplinarian, of his staff as well as of his students. Many thought him severe and humorless, although this judgment may not have reflected the trying circumstances of his tenure. Eight and a half years before, Mr. Norton had agreed to remain as principal for the onset of court-ordered integration. Since then, it was said, he had weathered changes and disruptions before which less gritty administrators would have trembled and retreated. A great many white parents had yanked their children from the public schools in favor of private “academies” in Ladysmith and other surrounding towns. This loss of students, in addition to limiting the state and federal funds at Mr. Norton’s disposal, had necessitated a painful reconstitution and intermural shuffling of his faculty. Two kingdoms were more difficult to rule than one. Mr. Norton had succeeded in establishing his authority over both. He took great pride in his attention to the cleanliness and order of his otherwise obsolescent buildings, and no one in the county disputed that Mr. E. H. Norton ran a pair of tight ships. His attitude toward blacks, however, was alternately suspicious and autocratic, try as he might to disguise his true feelings and to administer fairly—for without once in his youth suspecting that such a thing could happen, Mr. Norton had become a human bridge between two distinctive eras of race relations in Barclay. More than a few townspeople—not all of them blacks or disaffected former teachers—believed that he had outserved his usefulness and deserved to be replaced.


Lang had picked up on this enduring scuttlebutt from a variety of sources, mostly other teachers, but he really had no opinion in the matter. A single disquieting thing was on his mind this morning, and his heart was a lump of ice in his chest.


“Skipper Thornley’s daddy called me last night. He said you tore up a library book the boy took to school yesterday.” Mr. Norton continued to stare through the parted slats of his blinds into the outer greyness. “Said you did it right in front of the class. Is that right?”


“Yes, sir.”


Mr. Norton grimaced and finally looked at Lang. “You hadn’t been drinking, had you?”


“No, sir.”


“Then why’n hell would you do an asinine thing like that?”


“I didn’t like the book.”


“Skipper’s daddy said it was about dragons. You don’t approve of books about dragons? You tear ’em up and throw the pages on the floor. That’s instructive, I guess. That teaches respect for property. Because afterwards you apologize and pay for the damages.”


“I didn’t apologize,” Lang said. “I paid, though.”


Mr. Norton clamped his lips and shook his head. “I don’t appreciate such shenanigans, Lang,” he finally said. “They don’t make any sense. Was it a dirty book? Did it contain unsavory pictures or language?”


“By Barclay’s standards?”


“Who else’s standards make a snit of difference?”


“No, then—it wasn’t unsavory in its text or illustrations. I just didn’t care for the subject. The book’s title was a lie.”


Mr. Norton took a slip of paper from his shirt pocket and smoothed it out on the oaken landing strip of his desk. “Everyone Knows What a Dragon Looks Like,” he read from the paper.


“Which is a lie,” Lang insisted.


“It’s a picture book for kids. You’re not supposed to believe a title. It’s just what you call something.” Mr. Norton grimaced in exasperation, unable to explain what he felt was already self-evident. “A title’s just what you call something,” he repeated gently, as if for the benefit of a mental deficient who was also blood kin.


Lang remained silent.


“I recommended you for Mrs. Banks’s job over three other applicants, Lang. One of the people I interviewed was a nice young black woman. She was lacking several credits toward her degree. She was a nice person, but she wasn’t qualified. I didn’t want her teaching my kids.” Mr. Norton paused, then resumed animatedly: “There’s folks around here who’d rather have her than you, though, even if you do sport a sheepskin from Columbia. They wonder what you’re doing here. No lie. He can’t be such hot stuff if he had to come to Barclay, they tell each other. Ol’ E. H. is playing Jim Crow with us again, they say.


“Listen, I’m walking a tightrope every time I recommend we hire a white in a spot vacated by a black. The only person of color on the county board of education is Darius Copeland, right here from our town, and his little girl Vanessa’s in your class. I understand Mr. Copeland registered a nay when the superintendent took your application before the board, Lang. He said the complexion of the faculty here in Barclay was getting a little too pale. You pinched your job by a three-to-one vote. If you hadn’t applied at midyear—when applicants are scarce and generally a trifle puny in their credentials—you wouldn’t’ve got on with us at all. I don’t know what your chances for coming back next year are. I mentioned that in our interview, didn’t I? Well, if you keep tearing up kids’ library books in front of every last wet-eyed yearling in your room, you ain’t, pardon me, going to make it till February. That’s a promise. I’ll get you out of here before Darius Copeland does.”




Lang remained silent, but his blood was moving.


“Now will you tell me—settin’ aside that business about its title being a lie—why’n hell you tore up Skipper Thornley’s book?”


Lang took a deep, bitter breath. “I’m a dragon myself,” he said.


Mr. Norton snorted and shook his head humorlessly. “So am I. But I’m not half the dragon folks say I am. I keep it in check. That’s what I’d advise you to do, too, Lang. Otherwise, you’ll go coastin’ out of here on a sled with greased runners.”


“Yes, sir.”


Braving the cold, Lang walked downtown and then out along the Alabama Station Highway to the primary school. When he arrived, several of his third-graders were huddled in the breezeway outside his room waiting for him to unlock the door and let them in.


III


Lang got through February by “keeping a low profile.” Then, early in March, when the possibility seemed especially remote, an epidemic of pediculosis swept the county school system.


Head lice.


Mr. Norton drove over one morning from the elementary school, gathered his primary teachers in the cafeteria, and informed them that they would have to subject every single one of their students to a scalp examination. The county health department had too few employees to handle the task. Mr. Norton put a magnifying glass on the lunchroom table at which they were all sitting, then had Lang pass out packages of tongue depressors to the teachers. As the principal perfunctorily explained the basics of scalp examination (the tongue depressors were instruments of search), Lang noticed the looks of bewilderment or muted outrage on the faces of his five female colleagues.


Finally, Miss Pauline Winter could take no more. A young black woman who along with Mrs. Kaye taught first-graders in an open-classroom situation, she pushed her package of tongue depressors away from her and very deliberately stood up. “I didn’t sign on to give scalp inspections,” she said. “I’m not a doctor, and I don’t see how this has got anything to do with education.” Her indignation had overcome her mixed feelings of respect and fearful contempt for Mr. Norton, and, like any mutineer confronting authority, she trembled with both determination and nervousness. She was wearing a lemon-colored pantsuit and a pale shade of lip ice that, together, were either too elegant or too foxy for the cinderblock cafeteria. At the same time, though, the vividness of her clothes and makeup made her seem a formidable opponent for Mr. Norton, and Lang could tell she had clearly and forthrightly voiced the reservations of all the other teachers.


“Do you want to resign?” Mr. Norton asked Miss Winter.


Mrs. Kaye, a woman in her mid to late forties with a greyish-blonde beehive hairdo, said, “I would hope we didn’t have to resign to keep from doing this. I don’t care for the idea myself, Mr. Norton. One time, I’ll do it. Ask me again, though, and I’ll quit for sure.”


Mr. Norton, reining in his dragon, explained that they would not be able to eradicate the head lice unless they inspected daily for at least ten or twelve days. The lice attached eggs, or nits, to the base of an individual shaft of hair; and if not effectively treated, these nits, borne outward from the scalp by the growing hairs, would in ten days’ time hatch a new and active population of tiny parasites. The Wickrath County schools were under siege. Unless inspections were thorough and frequent during the next several days, the head lice might well shut down the schools. Did everyone understand that? Is that what they all wanted? No one teacher, Mr. Norton stressed, was going to have more than thirty children a day to inspect, and that was certainly a burden they could all live with if they cared for either the children or their jobs.


Miss Winter, Mrs. Kaye, Mrs. Conley, Miss Geter, Mrs. Belflower, and the physical education instructor Russell Fountain heard their principal out with a palpable skepticism. Only Fountain appeared resigned to the task ahead—but he had already carried out an inspection of fifth-graders at the elementary school and the success of a number of these searches had both disturbed and affronted him. Lang saw revulsion as well as reluctance in the faces of his associates.


“I’ll inspect for the others,” he heard himself say, “if they’ll take turns watching my class while I’m busy with theirs.”


“So long as it gets done, I don’t give a bassoonist’s toot how you all handle it,” Mr. Norton said. And when he squeezed Lang’s shoulder before leaving the cafeteria, Lang knew there would be no administrative reprisal for his charity toward the other teachers.


IV


Lang was fearless in his scalp inspections. He met the children in the mornings as they walked onto the school grounds or disembarked the brontosaurian yellow buses in the parking lot. Before they entered their own classrooms, he led as many as he could to the administrative office and lined them up along the corridor outside its door. Inside, standing with his back to an electric heater whose incandescent coils reminded him of the element of an enormous pop-up toaster, Lang juggled a tongue depressor, a magnifying glass, and a utility flashlight in his perusals of the children’s heads. The sheep were separated from the goats.


On the first day, out of a student population of approximately two hundred, Lang found only sixteen kids with pediculosis. As the inspection program proceeded, however, this number dropped until on Tuesday of the second week Lang could find no one at all who qualified as a bona fide louse- or nit-carrier. All those who had been infested were either still confined to their homes or back in school with notes from doctors attesting to their cure and absolution. Others had returned with labels from such proprietary medications as Kwell. These notes and labels were passports to renewed respectability within the kingdom of Barclay’s educational system. The siege appeared to be over. For safety’s sake, Lang continued the inspections through Friday of the second week. For the duration of the program he put in a minimum of three hours a day, and by the time he broke for lunch he lacked either the appetite or the necessary energy to eat.


Miss Winter visited Lang on Friday as he was finishing his nitpicking head count of Mrs. Belflower’s third-graders. She brought with her Antonio Johnson, a solemn six-year-old with a face as dark and unforthcoming as an eggplant. He had come to school late and so had missed having his scalp examined with Miss Winter’s other first-graders.


“How you doin’?” the woman asked Lang.


“Lousy.”


Miss Winter vouchsafed him a wan smile. “I brought this child by in order to be in full compliance with Mr. Norton’s say-so about the lice problem. That isn’t Antonio’s problem, but I brought him anyway, just to be in compliance. He’s got other troubles. Black children just don’t fetch in that many head lice, do they, Mr. Lang?”


Despite a few irate phone calls from redneck parents attributing their children’s head lice to contact with “niggers,” Lang’s experience as Chief Scalp & Nape Inspector pretty much bore out Miss Winter’s claim. For each black kid with a minor case of pediculosis, there were eight or nine white children with a veritable population explosion of lice, the consequence in many instances being a secondary bacterial infection such as impetigo—so that the backs of their necks were spotted brown like a giraffe’s. Miss Winter, Lang observed, took an odd pride in the relative immunity of the black children, even as she commiserated at a distance with the afflicted whites.


At last Mrs. Belflower’s charges were gone, and Lang dropped the tongue depressor he had been using into a wastebasket. Although he had found no lice, he felt crawly and dirty. Lousy. Still, the job was done, and an unobtrusive vein of exultation underlay his weariness, just waiting to be tapped. Bellicose memories of mightier victories and more potent deeds invaded him from some primitive portion of his brain, but, in contrast to what he had just accomplished, these antiquated tableaux struck him as grandiose and petty. He wanted nothing more to do with them. They were a corruption he had been trying for centuries to dislodge.


“Mr. Lang,” Miss Winter was saying. “You listenin’ to me?”


He came back to the moment. Miss Winter had brought Antonio Johnson not simply to have his scalp inspected but to get Lang’s opinion about an unrelated medical matter. Look at Antonio’s eyes, Miss Winter urged. Didn’t Lang think there might be an infection in the boy’s eyes? Lang washed his hands at a discolored basin in the office’s restroom, then returned to comply with Miss Winter’s request. He wasn’t a doctor, but Miss Winter obviously valued his opinion and Lang was flattered to oblige her. He hunkered in front of Antonio Johnson and found the whites of the boy’s eyes aflame with a reticulate redness.


Lang said, “You haven’t been drinking, have you?”


Antonio Johnson stared tunnels through him. Lang had rarely encountered such a bleak, cheerless stare in a small child. Blessedly, he supposed, he could no longer pick out precedents from the veiled past. In the here and now, though, Antonio Johnson stank. His flesh and clothes gave off the fetor of neglect, the sourness of mildewed laundry and week-old sweat.


“I think it’s pinkeye,” Miss Winter said. “I think it’s a bad case. Antonio’s missed three days of school this week. Who knows how long he’s had it?”


“Is that contagious? Pinkeye?”


Miss Winter regarded Lang with surprise. “You bet it is, if it’s pinkeye. And I think it is. I was wondering what you thought. He don’t need to come back to class anymore’n those children with head lice, if it is. What he needs is to see a doctor.”


After learning that Antonio’s mama had no phone, and that his house was across the Alabama Station Highway in a pine copse about three blocks from the comfortable middle-class neighborhood in which Lang had an apartment, Lang volunteered to use his lunch period to walk the boy home. He would search for whoever was around to talk with and urge that person to take little Antonio to the doctor.


“I don’t know Antonio’s mama,” Miss Winter said. Then her voice dropped as if to disguise from Antonio what she next had to say: “I been by that house, Mr. Lang. It’s a sorry place. I don’t know how anyone can live in such a house.” Suddenly Miss Winter was angry. “It’s a crime!” she declared, and Lang intercepted the force of her declaration as if she were indicting him for the crime. Clearly, he had not yet oriented himself to the complexity of industrial-era relationships. America was impervious to the auguries of serpent skins and bamboo straws. “A disgrace and a crime!” said Miss Winter emphatically.


V


Lang got his coat and walked Antonio Johnson across the Alabama Station Highway and down the weed-grown asphalt road toward the boy’s house. The jacket the child wore was a ratty windbreaker missing its zipper clasp. Its sleeves and tail danced in the wind like Monday-morning washing. Three or four of the houses on the west side of the road were shanties faced with discarded roofing tiles or irregular sheets of plywood. Their open doors were windows on another way of life. As if to contradict the squalor and oppression that these ramshackle houses seemed to embody, another pair of nearby dwellings were well-kept bungalows with painted shutters and neatly spaced shrubs. Antonio’s sprawling house was at the end of the street. Even before they reached its muddy front yard and climbed the collapsing steps, Lang knew that no one was home. Through the open door you could see a kitchen chair with a soiled blanket draped across its back and the end of a wooden bed piled high with varicolored quilts. Everything else was darkness and weathered wood.


“Where’s your mama, Antonio?”


Antonio shrugged indifferently, then faced away. From the sagging front porch Lang watched a pair of scrawny chickens parade across the yard. He decided to take the boy to the doctor himself.


The clinic was in downtown Barclay, about ten or fifteen minutes by foot, and Lang told himself that he could no more abandon Antonio at this empty house than he could return him untreated to school. He said as much aloud. Patron and escort, he set off for town. Antonio followed him docilely up the asphalt street. A dog barked at them.


On Railroad Street—Barclay’s main drag, contiguous for three miles with the highway passing north to Ladysmith and south to Columbus—Lang noticed that Antonio had halted near the gas pumps at McKillian’s Corner Grocery. The boy was rubbing his eyes with his jacket sleeve and grimacing as if in pain. Lang returned to him, withdrew a handkerchief, and wiped Antonio’s runny nose. “Don’t rub ’em,” he advised. “You’ll probably just make it worse.” Antonio’s stare, fathomless and uninterpretable, seared Lang from emotional recesses he hadn’t yet plumbed. When a train hauling wood chips came rumbling into Barclay from the north and sounding its deep but ear-splitting warning horn, all over town dogs began howling in piteous response. “Damn,” said Lang, straightening. The clinic lay on the other side of the tracks, as did the elementary school, and they would have to wait until the train had passed to complete their journey.


The door to McKillian’s Corner Grocery opened, and a short, well-built black man came out, gingerly tearing the top off a new package of cigarettes. He wore well-pressed maroon trousers, a shirt of pale grey, a white tie, and a leather car coat. When he saw Antonio, he smiled glancingly, then approached the boy without really acknowledging Lang’s presence. This oblique approach tactic, Lang understood, was a function of the man’s complicated sense of decorum rather than an intentional slight; in fact, it seemed to derive from a residual shyness that he was even today attempting to exorcise.


“Hey, Tony,” he said. “Don’t you belong in school?”


“Hey,” Antonio Johnson replied, almost inaudibly. The first word out of his mouth that morning.


“I’m taking him to the clinic to see about his eyes,” Lang said.


The black man finally permitted himself a gander at Lang. “Who are you?” he asked, shoving his hands into the pockets of his coat and squinting sidelong at the huge swaying cars of the passing train.


Lang introduced himself.


“Vanessa’s new teacher?” the man inquired skeptically. “Mrs. Banks’s replacement?” He retrieved his right hand from his pocket and extended it toward Lang. “I’m Darius Copeland,” he said. “I’m on the school board, and you’re my baby’s new teacher, I presume.”


Lang shook hands with Copeland, who avoided his direct gaze as if he were a basilisk. Did each perceive a threat in the other? The cold March breeze, along with the rumbling iron wheels and the creaking iron hitches of the wood-chip cars, harassed and estranged the two men. Even though they had never met before, they were naked to each other in the chill, uncertain noon. This lasted an eyeblink.


“You couldn’t find Mrs. Johnson?” Copeland asked.


“I tried. She wasn’t home.”


“She’s been lookin’ for a job. Six kids in school, no papa at home, and her with arthritis bad. School’s the only time she got to get out and look.” The train’s caboose trundled by. “I’ll take Tony to the doctor. Seems to me Vanessa and her fellow students need a teacher, right?”


“They’re at lunch. Mrs. Belflower’s with them.”


Darius Copeland laughed and looked self-consciously to heaven. “Then I was talking straight,” he said, dropping his eyes. “They really do need a teacher.” Disconcertingly, he seemed embarrassed to have said such a thing aloud. He fetched a Cricket from his pants, bent his head, and lit a cigarette. The smoke trailed away like milkweed ticking.


“If you really don’t mind,” Lang said, “I will let you take Antonio to the doctor. I probably should get back and I don’t have a car.”


“Hey, then, I’ll carry you both.”


Copeland’s automobile, a Corvair with a badly rusted lower body, was parked cattywampus in front of the Barclay Barbecue House next door to the grocery. Everyone climbed in, and Copeland, crossing the tracks running parallel to Railroad Street, drove to the clinic. He took Antonio inside to register with the nurse at the front desk, then emerged from the little brick building and trotted back to his Corvair. A moment later he was hauling Lang out the Alabama Station Highway toward the primary school. The two men kept an uneasy silence, listening to the car’s engine make loud ker-chunking sounds each time its spark plugs misfired.


At the school Copeland parked in the loading/unloading zone for buses. He patted the pockets of his coat. “Vanessa doin’ okay?”


“She’s a good reader,” Lang said. “She’s doing fine.”


“I work two jobs. She’s usually in bed when I get home.” At last Copeland found what he was searching for, a handful of yellow tickets with detachable stubs. “The Barclay Elementary P.T.O.’s sellin’ these,” he explained. “Dollar a throw. Teachers are automatic members. You like to make a contribution toward winnin’ a nineteen-inch G.E. television set? This is one of the ways our Parent-Teacher Organization raises money. It’s a raffle, but we don’t call it that. Each dollar’s a contribution, not a chance. Set’s gonna be give away at the next meetin’, and I been too busy to sell very many of the tickets I was allotted.”


Lang bought five tickets. Copeland painstakingly filled out the stubs with a ballpoint pen, separated the stubs from the tickets, and stuffed them into a car-coat pocket. Lang escaped Copeland’s Corvair with a feeling of relief akin to that he had sometimes experienced getting out of taxi cabs in New York City. And yet, he knew, Copeland would not have taken it amiss if he had bought only one ticket or maybe even begged off altogether. Copeland had simply been doing his best to make conversation.


VI


Like any other bachelor schoolteacher of moderate good sense, Lang lived quietly and frugally. After spending his first night in Barclay in an expensive motel, he had rented the upstairs apartment in a two-story duplex on a residential street lined with elms and dogwoods. All the surrounding houses were either tall Victorian affairs or modest clapboard dwellings with screened-in porches and low brick walls along their unpaved connecting sidewalks. For that reason, perhaps, Lang’s apartment building—of scaly green stucco—was set well back from the street, with a magnolia tree in the center of the yard to intercept or deflect the gazes of casual passersby.


Late Sunday evening Lang telephoned Mr. Norton to tell him that he wished to take a day of sick leave. Mr. Norton was more understanding than Lang had anticipated, probably because of his yeoman efforts during the head-lice epidemic and the fact that he had given Mr. Norton an entire evening in which to find a substitute for him. Winter, season of antihistamines and sallow-making viruses, frequently took teachers out with scarcely any warning at all, and Mr. Norton was apparently grateful for small favors. After hanging up the telephone, Lang padded in his stocking feet to the bathroom, where he looked at himself in the medicine-cabinet mirror and felt his heart go as hard in his chest as a petrified serpent’s egg.


He had contracted Antonio Johnson’s pinkeye.


For two weeks he had probed and prodded the scalps of nearly two hundred children a day, without himself falling prey to head lice. Antonio Johnson, on the other hand, he had merely led downtown to McKillian’s Corner Grocery, and the result was a case of acute conjunctivitis. The eyes staring back at him in the mirror looked as if they belonged to a ghoul in a Technicolor horror film. Worse, the redness accentuated the fact that in each eye a vaguely pointed growth was encroaching on the iris; these growths looked like tiny volcanic cones floating on the enflamed whites, and their prominence was such that Lang could not shut his eyes without feeling them scrape against his lids. Ah, Antonio, he thought. It was a revelation to learn of his susceptibility. He turned off the bathroom light and went to bed.


The downstairs apartment belonged to the Rowells, a young couple with two small children. The wife was small and blonde. Lang saw her only in the afternoons when she came outside to backpack her baby and to cruise her Eskimo-faced toddler up and down the street in a creaky stroller. More than once, those kids had awakened Lang out of a dreamless sleep with their crying. At such times Lang believed himself as human as any other. He lay listening in the dark, content to share with the Rowells the inconvenience of a feverish or colic-stricken child. He gloried in his physical closeness to these people whom he really didn’t know.


If his downstairs neighbors or his colleagues at work perceived anything odd about him, Lang was certain that they attributed it to his being from out of town. Aside from the book-ripping incident, and perhaps his eagerness in volunteering for the post of Chief Scalp & Nape Inspector, he had given no one any cause to wonder about his origins or to doubt his sanity. Nevertheless, his status in Barclay was still probationary, and people were curious about him. Although the Rowells were too busy with work and child-rearing to bother him (except at night, inadvertently), his fellow teachers had taken advantage of recesses and the daily lunch break to ask him questions.


Early on they had asked him where he had gone to school, what kind of job he had had in New York, and how he had come to accept a teaching position in, of all places, itty-bitty Barclay, Georgia.


Listening to young Mrs. Rowell singing a lullaby to one of her children, Lang told himself that the lies he had passed off during these polite, dog-sniffing information exchanges were better proofs of his humanity than his desire to renounce the past. You lied in order to fit in. You lied in order not to give offense. The sounds of Mrs. Rowell’s crying infant, considering all he had done and all he knew, were as soothing as any Mozart string quintet, even if they did overwhelm the poor young woman’s lullaby. Even before the suffering child had quieted, Lang was drifting off to sleep. The crying, together with the lullaby, gave him occasion to dream.


His dreams dredged up the serpentine past. It was a novelty to dream. Prior to sleep, immediately prior to his drifting off, Lang was always in a blue wood in the Southern Appalachians, waiting for spring. Afterwards, other centuries and other climes recalled to him the innumerable glories and barbarisms of human and mythic history. Lang knew the places at which the two intersected. Today there was a price on his head, a bounty, and the fact of that bounty was the sole remaining point of intersection. Lang had opted to evade this development by plunging wholeheartedly into the more perilous of the two historical streams.


In dreams, though, reptilian landscapes and longings rose up in hideous panoply to tempt him with their old, sad promises of power. Flight and fire. Heroism and terror. How could anyone—especially someone who had already been corrupted—resist?


VII


Early the following morning Lang bundled up and walked to the clinic. It was still unseasonably cold for March, even though the dogwood and redbud trees had begun to bloom. Barclay’s clinic was run by a married couple whom townspeople referred to affectionately as Dr. Sam and Dr. Elsa; their last name was Kensington. Dr. Sam and Dr. Elsa alternated days in the Barclay medical center, since they were also physicians to the Wickrath community and operated a similar service in that town. Although Lang had never met either of them, he had heard their names many times and so felt only slightly ill at ease about reporting to one of them for medical attention.


Monday was Dr. Elsa’s day, and Lang arrived early enough to be ushered to an examination room without having to endure a long stay in the waiting area out front. He alienated Dr. Elsa’s young nurse, however, by insisting that he had come only to get a prescription for his pinkeye and by refusing to let her take his blood pressure.


“We always take our patients’ blood pressure,” the nurse said. “It’s standard operating procedure and a necessary precaution.”


Lang rebuttoned his coat so that she could not possibly take a reading, whereupon the nurse departed with a twitch of the butt symbolically consigning him to her own private mental set of troublemakers and insupportable eccentrics. A few minutes later Dr. Elsa came in.


She was a tall, curly-haired woman of fifty-five or so whose face exuded the fatigued good humor of a performer on a March of Dimes telethon. Her smile was not so much forced as self-effacing. Why am I here at this hour, and what good can I really do? As if she were neither a doctor nor an unfamiliar woman, she shook hands with Lang heartily, and he was pleased that she didn’t mention his refusal to submit to the blood-pressure test. He liked Dr. Elsa’s smile. He admired her long, expressive hands, which nevertheless betrayed a poignant dishwasher redness. She smelled of soap and lemons, as did the very brand of kitchen detergent to which Lang himself had converted after moving to Barclay.


Leaning forward and peering into his eyes, Dr. Elsa said, “It’s conjunctivitis. Just like little Antonio’s. A tube of Cortisporin ought to take care of it. I’ll write you a prescription, honey.”


“What’s that? Cortisporin?”


“Goose grease,” Dr. Elsa said, scribbling on her prescription pad.


“What?”


Dr. Elsa chuckled. “It’s an ointment with cortisone and three killer-diller antibiotics. Apply it four times a day. It’s liable to be Thursday, though, before the case you’ve got begins to clear up.” She handed him the prescription.


Lang was sitting on the examination table, his feet dangling down to some sort of chromium footrest. Why hadn’t she mentioned the bumps in his eyes? Surely they were conspicuous enough to warrant comment. He was afraid to bring the matter up, but even more afraid to leave without having asked. Hospitalization. Surgery. These were prospects that would destroy his impersonation and reduce to ruins the hopes of his inchoate prehuman dreams. He would never be a very good or a very convincing blind man.


“It’s not just pinkeye,” he said. “It’s … it’s—”


“Those pimples on your sclera aren’t anything to worry about, honey. It’s a little unusual you should have ’em, but they’re not going to drift over into your baby blues draggin’ blood vessels and blindness. Just clear up that infection and you’ll be fine.” Dr. Elsa smiled. “Trust me.”


“But what are they?” Lang persisted.


“Oh, my goodness. It’s been a long time, honey. I think they’re called pinguecula, if you want the medical term. They’re just pieces of degenerate tissue that collect on the surface of the whites. Utterly harmless. You see ’em in older people all the time. I think I’ve got the beginnings of one in my right eye myself. Perfectly natural.”


“Oh,” said Lang.


“How old are you, by the way?”


“Twenty-eight.” The response was automatic. Lang had been twenty-eight for the past five years.


“Well, folks twenty-eight don’t usually have enough degenerate tissue to make a pinguecula. That’s the only extraordinary thing in your case. How long have you been twenty-eight?”


Lang looked into Dr. Elsa’s face with sudden alarm.


“That’s a joke, honey. You’d pass for a teenager in some circles. Mine, for instance.” She opened the examination-room door. “Now go on over to the druggist’s and do what I told you and you’ll be as good as new in three or four days. It’s nice to have you in town.”


“Should I go back to work tomorrow? Will I contaminate the kids?”


“I don’t know about their minds, honey, but if you keep your hands away from your face and just exercise reasonable caution you won’t give ’em all the pinkeye. Sure. I’d say to go on back to work. I truly would.” Dr. Elsa chuckled, backed out of the room, and pulled the door to as if Lang were yet in line for a battery of excruciating ophthalmological tests.


He waited a minute or two to see if anyone intended to look in on him again, then got up and strolled through the narrow corridor to the front desk. Dr. Elsa’s nurse-cum-receptionist, whose blood pressure he had raised by denying her an opportunity to measure his, told him the bill was eight dollars. Lang wrote out a check and gave it to her.


VIII


At nine-thirty that evening Lang was sitting in the dark listening to Mrs. Rowell crooning a lullaby to one of her children when someone suddenly began pounding on his door. Lang was surprised to discover Darius Copeland standing on his porch in blue jeans and a denim coat, with a sailor’s cap rolled down over his ears as a makeshift rain bonnet. The rain also surprised Lang. The clarity and timbre of Mrs. Rowell’s lullaby had held all his attention; the apathetic patter of the rain had made no impression at all. Copeland was holding something that could have been a suitcase or a birdcage or maybe even a breadbox. It was draped with a yellow mackintosh.


“Evenin’, Mr. Lang. Sorry to come botherin’ you.” Copeland’s expression was uncertain and sheepish. “Heard you wasn’t feelin’ well, but thought I’d come over with the news— the good news—and just sort of try to see how you was gettin’ along.”


“What good news?” Lang gestured Copeland inside. The ointment in his eyes blurred and faceted the rainy night, imparting to it a mythic strangeness for which he was oddly homesick. He was loath to close the door.


“You won the TV,” Copeland informed him, and Lang, shaking off his fugue, hurried to turn on a light. “We had the drawin’ at the P.T.O. meetin’ tonight, and you won the set. I brought it over.” Copeland hefted the burden in his right hand, then pulled the mackintosh aside like a matador performing a hasty veronica. Voilà, a G.E. portable with rabbit ears and an astonishingly ample screen. “You got an outlet anywhere? I’ll plug it in for you.”


In two minutes the set was resting on an end table beside Lang’s split and stuffing-depleted sofa. Restless monochrome images bristled back and forth across the face of the set like an animated pointillist nightmare. Mercifully, Copeland had not turned up the volume.


“How you feelin’, anyway?”


“All right,” Lang responded. “But I’ve got ‘goose grease’ in my eyes and everything’s really a blur to me right now. … What about Antonio Johnson? You ever get any word on how he’s doing?”


“Miss Winter said he wasn’t in school again today, that’s all I know. I ’magine his mama’s takin’ care of him, though.” Copeland crooked a thumb at the TV. “How you like the set? We raised nigh on to four hunner’ dollars sellin’ tickets. That’s about three hunnerd profit. Ain’t it something how you won?” Copeland turned the set off by bending and unplugging it. “When you’re over that pinkeye, you’ll be glad to have it. Place like this gets lonely for an unmarried fella who don’t know too many folks yet. … Well, you take care.”


Lang let Copeland out and watched him trot down the wet exterior steps as if viewing him through a kaleidoscope. Bejeweled by rain, faceted by the latter-day magic of Cortisporin, the elms and dogwoods glittered like trees in a fairy tale.


IX


At school the next day Lang found that the ointment in his eyes was less of an obstacle to his classroom performance than he had feared. Its fluid glaze passed up and down each eyeball like a nictitating membrane. This was a sensation to which he easily adjusted, as if through some ancient familiarity hinting at his origins and mocking his present self.


Antonio Johnson was back in school on Wednesday. He was wearing frayed but well-scrubbed clothes. His mother had apparently acquired the proper medication and held him out of school until he was well again. Lang, watching the boy enter Miss Winter’s first-grade classroom, had a chilling, empathic picture of what it must be like to take a bath in the house where Antonio and his family lived. He reflected, too, that Cortisporin was more than six dollars a tube. Each tube contained an eighth of an ounce of ointment. Even the druggist had joked that imported French perfume and a bottle of aged-in-the-cask Tennessee bourbon were cheaper. Where had Antonio’s mama got the money? Welfare? Credit? Someone’s private charity? Lang would probably never know, and, in truth, the question was not one he really wished to pursue. …


A strange tension pervaded the relationships of the primary school’s staff that week. Lang had already noticed that at the mid-morning recess when the teachers congregated in the shelter of Mrs. Belflower’s building to keep watch on the children gamboling on the playground across the drive, Miss Winter always stood a little apart from her white colleagues. Or they stood apart from her. The others, Miss Winter included, had at first spoken politely to Lang when he perforce joined these playground-watching sessions in January—but he had proved a dull and tight-lipped conversationalist, and they had eventually left him alone at recess and restricted their interrogations of him to lunch periods and library breaks.


Now Lang went out on the playground with the kids. He pushed them on the swings, sent them flying on the merry-go-round, and tried to judge their impossible free-for-all relay races. It pained and perplexed Lang to look back at the school building and see his fellow teachers arrayed against the wall as if they had been sorted by color, like beads or buttons. And this week they seemed to have separated and subdivided by some arcane criterion in addition to that of race. Mrs. Kaye and Miss Winter, without standing together, stood apart from the others, while Miss Geter of the second grade was excluded from a huddle consisting of Mrs. Conley and Mrs. Belflower, neither of whom had very much to say to the other.


To complicate matters for Lang, Barclay’s mysterious playground vandal had struck again. The bolts supporting the steps on the slide had been removed, the metal clasps on the teeter-totter were nowhere to be found, and several of the struts on the monkey bars had been dangerously unsocketed. The children had to entertain themselves without benefit of this equipment, with the result that Lang had to supervise their activities more closely than usual. He issued frequent commands to stay off the unbolted equipment and broke up the inevitable disputes arising from a great many clever varieties of improvised roughhouse. The only consolation he derived from this self-appointed duty was that it kept him from standing in the lee of Mrs. Belflower’s classroom with his sour and uncommunicative cohorts.


Their reasons for remaining silent, Lang told himself, had to be even more sinister than his own. He wanted to shout redemptive curses at them, rub their noses in their childish and vindictive behavior. Once, he had a brief but terrifying vision of a soldier with a flamethrower raking the five of them with cruel, brilliant bursts of destruction. The soldier was Lang himself. The entire vision was an unsettling reminder of the old corruption he had vowed to renounce forever.


Ashamed and chastened, Lang awaited the bell that would end the recess. He ignored the kids crying for him to start yet another of their scrambling, undisciplined dashes across the playground.


By Friday afternoon Lang was emotionally exhausted, but his pinkeye had been cured. That evening he prepared a supper of hot dogs, ate it slowly, and then turned on his television set for the first time since Darius Copeland had delivered it to him. Lang rationalized that this evening marked his first chance to watch the set without the impediment of artificial nictitating membranes. His sight was clear.


Between nine and ten o’clock, then, Lang found himself engrossed in a program whose protagonist, owing to some unlikely radiation-induced alteration of his metabolism and blood chemistry, turned into a muscle-bound brute whenever he was angered or physically abused. This metamorphosis occurred three times during the program, and on each occasion it enabled the protagonist either to escape or to evert a difficult situation.


Transfixed, Lang pulled himself up in his armchair.


Despite the power at the protagonist’s disposal when he was changed from man to roaring brute, the poor fellow was seeking a cure. He wanted to be free of the monster resident in his blood and brain. He wanted to be a human being like those from whom his hideous underlying self so pitiably estranged him. Lang sympathized. He identified. The parallel with his own masquerade was too explicit and exacting to permit him the luxury of a cynical objectivity. How could he fail to be moved by the plight of his television counterpart? He could not.


After the third and final manifestation of the monster, however, Lang became aware of several dismaying facts. First, the program he had just watched was merely one episode of a weekly series devoted to the deeds and tribulations of the protagonist’s divided self. Next Friday the man would be back, shredding expensive shirts as his pectorals irresistibly expanded and tossing bad guys around as if they were basketballs. Second, the continuing nature of the program suggested that its entire raison d’être lay less in an elaboration of the protagonist’s sickness and cure than in a gaudy exploitation of the monster’s inhuman prowess. Finally, because no one who exists in a social context can hope to avoid absolutely the major and minor provocations of daily life, the protagonist was altogether helpless to contain his beast. At this point, Lang realized, the astonishing parallel was suddenly wrenched askew. Unlike the television character, Lang was not helpless to contain his beast. Nor was he any longer a prisoner of the serpentine impulses that had once informed his motion and his mind. Not by any means.


Lang unplugged the TV and went to bed. From downstairs he could hear Mrs. Rowell singing limpid, unplaceable lullabies to her husband or her babies. The bittersweet clarity of her voice had nothing to do with the noise that had emanated from the television set. Nothing whatever.


X


On Monday at recess Skipper Thornley wandered into the kudzu field next to the playground and found a metal fitting from one of the partially dismantled slides. Lang tried to summon the boy out of the field, but Skipper held the fitting above his head and shouted that he could see “a whole mess” of such fasteners, along with a few slide steps, scattered about among the leafless kudzu vines. This intelligence precipitated a scavenger hunt that began like an Oklahoma Territory land rush. Kids charged into the kudzu field, tripped one another, plunged headlong into the vines, scrambled up, elbowed for position, rooted about like banties or porkers, and, with surprising frequency, actually found a bolt or a metal clasp or a slide step for their pains. Lang could not reasonably hope to discourage them in their search. Finally, he simply shouted that when the bell rang, they must come out of the field at once and lay the items they had found on the sidewalk near Mrs. Belflower’s building. Then he joined the adults on the other side of the drive.


Aloud, goaded to speech by the silence of his fellow teachers, Lang observed that he had previously supposed the playground vandal had been dismantling the equipment for the parts, perhaps because he was a mechanic of some sort or knew a shady hardware entrepreneur to whom he could pawn his midnight booty. But why, Lang wondered, would anyone take apart a slide or teeter-totter merely to hurl the metal fasteners into a nearby field? The vandal’s purpose could only be to satisfy a reckless compulsion or to indulge a thirsty mean streak. His principal victims, after all, were the children and the public school system in Barclay. Unless approached from these relatively well defined perspectives, Lang said, the vandalism made no sense.


The silence that met these observations was charged with a static hostility whose field Lang could neither encompass nor neutralize. For two or three minutes no one said anything. The teachers were still paired or isolated singly against one another, and Lang’s attempt to unite them in a discussion about the vandal appeared to be suffocating in the thin but electric air of their indifference or ill feeling.


Then Miss Winter said, “What do you think of that, Mrs. Belflower? What’s your opinion on the subject? You certainly had a lot to say last Monday when Mr. Fountain told us the equipment had been unbolted again.”


Mrs. Belflower turned to face her adversary. She was a thin-faced woman with short brown hair, which she had hidden today beneath a colorful silk kerchief. Her eyes were pale blue, and her figure had only recently—very gently—begun to spread. Her manner with the children, Lang had noted, was patient and methodical, if not overtly affectionate, and he had always been disposed to think well of her. Now, though, her nostrils dilated and her feathery brown eyebrows met above her nose in a Tartarish V. Lang could scarcely believe that this was the same Mrs. Belflower who had once plied him with inconsequential questions at lunch—as if purposely trying not to rattle the skeletons, if any, in his closet.


“I didn’t have a lot to say about it, Miss Winter. I wasn’t even talking to you, if I remember correctly.”


“But you wanted me to overhear, didn’t you?”


“I didn’t even know you were in the lunchroom. And all I said, Miss Winter, was that some poor black man was probably taking the parts and selling them. It wasn’t intended as a racial slur, for Pete’s sake.”


“Then why didn’t you just say it was some poor man stealin’ the parts and leave it at that? What was the point of specifyin’ the thief was black if you weren’t tryin’ to imply something narrow and low?”


Mrs. Belflower’s eyes flared, but her voice remained incongruously calm. “Oh, my. It’s as if I’m being grilled by a policeman, it’s as if—”


“And now it turns out the parts wasn’t stolen at all,” interrupted Miss Winter. “It turns out the ‘thief was only trashin’ the equipment to keep the kids from playin’ on it. That’s not any poor black man at work, Mrs. Belflower. That’s someone that can’t handle the notion of black and white playin’ together in the same front yard. That’s the sort of sick old bigotry that bad-mouths our schools and plunks its kids in fat-cat private ones to keep ’em from seein’ too soon how the world really operates! You wouldn’t know fair, Mrs. Belflower, if it bit you on the big toe!” Miss Winter clasped her arms across her midriff, looked out toward the kudzu field, and bitterly shook her head.


Mrs. Belflower recoiled from this attack as if she had been anticipating it for weeks. “My life away from school isn’t any of your business,” she said carefully. “Until you’ve made yourself dictator of the United States, Miss Winter, don’t you try to tell me how to run my life. Don’t you try to tell me how to raise my family or where to work. Not until you have declared Freedom of Choice un-American and made yourself dictator, Miss Winter.” She walked away several steps and opened the door to her classroom. “Alice,” she said, addressing Mrs. Conley, “would you see to it my kids come in when the bell rings? I’ve got to sit down a minute.” The red door closed behind her.


“You tell me is it fair,” Miss Winter suddenly appealed to Lang. “She sends her kids to that fat-cat ’cademy in Ladysmith and gets paid to teach in the public schools. That shows her contempt for public education, doesn’t it? It’s an insult to all of us, what she’s doin’. You tell me it isn’t an insult.”


Mrs. Kaye stepped up to Miss Winter and put an arm around her shoulder. “One of her children has a special problem, Pauline.”


“My ass,” said Miss Winter. “My sweet ass.”


XI


In the cafeteria the next day Mrs. Kaye told Lang that Pauline Winter had been summoned out of class that morning and asked to report to the principal’s office at the elementary school. She had been gone ever since. Two and a half hours. All the signs pointed to a chewing-out of Churchillian eloquence and Castrovian duration. Poor Miss Winter was really getting her ears singed. She was being eviscerated by a master.


“Two and a half hours?” said Lang incredulously. Mr. Norton had taken only twenty minutes to chew him out for tearing up Skipper Thornley’s book. Could Mr. Norton really get wound up two-and-a-half-hours’ worth, even for a breach of etiquette stemming from a set-to with racial overtones? Maybe for that he could. Maybe that was precisely the sort of faux pas to unwind Mr. Norton’s yo-yo. “Do you think he fired her?” Lang asked.


“Not in the middle of the school day,” Mrs. Kaye replied. “Mr. Norton wouldn’t leave me with her kids and mine, too. Not for a whole day, anyway.”


But they telephoned the elementary school to check. Mrs. Kaye got through to Mrs. Dorn, Mr. Norton’s secretary, and Mrs. Dorn said that Miss Winter had left the elementary school well over an hour ago, with her superior’s emphatic order to return to the classroom. Mr. Norton had given Miss Winter a reprimand and a warning—if she kept meddling in administrative matters and other folks’ personal affairs, she’d find herself cleaning out her desk quicker than she could say Jack Robinson.


Holding the telephone receiver as if it were someone else’s empty beer can, Mrs. Kaye hung up without telling Mrs. Dorn that her colleague still had not come back from the elementary school.


“What’s the matter?” asked Lang.


“I don’t know. It looks like Pauline is playing hooky.”


Miss Winter played hooky Tuesday through Thursday. Late on Tuesday afternoon, however, Mr. Norton learned of her unexcused absence and tried throughout the evening to reach her by phone, only to get a busy signal and to conclude that she had taken her receiver off the hook. He tried again the following morning, with the same results. Angered and frustrated, Mr. Norton had then contacted the school board’s official attorney in Wickrath; with the attorney’s approval, late Wednesday afternoon he mailed Miss Winter a registered letter informing her that she had been relieved of her job. The grounds were “abandonment of position.” Miss Winter received this letter early Thursday morning, and at eleven o’clock she showed up at the elementary school, accosted Mr. Norton in a corridor, and proclaimed that she had merely been taking the three days of personal leave to which every certified county teacher was entitled each year, and that her dismissal was not only an affront to her loyalty and talent but an out-and-out violation of the law. She demanded to be reinstated. Mr. Norton apoplectically demurred, threatening to call in the local police if she didn’t remove herself instantly from his building. Miss Winter departed under scathing protest, counterthreatening a suit against Mr. Norton himself and another against the entire fascist educational mock-up for which he fagged. According to Mrs. Kaye, half the student body at the elementary school had overheard all or part of this vehement exchange, and things didn’t look too good for Miss Winter.


“I think she’s blown it,” Mrs. Kaye told Lang at lunch on Friday. “She’s a smart cookie, Pauline is, and she can really be sweet—but this time I do believe she’s done herself in.”


A woman from Wickrath was substituting for Miss Winter, and she seemed convinced that she would be on hand until the end of the school year.
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