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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.






 

“How Sargent Peppers Phony Arts Dubbed Grand”

 

 

Yes, I know, it’s maddening. You shell out good money to travel millions of miles from your home world to the Pamela Sargent Labyrinth of Literary Delights – in some cases, you even hopped from one spiral arm of the Via Galactica to the other – and then you find your way through the maze to the Thumbprints Museum, and what’s the first thing that happens to you? You get herded into this stuffy rotunda by a gnomish little tour guide who proceeds to bark orders at you. But that’s how we do things on the Planet of Irreproachable Priorities. If you want to be treated like royalty, go take a goddamn cruise.

So as I was saying: turn off your cell phones, disconnect your pagers, throw away your coffee cups, and inform your children that for the next three hours no one is interested in their opinions about anything. I’m more than happy to lead you through the Thumbprints Museum – I’m even willing to share my knowledge of the Pamela Sargent Labyrinth in general – but, hey, folks, no docent should have to waste his breath competing with a lot of bleeping and slurping and whining, right?

Please step this way.

Our first exhibit is inspired by “Thumbprints” itself, that sardonic deconstruction of the American publishing industry in the early years of the twenty-first century. Go ahead, don’t be shy, walk right up and press your thumb against the big red sensor. In a matter of nanoseconds the emanations will travel from your epidermis to your brain, and after the prognostic analysis is complete the screen will display ... wait a minute, madam, the computer already has a prediction for you! Evidently you have what it takes to crank out a murder mystery. And you, sir – it appears you’ve got a horror novel in you. And you over there with the false eyelashes and the superfluous makeup – you may very well be a romance writer in embryo.

If you’ll permit me to lapse into French, “Thumbprints” is a tour de force of the roman à clef. Today, of course, the story also seems rather prophetic, having accurately, if obliquely, predicted that Jonathan Franzen’s The Corrections, for all its critical laurels and commercial success, would fail to entrance subsequent generations of readers, most of whom were not particularly interested in misanthropic autobiographical venom disguised as social satire. Indeed, Sargent’s talent for deflating unearned literary nihilism and strafing received aesthetic wisdom is one of the enduring rewards of her oeuvre. You might say that Sargent peppers phony arts dubbed grand.

In the next gallery we have a tribute to “Out of Place,” the largest terrarium to be found anywhere on our world. Catopia, the boss calls it, and at any given time we have between ten and twelve felines in residence, each with a transceiver implanted in its cortex. Merely slip on the headphones, and you’ll hear the animals’ thoughts ... well, not their thoughts exactly, these are cats – you’ll hear a litany of complaints. Why don’t they make the sunlamps hotter? Why won’t they give us more canned food instead of this dry crap? Why can’t they stick in a few more newly upholstered chairs?

If you’ve read “Out of Place,” you know that cats aren’t above making personal remarks, so try not to ... oh, dear, oh, dear, I’m sorry, sir. The Siamese had no cause to pass such a judgment on your wife’s physiognomy. Try to understand – we always intended this installation to be nothing but fun, though naturally we can’t control the malice factor entirely.

Moving right along ... in this salon we have an homage to my personal favorite among Sargent’s humorous stories, “Shrinker,” that wry extrapolation from Richard Matheson’s homunculus classic. This dollhouse is a hands-on exhibit – don’t be afraid to poke and prod. See, the little shower emits a stream of hot water, and that’s an actual live television broadcast there on the tiny plasma screen. You could warm a cup of sake on the miniature stove.

Turn the corner, and – voilà – there it is, our triptych honoring the Temujin cycle. How many of you have read the novel Ruler of the Sky? Yes, madam, I agree, the film adaptation was a disaster. They took out most of the tough-minded feminism and threw in a lot of pointless battle scenes. Okay, sure, the movie wasn’t half as bad as that Omar Sharif vehicle called Genghis Khan, and it was a masterpiece compared with Howard Hughes’s The Conqueror, but Sargent still deserved better.

On your left you’ll see the funerary monument that Brendellini carved after reading “Spirit Brother.” Two human figures, rendered in the finest Clastrelpian marble, supine atop the two-ton granite sarcophagus, Temujin on the right, his blood brother Jamukha on the left. Note the melding of their temples ... the intertwining of their fingers ... the tangent of their thighs. I imagine Jamukha would have loved this piece. I’m not so sure about Temujin. 

On the right, meanwhile, we find Falconetti’s acclaimed sculpture called Erdeni’s Tiger, inspired by the haunting story of the same name. Art critics have praised Falconetti’s decision to carve the tiger-demon in crysalinium – not an obvious choice for rendering the metaphysical, but in Falconetti’s hands the medium proved as pliable as liquid mercury. For Erdeni, meanwhile, Falconetti chose pressure-treated fluxanium, ideal for subliminally conveying the shaman’s inner conflict.

By now you’ve figured out that our central Temujin installation spins off from “Climb the Wind” – a dozen audio-animatronics horses suspended in midair, waiting for you to mount them. Go right ahead, ladies and gentlemen. Haul yourselves into the saddles. That’s the idea, madam. And now the horses begin to gallop ... and now you feel the galactic wind in your face ... and now the stars come out. It’s easy to understand why the protagonist hoped the ride would last forever – why he never again wanted to be just another tourist stranded in Ulan Bator.

Anybody hungry? Step into this alcove and you’ll find our famous snack bar, Antoine’s Aliments. The recipes all come from “Originals,” that clever meditation on the need of every serious artist – culinary, literary, or otherwise – to be appreciated beyond his own backyard. I particularly recommend the cauliflower soup. The poulet persillade is also first rate.

 

Now that we’ve had lunch, let me suggest that we visit another planet. It’s directly down the hall, our attempt to actualize the virtual-reality diorama from “Venus Flowers at Night.” Put your face right against the glass. Plastic trees? No, madam, those plants are growing. Clockwork hawks? Believe it or not, sir, they’re real, genetically engineered for flight and predation.

Sidle into the gallery to your left, and you’ll recognize the lake from “Amphibians.” So far we’ve raised thirty-four generations of turtles here. At first we tried to get away with sunlamps, but the reptiles refused to climb onto the logs and warm themselves, so we had to add the skylight. Maybe some of you would like to pause here for a few minutes and commune with the turtles, as Lillian’s father does in Sargent’s poignant, lyrical story.

Our tour ends with three deceptively simple exhibits, as befits the spare, poetic, elliptical tales they celebrate. The figures are all rendered in ephemerium, and so I must ask you to keep your hands in your pockets.

Over here we have a tableau depicting the first meeting of the boy and girl who will become the happy couple in “If Ever I Should Leave You.” Hovering in the background: a veiled presence, holding an hourglass aloft. In case you haven’t read the story I won’t reveal who or what this third party represents.

On your left you’ll see the unnamed narrator of “Gather Blue Roses,” standing erect, forcing a smile, coping as best she can with her pathological empathy. Some critics have argued that the sculptor – Falconetti again – should have found a subtler way to represent the protagonist’s congenital sensitivity to other people’s pain: those half-dozen knives suspended within inches of her flesh, they’re a bit much perhaps? I disagree. I believe the knives are a perfect choice. For the rose gatherer this must be exactly how life feels.

And finally, on your right, another image of isolation: Kaeti, the protagonist of “Utmost Bones,” standing alone on the desiccated wasteland that planet Earth has become. The geodesic dome suspended above her head – that’s the Net of Minds, of course, each node flashing with a different set of downloaded memories, whispers from a once embodied consciousness. “All oases were within” – forgive my histrionics, but the last line never fails to move me – “all oases were within, secret meeting places bright and green, where beings without bones swam in lakes of glass, surrounded by the night of faint hurrying galaxies.”

So that’s it, ladies and gentlemen. I hope you’ve enjoyed your visit. On your way out, you might want to stop by the gift shop, under the sign of the Golden Gryphon. You’ll find every imaginable souvenir – Temujin coffee mugs, Venus key rings, Net of Minds T-shirts, Alvin and Meowser dollhouses, “Out of Place” talking-animal calendars. Yes, I know, such merchandise has little to do with science fiction and fantasy literature, but don’t forget that our profits keep the books in print – Cloned Lives, The Sudden Star, The Golden Space, Earthseed, The Alien Upstairs, The Shore of Women, Ruler of the Sky, the “Watchstar” trilogy, the “Venus” trilogy, the Women of Wonder anthologies, the short story collections. Better to embarrass a valuable writer with vulgarity, I say, than to insult her with obscurity. We don’t pretend to be paragons of good taste. No one calls us the Fixed Star of Subtle Marketing Strategies. We’re merely the Planet of Irreproachable Priorities. It’s a label we wear proudly. Please come again.

James Morrow

 

 


Gather Blue Roses

 

 

I cannot remember ever having asked my mother outright about the tattooed numbers. We must have known very early that we should not ask; perhaps my brother Simon or I had said something inadvertently as very small children and had seen the look of sorrow on her face at the statement; perhaps my father had told us never to ask.

Of course, we were always aware of the numbers. There were those times when the weather was particularly warm, and my mother would not button her blouse at the top, and she would lean over to hug us or pick us up, and we would see them written across her, an inch above her breasts.

(By the time I reached my adolescence, I had heard all the horror stories about the death camps and the ovens; about those who had to remove gold teeth from the bodies; the women used, despite the Reich’s edicts, by the soldiers and guards. I then regarded my mother with ambivalence, saying to myself, I would have died first, I would have found some way rather than suffering such dishonor, wondering what had happened to her and what secret sins she had on her conscience, and what she had done to survive. An old man, a doctor, had said to me once, “The best ones of us died, the most honorable, the most sensitive.” And I would thank God I had been born in 1949; there was no chance that I was the daughter of a Nazi rape.)

By the time I was four, we had moved to an old frame house in the country, and my father had taken a job teaching at a small junior college nearby, turning down offers from Columbia and Chicago, knowing how impossible that would be for mother. We had a lot of elms and oaks and a huge weeping willow that hovered sadly over the house. Our pond would be invaded in the early spring and late fall by a few geese that would usually keep their distance before flying on. (“You can tell those birds are Jewish,” my father would say, “they go to Miami in the winter,” and Simon and I would imagine them lying on a beach, coating their feathers with Coppertone and ordering lemonades from the waitresses; we hadn’t heard of Collinses yet.)

Even out in the country, there were often those times when we would see our mother packing her clothes in a small suitcase, and she would tell us that she was going away for a while, just a week, just to get away, to find solitude. One time it was to an old camp in the Adirondacks that one of my aunts owned, another time to a cabin that a friend of my father’s loaned her, always alone, always to an isolated place. Father would say that it was nerves, although we wondered, since we were so isolated as it was. Simon and I thought she didn’t love us, that mother was somehow using this means to tell us that we were being rejected. I would try very hard to behave; when mother was resting, I would tiptoe and whisper. Simon reacted more violently. He could contain himself for a while; but then, in a desperate attempt at drawing attention to himself, would run through the house, screaming horribly, and hurl himself headfirst at one of the radiators. On one occasion, he threw himself through one of the large living room windows, smashing the glass. Fortunately, he was uninjured, except for cuts and bruises, but after that incident, my father put chicken wire over the windows on the inside of the house. Mother was very shaken by that incident, walking around for a couple of days, her body aching all over, then going away to my aunt’s place for three weeks this time. Simon’s head must have been strong; he never sustained any damage from the radiators worse than a few bumps and a headache, but the headaches would often keep mother in bed for days.

(I pick up my binoculars to check the forest again from my tower, seeing the small lakes like puddles below, using my glasses to focus on a couple in a small boat near one of the islands, and then turn away from them, not wanting to invade their privacy, envying the girl and boy who can so freely, without fear of consequences, exchange and share their feelings, and yet not share them, not at least in the way that would destroy a person such as myself. I do not think anyone will risk climbing my mountain today, as the sky is overcast, cirrocumulus clouds slowly chasing each other, a large storm cloud in the west. I hope no one will come; the family who picnicked beneath my observation tower yesterday bothered me; one child had a headache and another indigestion, and I lay in my cabin taking aspirins all afternoon and nursing the heaviness in my stomach. I hope no one will come today.)

Mother and father did not send us to school until we were as old as the law would allow. We went to the small public school in town. An old yellow bus would pick us up in front of the house. I was scared the first day and was glad Simon and I were twins so that we could go together. The town had built a new school; it was a small, square brick building, and there were fifteen of us in the first grade. The high school students went to classes in the same building. I was afraid of them but soon discovered that their classes were all on the second floor; so we rarely saw them during the day except when they had gym classes outside. Sitting at my desk inside, I would watch them, wincing every time someone got hit with a ball, or got bruised. (Only three months in school, thank God, before my father got permission to tutor me at home, three months were too much of the constant pains, the turmoil of emotions; I am sweating now and my hands shake, when I remember it all.)

The first day was boring to me for the most part; Simon and I had been reading and doing arithmetic at home for as long as I could remember. I played dumb and did as I was told; Simon was aggressive, showing off, knowing it all. The other kids giggled, pointing at me, pointing at Simon, whispering. I felt some of it, but not enough to bother me too much; I was not then as I am now, not that first day.

Recess: kids yelling, running, climbing the jungle gym, swinging and chinning themselves on bars, chasing a basketball. I was with two girls and a piece of chalk on the blacktop; they taught me hopscotch, and I did my best to ignore the bruises and bumps of the other students.

(I need the peace, the retreat from easily communicated pain. How strange, I think objectively, that our lives are such that discomfort, pain, sadness and hatred are so easily conveyed and so frequently felt. Love and contentment are only soft veils which do not protect me from bludgeons; and with the strongest loves, one can still sense the more violent undercurrents of fear, hate and jealousy.)

It was at the end of the second week that the fight occurred during recess. I was again playing hopscotch, and Simon had come over to look at what we were doing before joining some other boys. Five older kids came over, I guess they were in third or fourth grade, and they began their taunts.

“Greeeenbaum,” at Simon and me. We both turned toward them, I balancing on one foot on the hopscotch squares we had drawn, Simon clenching his fists.

“Greeeenbaum, Esther Greeeenbaum, Simon Greeeenbaum,” whinnying the green, thundering the baum.

“My father says you’re Yids.”

“He says you’re the Yids’ kids.” One boy hooted and yelled. “Hey, they’re Yid kids.” Some giggled, and then they chanted, “Yid kid, Yid kid,” as one of them pushed me off my square.

“You leave my sister alone,” Simon yelled and went for the boy, fists flying, and knocked him over. The boy sat down suddenly, and I felt pain in my lower back. Another boy ran over and punched Simon. Simon whacked him back, and the boy hit him in the nose, hard. It hurt and I started crying from the pain, holding my nose; I pulled away my hand and saw blood. Simon’s nose was bleeding, and then the other kids started in, trying to pummel my brother, one boy holding him, another boy punching. “Stop it,” I screamed, “stop it,” as I curled on the ground, hurting, seeing the teachers run over to pull them apart. Then I fainted, mercifully, and came to in the nurse’s office. They kept me there until it was time to go home that day.

Simon was proud of himself, boasting, offering self-congratulations. “Don’t tell mother,” I said when we got off the bus, “don’t, Simon, she’ll get upset and go away again, please. Don’t make her sad.”

(When I was fourteen, during one of the times mother was away, my father got drunk downstairs in the kitchen with Mr. Arnstead, and I could hear them talking, as I hid in my room with my books and records, father speaking softly, Mr. Arnstead bellowing.

“No one, no one, should ever have to go through what Anna did. We’re beasts anyway, all of us, Germans, Americans, what’s the difference.”

Slamming of a glass on the table and a bellow: “God dammit, Sam, you Jews seem to think you have a monopoly on suffering. What about the guy in Harlem? What about some starving guy in Mexico? You think things are any better for them?”

“It was worse for Anna.”

“No, not worse, no worse than the guy in some street in Calcutta. Anna could at least hope she would be liberated, but who’s gonna free that guy?”

“No one,” softly, “no one is ever freed from Anna’s kind of suffering.”

I listened, hiding in my room, but Mr. Arnstead left after that; and when I came downstairs, father was just sitting there, staring at his glass; and I felt his sadness softly drape itself around me as I stood there, and then the soft veil of love over the sadness, making it bearable.)

I began to miss school at least twice a week, hurting, unable to speak to mother, wanting to say something to father but not having the words. Mother was away a lot then, and this made me more depressed (I’m doing it, I’m sending her away), the depression endurable only because of the blanket of comfort that I felt resting over the house.

They had been worried, of course, but did not have their worst fears confirmed until Thanksgiving was over and December arrived (snow drifting down from a gray sky, father bringing in wood for the fireplace, mother polishing the menorah, Simon and me counting up our saved allowances, plotting what to buy for them when father drove us to town). I had been absent from school for a week by then, vomiting every morning at the thought that I might have to return. Father was reading and Simon was outside trying to climb one of our trees. I was in the kitchen, cutting cookies and decorating them while mother rolled the dough, humming, white flour on her apron, looking away and smiling when I sneaked small pieces of dough and put them in my mouth.

And then I fell off my chair onto the floor, holding my leg, moaning, “Mother, it hurts,” blood running from my nose. She picked me up, clutching me to her, and put me on the chair, blotted my nose with a tissue. Then we heard Simon yelling outside, and then his banging on the back door. Mother went and pulled him inside, his nose bleeding. “I fell outa the tree,” and, as she picked him up, she looked back at me; and I knew that she understood, and felt her fear and her sorrow as she realized that she and I were the same, that I would always feel the knife thrusts of other people’s pain, draw their agonies into myself and, perhaps, be shattered by them.

(Remembering: Father and mother outside after a summer storm, standing under the willow, father putting his arm around her, brushing her black hair back and kissing her gently on the forehead. Not for me, too much shared anguish with love for me. I am always alone, with my mountain, my forest, my lakes like puddles. The young couple’s boat is moored at the island.)

I hear them downstairs.

“Anna, the poor child, what can we do?”

“It is worse for her, Samuel,” sighing, the sadness reaching me and becoming a shroud, “it will be worse with her, I think, than it was for me.”

 

 


Out of Place

 

 

“For something is amiss or out of place

When mice with wings can wear a human face.”

– Theodore Roethke, “The Bat”

 

Marcia was washing the breakfast dishes when she first heard her cat thinking. “I’m thirsty, why doesn’t she give me more water, there’s dried food on the sides of my bowl.” There was a pause. “I wonder how she catches the food. She can’t stalk anything, she always scares the birds away. She never catches any when I’m nearby. Why does she put it into those squares and round things when she just has to take it out again? What is food, anyway? What is water?”

Very slowly, Marcia put down the cup she was washing, turned off the water, and faced the cat. Pearl, a slim Siamese, was sitting by her plastic bowls. She swatted the newspaper under them with one paw, then stretched out on her side. “I want to be combed, I want my stomach scratched. Why isn’t he here? He always goes away. They should both be here, they’re supposed to serve me.” Pearl’s mouth did not move, but Marcia knew the words were hers. For one thing, there was no one else in the house. For another, the disembodied voice had a feline whine to it, as if the words were almost, but not quite, meows.

Oh, God, Marcia thought, I’m going crazy. Still eyeing the cat, she crept to the back door and opened it. She inhaled some fresh air and felt better. A robin was pecking at the grass. “Earth, yield your treasures to me. I hunger, my young cry out for food.” This voice had a musical lilt. Marcia leaned against the door frame.

“I create space.” The next voice was deep and sluggish. “The universe parts before me. It is solid and dark and damp, it covers all, but I create space. I approach the infinite. Who has created it? A giant of massive dimensions must have moved through the world, leaving the infinite. It is before me now. The warmth – ah!”

The voice broke off. The robin had caught a worm.

Marcia slammed the door shut. Help, she thought, and then: I wonder what Dr. Leroy would say. A year of transactional analysis and weekly group-therapy sessions had assured her that she was only a mildly depressed neurotic; though she had never been able to scream and pound her pillow in front of others in her group and could not bring herself to call Dr. Leroy “Bill,” as his other clients did, the therapy had at least diminished the frequency of her migraines, and the psychiatrist had been pleased with her progress. Now she was sure that she was becoming psychotic; only psychotics heard voices. There was some satisfaction in knowing Dr. Leroy had been wrong.

Pearl had wandered away. Marcia struggled to stay calm. If I can hear her thoughts, she reasoned, can she hear mine? She shivered. “Pearl,” she called out in a wavering voice. “Here, kitty. Nice Pearl.” She walked into the hall and toward the stairs.

The cat was on the top step, crouching. Her tail twitched. Marcia concentrated, trying to transmit a message to Pearl. If you come to the kitchen right now, she thought, I’ll give you a whole can of Super Supper.

The cat did not move. If you don’t come down immediately, Marcia went on, I won’t feed you at all.

Pearl was still. She doesn’t hear me, Marcia thought, relieved. She was now beginning to feel a bit silly. She had imagined it all; she would have to ask Dr. Leroy what it meant.

“I could leap from here,” Pearl thought, “and land on my feet. I could leap and sink my claws in flesh, but then I’d be punished.” Marcia backed away.

The telephone rang. Marcia hurried to the kitchen to answer it, huddling against the wall as she clung to the receiver. “Hello.”

“Marcia?”

“Hi, Paula.”

“Marcia, I don’t know what to do, you’re going to think I’m crazy.”

“Are you at work?”

“I called in sick. I think I’m having a nervous breakdown. I heard the Baron this morning, I mean I heard what he was thinking. I heard him very clearly. He was thinking, ‘They’re stealing everything again, they’re stealing it,’ and then he said, ‘But the other man will catch them and bring some of it back, and I’ll bark at him and he’ll be afraid even though I’m only being friendly.’ I finally figured it out. He thinks the garbage men are thieves and the mailman catches them later.”

“Does he think in German?”

“What?”

“German shepherds should know German, shouldn’t they?” Marcia laughed nervously. “I’m sorry, Paula. I heard Pearl, too. I also overheard a bird and a worm.”

“I was afraid the Baron could hear my thoughts, too. But he doesn’t seem to.” Paula paused. “Jesus. The Baron just came in. He thinks my perfume ruins my smell. His idea of a good time is sniffing around to see which dogs pissed on his favorite telephone poles. What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know.” Marcia looked down. Pearl was rubbing against her legs.

“Why doesn’t she comb me,” the cat thought. “Why doesn’t she pay attention to me? She’s always talking to that thing. I’m much prettier.”

Marcia said, “I’ll call you back later.”

 

Doug was sitting at the kitchen table when Marcia came up from the laundry room.

“You’re home early.”

Doug looked up, frowning under his beard. “Jimmy Barzini brought his hamster to Show and Tell, and the damn thing started to talk. We all heard it. That was the end of any order in the classroom. The kids started crowding around and asking it questions, but it just kept babbling, as if it couldn’t understand them. Its mouth wasn’t moving, though. I thought at first that Jimmy was throwing his voice, but he wasn’t. Then I figured out that we must be hearing the hamster’s thoughts somehow, and then Mrs. Price came in and told me the white rats in her class’s science project were talking, too, and after that Tallman got on the PA system and said school would close early.”

“Then I’m not crazy,” Marcia said. “Or else we all are. I heard Pearl. Then Paula called and said Baron von Ribbentrop was doing it.”

They were both silent for a few moments. Then Marcia asked, “What did it say? The hamster, I mean.”

“It said, ‘I want to get out of this cage.’ ”

 

Did cats owned by Russians speak Russian? Marcia had wondered. Did dogs in France transmit in French? Either animals were multilingual or one heard their thoughts in one’s native tongue; she had gathered this much from the news.

Press coverage and television news programs were now given over almost entirely to this phenomenon. Did it mean that animals had in fact become intelligent, or were people simply hearing, for the first time, the thoughts that had always been there? Or was the world in the midst of a mass psychosis?

It was now almost impossible to take a walk without hearing birds and other people’s pets expressing themselves at length. Marcia had discovered that the cocker spaniel down the street thought she had a nice body odor, while Mr. Sampson’s poodle next door longed to take a nip out of her leg. Cries of “Invader approaching!” had kept her from stepping on an anthill. She was afraid to spend time in her yard since listening to a small snake: “I slither. The sun is warm. I coil. I strike. Strike or be struck. That is the way of it. My fangs are ready.”

Marcia found herself hiding from this cacophony by staying indoors, listening instead to the babble on the radio and television as animal behaviorists, zoo officials, dog breeders, farmers, psychiatrists, and a few cranks offered their views. A presidential commission was to study the matter; an advisor to the President had spoken of training migratory birds as observers to assure arms control. Marcia had heard many theories. People were picking up the thoughts of animals and somehow translating them into terms they could understand. They were picking up their own thoughts and projecting them onto the nearest creatures. The animals’ thoughts were a manifestation of humankind’s guilt over having treated other living, sentient beings as slaves and objects. They were all racists – or “speciesists,” as one philosopher had put it on Good Morning America; the word had gained wide currency.

Marcia had begun to follow Pearl around the house, hoping for some insight into the cat’s character; it had occurred to her that understanding a cat’s point of view might yield some wisdom. Pearl, however, had disappointed her. The cat’s mind was almost purely associative; she thought of food, of being scratched behind the ears, of sex, of sharpening her claws on the furniture. “I want to stalk those birds in the yard,” she would think. “I like to feel the grass on my paws but it tickles my nose, when I scratched that dog next door on the nose, he yipped, I hate him, why did my people scream at me when I caught a mouse and put it on their pillow for them, I’m thirsty, why don’t they ever give me any tuna fish instead of keeping it all to themselves?” Pearl reminded Marcia, more than anything, of her mother-in-law, whose conversations were a weakly linked chain.

Yet she supposed she still loved the cat, in spite of it. In the evening, Pearl would hop on her lap as she watched television with Doug, and Marcia would stroke her fur, and Pearl would say, “That feels good,” and begin to purr. At night, before going to bed, Marcia had always closed the bedroom door, feeling that sex should be private, even from cats. Now she was glad she had done so. She was not sure she wanted to know what Pearl would have had to say about that subject.

 

The President had gone on television to urge the nation to return to its daily tasks, and Doug’s school had reopened. Marcia, alone again for the day, vacuumed the living room while thinking guiltily that she had to start looking for another job. The months at home had made her lazy; she had too easily settled into a homemaker’s routine and wondered if this meant she was unintelligent. Persisting in her dull-wittedness, she decided to do some grocery shopping instead of making a trip to the employment agency.

Doug had taken the bus to work, leaving her the car. She felt foolish as she drove down the street. Anton’s Market was only a block away and she could have taken her portable shopping cart, but she could not face the neighborhood’s animals. It was all too evident that Mr. Sampson’s poodle and a mixed-breed down the road bore her ill will because she was Pearl’s owner. She had heard a report from India on the morning news. Few people there were disturbed by recent events, since audible animal contemplation had only confirmed what many had already believed: that animals had souls. Several people there had in fact identified certain creatures as dead relatives or ancestors.

As she parked behind Anton’s Market and got out of the car, she noticed a collie pawing at Mr. Anton’s garbage cans. “Bones,” the dog was thinking. “I know there are bones in there. I want to gnaw on one. What a wonderful day! I smell a bitch close by.” The collie barked. “Why do they make it so hard for me to get the bones?” The dog’s mood was growing darker. It turned toward Marcia’s car. “I hate them, I hate those shiny rolling carapaces, I saw it, one rolled and growled as it went down the street and it didn’t even see her, she barked and whined and then she died, and the thing’s side opened and a man got out, and the thing just sat there on its wheels and purred. I hate them.” The dog barked again.

When Marcia entered the store, she saw Mr. Anton behind the cash register. “Where’s Jeannie?” she asked.

Mr. Anton usually seemed cheerful, as if three decades of waiting on his customers had set his round face in a perpetual smile. But today his brown eyes stared at her morosely. “I had to let her go, Mrs. Bochner,” he replied. “I had to let the other butchers go, too. Thirty years, and I don’t know how long I can keep going. My supplier won’t be able to get me any more meat. There’s a run on it now in the big cities, but after that–” He shrugged. “May I help you?” he went on, and smiled, as if old habits were reasserting themselves.

Marcia, peering down the aisle of canned goods, noticed that the meat counter was almost empty. Another customer, a big-shouldered, gray-haired man, wandered over with a six-pack of beer. “I don’t know what things are coming to,” the man said as he fumbled for his wallet. “I was out in the country with my buddy last weekend. You can’t hardly sleep with all the noise. I heard one of them coyotes out there. You know what it said? It said, ‘I must beware the two-legged stalker.’ And you know who it meant. Then it howled.”

“You should have seen 60 Minutes,” Mr. Anton said. “They did a story about the tuna fishermen, and how they’re going out of business. They showed one of the last runs. They shouldn’t have stuff like that on when kids are watching. My grandson was crying all night.” He draped an arm over the register. “A guy has a farm,” he said. “How does he know it’s actually a concentration camp? All the cows are bitching, that’s what they say. You can’t go into a barn now without hearing their complaints.” He sighed, “At least we can still get milk – the cows can’t wander around with swollen udders. But what the hell happens later? They want bigger stalls, they want better feed, they want more pasture. What if they want to keep all the milk for their calves?”

“I don’t know,” Marcia said, at a loss.

“The government should do something,” the gray-haired man muttered.

“The chickens. They’re all crazy from being crowded. It’s like a nuthouse, a chicken farm. The pigs – they’re the worst, because they’re the smartest. You know what I feel like? I feel like a murderer – I’ve got blood on my hands. I feel like a cannibal.”

Marcia had left the house with thoughts of hamburgers and slices of baked Virginia ham. Now she had lost her appetite. “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know,” Mr. Anton replied. “I’m trying to get into legumes, vegetables, fresh produce, but that puts me in competition with John Ramey’s fruit and vegetable market. I’m going to have to get a vegetarian advisor, so I’ll know what to stock. There’s this vegetarian college kid down the street from me. She’s thinking of setting up a consulting firm.”

“Well,” Marcia said, looking down at the floor.

“I can give you some potato salad, my wife made it up fresh. At least potatoes don’t talk. Not yet.”

 

Doug nibbled at his dinner of bean curd and vegetables. “Have you noticed? People are getting thinner.”

“Not everybody. Some people are eating more starch.”

“I guess so,” Doug said. “Still, it’s probably better for us in the long run. We’ll live longer. I know I feel better.”

“I suppose. I don’t know what we’re going to do when Pearl’s cat food runs out.” Marcia lowered her voice when she spoke of Pearl.

After supper, they watched the evening news. Normality, of a sort, had returned to the network broadcast; the first part of the program consisted of the usual assortment of international crises, Congressional hearings, and press conferences. Halfway through the broadcast, it was announced that the President’s Labrador retriever had died; the Washington Post was claiming that the Secret Service had disposed of the dog as a security risk.

“My God,” Marcia said.

There was more animal news toward the end of the program. Family therapists in California were asking their clients to bring their pets to sessions. Animal shelters all over the country were crowded with dogs and cats that workers refused to put to sleep. Medical researchers were abandoning animal studies and turning to computer models. Racetracks were closing because too many horseplayers were getting inside information from the horses. There were rumors in Moscow that the Kremlin had been secretly and extensively fumigated, and that there were thousands of dead mice in the city’s sewers. There was a story about a man named MacDonald, whose column, “MacDonald’s Farm,” was made up of sayings and aphorisms he picked up from his barnyard animals. His column had been syndicated and was being published in several major newspapers, putting him in direct competition with Farmer Bob, a Today Show commentator, who also had a column. Marcia suspected editorial tampering on the part of both men, since MacDonald’s animals sounded like Will Rogers, while Farmer Bob’s reminded her of Oscar Wilde.

Pearl entered the room as the news was ending and began to claw at the rug. “I saw an interesting cat on Phil Donahue this morning,” Marcia said. “A Persian. Kind of a philosopher. His owner said that his cat has a theory of life after death and thinks cats live on in a parallel world. The cat thinks that all those strange sounds you sometimes hear in the night are actually the spirits of cats. What’s interesting is that he doesn’t think birds or mice have souls.”

“Why don’t you look for a job instead of watching the tube all day?”

“I don’t watch it all day. I have to spend a lot of time on meals, you know. Vegetarian cooking is very time consuming when you’re not used to it.”

“That’s no excuse. You know I’ll do my share when you’re working.”

“I’m afraid to leave Pearl alone all day.”

“That never bothered you before.”

“I never heard what she was thinking before.”

Pearl was stretching, front legs straight out, back arched. “I want to sleep on the bed tonight,” the cat was thinking. “Why can’t I sleep on it at night, I sleep there during the day. They keep it all to themselves. They let that woman with the red fur on her head sleep there at night, but not me.”

Doug sucked in his breath. Marcia sat up. “He pushed her on it,” the cat went on, “and they shed their outer skins, and he rolled around and rubbed her, but when I jumped up on the bed, he shooed me away.”

Marcia said, “You bastard.” Doug was pulling at his beard. “When did this happen?” He did not answer. “It must have been when I was visiting my sister, wasn’t it? You son of a bitch.” She got to her feet, feeling as though someone had punched her in the stomach. “Red fur on her head. It must have been Emma. I always thought she was after you. Jesus Christ, you couldn’t even go to a motel.”

“I went out with some friends for a few beers,” Doug said in a low voice. “She drove me home. I didn’t expect anything to happen. It didn’t mean anything. I would have told you if I thought it was important, but it wasn’t, so why bother you with it? I don’t even like Emma that much.” He was silent for a moment. “You haven’t exactly been showing a lot of interest in sex, you know. And ever since you stopped working, you don’t seem to care about anything. At least Emma talks about something besides housework and gossip and Phil Donahue.”

“You didn’t even close the door,” Marcia said, making fists of her hands. “You didn’t even think of Pearl.”

“For God’s sake, Marcia, do you think normal people care if a cat sees them?”

“They do now.”

“I’m thirsty,” Pearl said. “I want some food. Why doesn’t anybody clean my box? It stinks all the time. I wish I could piss where I like.”

Doug said, “I’m going to kill that cat.” He started to lunge across the room.

“No, you’re not.” Marcia stepped in front of him, blocking his way. Pearl scurried off.

“Let me by.”

“No.”

She struggled with him. He knocked her aside and she screamed, swung at him, and began to cry. They both sat down on the floor. Marcia cursed at him between sobs while he kept saying he was sorry. The television set blared at them until Doug turned it off and got out some wine. They drank for a while and Marcia thought of throwing him out, then remembered that she didn’t have a job and would be alone with Pearl.

Doug went to bed early, exhausted by his apologizing. Marcia glared at the sofa resentfully; it was Doug who should sleep there, not she.

Before she went to sleep, she called Pearl. The cat crept up from the cellar while Marcia took out some cat food. “Your favorite,” she whispered to the cat. “Chicken livers. Your reward. Good kitty.”

 

Marcia had heard a sharp crack early that morning. The poodle next door was dead, lying in the road. When Mr. Sampson found out, he strode across the street and started shouting at Mr. Hornig’s door.

“Come out, you murderer,” he hollered. “You come out here and tell me why you shot my dog. You bastard, get out here!”

Marcia stood in her front yard, watching; Doug was staring out the bay window at the scene. The Novaks’ cocker spaniel sat on the edge of Marcia’s lawn. “I smell death,” the spaniel thought. “I smell rage. What is the matter? We are the friends of man, but must we die to prove our loyalty? We are not friends, we are slaves. We die licking our masters’ hands.”

Mr. Hornig opened his door; he was holding a rifle. “Get the hell off my lawn, Sampson.”

“You shot my dog.” Mr. Sampson was still wearing his pajamas; his bald pate gleamed in the sun. “I want to know why. I want an answer right now before I call the cops.”

Mr. Hornig walked out on his porch and down the steps; Mrs. Hornig came to the door, gasped, and went after her husband, wresting the weapon from him. He pulled away from her and moved toward Mr. Sampson.

“Why?” Mr. Sampson cried. “Why did you do it?”

“I’ll tell you why. I can live with your damn dog yapping all the time, even though I hate yappy dogs. I don’t even care about him leaving turds all over my yard and running around loose. But I won’t put up with his spying and his goddamn insults. That dog of yours has a dirty mind.”

“Had,” Mr. Sampson shouted. “He’s dead now. You killed him and left him in the street.”

“He insulted my wife. He was laughing at her tits. He was right outside our bedroom window, and he was making fun of her tits.” Mrs. Hornig retreated with the rifle. “He says we stink. That’s what he said. He said we smell like something that’s been lying outside too long. I take a shower every day, and he says I stink. And he said some other things I won’t repeat.”

Mr. Sampson leaned forward. “You fool. He didn’t understand. How the hell could he help what he thought? You didn’t have to listen.”

“I’ll bet I know where he got his ideas. He wouldn’t have thought them up all by himself. I shot him and I’m glad. What do you think of that, Sampson?”

Mr. Sampson answered with his fist. Soon the two pudgy men were rolling in the grass, trading punches. A few neighborhood children gathered to watch the display. A police car appeared; Marcia looked on as the officers pulled the two men away from each other.

“My God,” Marcia said as she went inside. “The police came,” she said to Doug, who was now stretched out on the sofa with the Sunday New York Times. She heard Pearl in the next room, scratching at the dining room table. “Good and sharp,” Pearl was saying. “I have them good and sharp. My claws are so pretty. I’m shedding. Why doesn’t somebody comb me?”

“I’ve let you down,” Doug said suddenly. Marcia tensed. “I don’t mean just with Emma, I mean generally.” They had not spoken of that incident since the night of Pearl’s revelation.

“No, you haven’t,” Marcia said.

“I have. Maybe we should have had a kid. I don’t know.”

“You know I don’t want kids now. Anyway, we can’t afford it yet.”

“That isn’t the only reason,” Doug said, staring at the dining room entrance, where Pearl now sat, licking a paw, silent for once. “You know how possessive Siamese cats are. If we had a kid, Pearl would hate it. The kid would have to listen to mean remarks all day. He’d probably be neurotic.”

Pearl gazed at them calmly. Her eyes seemed to glow.

“Maybe we should get rid of her,” Doug went on.

“Oh, no. You’re just mad at her still. Anyway, she loves you.”

“No, she doesn’t. She doesn’t love anyone.”

“Pet me,” Pearl said. “Somebody better scratch me behind the ears, and do it nicely.”

 

“We have chickens today,” Mr. Anton said as Marcia entered the store. “I’ll be getting beef in next week.” He leaned against the counter, glancing at the clock on the wall; it was almost closing time. “Jeannie’s coming back on Tuesday. Things’ll be normal again.”

“I suppose,” Marcia said. “You’ll probably be seeing me on Saturdays from now on. I finally found a job. Nothing special, just office work.” She paused. “Doesn’t it make you feel funny?” She waved a hand at the chickens.

“It did at first. But you have to look at it this way. First of all, chickens are stupid. I guess nobody really knew how stupid until they could hear them thinking. And cows – well, it’s like my supplier said. No one’s going to hurt some nice animal, but a lot of them don’t have nice things to say about people, and some of them sound like real troublemakers. You know who’s going to get the axe, so to speak. It’s a good thing they don’t know we can hear them.” Mr. Anton lowered his voice. “And the pigs. Think they’re better than we are, that’s what they say. Sitting around in a pen all day, and thinking they’re better. They’ll be sorry.”

 

As Marcia walked home with her chicken and eggs, the street seemed quieter that evening. The birds still babbled: “My eggs are warm.” “The wind lifts me, and carries me to my love.” “The wires hum under my feet.” “I am strong, my nest is sound, I want a mate.” A squirrel darted up a tree: “Tuck them away, tuck them away. I have many acorns in my secret place. Save, save, save. I am prepared.”

She did not hear the neighborhood pets. Some were inside; others were all too evident: She passed the bodies of two gray cats, then detoured around a dead mutt. Her eyes stung. We’ve always killed animals, she thought. Why should this be different?

Louise Novak was standing by her dead cocker spaniel, crying. “Louise?” Marcia said as she approached the child. Louise looked up, sniffing. Marcia gazed at the spaniel, remembering that the dog had liked her.

“Dad killed her,” the girl said. “Mrs. Jones overheard her and told everybody Dad hits Mom. Dad said she liked Mom and me best, he heard her think it. He said she hated him and chewed his slippers on purpose and she wanted to tear out his throat because he’s mean. I wish she had. I hate him. I hope he dies.”

When Marcia reached her own house, she saw the car in the driveway; Doug was home. She heard him moving around upstairs as she unpacked her groceries and put them away. Pearl came into the kitchen and meowed, then scampered to the door, still meowing. “I want to go outside. Why doesn’t she let me out? I want to stalk birds, I want to play.”

Pearl was so unaware, so insistent, so perfect in her otherness. You’d better be careful, Marcia thought violently. You’d better keep your mind quiet when our friends are here, if you know what’s good for you, or you’ll stay in the cellar. And you’d better watch what you think about me. Appalled, she suddenly realized that under the right circumstances, she could dash the cat’s brains out against the wall.

“I want to go outside.”

“Pearl,” Marcia said, leaning over the cat. “Pearl, listen to me. Try to understand. I know you can’t, but try anyway. You can’t go outside, it’s dangerous. You have to stay here. You have to stay inside for your own good. I know what’s best. You have to stay inside from now on.”

 

 


Climb the Wind

 

 

They rode out of Orion, growing larger until they filled the sky. They had appeared as small, nebulous shapes, swelling in size until there were thousands of ghostly giants on horseback galloping soundlessly overhead, the stars of the night sky showing through the ripples of their transparent coats and the bodies of their steeds.

I was too stunned to be terrified of this unexplainable sight. Then a shout came from behind me, and the people gathered in the square were thrusting their arms upward as they cried out to one another in their harsh, alien language. As the apparitions grew larger, covering more of the sky, I could see them more clearly. By the time the horsemen filled the sky completely, the Mongolians around me were silent.

All of us saw the riders; that much was evident. As frightening as the vision was, I didn’t have to fear that it was my own private madness.

After a while, I lowered my eyes and looked around at the knots of people who had rushed into the huge square. Most of them were still gazing skyward. I saw no sign of fear; a few of the Mongolians were even smiling.

“I don’t believe it,” Allen said at last.

I glanced at him, then looked toward the center of the square. Another horseman was there, a warrior of stone astride a horse that stood on a massive stone base. Our guide had pointed out the monument to us that morning; the stone horseman was Sukhe Bator, Mongolia’s revolutionary hero, the man who had begged Lenin and the Soviet Union to come to his country’s aid. The Russians had come and gone, leaving a legacy of grim, decaying apartment blocks, wide empty streets, and drab monumental buildings, some still with Cyrillic lettering, surrounded by barbed wire. Sukhe Bator was being replaced in his people’s hearts by an older hero, Genghis Khan.

Again I wondered what had brought me to Ulan Bator, what I had hoped to find here. Perhaps the horsemen in the night sky were a sign.

More people were gathering in the square to look up at the unearthly horsemen. The Mongolians were strangely calm as they watched the sky, and maybe their composure kept my own fears at bay. I noticed then that the riders seemed to be clothed in long tunics and baggy trousers, with what looked like quivers and bowcases hanging from their belts. I squinted, and saw long mustaches on their faces and coiled braids behind their ears.

They looked, I thought, like Mongols – not the placid people standing near me in the square, but more like the ancestors who had conquered most of the Asian continent.

The horsemen were sweeping toward us, shrinking to normal size as they bore down on us. Someone was shouting, but the people near me were frozen. I wanted to run, but realized that I would not penetrate the crowd, that trying to flee might start a panic. A wall of riders, now life size, fell on us in silence, their ghostly forms shimmering – and passed through us, vanishing into the ground.

We stood there for a long time, until the last of the riders had disappeared. It was past ten o’clock when people began to wander toward the streets bordering the vast square. There had been no sign of panic. Maybe these people assumed that the vision was only another product of advanced technology, a more developed country’s experiment, no different in kind from the trail of a missile being tested, the pale stream of a jet’s passage, or the bright pinprick of a satellite moving amid familiar constellations. I could almost believe that the vision was explainable, cut off from everything as we were; the outside world had become unknown territory.

“Good God,” Allen muttered. “What the hell does it mean? You got any ideas, Bill?” He shook his head. “Some sort of light show. That’s it – some kind of display for the tourists.” I could tell he didn’t really believe that.

At last we left the square, walking back along a street wide enough for a good-sized army to march through, to the concrete box that was our hotel. Allen said nothing on the way; I caught him chewing at his lower lip when I glanced at him. The only traffic along the way was an occasional truck, bus, or run-down jeep. Mongolians stood along the side of the street, murmuring to one another and then gesturing toward the sky.

A few Westerners were outside the hotel. “Les cavaliers,” a woman said in French, and then I caught the word “ciel,” and knew she had seen the riders, too. Maybe the whole city had seen them. The shabby, dark, mutton-scented hotel lobby was crowded with tourists. Some seemed frozen in place, unable to move; others were shaking their heads and gesturing wildly. A few men were heading toward the bar. I expected Allen, who had attached himself to me during the flight from San Francisco to Beijing, to ask me to join him for a drink. Instead, he walked toward the elevators, muttering something about trying to find a news broadcast on his short-wave radio.

If I waited around, someone else from the tour would probably show up to offer theories about the heavenly riders while we fortified our nerves with a few drinks. But I didn’t feel like sitting in the cheerless bar rotting my stomach with undiluted vodka; I’d learned the first night here that if I didn’t order it straight, I risked getting it mixed with a wretched-tasting orange soda. The vodka was named after Genghis Khan, and the bartender wore a button with a portrait of the mighty Mongol conqueror who had believed his people were destined to rule all the lands under Heaven.

I went to my floor. The sixteen people on our tour had been scattered to different floors, but Gil Severn, the tour guide, had the room next to mine. “You won’t like Ulan Bator,” he had warned me over the phone a month before we left the States. “Ugliest city in the world. But it’ll be worth it when we get out in the countryside. Great scenery. Great hunting – or, in your case, shooting.” I had told him that I planned to do my hunting through the lens of a camera. We had been promised an excursion to Karakorum, an optional side trip on horseback to what was alleged to be a typical Mongolian settlement, a visit to a reopened Buddhist monastery, and a flight to the Altai Mountains for three days of hunting before a train trip back to Beijing and more sightseeing there.

I entered my room, closed the door behind me, and finally acknowledged how frightened I was. That the vision had been a collective hallucination was the most obvious explanation. The Mongolians, for unconscious reasons of their own, had looked up to see images seemingly drawn from their glorious past, and the foreigners visiting Ulan Bator had somehow been drawn into this mass delusion.

I had brought some paperback mysteries with me and read for a while, but the words on the pages didn’t seem to connect. I had washed, changed into my pajamas and was about to go to bed when someone knocked on the door.

Allen was in the hall, clutching a bottle. “Did I wake you?” he asked. I shook my head. “Been listening to the BBC.” He held the bottle up. “Scotch.”

I could smell the scotch on his breath. “Come on in.”

He sat down in the room’s only chair; I settled myself on one of the narrow beds as he handed me the bottle. “Help yourself, Bill,” he said. “You’ll need it. Those guys on horseback – they’re seeing them in other places, according to the news.” He ran a hand through his thick gray hair. “Nobody knows what they are.”

“You mean–” I was trying to absorb this. “The whole world’s seeing Mongols riding toward us from the sky?”

“Not quite. In Europe, they say folks are seeing guys in helmets and armor. Somebody in Germany was talking about seeing dames with shields.”

“Valkyries,” I muttered.

“In the Middle East, they had robes and those cloth jobs Arabs wear on their heads. The BBC was getting a report from Moscow when I was listening – there it’s Cossacks.” Allen’s broad chest heaved as he took a deep breath. “Some TV crews with camcorders tried to get tapes, but nothing came out. It’s like the riders weren’t really there.”

“What else is going on?” I asked.

“In some places, it was about the way it was here – people standing around staring at the sky, watching them ride right through everybody and then just evaporating. Other places, people panicked and got into car accidents and such. Nobody said anything about riots, but I wouldn’t be surprised. Some folks got down on their knees and started praying.”

“The Horsemen of the Apocalypse,” I said softly.

“Maybe that’s what some folks thought.” Allen leaned back; his ruddy face seemed paler. “And here we are stuck in a place where it’s hard to find out what’s really going on.”

“Maybe it’s just as well we’re here,” I said. “The Mongolians seem to be taking it in stride. We might be in more danger back home.”

“Maybe, but hell – my kids are there. They must be wondering what they’re going to see when it’s night. Wish we weren’t so damned cut off. I’ve got a good mind to try and get a call through to my son.” He took the bottle from me.

“This might be a one-time thing,” I said.

“Hope you’re right.”

“There’ll probably be some more news by morning. Anyway, we’ve got that trip to Karakorum coming up tomorrow.” I was trying to sound confident. “Better get some rest.”

“Yeah.” Allen got up. “The scientists’ll figure it out. There has to be a reason.” He ambled toward the door. “See you, Bill.”

When he was gone, I stretched out, but couldn’t sleep. For a moment, I thought of knocking on Gil’s door and asking him what he thought of the phenomenon, then glanced at the pocket alarm clock on the night table. It was past three in the morning; he’d be asleep, and we were supposed to start for Karakorum in the morning.

I didn’t like sharing a room while traveling; it was worth the extra expense to be able to retreat to my customary solitude when traveling companions got on my nerves. Apparently Allen felt the same way, since he was the only other person on this tour traveling as a single. Now I was beginning to wish I had offered to share a room with him. It would have helped having someone to talk to, and we could have listened to more news on his radio. I could have turned on the battered TV in my room, but any news I picked up there, assuming any was on, would probably be in Mongolian.

New experiences – that’s the reason I gave others for traveling. It was easier than admitting that I had little else to do and that depression set in if I stayed home too long. Saying I had made some good investments and had taken an early retirement sounded better than telling people that a trust fund had eased my way through life. To speak of needing change and adventure in my life hid the fact that the journeys I took were usually safer than some might think; I was a tourist, not an adventurer. I would go home and regale my acquaintances – I couldn’t call most of them friends – with stories of my latest trip until it was time to plan a new excursion.

This trip to Mongolia was different from my other travels because I wasn’t just trying to avoid depression or to distract myself from a largely pointless existence by coming here; I was looking for something else. I had read about these people and their history years before, when their land was inaccessible. Maybe the country’s remoteness was what had attracted me. Mongolia had become for me a dream of deserts and steppes, of nomads who wandered and could lose themselves in their largely empty land. Sometimes I imagined that I might in another life have been like one of the horsemen who had conquered the world, even while knowing that I was more like one of their aimless, worn-out descendants who had lost it.

I had indulged in some vague notion of testing myself in an environment that remained one of the harshest on Earth. Yet I had come here with other tourists and a guide who would smooth my way here as my family’s attorney and trust fund did at home. Had I been looking for real challenges, I could have found them in my own country, among those with too many problems and not enough resources to solve them.

Despair was seeping into me again; my chest ached as I took a deep breath. In the morning, we would leave Ulan Bator; there would be enough activity during the trip to Karakorum to distract me and make me able to sleep soundly tomorrow night. Eventually, I would go home with stories of my Asian sojourn and the mysterious horsemen I had seen; I did not expect them to reappear. By then, the vision would be analyzed and an explanation for it found; my world would be safe once more.

 

Breakfast, served in the large and dreary hotel restaurant, was nearly inedible sausage, rice, and tepid bitter-tasting tea. Allen had still not arrived when we started eating. A couple of people at our large table complained about the food; we had been in Ulan Bator for two days now, with nothing to eat except badly cooked fatty lamb, rice, and something that had looked like blackened carrots and tasted like charcoal. Gil explained that there was a food shortage in the city, that most of its citizens had even less to eat.

“Never liked fruit,” Sandy Rayburn said as he sawed at his sausage; he was an attorney with a chubby boyish face who looked barely old enough to be a college freshman. “My mom could never get me to eat fruit. Now I’d give anything for an orange.”

“God,” Isabel Monahan murmured. She was a tall, lanky, middle-aged woman accompanied by an equally tall and lanky husband called Tug who had a vaguely Southern accent. “I don’t suppose it’s even possible to get a cup of coffee. Don’t they know that Americans need their morning coffee?”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Gil stood up, smiling lopsidedly; I had seen that smile before, in Beijing, when he had informed us, exhausted as we were, that we would have to wait three hours longer than expected for our plane to Ulan Bator. “Now we were all supposed to be packed and waiting in the lobby by nine, but there’s been a change of plans. Looks like we’ll have to stay here one more night – Tserendjav, our Juulchin guide, tells me he hasn’t been able to get us the jeeps we need. So you’re free until about one – take a stroll, or catch up on some sleep if you like. We’ll go over to the National Museum this afternoon and by tonight we should know about arrangements for going to Karakorum.”
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