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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.







      

      Far Too Human: An Introduction to Michael Bishop’s Ancient of Days


      

      Michael H. Hutchins


      

      When volume thirteen of Universe, Terry Carr’s highly respected annual anthology series, appeared in the summer of 1983, Michael Bishop’s novella “Her Habiline

         Husband” occupied its lead-off spot and encompassed over a third of the anthology’s total length. Other stories in its line-up

         were by such science-fiction luminaries as Ian Watson, Kim Stanley Robinson, Lucius Shepard, and Bruce Sterling, but many

         readers considered Bishop’s novella the stand-out story not only of Universe 13, but of that entire year. This assertion is supported by the fact that the following year “Her Habiline Husband” placed first

         in the novella category in the readers’ polls of both Locus and Science Fiction Chronicle magazines.

      


      

      Michael’s fellow writers must have also liked the story. “Her Habiline Husband” was a finalist for the Nebula Award from the

         Science Fiction Writers of America. But just as had happened a decade earlier when Michael’s “Death and Designation Among

         the Asadi” and “The White Otters of Childhood” knocked each other out of contention, he had another story (“The Gospel According

         to Gamaliel Crucis”) of novella length on the Nebula ballot in 1984, resulting in a likely splitting of the Bishop vote. In

         any case, neither of his two finalists won the award.

      


      

      ***


      

      In an email exchange about the novella, Michael revealed that its title owes an obvious debt to John Collier’s short novel His Monkey Wife,  and that the ending mirrors that of William Faulkner’s “Dry September,” a Mississippi-noir short story about an unorthodox

         variety of lynching.1


      

      Writing “Her Habiline Husband” as a stand-alone story, Michael had no early plans to expand it into a novel. Only later did

         he decide that there was “more story to the story” and sit down to write two additional parts to complete the novel, with

         the original novella as its opening section.

      


      

      “I’ve never altogether trusted the idea of expanding a story to novel length by injecting a metaphorical air hose and inflating

         it from within,” Michael responded when asked about the “expansion” of the novella into Ancient of Days. “Instead, I believe in expansions that grow from the kernel of the original story and then unfold in a more organic way.

         I should quickly add, however, that I may not always succeed in effecting a satisfyingly organic novelization because of this

         philosophy and this approach.” 

      


      

      (In this regard, I, and many other readers, believe that Bishop does succeed in that very aim in Ancient of Days.)

      


      

      Bishop’s first attempt at this form of expansion has its embodiment in the 1979 novel Transfigurations, which grew from the excellent, often anthologized 1973 novella “Death and Designation Among the Asadi.” The slightly revised

         novella became the prologue of the novel, much in the same way that “Her Habiline Husband” serves as the opening section of

         Ancient of Days.

      


      

      I think it illuminating to note that this form of expansion exactly follows the pattern of Theodore Sturgeon’s 1953 novel,

         More Than Human, a work that Michael and many others in the science-fiction community recognize as a masterpiece. The basic structure of

         Ancient of Days, the foundation on which Sturgeon and Bishop build their novels, is identical to that of More Than Human. Like Sturgeon’s opening novella (“Baby Is Three”), Bishop’s “Her Habiline Husband” is a self-contained story, with the latter

         two novellas being dependent on the preceding ones to fulfill their respective author’s narrative and thematic aims.

      


      

      In addition to acknowledging John Collier and William Faulkner for influencing the original novella, Michael credits several

         writers of hard-boiled detective fiction for shaping the substance, style, and format of the resulting novelization: “Dashiell

         Hammett, Raymond Chandler, and Ross Macdonald go almost without saying, but I must also point to the popular series that I

         was reading in the early 1980s, namely, the Jacob Asch novels by Arthur Lyons and the Spenser novels by Robert B. Parker.

         Incidentally, I’ve always felt that Lyons’s work, in particular, never garnered the acclaim that it deserved.” This influence

         manifests undeniably in the second section of the novel, “His Heroic Heart,” where the story shifts from Beulah Fork, the

         bucolic small west Georgia town setting of “Her Habiline Husband,” to the bustling “mean streets” of Atlanta with its art-gallery

         and nightclub scenes. 

      


      

      Concerning the novel’s title, Michael admits, “Once I’d finished the writing and most of my revisions, I had no idea what

         to call the entire book, but David Hartwell, who often came to my rescue while editing my work, suggested Ancient of Days, a venerable Hebrew name for God and the title of a powerful Christian hymn, and I told him that the only thing wrong with

         it is that I hadn’t thought of it myself. David laughed ruefully and said something like, ‘Yes, well, there’s that.’ ”

      


      

      ***


      

      So what about the novel itself? 


      

      It begins in a peaceful pecan grove in the rural South and ends on the serene beach of a remote Caribbean island. In between,

         important questions are asked by the central character, and by extension, the author. What does it mean to be human? Is our

         humanity in our genes or in our actions? Does every living creature have a soul? Is that soul a gift from a divine spirit,

         or is it simply biological?

      


      

      In a 2003 public radio interview, Michael said, “What I was attempting to do with Adam [the novel’s central character] was

         to show, in some respects, through a single individual, the evolution of an entire species, an entire race of creatures who

         are moving towards both sentience and spirituality. How did it happen that human beings came to have a sense, a feeling of

         connectiveness to the Sacred? I wanted to take a look at a creature who came out of a background that many of us would consider primitive

         and deprived, and yet, at the same time, show that there is something in that individual that is yearning toward something else. When he finally reaches a situation where he has a degree of safety,

         these questions come to the fore in his own mind. How can one person go through life never asking these questions at all,

         and another person spends his or her entire life asking them? Adam was one of those individuals for whom these questions had a great deal of significance. And until

         he could answer them to his own satisfaction, he didn’t feel that he had completed himself as an authentic creature, whether

         that happened to be a creature of God or a creature of Nature. 

      


      

      “Adam evolves during the course of the novel from being a very primitive creature to [becoming] perhaps the noblest individual

         in the whole book. He attempts to confront all of the aspects of contemporary society and to incorporate those things in himself,

         to judge them, to test them, and to evaluate them. His nobility arises from actually transcending some of the faults that

         we have as a society now, but he does that consciously, and not as a completely primitive individual.”2


      

      Among his several published novel-length works, Michael considers Ancient of Days “probably my second favorite, although on some days it does come in first. I think it deserves to outlive me, but writers do

         not control the ultimate fate of their works, and so this opinion may be more interesting for what it says about my narcissistic

         prioritizing than for its insight into my critical acumen.”

      


      

      This first ebook publication of the novel ensures that Ancient of Days will outlive us in electronic form, but, more importantly, it will live long in the hearts of those who have read it.

      


      

      Duluth, Georgia, U.S.A.


      

      July 12, 2012


      

      Michael H. Hutchins is a civil service retiree who created and still maintains Michael Bishop’s official website (www.michaelbishop-writer.com) as well as several others, notably The Stephen Sondheim Reference Guide and A Guide to Leonard Bernstein’s Candide. Hutchins has edited two volumes of Bishop’s work, A Reverie for Mister Ray (PS Publishing, 2005), a compilation of essays, reviews, and various nonfiction pieces, and The Door Gunner and Other Perilous Flights of Fancy (Subterranean Press, 2012), a retrospective of Bishop’s career in short fiction. Hutchins is currently an editor/moderator

         of the Internet Speculative Fiction Database. When not sitting at the computer monitor, he enjoys reading, traveling, theatergoing,

         watching and discussing films, and interacting with family, not necessarily in that order. Sometimes, in fact, he indulges

         in these pursuits in various gratifying combinations.

      




      

      Part One


      

      Her Habiline Husband


      

      Beulah Fork, Georgia




     

      RuthClaire Loyd, my ex-wife, first caught sight of the trespasser from the loft studio of her barn-sized house near Beulah

         Fork, Georgia. She was doing one of twelve paintings for a series of subscription-order porcelain plates that would feature

         her unique interpretations of the nine angelic orders and the Holy Trinity (this particular painting was entitled Thrones), but she stepped away from the easel to look through her bay window at the intruder. His oddness had caught her eye.

      


      

      Swart and gnomish, he was moving through the tall shadowy grass in the pecan grove. His movements combined an aggressive curiosity

         with a kind of placid caution, as if he had every right to be there but still expected someone—the property’s legal owner,

         a buttinsky neighbor—to call him to accounts. Passing from a dapple of September sunlight into a patch of shade, he resembled

         one of the black boys who had turned Cleve Snyder’s creek into the skinnydipping riviera of Hothlepoya County. He was a little

         far afield, though, and the light limning his upper body made him look too hairy for most ten-year-olds, whatever their color. Was the trespasser some kind of animal?

      


      

      “He’s walking,” RuthClaire murmured to herself. “Hairy or not, only human beings walk like that.”


      

      My ex is not given to panic, but this observation worried her. Her house (I had relinquished all claims to it back in January,

         to spare her the psychic upheaval of a move) sits in splendid-spooky isolation about a hundred yards from the state highway

         connecting Tocqueville and Beulah Fork. Cleve Snyder, meanwhile, leases his adjacent ninety acres to a cotton grower who does

         not live there. RuthClaire was beginning to feel alone and vulnerable.

      


      

      Imperceptibly trembling, she set aside her brushes and paints to watch the trespasser. He was closer to the house now, and

         a rake that she had left leaning against one of the pecan trees enabled her to estimate his height at a diminutive four and

         a half feet. His sinewy arms bespoke his maturity, however, as did the massiveness of his underslung jaw and the dark gnarl

         of his sex. Maybe, she helplessly conjectured, he was a deranged dwarf recently escaped from an institution populated by violence-prone

         sexual deviates. . . .

      


      

      “Stop it,” RuthClaire advised herself. “Stop it.”


      

      Suddenly the trespasser gripped the bole of a tree with his hands and the bottom of his feet; he shinnied to a swaying perch

         high above the ground. Here, for over an hour, he cracked pecans with his teeth and single-mindedly fed himself. My ex-wife’s

         worry subsided a little. The intruder seemed to be neither an outright carnivore nor a rapist. Come twilight, though, she

         was ready for him to leave, while he appeared perfectly content to occupy his perch until Judgment Day.

      


      

      RuthClaire had no intention of going to bed with a skinnydipping dwarf in her pecan grove. She telephoned me.


      

      “It’s probably someone’s pet monkey,” I said. “A rich Yankee matron broke down on the interstate, and her chimpanzee—you know

         how some of those old ladies from Connecticut are—wandered off while she was trying to flag down a farmer to unscrew her radiator

         cap.”

      


      

      “Paul,” RuthClaire said, unamused.


      

      “What?”


      

      “First of all,” she said, evenly enough, “a chimpanzee isn’t a monkey, it’s an ape. Second, I know nothing at all about old

         ladies from Connecticut. And, third, the creature in my pecan tree isn’t a chimpanzee or a gibbon or an orangutan.”

      


      

      “Boy, I’d forgotten what a Jane Goodall fan you are.” This riposte RuthClaire declined to volley.


      

      “What do you want me to do?” I asked, somewhat exasperated. My ex-wife’s imagination is both her fortune and her folly; and

         at this point, to tell the truth, I was thinking that her visitor was indeed an out-of-season skinnydipper or maybe a raccoon.

         For an artist, RuthClaire is remarkably near-sighted, a fact that contributes to the almost abstract blurriness of some of

         her landscapes and backgrounds.

      


      

      “Come see about me,” she said.


      

      ***


      

      In Beulah Fork, I ran a small gourmet restaurant called the West Bank. Despite the incredulity of outsiders (as, for instance,

         Connecticut matrons with pet chimpanzees), who expect rural eating establishments in the South to serve nothing but catfish,

         barbecue, Brunswick stew, and turnip greens, the West Bank offered cosmopolitan fare and a sophisticated ambience. My clientele

         comprised professional people, wealthy retirees, and tourists. The proximity of a popular state park, the historic city of

         Tocqueville, and a recreational area known as Muscadine Gardens kept me in paying customers; and while RuthClaire and I were

         married, she exhibited and sold many of her best paintings right on the premises. Her work—only a few pieces of which still

         remain on the walls—gave the restaurant a kind of muted bohemian elegance, but, in turn, the West Bank gave my wife a unique

         and probably invaluable showcase for her talent. Until our split, I think, we both viewed the relationship between her success

         and mine as healthily symbiotic.

      


      

      Art in the service of commerce. Commerce in the service of art.


      

      RuthClaire had telephoned me just before the dinner hour on Friday. The West Bank had reservations from more than a dozen

         people from Tocqueville and the Gardens, and I did not really want to dump the whole of this formidable crowd into the lap

         of Molly Kingsbury, a bright young woman who did a better job hostessing than overseeing my occasionally high-strung cooks,

         Hazel Upchurch and Livia George Stephens. But dump it I did. I begged off my responsibilities at the West Bank with a story

         about a broken water pipe on Paradise Farm and drove out there lickety-split to see about my ex. Twelve miles in ten minutes.

      


      

      RuthClaire led me to the studio loft and pointed through her window into the pecan grove. “He’s still sitting there,” she

         said.

      


      

      I squinted. At this hour the figure in the tree was a mere smudge among the tangled branches, not much bigger than a squirrel’s

         nest. “Why didn’t you shoot off that .22 I gave you?” I asked RuthClaire, a little afraid that she was having me on. Even

         the spreading crimson sunset behind the pecan grove did not enable me to pick out the alleged trespasser.

      


      

      “I wanted you to see him, too, Paul. I got to where I needed outside confirmation. Don’t you see?”


      

      No, I didn’t see. That was the problem.


      

      “Go out with me,” RuthClaire said. “The buddy system’s always recommended for dangerous enterprises.”


      

      “The buddy I want is that little .22, Ruthie Cee.” She stood aside while I wrested the rifle out of the gun cabinet, and together

         we went back downstairs, through the living and dining rooms, and out the plate-glass doors opening onto the pecan grove.

         Beneath the intruder’s tree we paused to gape and take stock. The stock I took went into the cushion of flesh just above my

         right armpit, and I sighted along the barrel at a bearded black face like that of a living gargoyle.

      


      

      RuthClaire was right. The trespasser wasn’t a monkey. He more nearly resembled a medieval demon, with a small but noticeable

         ridge running fore and aft straight over the middle of his skull. He had been on the cusp of falling asleep, I think, and

         the apparition of two human beings at this inopportune moment startled him. Fear showed in his beady, obsidian eyes, which

         flashed between my ex-wife and me like sooty strobes. His upper lip moved away from his teeth.

      


      

      From above the mysterious creature, I shot down a dangling cluster of branches that would have eventually fallen anyway. The

         report echoed all the way to White Cow Creek, and hundreds of foraging sparrows scattered into the twilight like feathered

         buckshot.

      


      

      “I swear to goodness, Paul!” RuthClaire shouted, her most fiery oath. She was trying to take the rifle out of my hands. “You’ve

         always been a shoot-first-talk-later fool, but that poor fella’s no threat! Look!”

      


      

      I gave up the .22 as I had given up Paradise Farm, docilely, and I looked. RuthClaire’s visitor was terrified, almost catatonic.

         He could not go up, and he could not come down; his head was probably still reverberating from the rifle shot, the heart-stopping

         crash of the pecan limb. I wasn’t too sorry, though. He had no business haunting my ex.

      


      

      “Listen,” I said, “you asked me to come see about you. And you didn’t object when I brought that baby down from the loft.”


      

      Angrily, RuthClaire ejected the spent shell, removed the .22’s magazine, and threw the rifle on the ground. “I wanted moral

         support, Paulie, not a hit man. I thought the gun was your moral support, that’s all. I didn’t know you were going to try to murder the poor innocent wretch with it.”

      


      

      “‘Poor innocent wretch,’ ” I repeated incredulously. “‘Poor innocent wretch’?”

      


      

      This was not the first time we had found ourselves arguing in front of an audience. Toward the end, it had happened frequently

         at the West Bank, RuthClaire accusing me of insensitivity, neglect, and philandering with my female help (although she knew that Molly Kingsbury was having none of that nonsense), while I openly rued her blinkered drive for artistic recognition,

         her lack of regard of my inborn business instincts, and her sometimes maddeningly rigorous bouts of chastity. The West Bank

         is small—a converted doctor’s office wedged between Gloria’s Beauty Shop and Ogletree Plumbing & Electric, all in the same

         red-brick shell on Main Street—and even arguing in the kitchen we could give my customers a discomfiting earful. Only a few

         tolerant souls, mostly locals, thought these debates entertaining; and when my repeat business from out of town began falling

         off, well, that was the last straw. I made the West Bank off limits to RuthClaire. Soon thereafter she began divorce proceedings.

      


      

      Now a shivering black gnome, naked but for a see-through leotard of hair, was staring down at us as my ex compared me to Vlad

         the Impaler, Adolf Hitler, and the government of South Africa. I began to think that he could not be too much more bewildered and uncomfortable than I.

      


      

      “What the hell do you want me to do?” I finally blurted.


      

      “Leave me alone with him,” RuthClaire said. “Go back to the house.”


      

      “That’s crazy,” I began. “That’s—”


      

      “Hush, Paulie. Please do as I say, all right?”


      

      I retreated to the sliding doors, no farther. RuthClaire talked to the trespasser. In the gathering dark, she crooned reassurance.

         She consoled and coaxed. She even hummed a lullaby. Her one-sided talk with the intruder was interminable. I, because she

         did not seem to be at any real risk, went inside and poured myself a powerful scotch on the rocks. At last RuthClaire returned.

      


      

      “Paul,” she said, gazing into the pecan grove, “he’s a member of a human species—you know, a collateral human species—that doesn’t exist anymore.”

      


      

      “He told you that, did he?”


      

      “I deduced it. He doesn’t speak.”


      

      “Not English, anyway. What do you mean, ‘doesn’t exist anymore’? He’s up in that tree, isn’t he?”


      

      “Up in the air, more like,” RuthClaire said. “It reminds me of that Indian, Ishi.”


      

      “Who-shi?”


      

      “A Yahi Indian in northern California whose name was Ishi. Theodora Kroeber wrote a couple of books about him.” RuthClaire

         gestured at the shelves across the room from us; in addition to every contemporary best seller that came through the B. Dalton’s

         in Tocqueville Commons Mall, these shelves housed art books, popular-science volumes, and a “feminist” library of no small

         proportions, this being RuthClaire’s term for books either by or about women, no matter when or where they lived. (The Brontë

         sisters were next to Susan Brownmiller; Sappho was not far from Sontag.)

      


      

      I lifted my eyebrows: “?”


      

      “Last of his tribe,” RuthClaire explained. “Ishi was the last surviving member of the Yahi; he died around nineteen fifteen

         or so, in the Museum of Anthropology in San Francisco.” She mulled this bit of intelligence. “It’s my guess, though, that

         our poor wretch comes from a species that originated in East Africa two or three million years ago.” She mulled her guess.

         “That’s a little longer than Ishi’s people were supposed to have been extinct before Ishi himself turned up, I’m afraid.”

      


      

      “There goes your analogy.”


      

      “Well, it’s not perfect, Paul, but it’s suggestive. What do you think?” 

      


      

      “That you’d be wiser calling the bugger in the tree a deranged dwarf instead of an Indian. You’d be wiser yet just calling

         the police.”

      


      

      RuthClaire went to the bookshelf and removed a volume by a well-known scientist and television personality. She had everything

         this flamboyant popularizer had ever written. After flipping through several well-thumbed pages, she found the passage pertinent

         to her argument:

      


      

      “‘Were we to encounter Homo habilis—dressed, let us say, in the latest fashion on the boulevards of some modern metropolis—we would probably give him only a

         passing glance, and that because of his relatively small stature.’” She closed the book. “There. The creature in the pecan

         tree is a habiline, a member of the species Homo habilis. He’s human, Paul, he’s one of us.”

      


      

      “That may or may not be the case, but I’d still feel obliged to wash up with soap and water after shaking his hand.”


      

      RuthClaire, giving me a look commingling pity and contempt, replaced the book on its shelf. I made up a song—which I had the

         good sense not to sing aloud to her—to the tune of an old country-and-western ditty entitled “Abilene”:

      


      




      Habiline, O habiline,


      

      Grungiest ghoul I’ve ever seen.


      

      Even Gillette won’t shave him clean, 

      


      

      That habiline.








      I telephoned the West Bank to see how Molly was getting on with Hazel and Livia George (she said everything was going “swimmingly,”

         a word Molly had learned from a beau in Atlanta), then convinced my ex-wife to let me spend the night at Paradise Farm on

         the sofa downstairs. For safety’s sake. RuthClaire reluctantly consented. In her studio loft she worked through until morning.

         At dawn I heard her say, “It’s all right, Paul. He left while you were sleeping.” She handed me a cup of coffee. I sipped

         at it as she gazed out the sliding doors at the empty pecan grove.

      


      

      ***


      

      The following month—about three weeks later—I ran into RuthClaire in Beulah Fork’s ancient A&P, where I did almost all of

         my shopping for the West Bank: meats, produce, the works. October. Still sunny. The restaurant business only now beginning

         to tail off toward the inevitable winter slump. I had not thought of the Ishi Incident, or whatever you might choose to call

         it, more than three or four times since actually investigating it. Perhaps I did not believe that it had really happened.

         The whole episode had a dreamlike texture that did not stick very well to the hard-edged banality of everyday life in Beulah

         Fork. Besides, no one else in Hothlepoya County had mentioned seeing a naked black gnome running around the countryside climbing

         trees and stealing pecans.

      


      

      My ex and I chatted, amicably at first. RuthClaire had just finished an original painting entitled Principalities for her porcelain-plate series, and AmeriCred Company of New York, New York, would begin taking subscription orders for this

         unusual Limoges ware at fifty-six dollars a plate in early December. The artist was going to receive an eight percent royalty

         for each plate sold, over and above the commission paid her in July for undertaking the work. She was very excited, not solely

         by the money she stood to make but also by the prospect of reaching a large and undoubtedly discerning audience. Ads for the

         subscription series, AmeriCred had told her, were going to appear in such classy periodicals as Smithsonian, Natural History, and Relic Collector. I wrote out a check for fifty-six dollars and told RuthClaire to sign me up at the first available opportunity; this was

         my deposit toward a subscription. Folding the check into her coin purse, she looked unfeignedly flustered. But grateful, too.

      


      

      “You don’t have to do this, Paul.”


      

      “I know I don’t. I want a set of those plates. My customers are going to enjoy eating off the Father, the Son, and the Holy

         Ghost—not to mention the nine different species of angel.”

      


      

      “They’re not for dinner use, really. They’re for display.”


      

      “A rank commercial enterprise?” I tweaked her. “Ready-made antiques for the spiritual cognoscenti who frown on bodily functions

         like eating and ummmm-ummmm-ummm? How about that? You may be catering to an airy crowd, Ruthie Cee, but we’re both in business, it looks like—business with a capital B.”

      


      

      Amazingly she smiled, merely smiled.


      

      “I can see you haven’t given up eating,” I pursued. “That’s quite a load you’ve got there.”


      

      Her shopping basket contained six uncut frying chickens, four heads of cabbage, three tins of Planters party nuts, four or

         five bunches of bananas, and several packages of fresh fish, mostly mullet and red snapper. I ogled this bounty. RuthClaire

         had never fried a chicken in her life, and I knew that she despised bananas. The other stuff was also out of the finicky pale

         of her diet, for in hostile overreaction to my virtuosity as chef and restaurateur she—not long before the end—had ostentatiously

         limited her intake to wild rice, bean curd, black beans, fresh vegetables, fruit juice, and various milk products. This spiteful

         decision had not helped our marriage any, either. “I’m having some people down from Atlanta,” she explained, rather defensively.

         “Gallery people.”

      


      

      “Oh,” I replied.


      

      We looked at each other for a moment.


      

      “They’re all invited guests, I take it,” I said at last. “You don’t want any uninvited drop-ins, do you?”


      

      RuthClaire stiffened. “I don’t feed the uninvited. You know that. Good-bye, Paul. Thanks for taking out a subscription.”


      

      She went her way, I mine. For somebody subsisting on rabbit food and artistic inspiration, I reflected, she looked damned

         good.

      


      

      ***


      

      I learned later what had been going on at Paradise Farm. On the morning after my overnight stay on the downstairs sofa, RuthClaire

         had moved a rickety table into the pecan grove. Every evening she set it with paper plates and uncooked food items, including

         party nuts in a cut-glass dish that had once belonged to her mother. Further, on a folding deck chair she laid out one of

         my old leisure suits, altered for a figure smaller than mine, just in case the nippy autumn air prompted the trespasser to

         cover his nakedness. At first, though, the habiline did not rise to this bait. The dew-laden suit had to dry every day on

         the clothesline, and every evening RuthClaire had to replace the soggy paper dinnerware and the slug-slimed food items.

      


      

      Around Halloween, when nighttime temperatures were dipping into the thirties, my ex awoke one morning to find the creature

         hunkering on the table on a brilliant cloth of frost. The grass looked sequined. So did the habiline’s feet. He was eating

         unpeeled bananas and shivering so violently that the table rocked back and forth. RuthClaire put on her dressing gown and

         hurried downstairs. She opened the sliding doors and beckoned the fellow inside, where he could warm his tootsies at the cast-iron

         Buck stove in the fireplace. Although he followed RuthClaire with his eyes, he did not move. RuthClaire, leaving the glass

         doors open, fetched a set of sun lamps from her loft. These she placed about the patio area so that they all shone directly

         into the house—runway lights to warmth and safety.

      


      

      The sun began to burn away the frost. An hour or so later, watching from her bay window, RuthClaire saw the habiline leap

         down from the table. For a moment he seemed to consider fleeing through the pecan grove, but soon rejected this notion to

         stroll—head ducked, elbows out—through the gauntlet of lamps toward the house. A ballsy fellow, this one, and my ex was able

         to see quite clearly that this appraisal of him was no mere metaphor. A ballsy bantam in blackface.

      


      

      Her heart pounding paradiddles, RuthClaire went downstairs to meet him. This was the beginning: the real beginning.

      


      

      Although over time a few clues have come my way (some of which I will shortly set forth), I do not pretend to know exactly how RuthClaire domesticated this representative of a supposedly extinct hominid species ancestral to our own—but she was

         probably more alert to his feelings and needs than she had ever been to mine. In the dead of winter, for instance, she routinely

         left the patio doors open, never questioning his comings and goings, never surrendering to resentment because of them. She

         fed him whatever he liked, even if sparerib splinters ended up between the sofa cushions or half-eaten turnips sometimes turned

         up on the bottom of her shower stall looking like mushy polyhedral core tools. Ruthie Cee may have a bohemian soul, but during

         the six years of our marriage, she had also evinced a middle-class passion for tidiness; more than once she had given me hell

         for letting the end of the dental floss slip down into its flip-top container. For her prehistoric paramour, however, she

         made allowances—lots of them.

      


      

      She also sang to him, I think. RuthClaire has a voice with the breathy delicacy of Garfunkel during his partnership with Simon,

         and I can easily imagine her soothing the savage breast of even a pit bull with a single stanza of “Feelin’ Groovy.” The habiline,

         however, she probably deluged with madrigals, hymns, and soft-drink ditties; and although she has always professed to hate

         commercial television, she has since publicly admitted using the idiot box—as well as song—to amuse and edify her live-in

         hominid. Apparently, he especially enjoyed game shows, situation comedies, sporting events, and nature studies. On the public

         broadcasting channels RuthClaire introduced him to such programs as Sesame Street, Organic Gardening, and Wall Street Week, while the anything-goes cable networks gave him a crash course in contemporary hominid bonding rituals. All these shows

         together were undoubtedly as crucial to the domestication process as my ex-wife’s lovely singing.

      


      

      But only a week or so into the new year did I learn about any of this. RuthClaire drove to Tocqueville to do her shopping

         more often than she came to Beulah Fork; and our chance meeting in the A&P, despite resulting in my order for the first plate

         in the Celestial Hierarchy series, had made her wary of running into me again. She stayed away from town. I, in turn, could not go out to Paradise Farm

         without an invitation. The terms of our divorce expressly stipulated this last point, and my reference to uninvited guests

         during our brief tête-à-tête in October had stricken RuthClaire as contemptibly snide. Maybe I had meant it to be. . . .

      


      

      Anyway, on the day before Christmas Eve I telephoned RuthClaire and asked if I could come out to the farm to give her a present.

         Somewhat reluctantly (it seemed to me), she agreed. Although it was cold and dark when I rang the front doorbell, she stepped

         through the door to greet me, and we conferred on the porch. The Persian kitten in the cardboard box under my arm cowered

         away from Ruthie Cee, its wintry pearl-gray fur like a lion’s mane around its Edward G. Robinson face. My ex, emitting sympathetic

         coos, scratched the creature behind its ears until it began to purr.

      


      

      Then she said, “I can’t accept him, Paul.”


      

      “Why not? He’s got a pedigree that stretches from here to Isfahan.” (This was a lie. Nevertheless, the kitten looked it.) “Besides, he’ll make a damned good mouser. A farm needs a mouser.”

      


      

      “I just can’t give him the attention he needs.” RuthClaire saw my irritation. “I didn’t think you’d be bringing an animal,

         Paul. A sweater, a necklace, a new horror novel—anything nonliving I’d’ve been happy to accept. But a kitten’s a different

         matter, and I just can’t be responsible for him, sweet and pretty as he is.”

      


      

      I tacked about. “Can’t I come in for some eggnog? Come the holidays, this place used to reek of eggnog.”


      

      “I have a visitor.”


      

      “A man, huh?”


      

      Somewhat gravely, she nodded. “He’s . . . he’s allergic to cats.” 


      

      “Why can’t I meet him?”


      

      “I don’t want you to. Anyway, he’s shy.”


      

      I looked toward the carport. Although RuthClaire’s navy-blue Honda Civic gleamed dully in the sheen of the yard’s security

         lights, I saw no other vehicle anywhere. Besides my own, of course.

      


      

      “Did he jog out here?” 


      

      “Hiked.”


      

      “What’s his name?”


      

      RuthClaire smiled a crooked smile. “Adam,” she said. 


      

      “Adam what?”


      

      “None of your bee’s wax, Paul. I’m tired of this interrogation. Here, hang on a sec.” She retreated into the house but came

         back a moment later carrying a piece of Limoges ware featuring her painting Angels. “This is the plate for January,” she explained. “Over the course of the year you’ll go from Angels to Archangels to Principalities—all the way up to The Father—and I’ve seen to it that you’ll receive the other eleven without paying for them. That’s my Christmas present to you, Paul.”

         She took the kitten’s shoebox from me so that I could look at the plate without endangering either the mystified animal or

         the fragile porcelain. “See the border. That’s twenty-four-karat gold, applied by hand.”

      


      

      “Beautiful,” I said, and I kissed her lightly on the forehead. “Bring this Adam fella to the restaurant, Ruthie Cee. Frogs’

         legs, steak, wild-rice pilaf, coq au vin, anything he wants—on the house. And for you, of course, the gourmet vegetable plate.

         I’m serious now. Take me up on this.”

      


      

      She returned my chaste kiss along with the kitten. “This is the way you behaved when we were courting. Good night, Paul.”


      

      On my drive back to Beulah Fork, the kitten prowled all over my shoulders and thighs, miaowing obnoxiously. It even got tangled

         in the steering wheel. I put it out about a mile from Ruben Decker’s place and kept on driving.

      


      

      ***


      

      In January, as I have alluded, the pieces began coming together. To my surprise, RuthClaire called to make reservations for

         Adam and herself at the West Bank; they were actually going to avail themselves of my offer. However, even though only the

         two of them were coming, RuthClaire wanted the entire restaurant, every table. If I would grant them this extraordinary boon,

         she would pay me the equivalent of a night’s receipts on a typical weekday evening in winter. I told her that she was crazy,

         but that if she and her inamorato came on a Tuesday, always my slowest night, I would donate the premises as well as the dinner

         to their Great Romance. After all, it was high time she indulged a passion that was erotic rather than merely platonic and

         painterly.

      


      

      “That’s a cheap dig,” my ex accused.


      

      “How many kinds of generosity do you want from me?” I snapped back. “You think I like playing Pandare to you and your new boyfriend?”

      


      

      She softened. “It’s not what you think, Paul.” No, indeed. It wasn’t at all what I thought.


      

      On the appointed evening, Main Street was deserted but for Davie Hutton’s police cruiser, which he had parked perpendicular

         to the state highway as a caution to potential speeders. Precisely at eight, as I peered through the gloom, RuthClaire’s Honda

         Civic eased gingerly around the cruiser and slotted into a space in front of the West Bank. Then she and her mysterious beau

         exited the car and climbed the steps to the restaurant.

      


      

      Sweet Jesus, I thought, it’s a nigger kid in designer jeans and an army fatigue jacket. She’s not in love. She’s on another

         I’m-going-to-adopt-a-disadvantaged-child kick.

      


      

      Disagreements about starting a family had been another front in our protracted connubial war. I had never wanted any offspring,

         while RuthClaire had always craved two or three Campbell’s Kids clones or, failing that, a host of starving dependents on

         other continents. She believed wholeheartedly that she could paint, market her work, and parent—this was her ghastly neologism—without spreading herself too thin. I surrendered to her arguments, to the ferocity of her

         desire for issue, and for two years we went about trying to make a baby in the same dementedly single-minded way that some

         people assemble mail-order lawn mowers or barbecue grills. Our lack of success prompted RuthClaire to begin touting adoption

         as a worthy alternative to childbirth; the support of various international relief agencies, she avowed, would compensate

         the cosmic élan vital for our puzzling failure to be fruitful and multiply. We ended up with foster children in Somalia, Colombia, and Vietnam,

         and a bedroom relationship that made nonagenarian abstinence seem shamefully libertine. Because I had wanted no part of adopting

         a biracial child to bring into our home, RuthClaire had unilaterally decided that sex with me was irrelevant and thus dispensable.

         She would rather paint cherubs on teacups. Now here she was at the West Bank with a gimpy black teenager from Who-Could-Say-Where?

         Guess who’s coming to dinner. . . .

      


      

      “Paul, Adam. Adam, Paul.”


      

      I did a double take, a restrained and sophisticated double take. For one thing, Adam was no adolescent. More astonishing,

         he was the same compact creature who had come traipsing naked into the Paradise Farm pecan grove in September. His slender,

         twisted feet were bare. At a nod from RuthClaire he extended his right hand and grinned a grin that was all discolored teeth

         and darting, mistrustful eyes. I ignored his proffered hand.

      


      

      “What the hell are you trying to pull, RuthClaire?”


      

      “I’m trying to have dinner with Adam. This is an integrated place of business, isn’t it? Interstate commerce and all that.

         Besides, our money’s as green as anyone else’s.”

      


      

      “His color’s a non-issue. So is your money. He’s—” I gulped my indigestible objection.


      

      “Go ahead, Paul, say it.”


      

      “He’s an animal, RuthClaire, an animal in human clothing.”


      

      “I often thought the same thing of you.”


      

      I backtracked: “Listen, Ruthie, the county health department doesn’t permit barefooted people in its licensed eating establishments.

         He needs some shoes. Sandals, at least.”

      


      

      “Shoes are one of the things I haven’t been able to get him to wear.” RuthClaire reached over and lowered the habiline’s outstretched

         hand, which was still waiting to be shaken. “In comparison to you, Paul, Adam’s all courtliness, chivalry, and consideration.

         Look at him. He’s terrified to be here, but he’s holding his ground, he’s trying to figure out why you’re so jumpy and hostile.

         I’d like to know myself. Why are you being such a jackass?”

      


      

      “He belongs in a zoo. —Okay, not a zoo, a research center or something. You’re turning a scientific wonder, a throwback to

         another geological epoch, into a goddamn houseboy. That’s selfish, RuthClaire. Pathetic, even. There’s probably a law against

         it.”

      


      

      “We’ll sit over here,” my ex said. “Bring us two glasses of water and a menu.”


      

      “Only one menu?”


      

      RuthClaire gave me a look that was blank of all expression; it was also withering. Then she led Adam to a corner table beneath

         a burlap sculpture-painting (abstract) that she had completed during the first few months of our marriage. Once the habiline

         was seated, I could no longer see his bare feet; the maroon tablecloth concealed them. RuthClaire deftly removed the beige

         linen napkins (folded into fans) that I had earlier inserted into the waiting water glasses, for she had made up her mind

         that my humiliation must continue. This was my reward for making the West Bank available for their preposterous parody of

         a rendezvous.

      


      

      I turned toward the kitchen. Livia George Stephens, my chief assistant cook, was leaning against the flocked metal divider

         separating the cashier’s station from the dining area. I had given Molly Kingsbury, Hazel Upchurch, and my two regular waitresses

         the night off. Livia George constituted my entire staff. One hand rubbing the back of the other, she was sizing up our customers

         with a mock shrewdness that was genuinely shrewd.

      


      

      “Good to see you, Miss RuthClaire,” she said aloud. “Looks like you brought in a friend with some spirit in his bones. Give

         me a chanzt, I’ll put some meat on ’em.”

      


      

      “This is Adam,” my ex replied. “He’d say hello, but he’s mute. I’m sure he’s as pleased to meet you as I am to see you again.

         I hope Paul’s behaving himself for you.”

      


      

      Livia George tiptoed around this pleasantry. “Where’s he stay?” She nodded at Adam. “I ain’ never seen him ’roun’ here befoah,

         and I know mos’ evverbody in this part of ’Poya County.”

      


      

      “Livia George,” I said, “they’re here to eat, not to chitchat. Why don’t you go see about getting ready for them.”


      

      “Nothin’ I can do till I know what they like, Mr. Paul. You wan’ me to start cookin’ befoah they put in a order?”


      

      “I want you to get into the goddamn kitchen!”


      

      Sullenly, her hips moving like corroded pistons, she went. When she had gone, I strode over to the table to pour out the water

         and to recite our menu items rather than to present them in a printed folder. For RuthClaire, I recommended sautéed mushrooms,

         an eggplant dish, steamed pearl potatoes, a spinach salad, and a Cheddar soufflé with diced bell peppers and chives. For her

         tag-along escort, I suggested broiled liver and onions. Side orders of unsalted peanuts and warm egg whites would set off

         this entrée nicely, and he could wash it all down with a snifter of branch water and branch water.

      


      

      “I’ll have just what you recommend,” RuthClaire said. “Bring Adam the same and no bully-boy surprises. Water’s all we want

         to drink, pure Beulah Fork spring water.”

      


      

      Although I followed RuthClaire’s instructions, the dinner was a disaster. Adam ate everything with his spoon. He bolted every

         bite, and when he didn’t like something—the eggplant au gratin, for instance—he tried to pile it up in the middle of the table

         like a deliquescent cairn. For this bit of creative gaucherie, he at first used his hands rather than his spoon, and he burned

         himself. Later, when the food had cooled, he finished the eggplant monument. Nothing RuthClaire said or did to discourage

         this project had any effect, and you could not keep from looking at this new centerpiece unless you let your eye stray to

         Adam himself. A flake of spinach gleamed in his mustache, ten or twelve pearl potatoes bulged out his cheeks, and he nonchalantly

         poured his ice cubes into the cheese soufflé.

      


      

      “This is his first time in a public restaurant,” RuthClaire acknowledged.


      

      “And his last, too, if I have anything to say about it.”


      

      My ex only laughed. “He’s doing pretty well. You should’ve seen the food fights we had out at Paradise Farm only a month or

         two ago.”

      


      

      “Yeah. Sorry I missed them.”


      

      She thinks she’s Pygmalion, I marveled. She thinks she can carve a dapper southern gentleman out of inchoate Early Pleistocene

         clay. Well, I loved the lady for the delusions she had formed.

      


      

      Unhappily, it got worse. For dessert RuthClaire ordered them each a Nesselrode pudding, one of the West Bank’s specialities

         and major attractions. Adam lifted the dish to his mouth and began eating of this delicacy like a dog devouring Alpo. After

         a few such bites, however, his head came up, his cheeks began to puff in and out like those of a blowfish, and he vomited

         all over the table. Guttural gasps of dismay or amazement escaped him between geysers, and in four or five minutes he had

         divested himself of his entire dinner and whatever else he may have eaten earlier that day. RuthClaire tried to comfort him.

         She wiped his mouth with a wetted napkin and stroked his furry nape with her fingers. Never before had a patron of the West

         Bank upchucked the extraordinary cuisine prepared in my kitchen, though, and I may have been more in need of comforting than

         was RuthClaire’s ill-bred habiline.

      


      

      “Get him to the rest room!” I cried, much too late to save either the tablecloth or my equanimity. “If nothing else, get him

         to the goddamn street!”

      


      

      “He isn’t used to such fare. I’ll clean it up, Paul. Just leave it to me, okay?”


      

      “He isn’t worthy of it, you mean! It’s like feeding caviar to a crocodile, filet mignon to a high school fullback!”


      

      “Hush, Paul, I said I’d take care of the mess, and I will.”


      

      Livia George helped her, however, and when RuthClaire left later that night, she placed three one-hundred-dollar bills next

         to the cash register. For the remainder of that week, the West Bank reeked of commercial disinfectant and a faint monkey-house

         odor that no one but me (thank God) appeared to detect.

      


      

      ***


      

      “She’s living with it,” I told the young man sitting at the cluttered desk, his hands behind his head and his naked elbows

         protruding like chicken wings. “She’s been living with it since October.”

      


      

      “Times have changed, Mr. Loyd. Live and let live.”


      

      “It’s not another man, Dr. Nollinger. It’s male, I mean, but it’s not, uh, human. It’s a variety of upright ape.”


      

      “A hominid?”


      

      “That’s RuthClaire’s word for it. Hominid, habiline. A prehistoric primate, for God’s sake. So I drove all the way up here

         to talk to somebody who might be interested.”

      


      

      “You could have telephoned, Mr. Loyd. Telephoning might have saved us both a good deal of time.”


      

      “Beulah Fork’s a small town, Dr. Nollinger. A very small town. You can’t direct-dial without Edna Twiggs horning in to say she’ll patch you through. Then she hangs on to eavesdrop

         and sniffle. Times may have changed, but bestial cohabitation’s still a mite too strong for Hothlepoya Countians. You understand

         me, don’t you?”

      


      

      “A habiline?”


      

      “I want you to get it out of there. It may be dangerous. It’s certainly uncouth. It doesn’t belong on Paradise Farm.”


      

      Brian Nollinger dropped his hands into his lap and squeaked his swivel chair around toward his office’s only window. A thin

         man in his early thirties, he wore scuffed cowboy boots, beige corduroy trousers, a short-sleeved Madras shirt with a button-down

         collar, wire-rimmed glasses, and a wispy Fu Manchu mustache with an incongruous GI haircut. Outside his window, a family of

         stub-tailed macaques huddled in the feeble winter sun in a fenced-in exercise area belonging to this secluded rural field

         station of the Yerkes Primate Center, ten or twelve miles north of Atlanta. Nollinger was an associate professor of anthropology

         at Emory University, but a government grant to study the effects of forced addiction to certain amphetamines on a representative

         primate species had given him an office at the field station and experimental access to the twenty-odd motley monkeys presently

         taking the February sun beside their heated trailer. They looked wide-awake and fidgety, these monkeys—“hypervigilant,” to

         use Nollinger’s own word. Given the nature of his study, I wasn’t greatly surprised.

      


      

      “Why don’t you write Richard Leakey or Alistair Patrick Blair or one of the other African paleoanthropologists specializing

         in ‘prehistoric hominids’?” Nollinger asked. “They’d jump at the chance to take a living fossil off Ms. Loyd’s hands. A find

         like that would secure a young scientist’s fortune and reputation forever. Leakey and Blair would just become bigger.”

      


      

      “Aren’t you interested in fame and fortune?”

      


      

      “In modest doses, sure.” He refused to look at me. He was staring at a lithograph of an Ishasha River baboon in twelve different

         baboonish postures, from a grooming stance to a cautious stroll through tall East African grass.

      


      

      “You don’t believe me, do you?”


      

      “Put yourself in my place, Mr. Loyd. It’s a bit like hearing a dinosaur’s been seen wading in the Chattahoochee.”


      

      “I’m not a crackpot, Dr. Nollinger. I’m a respected businessman with no history of mental illness or unprofitable undertakings.

         My wife—my ex-wife, I mean—is a painter of national repute. Should anything happen to her because you’ve refused to look into

         the matter, well, the world of art will have suffered a loss as great as that about to befall the world of science. It’s your

         conscience, Dr. Nollinger. Can you live with the consequences of such a reprehensible dereliction of duty?” I rose to leave.

      


      

      Stroking his Fu Manchu, Dr. Nollinger said, “Mr. Loyd, after two or three years as a researcher, every competent scientist

         develops a nose for crackpots.”

      


      

      “Go on.”


      

      “You came in like a crackpot, with the identifying minatory zeal and traditional combative cast in your eye.” He paused. “But

         you don’t talk like a crackpot. You talk like a man who’s bewildered by something he doesn’t know how to deal with.”

      


      

      “Bingo,” I said.


      

      “I don’t think you’re making this up, sir. That would require some imagination.” He smiled. “So I’ll help you out.” He stopped

         smiling. “On one condition.”

      


      

      “I’m listening.”


      

      “Send me a photo or two—all you can—of this dispossessed specimen of Homo habilis. Use an Instamatic or a Polaroid and get me some proof. I don’t like wild-goose chases, particularly to backwaters like Beulah

         Fork.”

      


      

      “You got it,” I said.


      

      I walked back to the parking lot past a dozen communities of gorillas, orangutans, pygmy chimps, rhesus monkeys, and bespectacled

         primatologists, all equally inscrutable in their obsessive mind-sets and desires. We are fam-i-lee, go the lyrics of a recent popular song, but in my entire life I recall feeling close—spiritually close—to only one other

         living creature, and that is my lovely lost RuthClaire. Why had she taken up with a man-ape when my poor human soul still

         longed for union with hers?

      


      

      ***


      

      To get a photograph of Adam, I had to sneak out to Paradise Farm in violation of a legal promise to RuthClaire. I had to prowl

         around the house in the numbing winter dark. Fortunately, no dog patrols the property (otherwise, even Adam would not have

         been able to sneak into its pecan grove), and I climbed into a magnolia tree near the downstairs bathroom without betraying

         my presence. I had neither an Instamatic nor a Polaroid, but an expensive Minolta with both a telephoto lens and a pack of

         high-speed film for shooting in dim or almost nonexistent light.

      


      

      Voyeurism is not ordinarily one of my vices, but when RuthClaire came into the lavatory that evening to bathe, I trembled.

         The waxy brown leaves of the magnolia tree clicked like castanets, mimicking the effects of a brutal winter wind. I looked, let me confess, but I did not take RuthClaire’s picture. (The only extant print of her bewitching unclad body is the one

         still burning in my mind.) When she lifted herself clear of the sunken bath, patted her body dry with a lavender towel, and

         disappeared from my sight like a nymph, I nearly swooned. Each of these three near-swoons was a metaphysical orgasm of the

         highest order. It had been a long, long time.

      


      

      The bathroom light went out, and a real easterly wind began to blow, surging through the pecan grove from Alabama. I clung

         to my perch. Adam and I, it seemed, had traded places. The strangeness of this reversal did not amuse me. The luminous digits

         on my watch registered 9:48. What if my habiline rival habitually relieved himself in the woods? What if, even in winter,

         he bathed in White Cow Creek? If so, he would never enter this bathroom, and I’d never get his photo. Dr. Nollinger would

         dismiss me as a screwball of the most annoying sort. I had made a mistake.

      


      

      At 11:04 P.M., though, Adam entered the big tiled bathroom. He wore the bottoms of a suit of long thermal underwear and carried

         what looked like the carcass of a squirrel. He climbed down into the sunken bath, where, after turning on a heavy flow of

         water, he proceeded to rend and devour the dead rodent. He did this with skill and gusto. I used up all my film taking pictures

         of the process—whereupon I heaved my own dinner into the shrubbery beneath the magnolia tree.

      


      

      Turnabout, they say, is fair play. . . .


      

      Later, I sent Brian Nollinger duplicates of the developed photographs and a letter attesting to their authenticity. I added

         a P.S.: “The ball’s in your court, Doc.”

      


      

      ***


      

      The anthropology professor was one of those urban people who refuse to own an automobile. He got around the Emory campus on

         foot or bicycle, and he bummed rides to the Yerkes field station with whichever of his colleagues happened to be going that

         way. In the middle of March, he arrived in Beulah Fork on a Greyhound bus, and I met him in front of Ben Sadler’s hole-in-the-wall

         laundry (known locally as the Greyhound Depot Laundry) on Main Street. After introducing Nollinger to Ben (dry cleaner and

         ticket agent nonpareil) as my nephew, I led the newcomer across the street to the West Bank, where, for over a year, I had

         lived in the upstairs storage room and taken all my meals in the restaurant proper. Although I could have easily afforded

         to build a house of my own, or at least to rent a vacation chalet near Muscadine Gardens, I refused to do so in the dogged

         expectation that RuthClaire and I would eventually reunite at Paradise Farm.

      


      

      “Take me out there,” Nollinger said over a cold Budweiser in the empty dining area late that afternoon.


      

      “I’d have to call first. And if I tell her why we want to come, she’ll hang up.”


      

      My “nephew” fanned his photos of Adam out across the maroon tablecloth. “You didn’t have an invitation to take these, Mr.

         Loyd. Why so prim and proper now?”

      


      

      “My unscrupulosity has well-defined limits.”


      

      Nollinger sniggered. Then he tapped one of the prints. “Adam, as your ex-wife calls the creature, is definitely a protohuman.

         Even though I’m a primate ethologist and physical anthropologist, not a hotshot fossil finder like the Leakeys or A. Patrick

         Blair, I’d stake my reputation on it.” He reconsidered. “I mean, I’d establish my reputation with a demonstration of that claim. Adam is a living specimen of the hominid Homo habilis or Homo zarakalensis, depending on which ‘expert’ you consult. In any case, your wife has no right to keep her amazing friend cloistered away

         incognito on Paradise Farm.”

      


      

      “That’s what I’ve always thought. Edna Twiggs is bound to find out sooner or later, and RuthClaire’ll have hell to pay in

         Beulah Fork.”

      


      

      “Mr. Loyd, your wife’s foremost obligation is to advance our knowledge about human origins.”


      

      “That’s a narrow way of looking at it. She also has her reputation to consider.”


      

      “Sir, haven’t you once wondered how a prehistoric hominid happened to show up in a pecan grove in western Georgia?”


      

      “A condor dropped him. A circus train derailed. I don’t care, Dr. Nollinger. What’s pertinent to me is his presence out there,

         not the weird particulars of his arrival.”

      


      

      “All right, but I think I know how he got here.”

      


      

      We each had another beer. My visitor sipped moodily at his while I explained that the best approach to RuthClaire might be

         Nollinger’s masquerading as a meter reader for Georgia Power. While ostensibly recording her kilowattage, he could plead a

         sudden indisposition and ask to use the bathroom or lie down on the sofa. RuthClaire was a sucker for honest working people

         in distress, and Nollinger could buy a shirt and trousers similar to those worn by Georgia Power employees at Plunkett Bros.

         General Store right here in town. Once he got into the house, who could say what might happen? Maybe RuthClaire would introduce

         him to her hirsute boarder and a profitable rapport spring up between the habiline and the anthropologist. Twirling the silver-blond

         twists of his almost invisible Fu Manchu, Nollinger only grunted.

      


      

      “What do you think?” I asked him.


      

      “I might do better to go out there as an agent of the Immigration and Naturalization Service,” he said, somewhat high-handedly.

         “I think a strong case could be made for regarding Adam as an illegal alien.”

      


      

      “How so, Herr Professor?”


      

      Nollinger embarked on a lengthy explanation. Purely on impulse he had shown one of his closest friends at Emory, Caroline

         Hanna, a young woman with a doctorate in sociology, three or four of my photographs of Adam. Nollinger was seriously involved

         with Caroline, and he knew that she would not betray his confidence. The photographs had had a strange effect on her, though.

         They had prompted her to reveal that in her after-hours work with Cuban detainees in the Atlanta Penitentiary she had met

         one hardened Havana street criminal from the 1980 Freedom Flotilla who confessed that he belonged in prison, either in Cuba or in los Estados Unidos. Indeed, Uncle Fidel had released this cutthroat from a Havana lockup on the express condition that he emigrate and commit

         fifty-seven different varieties of mayhem on every American capitalist who ran afoul of him. Instead, he fled down the northern

         coast of Cuba in a stolen army Jeep and later on foot to Punta Gorda, where, after hiding out for two weeks, he commandeered

         a fishing vessel piloted by a wealthy Haitian with strong anti-Duvalier sympathies and the strangest three-man crew that the

         cutthroat had ever seen.

      


      

      “What was a Haitian doing in Cuban waters?” I asked Nollinger. 


      

      “Probably running communist guns back to the ill-organized guerrilla opposition to Duvalier in the wilderness areas around

         Port-de-Prix. Caroline says the Cuban told her the vessel hadn’t yet taken on any cargo when he surprised the gunrunner near

         Punta Gorda. He knifed the Haitian and threw him overboard. In the process, he became aware of three half-naked enanos—dwarfs, I guess you’d say—watching him from behind the fishing tackle and cargo boxes in the vessel’s stern. They reminded

         him of intelligent monkeys, not just animalistic dwarves, and they made him intensely uncomfortable. With a pistol he found

         concealed in the pilothouse, he stalked and mortally wounded two of these three mute witnesses to his crime. Their small gnarly

         corpses went overboard after their captain’s fleshy mulatto body, and the cutthroat set his sights on the last of the funny

         little men scurrying about the boat to escape his wrath.”

      


      

      “The gunrunner’s crew consisted of habilines?” For the first time that afternoon, Nollinger had piqued my curiosity.


      

      “I think it did, Mr. Loyd, but all I’m doing now is telling Caroline’s version of the Cuban thug’s account of his round-about

         trip to Key West. Draw your own inferences.”

      


      

      “What happened to the last crew member?”


      

      “The Cubans the Haitian gunrunner had planned to rendezvous with to make the weapons transfer pulled abreast of the vessel

         and took the killer into custody. They also captured the terrified hominid. They confiscated the Haitian’s boat. Our detainee

         in the Atlanta pen says these mysterious Cuban go-betweens—they were all wearing lampblack on their faces—separated him and

         the surviving crew member and shipped them both to Mariel Bay for the crossing to the States. Caroline’s informant never saw

         the funny little man again. Nevertheless, he’s absolutamente cierto this creature reached Florida in one of the jam-packed charter boats making up the Freedom Flotilla. You see, there abounded

         among some of the refugees rumors of a small hairy mute in sailcloth trousers who kept up their spirits with his odd mimes

         and japery. As soon as the crossing was made, though, he disappeared into the dunes before the INS authorities could screen

         him as they finally did those who wound up in stateside camps or prisons.”

      


      

      “Adam?” I asked.


      

      “It seems likely, Mr. Loyd. Besides, this story dovetails nicely with the fact that your ex-wife hasn’t had as much trouble

         as might be expected domesticating—taming—her habiline. Although he seems to have returned to feral habits while scrounging

         his way up through Florida while avoiding large population centers, his early days on a tiny island off the coast of Haiti

         made him familiar with a few of the trappings of civilization. Your wife, although she doesn’t know it, has been reminding Adam of these things rather than painstakingly writing them down on a blank slate.”

      


      

      For a time, we sipped our beers in silence. I pondered everything Nollinger had told me. Maybe it explained how Adam had come

         from Haiti (of all places) to western Georgia, but it did not explain how several representatives of Homo habilis, more than 1.5 million years after their disappearance from East Africa, had ended up inhabiting a minuscule island off the

         larger island of Hispaniola. Did Herr Professor Nollinger have an answer for that objection, too?

      


      

      “Working from Caroline’s informant’s story,” he replied, “I did some discreet research in the anthropological and historical

         holdings of the Emory library. First, I found out all I could about the island off Hispaniola from which the wealthy Haitian

         had conscripted his crew. It’s called Montaraz, Mr. Loyd—originally a Spanish rather than a French possession. But in the

         mid-1820s, an American named Louis Rutherford, a New England aristocrat in our diplomatic service, bought Montaraz from a

         military adviser to Haitian president Jean Pierre Boyer. This was during the Haitian occupation of the Dominican Republic,

         which had declared its independence from Spain in 1821. The Dominicans regard their twenty-two-year subjugation to Haitian

         authority as a period of barbarous tyranny; still, one of Boyer’s real accomplishments was the emancipation of Dominican slaves.

         But on Montaraz, in Manzanillo Bay, Louis Rutherford reigned supreme, and his liberal sentiments did not extend to releasing

         his black, mulatto, and Spanish-Arawak laborers or to paying them for their contributions to the success of his cacao and

         coffee plantations. He appointed a proxy to keep these enterprises going and divided his time between Port-au-Prince and the

         Vermont family estate.”

      


      

      “I don’t see what this has to do with Adam, RuthClaire, or me.” In another hour, my first customers for dinner would be coming

         through the door. Further, at any moment I expected Livia George, Hazel Upchurch, and Molly Kingsbury to report, with my two

         evening-shift waitresses close behind. Nollinger was ignorant of, or indifferent to, my business concerns; he wandered into

         the kitchen to help himself to another beer and came back to our table swigging from its can like a skinny athlete chug-a-lugging

         Gatorade. He had his wits about him, though. He tilted the top of the can toward me and soberly resumed his story:

      


      

      “In 1836, Mr. Loyd, Rutherford was sent to the court of Sa’īd ibn Sultan, Al Bū Sa’īd, on the island of Zanzibar off the East

         African coast. We Americans were the first westerners to make trade agreements with Sa’īd and the first to establish a consulate

         at his commercial capital in the western Indian Ocean. Rutherford went along because of his ‘invaluable experience’ on Hispaniola,

         where he had had to deal with both conquering Haitians and defiant Dominicans, a situation that some U.S. officials felt had

         parallels on the East African coast, where Sayyid Sa’īd was attempting to impose his authority on the continental port cities

         of Mombasa, Kilwa, and Bravanumbi. Moreover, British moral objections notwithstanding, Zanzibar had a flourishing slave market;

         and Rutherford, as his American colleagues knew, recognized the commercial imperatives that drove even kindly persons like

         Sayyid Sa’īd and himself to tolerate the more sordid aspects of the institution . . . to turn a profit. It was the perfect

         assignment for Rutherford.

      


      

      “Two years after his arrival on Zanzibar, about the time he was scheduled to return to this country, Rutherford caught wind

         of an extraordinary group of blacks—pygmies, it was rumored, or hairy Bushmen—who had been taken to the Sultan’s representatives

         in the continental port city of Bravanumbi by several Kikembu warriors and sold for immediate shipment to either Zanzibar

         or Pemba to work on Sayyid Sa’īd’s clove plantations. The Kikembu warriors called their captives ‘little ones who do not speak’

         and claimed they’d found all nineteen of these uncanny quasi-human specimens in a system of caves and burrows in the remote

         Lolitabu Hills of Zarakal. The warriors had stumbled upon the system by accident, after watching one of these funny little

         people, a male, sneaking through a gulley with two dead hares and a kaross of nuts and tubers. The hunters then proceeded

         to smoke the manikins out. Four or five of the little ones preferred to die in their arid labyrinth rather than to emerge

         to face the laughing Kikembu, but the remainder were captured and bound.

      


      

      “An Omani retainer in Sa’īd’s court told Rutherford to go to the slave market there on Zanzibar to see these wonderful ‘monkeymen.’

         At present, they were being kept apart from the other slaves to spare them injury at the hands of the larger blacks with whom

         they would compete for masters. It was also likely that outraged potential buyers might harm them. After all, said the retainer,

         you looked for strength in a slave, not delicacy or sinewy compactness. Rutherford went to the market and arranged to see

         the Zarakali imports in private. Apparently, the sight of these creatures entranced him. He wanted the entire lot. He bought

         them from Sayyid Sa’īd’s representatives with cash and a promise to do his best to establish a cacao-for-cloves trade between

         Montaraz and Zanzibar. When he left the Sultan’s court, he sailed around the Cape of Good Hope in a vessel laden with silks,

         spices, and a small cargo of habilines—although, of course, nobody called them habilines then. They were manikins, or monkey-folk,

         curiosities. Rutherford hoped not only to put them to work on Montaraz but also to breed them into a self-perpetuating population.

         Later, in the States, he would exploit them—some of them, anyway—for their novelty value.”

      


      

      “He never did that, I take it.”


      

      “Rutherford died on Montaraz in 1844, the same year Santo Domingo regained its independence from the Haitian interlopers.

         His holdings on the island were seized by followers of Pedro Santana. What happened to the fourteen diminutive blacks who

         survived the journey from East Africa—Rutherford’s wife once referred to them in a letter to the wife of another diplomat

         as ‘endearing little elves, albeit, most likely, the offspring of chimpanzees and debauched Zarakali niggers’—well, at this

         point, their fate is unclear. We have knowledge of them at all only because Mrs. Rutherford acted as her husband’s secretary

         and carried on voluminous correspondences with her relatives in Boston and Montpelier. I obtained some of this information,

         Mr. Loyd, from interlibrary loans and photocopying services, and I’m virtually certain that no one else in the world has an

         inkling of the importance—the staggering importance—of the material I’ve assembled and synthesized in only two and a half

         weeks. It’s the major scientific accomplishment of my life.”

      


      

      “Beats injecting macaques with No-Dōz, huh?” I had begun setting my tables, single-handedly flapping open parachutes of linen

         and laying out silverware. Just as Nollinger was about to parry my sarcasm, Livia George appeared. As the anthropologist shuffled

         the photographs of Adam out of her line of sight, I told her, “This is my cousin from Atlanta. He’ll be staying with us a

         few days.”

      


      

      “Nephew,” Nollinger corrected me, standing for the introduction.


      

      “Right,” I acknowledged. “Nephew.”


      

      Livia George came over and shook Nollinger’s hand. “Pleased to meecha. You’re too skinny, thoah—all shanks and shoulder blades.

         Stay aroun’ here a few days and I’ll get you fatted up fine as any stockyard steer.”

      


      

      “That’s a promise,” I informed Nollinger, “not a threat.”


      

      “Thank you,” he said uncertainly. “Thank you, ma’am.”


      

      ***


      

      RuthClaire did not come to town either of the next two days, and Nollinger stayed after me to drive him out to see her. He

         was missing his morning classes at Emory, he said, and a colleague at the field station had to oversee the daily amphetamine

         injections of his drug-addled macaques. He could not stay in Beulah Fork much longer. Did I want him to get Adam out of RuthClaire’s

         life or not? If I did, I had to cooperate. Had I summoned him all the way from Atlanta only to confine him to my grungy attic-cum-dormitory?

         Was I that desperate for a roommate?

      


      

      I was ready to cooperate. Entirely at my expense, my counterfeit nephew ate nothing but medium-rare steaks and extravagant

         tossed salads with Roquefort dressing. Moreover, to amuse himself between his final meal of the day and his own owlish turn-in

         time, he had brought with him a homemade syrinx, or panpipe, that he played with a certain melancholy skill but an intemperance

         that sabotaged, early on, my regard. Sometimes (he told me as we lay on our cots in the dark) he played the panpipe for his

         experimental subjects at the field station, and the strains of this music soothed even the most agitated and bellicose of

         the males. It was an unscientific thing to do (he conceded) because it introduced an extraneous element into his observations

         of their behavior, but he found it hard to deny them—completely, anyway—the small pleasure afforded by his playing.

      


      

      “I’m not a macaque,” I replied. Both the hint and the implied criticism were lost on Nollinger. Anyway, I was not that desperate for a roommate. So, the next day, I swallowed hard and telephoned RuthClaire, explaining that a young man who greatly

         admired her work had stopped in at the West Bank to request an introduction. Would it be all right if I brought him out? He

         did not seem to be (1) an art dealer, (2) a salesman, (3) a potential groupie, (4) a college kid with a term paper due, or

         (5) an out-and-out crazy. I liked both his looks and his attitude.

      


      

      “Is he your nephew, Paul?” 


      

      “What?”


      

      “Edna Twiggs told me yesterday that your nephew was staying with you.”


      

      “That’s right, RuthClaire. He’s my nephew.”


      

      “You don’t have a nephew, Paul. Even Edna Twiggs knows that. That’s because you don’t have any brothers or sisters.”


      

      “I had to tell the home folks something, RuthClaire. They don’t rest easy till they’ve got every visiting stranger pigeonholed. You know how some of them can be.

         I didn’t want it going around that I’d set up house with another guy.”

      


      

      “Not much chance of that,” RuthClaire said. “But why such petty intrigue and deception, hon? What’s the real story?”

      


      

      I improvised. “I’m thinking of selling out,” I said hurriedly. “His name’s Brian Nollinger and he’s a potential buyer. Neither

         of us wants to publicize the fact—to keep from confusing everyone if the deal falls through. We’re trying to prevent disillusionment

         or maybe even gloating. You understand?”

      


      

      “Selling out? But, Paul, you love that place.”


      

      “Once I did. I’ve only kept it these past fifteen months because I thought we might get back together. But that seems less

         and less likely, doesn’t it?”

      


      

      RuthClaire was so quiet I feared she’d rung off. Then: “I don’t understand why your potential buyer wants to meet me.”


      

      “The part about him admiring your work is true,” I lied. “You know the three-dimensional paintings you did for the Contemporary

         Room in Atlanta’s High Museum? He’s seen ’em four or five times since their debut. Come on, Ruthie. He’d like to see you in

         person. I told him you would. It might help me cinch the sale.”

      


      

      Again she was slow to answer. “Paul, there are reasons why I might be reluctant to give you that kind of help.” She let me

         mull the implications. “All right,” she added, “bring him on. I’ll put aside my work and tell Adam to get lost for an hour

         or so.”

      


      

      She hung up before I could thank her.


      

      Throughout this conversation, Nollinger had been at my elbow. “I don’t know anything about the restaurant business,” he told

         me. “As far as that goes, I don’t know very much about art, either.”

      


      

      “Do you know what you like?”


      

      “I beg your pardon.”


      

      “Never mind,” I said. “Let’s get out there.”


      

      ***


      

      Despite his musical talent and his advanced degrees in anthropology and primate behavior, Nollinger had not been lying about

         his ignorance of art. I learned the dismaying extent of his ignorance on our journey to Paradise Farm. Anxious that he not

         tip his hand too early, I alternately quizzed and coached him as we drove. Although not unfamiliar with Renaissance biggies

         like da Vinci and Michelangelo, he seemed to have abandoned his art-appreciation classes just as they were forging into the

         terra incognita of the seventeenth century. He knew next to nothing about impressionism, postimpressionism, and the most influential

         twentieth-century movements. He confused Vincent van Gogh with a popular author of science-fiction extravaganzas, believed

         that Pablo Picasso was still alive in France, and contended that N. C. Wyeth was a better painter than his son, Andrew, who

         painted only barns and motionless people. He had never even heard of the contemporary artists whom RuthClaire most esteemed.

      


      

      “You’re a phony,” I said in disgust. “She’ll sniff you out in three minutes—if it takes her that long.”


      

      “Look, Mr. Loyd, you’re the one who concocted this stupid scheme.” 

      


      

      “I know,” I said. “I know.”


      

      “Why don’t we just tell her the truth?”


      

      “The truth wouldn’t have got you out here.” I eased my car into the gravel-strewn drive before the house. “You’d still be

         in Beulah Fork playing your panpipe and waiting for your next tactfully mooched meal.”

      


      

      Nollinger’s jaw went rigid. With visible effort, he swallowed whatever reply he had thought to make. The air of fierce inner

         resolve radiating from him, much like a fever, began to worry me.

      


      

      RuthClaire met us on the front porch, shook Nollinger’s hand, and ushered us inside. We stood about in the sculpture-studded

         foyer like visitors awaiting their guide at a museum. I had not set foot over the threshold since September, and the faint

         but disturbing monkey-house odor that Adam had left in the West Bank was as hard to ignore here as mold on a brick of cheese.

         Nollinger noticed it, too, the incongruous scent of macaques in a barn-like Southern manse. RuthClaire was probably inured

         to the smell by this time, but she caught our sensitivity to it and explained it as the wretched mustiness of a shut-up house

         after a truly severe winter.

      


      

      “I’m not an admirer of yours,” Nollinger blurted. His sallow face turned the color of a ripe plum. “I mean, I probably would

         be if I knew anything about your work, but I don’t. I’m here under false pretenses.”

      


      

      “Criminy,” I murmured.


      

      RuthClaire looked to me for amplification or aid. I rubbed the cold nappy head of a granite satyr next to the oaken china

         cabinet dominating the hall. (It was a baby satyr, with a syrinx very much like Nollinger’s.)

      


      

      “I’m here to see Adam,” he said.


      

      My ex did not take her eyes off me. “He’s outside foraging,” she replied curtly. “How do you happen to know about him?”


      

      “Livia George may have let it slip,” I essayed. “From Livia George to Edna Twiggs to the media of all seven continents.”


      

      “Here,” said Nollinger. He handed RuthClaire the packet of photos I’d taken from the magnolia tree outside the downstairs

         bathroom. Prudently, though, he saved back three or four of the pictures. Without facing away from me, RuthClaire thumbed

         through the batch in her hands.

      


      

      “You’re a Judas, Paul—the most treacherously back-stabbing Benedict Arnold I’ve ever had the misfortune to know. And I actually

         married you! How could that have happened?”

      


      

      To Nollinger I said, “I’m toting up your bill at the West Bank, Herr Professor. It’s going to be a shocker. Just you wait.”


      

      “You told him about Adam,” RuthClaire said. “You volunteered the information.”

      


      

      “I was worried about you. Grant me that much compassionate concern for your welfare. I’m not an unfeeling toad, for Christ’s

         sake.”
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