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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.














“Religion is the first thing and the last thing, and until
a man has found God and has been found by God, he
begins at no beginning, he works to no end.”


H. G. Wells















Beginnings





“In my end is my beginning.”


—T. S. Eliot, “East Coker”





Across the sky, carrion birds that rarely landed in the Temple grounds flew cagy loops. Over the head of the skinny captive next to me, legionaries had nailed a board calling him our king. They’d set my tree at an angle to his. I could read not only his titulus but also the sign above the maggoty-white face of the kid to his right.


REUEL BEN ADLAI, the sign said in Aramaic: THIEF.


And my placard? I couldn’t tilt my head far enough back against the upright to see it, but I knew what the Romans’ paid sign-painter had daubed there:


MISHAEL OF HEBRON, THIEF.


Two robbers, with a king in the middle. The king even had a caption in the occupiers’ tongue:


IESUS NAZARATHAEUS REX IOUDAEORUM.


“Listen,” I said, “if you’re really our deliverer, tell these foreign pigs to take us down.” Smoke from the camps of pilgrims in town for the Passover, and from the cooking fires of the hawkers along the Golgotha road, swept up the hillside past us. Yeshua and Reuel both turned their faces into it to meet my burning eyes.


Reuel said, “Hush. If you can’t fear dying, at least fear God.”


I spat—barely enough to dampen a midge.


“Where you and I deserve this,” Reuel said, “the Nazarene has done nothing.”


“Deliverer! He can’t even deliver himself. He’s earned my scorn, and the people’s, through his blasphemy.” I said this as loudly as I could—even though I didn’t credit his blasphemy for the unsayable reason that I didn’t credit a Father to blaspheme against.


Reuel looked not to me but to Yeshua. “Adonai, remember me when you go up to your throne.”


“This very day, you will have a place beside me in our Father’s kingdom,” Yeshua told him.


“And dogs will adorn themselves with rubies,” I said.


Thunderheads massed beyond the Kidron and thrashed toward the city like a kelp-laced sea. Dust whirled. My tree shook like a mast. So did the uprights from which Yeshua and Reuel hung. Most of the hawkers below us kicked dirt on their fires and hurried for shelter. One of the legionaries guarding us, earlier a victor at dice, twisted Yeshua’s robe around his neck like a shawl, then catcalled the people—vendors, pilgrims, a few timid followers of the Nazarene—scurrying to escape the rain.


Fire ran from the nail holes in my wrists to my armpits and down my flail-bitten sides. I yelped against both it and the wind-rocked swaying of my tree.


—I would also give you water, Mishael. Behold my pain.


These words, spoken to my inward hearing, drew my gaze to Yeshua’s uncomely face. Sweat and grime lined its creases. His eyes (the whites like discolored bone, the irises as dark as falling olives) met mine with something not quite reproach and not quite pity; even so, the mingling of condemnation and ruth in them mysteriously doused the hot ache in my arms and flanks. I shuddered, or else the wind again sped through our little copse of execution posts.


“Who spoke?” I shouted, even though I knew—for Yeshua’s message had come to me like a dream pronouncement, clear word by word but upon awakening a riddle.


“Hold your tongue, lout!” cried Priscus, the legionary who had won Yeshua’s robe.


“I want to know who spoke!”


Priscus jabbed me in my shame with the square end of his spear, and I ran a splinter into my hip reacting to this poke. The only officer on the hillside, a centurion whom the sentries had not yet called by name, turned aside.


—Steady yourself, Mishael. Go steady. It is I.


“But you make no—”


“Shut up, lout!” said Priscus. “Do you want another?”


—Commune as I do, inwardly. What you write in your heart, Mishael, I will receive under its seal.


Yeshua, the fraud addressing me, hung from his tree like one nearly dead. Some women down the hill, crook-fingering among themselves, ignored the pitch-and-churn of the oncoming pall to grapple upslope toward us. Their garments popped like flags, their voices flew away in the windy babel. From another part of the road, a man—one of Yeshua’s unreliable cronies— made his own slow trek upward.


—How trust you? I asked Yeshua in the inward speech he’d just advised. Even an ignorant village sorcerer could pick the mind of one nailed to a post.


—Split a log and I am there, Yeshua said nonsensically. Pick up a stone and I sparkle in its seams.


—But nothing in you sparkles of the Messiah. How trust you, Nazarene, when I know even the Father for a lie?


A shrieking gust rattled our posts in their sockets and tore Yeshua’s robe from Priscus’ neck. It flapped down the back of Golgotha like a market thief fleeing a pack of angry vendors. The man climbing toward us caught the robe on his outstretched arm and clutched it to him.


—Whoever curses the Father may find forgiveness, Yeshua said, as may that person who curses me. But whoever blasphemes the Holy Spirit will discover forgiveness neither in this city nor in the lasting one to come.


“A dog returns to its vomit,” I said. “And the fool to his folly.”


Priscus considered poking me again, but refrained when the women struggling uphill on one path and the robe-clutching man doing so on another had drawn close enough to hail Yeshua even over the wind’s keening. In fact, Priscus retrieved the robe he’d diced for. With his centurion’s approval, he even let the interlopers linger amidst our posts. They regarded me, when they looked up at me at all, as if I’d fallen among them from a shadow kingdom of demons and blights.


—What happens at the end? I asked Yeshua. What becomes of us, when the world has dwindled into a carcass?


—Do you know the beginning, Mishael, that you can ask so beseechingly after the end?


—Yeshua, I can’t help but ask.


—In our end is our beginning.


—I beg you, riddle me not.


—Whoever stands at the beginning stands blessed.


—My blood flows out. And my strength.


—For whoever stands at the beginning will fully comprehend the end. Even dying, that one will live. Out of aching rage, I cried, “Demons take you!”


—Mishael, you knew me at the first. Here, you hang with me in the extremity of my sacrifice. Give over your taunts and die into the beginning.


Riddles! How had I known Yeshua “at the first”? I rolled my balding pate against the upright and shut my burning eyes. The Mount of Olives, the Temple, the Antonia Fortress—all now lay under a bruised-lavender fleece of clouds. This buckling, sky-borne fleece was visible to me even with my eyes closed. I could feel the oddly freshening winds and hear above Golgotha the expectant cries of carrion birds.


Yeshua spoke aloud, “Woman, look upon your son.” I opened my eyes. Yeshua didn’t mean for the woman to look at him, but at the male lackey who had just arrived. To this bearded man, Yeshua said, “And, you, embrace your mother.”


Obediently, the lackey pulled the woman to him (her pinched face briefly seemed a window on a younger self, but only for an instant) and helped her back down the hillside to the road we doomed captives had earlier stumbled out on.


Weeping, the other three women tripped along behind them, but stopped at some distance and refused to move even another cubit toward Jerusalem.


“I thirst,” Yeshua said.


“Wait for the rain,” Priscus said.


But his superior, the centurion, put a sponge on his spear tip, thrust it into an amphora of spoiled wine, and lifted it to Yeshua’s lips. Yeshua leaned his head to mouth the sponge, sipped from it feebly, then turned his head aside. The purple on his lips trickled down his chin into the raw gulley of his breastbone.


“It’s over.” Almost at once, Yeshua slumped from the nails driven between his wrist bones, and his body hung like a plucked fowl tied to a stake.


“Has his spirit left him?” called one of the women.


“The bastard’s dead!” Priscus shouted down to her, and the women, after briefly conferring, trotted toward the city gate through the first cold knives of rain.


A thunderclap sundered the air, a ram’s horn trumpet blew from an eastern wall, and Golgotha shrugged like a leviathan rolling under a Roman freighter. Our execution posts shunted upward, dropped, tilted out of true.


Reuel screamed. The centurion, Priscus, and a legionary named Macer fell with a single cry on the laced leather strips of their body armor. Then the centurion glanced up in awe at Yeshua and said something lilting and unintelligible. Priscus, on the other hand, jumped up and pricked Yeshua under the ribs with his spear. As if he’d just split a wine skin, blood and water gushed out.


It was about the ninth hour of the day. Passover torrents rattled the olive groves, beat upon the city’s pavements, and pocked the grassless hillsides. I lifted my eyes bemusedly to this downpour.


—Taste the rain and I am on your tongue, a voice told me. Sanctify the end and a beginning comes to birth.


Three muddy legionaries stood at an awkward remove, eyeing Reuel and me with glum dutifulness. The rain had stopped. The thunderhead had pulled itself threadbare, revealing in the east several fringy blue armlets. Yeshua had died, but Reuel and I still clung in our pain and contumely to the afternoon’s last daylight. Such fires crackled in my bones and along my sinews, however, that I would have gladly let go of my life.


A fresh squad of soldiers from the Antonia Fortress slogged out of the city and up the hillside.


The squad’s leader said, “Rufilius, we’ve come to break their legs. The Jews don’t want them to die out here on their plaguey Sabbath.”


“Go ahead,” Priscus said. “The sooner I get off this muddy hill the better.”


The centurion Rufilius said, “Omit the one in the middle. His spirit’s left him.”


“Already?” said the leg-breakers’ leader. “Didn’t last long for a king, did he?”


The soldiers wondered about Yeshua’s short time aloft. He must have had some hidden illness. He must have had more woman to him than man. Or maybe fear had cleft his heart.


Rufilius stepped away from the others. “Get on with it!” he barked.


The men drew lots for the honor of using the hammer. A big kid named Capito won. He teased Priscus about the mud-flecked robe he’d won dicing. A true Roman would rather win a hammer swing than any piece of a Hebrew’s womanish garb. A legionary named Strabo produced a wine skin, and all of them but Rufilius drank from it.


Reuel groaned weakly. This drew the soldiers’ attention, and Capito, hefting the mallet, stumbled over to Reuel’s post and smashed his legs below the knee with two or three wayward blows. Reuel cried out.


But only once. His feet slipped clear of the stipes, and the weight of his body dragged down his lungs, to keep him from groaning more.


“Capito, you don’t know what you’re doing,” said Priscus, laughing.


“Then what better way for me to learn?”


The road to the city gate had begun to fill once more with hawkers, pilgrims, onlookers. The Passover camps teemed again with life. The curious stood huddled on the road’s margin, gaping up at our little forest and the haphazard doings of the legionaries. More of Yeshua’s followers had gathered in the storm’s wake than had visited Golgotha during the brunt of his agony. As before, women outnumbered men.


“So, Mishael, what thievery brought you to this shameful pass?” Capito asked me in clumsy Aramaic.


“A 1-1-lamb,” I said.


“A lamb?”


Priscus laughed scornfully. “Sacrificial animals. Lambs, goats, rams, doves, pigeons.”


“Oh, so he stole offerings meant for the stiff-necked God of the Jews?” Capito looked up at me again. “Good for you. Such treachery deserves a boon.”


A boon? I thought.


Capito broke only my right leg—with a crisp, well-placed strike of the mallet head. I yelped and cursed, then slumped whimpering through gritted teeth.


At length, though, as the legionaries busied themselves drinking and pointing out pretty female pilgrims to slander, I got my good leg under me and lifted myself against my tree’s upright, easing the tax on my lungs. In fact, in this way, I could go on breathing. In, out; in, out; each gasping breath a stab and a hiss.


—I am the vine, the vinedresser, the vintager, the wine.


No one but me, I think, heard this new riddle. The guards, except for Rufilius, were bickering like street urchins; Reuel, meanwhile, had strangled to death a scant half hour after the breaking of his legs.


Flies tiptoed through my sweat. Cooking smoke curled into my eyes and nostrils.


—I am the wheat, the gleaner, the baker, the bread.


This riddle pricked me. In the hour before sunset, a party of Jews came toiling up Golgotha. Two thickset, well-dressed elderly men led it. Two younger men followed with a cart, behind which marched four or five women. The cart held an assortment of stoppered earthenware vessels and a pile of clean linen strips.


“I have permission from Pilate to take away the Nazarene’s body,” said the richer-looking of the two old Jews. He showed his authorization to Rufilius.


“And who are you?” said Rufilius, squinting at it.


“Joseph of Arimathea.”


Yeshua’s other disciples—if they warranted that title—refused to name themselves. The women wept audibly, while the old Pharisee standing next to the Arimathean gazed up at Yeshua with a look of heavy strickenness.


“I don’t care if you take them all,” Rufilius said. “Just be quick about it.”


The young men who’d pulled the cart, with the bumbling help of Joseph and his portly friend, uprooted the central tree and lowered it hand over hand to the ground. They used a metal claw to draw the spikes from Yeshua’s wrists, then carried his body to the cart bed. The women treated the most visible signs of his scourging with aloes and myrrh, rubbed him from crown to foot with spices, and bound him as they would a baby in linen ribbons very like swaddling clothes.


Indeed, this last sight recalled to me the face of Yeshua’s mother, and not only from that peculiar moment just before the thunderstorm.


“Bread,” I said to myself. “House of bread.”


“This man lives,” the old Pharisee said. “Less than an hour till sunset and he lives.”


Out of respect for the coming Sabbath, Priscus offered to kill me with his spear. The Pharisee snorted and appealed directly to Rufilius.


“Once you’ve broken their legs,” he said, “the law says you forfeit any further right to help them die.”


“Whose law?—Capito, break that thief’s other leg.”


“It’s too late for that,” the Pharisee said. “Because the Sabbath nears, you must yield him to whoever comes to take him down.”


“He’ll die within hours anyway,” Rufilius said.


“Then why not allow us to spare you the bother of disposing of him?”


“Let them have their king,” Priscus said. “Let them have all three. Who’s to question your report, sir?”


Yeshua’s death had awed and then dispirited Rufilius. “All right. Take them.” He formed up his men (both his own guards and the late-arriving squad of leg-breakers) and marched them down hill in a tipsy gaggle. They chanted smutty cadences all the way to the city gate.


“Call me Nicodemus, Mishael of Hebron,” the Pharisee said. “I think perhaps you’ve paid for your thievery.”


As they’d brought down Yeshua, they brought me down. (They also soon reclaimed the body of Reuel.) They washed me as best they could and placed me gently in the cart. A secluded garden of tombs bordered the execution site, and Joseph of Arimathea told Yeshua’s cronies to cart us there, there to lay Yeshua and Reuel in a pair of tombs of Joseph’s ownership.


I rode to the tombs beside the two dead men, and at every lurch I gasped. The work of the soldiers’ whips had left my back a map of welts and ridges.


“A scourging, nearly ten hours on the tree, a broken leg, and the man still lives,” Nicodemus said. “Is this the rabbi’s last sign?”


“He would’ve done better to work it on his own behalf,” the woman said.


Nicodemus and his wife, with the help of an awkward boy of twelve or so, lowered me into the lustral bath in the cloister of their comfortable house in Jerusalem. Rainwater helped feed this mikveh. Because of the recent storm, then, it shimmered and brimmed as I went down into it. Nicodemus’s wife scooped a pair of leaves and the husk of a dead wasp from the surface and departed with the boy. I sat unsteadily on the lowest of the mikveh’s three stone steps as the cool water nibbled at me like schools of tender fish.


“We should have that leg tended to,” Nicodemus said.


“Not now. Just this. Thank you.”


“I’m astonished you’re able to support yourself at all, Mishael, even with the water to buoy you. Yeshua and that other man died out there—yet you look old enough to have sired even the unjustly condemned Nazarene.”


The Sabbath had arrived. A torch in the cloister rippled in smoky reds and oranges in the surface of my bath. Nicodemus was of two minds about my presence in his mikveh. That I had entered it to soothe my body rather than to cleanse my spirit troubled him. Seated on a stone bench nearby (ready to rescue me if I fainted and slipped all the way under), he talked to cover my silences and to distract himself from the grief rising in him. Mostly, he talked of Yeshua. His voice laved me as the water did, as if lapping me from the coast of an unexplored country.


“… of water and the spirit,” he said at length.


Those words, quietly uttered, slapped like a wave. “You’ve built an idol in your heart to Yeshua,” I said.


Nicodemus took a moment to reply. “At the moment he died, the curtain in the Temple tore from top to bottom.”


“Who told you that?”


“A person I trust.” The torchlight reflected in Nicodemus’ eyes made him seem both younger and weaker. “Touched by the rabbi’s words and deeds, I visited him one night to ask him about one of his teachings. Answering, he implied that he was God’s incarnate son, sent to die for us.”


“I almost died for myself,” I said. “And Reuel surely died for Reuel. In his case, Yeshua’s dying made no difference. Am I to believe that everyone else will live forever?”


Nicodemus shrugged.


“Another question: How may that which does not exist call into existence a ‘son’?”


It took a moment for Nicodemus to absorb this strange—indeed, unheard of—notion. “Your words pollute my mikveh, Mishael.” He didn’t try to evict me from it, however, but perched there like an ugly plaster statue of himself.


“Yeshua’s mother looked … very human,” I said.


“And why not? She is.”


“Her face and the Arimathean’s burial clothes reminded me that I once saw her cradling Yeshua as an infant.” My head felt light as a sea medusa’s bladder.


Nicodemus rose to his feet. “Don’t mock me, thief. I already doubt the wisdom, if not the good-neighborliness, of bringing you to my home.”


“No mockery,” I said. “I once saw your incarnate Son of God as a baby, his butt cheeks rash-mottled and his swaddling clothes wringing and smeared.”


“Explain this,” Nicodemus said.


While I explained, Nicodemus paced his cloister.


In Hebron, I was orphaned at twelve. I fed myself by doing hundreds of petty errands and sometimes even cutting purses. In the countryside, I pruned vines, tended sheep, and harvested wheat. A lustful vintner from Herodium used me for two years as his catamite. At fifteen, I broke free, turning to thievery for my livelihood.


One spring, in open pastureland, I chanced upon a shepherd who told me of a couple from Galilee who, for some bothersome Roman administrative reason, had gone afoot and donkeyback to a nearby village. There the woman had given birth. My informant and several other shepherds had befriended the couple, carrying them water, figs, dates, and portions of hot-spiced lamb. They kept this up for two or three days, embarrassed and angered by the lack of hospitality that most of their fellow Bethlehemites had shown the travelers.


If I hungered, the shepherd said, I should call upon these people. They had leftover food aplenty and errands I could run to repay them for sharing it with me.


I found the woman (in truth, a girl only a bit older than me) and her grizzled husband sunning themselves on a ledge in front of the limestone hole where they had taken shelter after villager after villager had rebuffed them. Their ribby donkey colt grazed downslope in a stand of thistles. They gave me bread, cheese, raisins, some savory lamb. I clearly recall the donkey amidst the thistles, the food, and the couple’s candid, undemonstrative friendliness—but I can’t, today, recall their names. This was over thirty years ago, and in my wanderings to that point, landmarks and raw luck had always meant more to me than people and their uncertain alms.


I stayed two days with the Galileans, gathering firewood, grooming the colt, washing their infant son’s wrappings and laying them out on the rocks to dry. Once, I even went into the village with the halt-footed husband so he could fulfill some undone part of the registration procedure.


That night, back from this tiresome chore, I lay down in a corner and slept. Twice, at least, the baby woke me crying, obviously indifferent to the notion that God might prefer his human heir to behave with rabbinical dignity, even in a cave. The mother quieted her very baby like infant by slipping it an inflamed-looking nipple.


The next day, the couple had me watch their child in the cave while, outside, they put balm on a running sore on the donkey’s withers and loaded the animal with their belongings. I’ve never liked babies much. They make too much noise, a lot of it mysterious or silly. This one, lying in a stone trough lined with straw, followed me with eyes as lively as a pair of dungball-pushing beetles. It prated an abracadabra babble and puffed out its cheeks. When it began to fuss, focusing on me with an acuity I had never seen in a newborn, I went to it and undid the linen straps in which its mother had so tightly wound it.


Outside, to protest its loading, the donkey reared, brayed, and sliced the husband’s robe with one quicksilver forehoof. Then, ducking its head, it trotted downslope, heedless of the man and woman’s shouts. When they chased it, I looked about the cave for some unpacked item to take. All that presented itself was a delicate cedar box that held, I discovered, a single gold ingot small enough to rest on my palm. I carried the box outside and hid it in a thorny shrub.


The baby, free of its swaddling, began to thrash and wail. I hurried back inside to calm it. It shut up as soon as it saw me hovering over it. Its eyes—how to say this?—had the cunning glitter of a very old man’s; they also had a kind of pity-filled gaiety, a gentleness that struck to my very heart—like an adz head, or an insult.


I pinched the baby’s nose with two fingers and pulled its head out of the straw, then let go of its nose so that its head dropped back with a jolting bounce. The baby made a dovelike murmur. I grabbed one of its big toes and twisted it. This time the baby voiced a yelp, which grew into an insucking cry that brought its parents running.


“Shhhhh,” I went. “Shhhhh, shhhhh, shhhhh.”


The naked baby continued to wail. I grabbed it up from its feed-trough manger. Afraid that it would either pee on or spit up all over me, I quickly turned it around, suspending it over the cave floor with its pudgy arms outstretched and its bony feet adangle. This pose so surprised the baby that it shut up, hiccoughing rather than screaming. At that moment, though, its mother ducked inside.


“He dirtied himself again, mistress,” I said. “But I’ve taken care of it. See. He needed air.”


(The look on that child-woman’s face appeared again today on the face of Yeshua’s mother.)


She said, “Mishael, give him to me,” and took the baby out of my hands. She cradled it against her shoulder, examined it, cooed to it. “Now, leave.”


So I did, surprising, as I darted out, both the woman’s husband and their well-laden donkey colt.


Later, after the couple had left for Jerusalem for their son’s circumcision, I returned to the hills for the hidden cedar box and the gold ingot inside it.


“An incredible story,” Nicodemus said. “But for your sake, I hope you lie.”


“No.”


“Then I fear you pollute not only my mikveh but also the rabbi’s sojourn on Golgotha.”


“Neither of us knows the end of that story.”


“You know nothing at all, Mishael.”


“Whoever stands at the beginning will fully comprehend the end.” For the first time, this saying made sense to me.


“You comprehend nothing.”


“Perhaps your Nazarene is who he said he was.”


“He’s dead, isn’t he?”


“In our end is our beginning.”


“He died up there!” Nicodemus said in heartfelt anguish.


“Hallow the end and a beginning comes to birth.”


“Dead, dead, dead, dead, dead!” Nicodemus had removed the belt of his tunic. With each word, he flicked the belt into his mikveh, right under my face: pock, pock, pock, pock, pock. “And you, man, deserve no boon at all!”


“Of water and the spirit,” I said.


With one well-placed blow of his hammer, Capito broke my other leg. Not long after that, I hobbled across.
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ABSOLUTE ZERO: You have entered a small auditorium or theater to see an animated documentary of the history of place holders in the affairs of the human species. I am your narrator. I have no name, but my voice identifies me as female. At present, of course, you find yourself staring at a blank or blackened screen and listening to the unemotional cadences of my voice-over. Experimental films, whether live-action or animated, have never particularly interested you (the third game of this year’s World Series is being broadcast tonight on commercial television), but someone with affectedly modish tastes and an irresistibly bullying manner prevailed upon you to come, and so here you are, your sole consolation the absence of a line at the ticket counter and hence the lack of any need to function as a place holder in an annoying queue. Still, the house is three-quarters empty, and the loud garrulity of your companion has made you shrink into yourself like a sick man’s penis. You slump down so far in your seat that no one but those in immediately adjacent rows can see you. The strain of this posture induces you to remember that yesterday you obtained a replacement for a lost Social Security card and that a computer error gave you the disquieting number 000-00-0000. Moreover, it frightens you that the film you are about to watch (if ever a visual image breaks in upon the screen’s blindness) has no title.




“zero, absolute: lowest temperature point that is theoretically possible: 0° Kelvin, -273.2° Centigrade or -459.8° Fahrenheit; the point has been very closely approached, but cannot be attained in experiments.” Siegfried Mandel, Dictionary of Science (New York: Dell, 3rd printing, 1972), p. 365.
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“ZERO AT THE BONE”: This caption dawns at the bottom of the screen, beneath a flash-frozen flood of spectacularly cold light. A glacier of empearled lambency. You begin to believe that either on the Centigrade or the Fahrenheit scale, absolute zero has been attained. Two weeks into October and the operators of this theater are cavalierly running the air conditioning at topmost tilt. This frightens you, too. You begin to shiver, but have no strength to stand and stalk out. Zero at the bone. Where have you heard that before? A literary allusion, isn’t it? But who first said it? Nobody. Nobody that you can remember, and with your vitiated will and your brand-new, identity-mocking Social Security card, you’re nobody, too. Take heart, Mr. 000-00-0000. Even yet, you are more than I, for I am as fearfully close to a nonentity as anyone could ever be. You hold your place in the clammy flesh, but I mine only at the sufferance of the anonymous animators who sponsored this project and only as a voice. I have no Social Security number at all. I am probably of a completely different nationality. French, maybe, or Japanese. Hiroshima, Mon Amour. (Does my accent identify me?) I have attained 0° Kelvin on the scale of my own self-esteem and hence have reached absolute zero in an absolute personal sense. Only my task as narrator preserves me from total nullity. Aught that I am, I ought not to exist in any guise, even a scratchy vocal one. It scares me, 000-00-0000.




“zero: an insignificant person; a dull nobody. For synonyms see OAF [U.S. slang, mid 1900spres.]” Richard Spears, Slang and Euphemism: A Dictionary of Oaths, Curses, Insults, Racial Slurs, Sexual Slang and Metaphor, Drug Talk, Homosexual Lingo, and Related Matters, Abridged Edition (New York: Signet, 1982), p. 448.


000-00-0000





“A LONG TIME AGO, THE HUMAN SPECIES DIDN’T KNOW NOTHING”: Everything that you have heard me say to this point, only you have heard. It all represents a kind of inadmissible prologue that I have laid down solely to establish a connection between us. “A long time ago, the human species didn’t know nothing.” There. That voice-over narrative hook, as coyly inelegant as it may be, begins the sound track proper just an instant or two after your eyes have registered the two-dimensional snowfield captioned “zero at the bone.” Bones are often fossils, and fossils take us back to the beginning. Or near it.




NARRATOR: A long time ago, the human species didn’t know nothing. By which we mean to report that although early human civilizations were far from mathematically illiterate (else how could they have practiced astronomy or built the pyramids?), the concept of zero, today such a commonplace that even kindergarteners comprehend it, eluded discovery for centuries. Addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division all went forward without benefit of the empty-headed symbol that Einstein himself once referred to as a “goose egg.” So did score-keeping in such popular diversions as gladiatorial combat and roc-potting. Indeed, until the advent of the symbol itself, mathematicians (and, yes, royal scorekeepers) were forced to acknowledge this troublesome nonesuch by leaving strategic gaps in their rows of figures. Blathermore and blahforth, blah blah blah blah blah





On the screen, my dear 000-00-0000, a montage of Leonardo da Vinci-ish sketches (animated, of course) depicting all the historical tidbits I continue to rehearse verbally for you and your seatmates. But I’ve gone under like this (again) to address you (once more) on a subliminal level because they are NOTHING to me. What I say for your ears only, Mister Nowhere Man, must therefore lift you from the status of theatergoing cipher to (at least) that of marginal entity, even if I myself remain only a place holder in the emptiness of your soul.




“Although there are only nine counters in each row of the abacus, there are actually ten possible arrangements. Besides using any number of counters from one to nine in a row, it is also possible to use no counter—that is, to leave the place at the counting position empty. This escaped all the great Greek mathematicians and was not recognized until the ninth century, when some unnamed Hindu thought of representing the tenth alternative by a special symbol, which the Arabs called ‘sifr’ (‘empty’) and which has come down to us, in consequence, as ‘cipher’ or, in more corrupt form, ‘zero.’” Asimov’s Guide to Science (New York: Basic Books, 1972), p. 876.





000-00-0000


000-00-0000


A FUNNY THING HAPPENED TO ME ON THE WAY TO THE VACUUM: Your companion has fallen asleep in his seat. An animated documentary on the topic of mathematical place holders has turned out to be not at all to his taste. Buffoonishly, in outright competition with my voice-over, he snores as loudly as earlier he talked. (You wish that in the torn upholstered theater chair next to you reposed only a gap.) Even though the actor Zero Mostel is dead, your companion resembles a poignantly weary Zero Mostel, his jowls wagging, his projector-illuminated lips puffing with each crass expulsion of breath. Too bad for him. At this point, the film is almost amusing. The animators have conjured a colorful promenade of cartoonish figures who have borne the unfortunate forename Zero, including the actor whom your companion resembles, a Greek philosopher whose writings on various metaphysical matters were lost forever in the fire at Alexandria, a buck-toothed character in the comic strip Beetle Bailey, and a certain JS (“The Unknown Citizen”), whose first name might as well have been Zero, because although there was no official complaint against him, the government has recently issued him a Social Security card bearing upon it the cipher-laden series 000-00-0000. The animators have rendered this last archetypal figure without a face. Helplessly, you put your hands to your not ill-sculpted features to see if they are still there.




“It’s a joy to see Messrs. Mostel, Silvers and Gilford romping through this farce, and it reminds us again of the unfortunate way in which the movies have neglected and wasted the enormous talents of these three comics. Mostel is much more than a comic—he is, simply, one of the very greatest actors alive.” Steven H. Scheur, ed., Movies on TV: 1978-79 Edition (New York: Bantam Books, Eighth [revised] edition, 6th printing), p. 261.





But, of course, he isn’t alive anymore. Neither are most of the unsung human beings who survived well into this century, many with considerably more auspicious forenames than Zero.


000-00-0000


ZERO DRIFT: More snow, more instructive cartoons. You note the absence of a comforting lump under the outer edge of your left buttock and realize that your billfold is gone. A battered wallet with plastic inserts for credit cards and family photographs. You actually employ only a few of these transparent envelopes. (A K-Mart photo-booth mugshot of your father, fifteen years old, is precious to you, but the only paternal feature that you can recall with any degree of certainty has its proper home in the 1950s, i.e., the man’s graying, military-style crewcut.) One such plastic insert does contain your Social Security card, and the loss of that piece of official identification truly frets you, deflecting your attention from both the film and your companion’s snoring. Did your wallet slip from your back pocket and fall to the floor? A clumsy search in the dark finds nothing to support this hypothesis—unless the person behind you has already picked it up and hidden it in his or her clothes. Or maybe your pocket was picked by one of the unwashed attendees milling about in the lobby before the houselights went down. If so, the thief has acquired 1) only a dollar or two, 2) an homogenized likeness of your father, who either died in the recent past or else joined the brainwashed minions of a charismatic religious sectarian, and 3) tentative control of the nine zeros on your Social Security card. You imagine the thief doing everything in his power to divest himself of this fearful numerological curse, planting the card on some unsuspecting stooge, who, upon discovering it, either drops it in a tempting spot in a public place or else surreptitiously passes it on to yet another anonymous victim. You imagine this cycle continuing until every person in the world has briefly experienced the private celebrity of administrative extinction.


000-00-0000




“zero drift n : a gradual change in the scale zero of a measuring instrument (as a thermometer or a galvanometer)” Webster’s Third New International Dictionary (G. & C. Merriam Co., 1976), vol. III, p. 2658.


000-00-0000





WEIGHTLESSNESS: The narrator of this untitled film weighs even less than I do. She has only her voice to project into the void. And weightlessness, of course, occurs automatically in environments possessing, either naturally or artificially, the “negative” attribute of ZERO GRAVITY. Like absolute zero, zero gravity is difficult to attain in the everyday operation of the world. The narrator of this “animated documentary,” for instance, sounds inordinately serious about my coerced attendance tonight, the loss of my wallet, and the (falsely) ominous misassignment to me of a nine-digit Social Security number whose digits are in fact ciphers or place holders. Objectively speaking, clinically speaking, we are all place holders, but the subjective dimension has the power to redeem us from the anonymity of vast perspectives and the omnipotent longview. I am chuckling sardonically to myself as I scrunch here, and I would urge the faceless woman upon whose heavy subvocalizations I have been involuntarily eavesdropping ever since the projector began to purr, “Lighten up.” My friend Zero Mostel (not his real name) has already pronounced judgment on the filmmakers’ ponderous approach to their subject matter, and I would wake him up and suggest going home except that I would rather endure his snoring than his inevitable angry response to any tactless hint that he may have been sleeping.




“zero-sum game n : a game in which the cumulative winnings equal the cumulative losses.” Ibid.


00-00-0000





“NOTHING CAN BE CREATED OUT OF NOTHING.”—LUCRETIUS: And you of course compound the denial of my reality by speaking around me to an unidentified second-person auditor as if I were not even here. Look at the caption on the screen, 000-00-0000, the one from Lucretius, and let me inform you that I have not misread your unspoken anxiety and that your flippant response to my compassionate intrusions (for I have addressed you by name each time I’ve undercut my own narration to talk to you) qualifies as a self-defense mechanism. I have not manufactured my analysis in the absence of facts, I have NOT made something from nothing.




“Recent discoveries in particle physics have suggested mechanisms whereby matter can be created in empty space by the cosmic gravitational field, which only leaves the origin of spacetime itself as a mystery …


“We have seen how the quantum factor permits events to occur without causes in the subatomic world. Particles, for example, can appear out of nowhere without specific causation … Thus, spacetime could pop out of nothingness as the result of a causeless quantum transition.” Paul Davies, God and the New Physics (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1983), pp. 214-215.


000-00-0000





I THINK I’M TURNING JAPANESE: Handbooks on proper English usage tell us that the plural of the word zero may be either zeros or zeroes. Both before and during the years of World War II, the Japanese built 10,937 “Zeroes” (or “Zeros”). This was an aircraft properly called the Mitsubishi A6M, a single-seat fighter famous for its use by the Japanese Navy in kamikaze assaults on U.S. vessels in the Pacific. The pilots of the notorious Zeros (or Zeroes) divebombed their explosives-filled airplanes into American carriers, destroyers, and troopships, sacrificing their own lives for the sake of the embattled homeland. Perhaps the Mitsubishi A6M became known as the Zero because its kamikaze pilots were expendable ciphers in the Japanese war effort, persons of no individual consequence, nobodies. This is certainly what they became, physically, at the moment of sacrificial impact, but as a transplanted countrywoman of these fallen heroes (rarely, if ever, heros), I must point out that they also attained the absolute zero of apotheosis in their own native religiometaphysical faith. Nobodies became somebodies, if only briefly, through violent self-negation, subtracting their Zeros (or Zeroes) from the sum total of the Divine Wind. A zero-sum game of existential profundity, played for keeps. Everyone is temporarily a celebrity in death, and the victim of violent self-sacrifice even more so. This is an amusing paradox that I tell you, 000-00-0000, to offset the gravity of my public narration.




“I remember not so long ago being in the Imperial War Museum where they have the front section of a Zero fighter cut through the cockpit. One can actually stand looking into the cockpit. And one can see what’s actually underneath the plane; looking up into the interior, one can see every rivet. An enormous sort of tragic poetry surrounds that plane in the Imperial War Museum. One can see all those Japanese men at work; women in their factories in some Tokyo suburb stamping the rivets into this particular plane. One can imagine the plane later on a carrier in the Pacific … J.G. Ballard, “Interview with JGB by Graeme Revell,” Re/Search, No. 8-9, 1984, p. 47.





Uncertain of my age, maybe I am one of those women. Maybe I am the daughter of one of those women.


000-00-0000


ZERO VISIBILITY: But individuating myself in this way, in an aesthetic experience predicated on the abstract universality of its components, has terrified you, hasn’t it? You have no desire to know the crass autobiographical details of my background, such gross distinguishing factors as my parents’ nationality, the fortuitously erotic placement of a birthmark I can only dimly remember, the psychic scars of past rejections. You don’t want to see me stamping rivets into an airplane. And you don’t want to hear me plaintively confess the ways in which I abased myself for a man who knocked me up and then vanished from my life as thoroughly as if someone had dismembered his body and cleverly deep-sixed the pieces. (I had an abortion.) You prefer knowing me as a script-bound voice. You don’t want to see me at all. You can’t see me. Of course, the limits on your ability to visualize me derive from the homeopathic nature of your own self-defining anxieties.




See Webster’s Third New International Dictionary, vol. III, p. 2657, for details.


000-00-0000





DISINTEGRATION <ZERO HOUR> EVOLUTION: Has my analysis annihilated you? The projector continues to purr, but the preternatural fixity of your eyeballs suggests a kind of defensive catatonia. Maybe I can knock down your irrational defenses with tenderness.




NARRATOR: Lorenz Oken, a German philosopher and biologist, had the bent of a Pythogarean mystic. He believed that reality couches itself in a variety of mathematical symbols. According to Oken, zero is simultaneously nothingness and infinity. Positive and negative numbers issue from zero in opposite directions, and this process parallels the descending and ascending order of animate and inanimate objects in our natural world. Oken also held that, metaphysically speaking, zero is God and that the decay of matter to “mucus” and the ascent of living creatures toward higher and higher levels of self-awareness reveal God’s wish to embody himself in nature. This philosophy, so attractive to American Transcendentalists, has a tacit counterpart in that of the kamikaze pilots who killed themselves for the state. It is not so bad to be Nothing. Sometimes, in fact, it is everything. If zero is God, and if our entire cosmos arose spontaneously from nothing, think for a moment on the vast potential of a single person’s self-conscious anonymity.





The number 000-00-0000, you see, permits interpretation as nine place holders awaiting the substitution of weightier counters. Hiroshima, mon amour, need not haunt us forever.




“love n … 7: a score of zero in tennis and some other games: NOTHING” Webster’s, vol. II, p. 1340. [Probably from the French l’oeuf, the egg, because of the zero’s resemblance to a goose egg when the score is recorded on a chalk board or a slate visible to the contestants or the spectators at a tennis match.]







“zero hour n : compare H HOUR, COUNTDOWN, CRISIS, and DAY OF RECKONING” Webster’s, vol. III, p. 2658 [semi-faulty citation].







“zero population growth: a short-term consequence of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, a long-term consequence of the death of love. (Game, match, set)” Richard Bowers, Paul Erlich, and Charles Remington. A Latter-Day Devil’s Dictionary (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1969), p. 191 [altogether faulty citation].





GROUND ZERO: And so of course we come down to this. We zeroize (or, rather, you zeroize) the seeming impossibility of a relationship between us by projecting my whispered appeals into the intangible narration of an artsy-fartsy film or by dismissing them as the grating rhonchus of a male companion who forced your attendance at this cornily hip event. But I am not invisible, I am not merely a voice emanating in matter-of-fact nuances from the speakers in this converted chemistry auditorium, and I am most definitely not a buffoonish double for someone resembling the late Zero Mostel. That that unfeeling person (the place holder separating us) knocked me up I can’t deny, and that I am the nisei offspring of immigrant parents I have never done anything to hide from you. Look at me. How could I? And so we sit here side by side an ocean apart (the Pacific, presumably) suffering the chill of the air conditioning and the absolute zero at the bone of our fears of and for the other. The emphatic details of my identity obliterate you. They wipe you out. It is not your wallet that you have lost but your way through the labyrinth of my intimidating personal history. You have forgotten, if you ever knew, that “except for zero itself, every number raised to the zero power is defined as equal to 1.” (That is what we could have been.) Or maybe the comic misassignment to you of Social Security card 000-00-0000 is no misassignment at all. Maybe, in this single mordant instance, the state has not erred. It has atomized you as you have atomized me, but by impersonal chance rather than by deliberate choice. Which is why it is astonishing that either of us should continue to hurt.




Look, 000-00-0000, the lights are coming up.


000-00-0000













Snapshots from the Butterfly Plague



Two cruel Aprils ago, a swarm of monarchs—see-through amber and hosiery black—wheeled down on a baby carriage parked next to a boathouse on Mockingbird Lake. The butterflies landed on the baby’s face, then clung there like a swaying tower of miniature flags. (Twenty Thousand Flags Over Georgia.)


From my bicycle on an trail above the boathouse, I saw it all. It never occurred to me to think those monarchs were murdering the kid, suffocating him the way Edward the Second’s assassins crushed the poor king under a table. But the returning mother’s scream, along with a whispery stampede of retreating infanticides, made me think again.


As everyone knows, incidents of lepidopteran hostility increased after that bewildering first incident. From Montreal to San Diego, kaleidoscopic kamikaze strikes on ballparks left dozens of players, and countless fans, battered almost to insensibility by siroccos of pitiless silk.


The culprits weren’t monarchs only, but azures, swallowtails, metalmarks, hairstreaks: squadrons of flamboyant loveliness that dropped out of the sky or exploded from peach trees; wheat fields, cattle pastures.


And when butterfly silkstorms fanned into our cities, smearing windshields, appliquéing engine grilles, Osterizing themselves in revolving doors, cycloning through subway stations like opalescent confetti, randomly canonizing winos, bag ladies, and whores (even as, tenderly, they snuffed them), Uncle Sam mobilized the National Guard.


Frightened boys in combat gear gassed every butterfly-flooded urban canyon, or else they shot to kill with evil-looking automatic weapons. In fact, on the Fourth of July, in the parking lot of Atlanta/Fulton County Stadium, a platoon of burr-headed guardies machine-gunned a flight of anglewings, pearl crescents, and red admirals. The carnage—if that’s the word—was spectacular. So was the noise.


Jodi-Marie and I watched from a wall above the parking lot. To us, the deafening tat-tat-tat! was like a firefight with the wash line of a shah: brocades disintegrating, Shantungs tattering in air, the entire blazing wardrobe of a royal household parachuting into orange and purple scrap.


“It’s for the birds,” Jodi-Marie said as we illegally pedaled the shoulder of Oklahoma’s 1-40 between Yukon and Hydro.


“What’s for the birds?” I said. (Probably, it was fancying myself a Tour de France competitor on a day so hot it could have been radioactive.)


“Damn it, Dennis, I said it’s like that old flick, The Birds.” Jodi-Marie reached out to halt me, bestriding the mountain bike I’d bought her like some leggy, Lycra-clad gal in a Bicycle Guide ad. “Except it’s butterflies instead of birds.”


Jodi-Marie hadn’t been born when The Birds came out. Me, I’d been at Duke, digging the Beatles and pot-smoking my way to a hippy peacenik vision of Shangri-La.


Still, Jodi-Marie wanted points for the allusion—which, by then, was so old-hat I had to tell myself that she did deserve some credit; after all, it’s hard to stay abreast of things when you’re self-propellering your tassels in the Cheetah Lounge five to seven hours a night.


That’s why she liked me: my inherited cash and my savvy about the world. I wasn’t just some crusty old bum—I was a mature, and well-heeled, bicycle vagabond.


“This time,” I began to say, “the birds are on our side”—but a highway patrol car swam out of the heat shimmer.


Smoky was debonair in his widebrim and shades. “Hey,” he said, “you shouldn’t be up here.” (On the high, holy “Motorized Vehicles Only” macadam, he meant.) To illustrate his point, he told a story about some hitchhikers, over by Guthrie, set upon by a wheeling conflagration of scarlet swallowtails. They were driven screaming to their knees, not to mention their deaths, by yards and yards of belligerent red chiffon.


“They looked like men on fire—like they’d been whooshed by flamethrowers or something.”


“Scarlet swallowtails are from the Philippines,” I said. “You don’t get them in temperate zones.”


Smoky waved. The air did dizzying hulas over the concrete, out on the prairie. “This look ‘temperate’ to you, bubba?”


“It’s just so hard to believe a bunch of silky butterflies can really kill people,” Jodi-Marie said.


Smoky—his real name was Clayton McKenna—said, “A ton of nylon may be softer than a ton of bricks, but a ton’s still a ton, missy.” He told us that truckers, people in cars, bus passengers, and speeding Hell’s Angels were probably safe, but that hikers and cyclists were “playing butterfly roulette.”


Then, Good Samaritan-like, McKenna paced us four miles past El Reno to U.S. 270, which we followed northwest to Watonga, Woodward, Fort Supply, Forgan, and, eventually, the oxymoronically monickered Liberty, Kansas.


Actually, birds weren’t our allies—not any longer. In only their past nine to twelve generations, an army of workaholic U.N. entomologists bemusedly reported, nearly every lepidopteran species worldwide had chemically mutated to secrete into its blood a sickening toxin—hydrogen cyanide—that no self-respecting bird or bat would ever want to taste again.


Besides, the bug men said, butterflies from every continent but Antarctica were now ecumenically flocking, as if joined in common cause to chasten humanity with their spectacular oneness. And, of course, if sheer beauty had no power to shame or reform, the little organza beasties weren’t averse to pummeling the bejesus out of us with a myriad hallelujahing wings.


Seven miles up the nauseating zebra haze of Highway 83, due north of hayseed Liberal, our incandescent mountain bikes coasted into the lot of a dusty complex of cinderblock buildings called—I kid you not LAAMAAR DE LONG’S HOLISTIC ECOLOGICAL GREAT PLAINS CHURCH & ROADSIDE MOTH-O-RAMA.


“Some damnfools say it’s Nature biting back,” Laamaar De Long told Jodi-Marie and me in the welcome cool of the moth-o-rama’s parlor, “but that’s a earthshoe liberal’s two-bit notion of cosmic justice. I don’t buy it.”


Laamaar was a wide man, as wide as his given name, as wide as the GREAT PLAINS. Fifty or so, he put me in mind of a lumpy-faced critter from my daddy’s favorite comic strip, Pogo—but whether hound, skunk, gator, or bear, I couldn’t say, only that the gruff old coot was at once endearing and sinister.


“It isn’t Nature biting back,” he said. “It’s God or something like Him suping up the ordinary with a whizz-bang glory.”


Later, our admission money in hand, De Long walked Jodi-Marie and me through his bare-walled moth-o-rama. “These are the night fighters of God’s holistic ecological invasion force. I’ve always been an after-hours guy, so it had to be moths I beelined for when going into, first, a business and, later, a religion.”


We walked by glassed-in dioramas sheltering peacocks, lunas, regals, sphinx moths, owlets: an aviary of tender plumes hammering in the aqueous half-light of the viewing chambers.


“Nowadays, butterfly houses are ‘in’—a dime a dozen,” said De Long, “but my moth-o-rama’s a one-of-a-kind affair. I’m damned proud of it.”


The male lunas—pale green and glowing, like bioluminescent fungus—seemed especially restive. I wondered if their furred antennae were picking up the pheromone broadcasts of the females winging solo over the ticking evening wheat.


Jodi-Marie placed her hands on the glass, whispered consolingly to the moths, muttered that they deserved to be free, then said it was time to catch some muscle-restoring shuteye. Come morning, our itinerary long since decided, we’d strike out for Wolf Creek Pass, the Grand Canyon, Las Vegas, and, Jodi-Marie’s own hubristic grail, Hollywood. (Hooray.)


“Make camp here on my grounds,” De Long said. “You’re my first real customers in days. I’d like the company.”


Having taken a judgmental dislike to the old fellow, Jodi-Marie didn’t want to accept. I convinced her it was okay.


A full moon floated over the wheat. It glimmered like a beach ball as we bucked on the canvas ground cloth in our thermoplastic tent.


Despite the Butterfly Plague now in process, we were biking to the coast so that Jodi-Marie could “become a star.” She wasn’t an unintelligent young woman, but she couldn’t sing. Her voice was a metallic whine. She couldn’t act, not even enough to disguise her distaste of Laamaar De Long from De Long himself. And once past her perfunctory B-girl bump & grind, she couldn’t dance any better than a hamstrung sow tripping down a meat-packing line on its way to become Spam.


Nevertheless, in the plastic-diffracted glow of the August moon, Jodi-Marie said, “I am going to make it. It’s my destiny, Dennis. Remember that stripper who did it with fans?”


“Pardon me, Jodi girl, but I’m not that old.”


“What was her name? Sally Something. Sally … Rand.”


“Yeah, but she didn’t use fans.”


“Sure she did.”


“It was feathers. Big ones. Ostrich plumes.”


“Okay, okay. What difference does it make?”—but the kink in her voice said that the distance between fans and ostrich plumes was vast. Then, as if to dispel a gathering funk, she told me the dream she’d been having nightly for over a week:


She is sashaying down the runway of the biggest crystal palace since the world got into the business of World Fairing. Big-time exhibitionism. She herself is the fairest of the Fair, feathered in exotic lepidoptera from Africa, Asia, South and Central America, the palmy Caribbean: tailed batwings, languid owls with disturbing eyespots, yellow bird wings, Paris peacocks, tigers, emerald-banded swallowtails, GIANT purple emperors, modest zebras, blood-red flambeaux. They hide what she wants to hide. They show what she wants to show. They flutter when she struts. They crackle, sigh, and hover exactly when she wants them to.


Jodi-Marie’s eyes had begun to glass in reverie. Butterflies swam in her pupils. I almost fell in love with her dream-stitched image of herself—her pied, and striated, and moiré-patterned self-infatuation.
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