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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.
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CATACOMB YEARS: A CHRONOLOGY







	Documents

	Dates

	Historical Data: Technical, Social, Human







	
	1968
	Robert F. Kennedy & Martin Luther King assassinated.






	
	1972
	Apollo 17, final American manned flight to Moon.






	
	1973
	Maynard Jackson, first black mayor of Atlanta. Mrs. Martin Luther King, Sr., dies at hands of gunman in Ebenezer Baptist Church.






	
	1976
	Celebration of American Bicentennial. Vikings I & II put down on Mars. Saigon falls.






	
	1978-1994
	Soviet Union & Red China at military & political loggerheads. Pan-European Ecumenical Movement provides foundation for New Free Europe (NFE). Continuing homogenization of American landscape. Adoption of “Preemptive Isolation” as guiding foreign policy.






	
	
	Virtual suspension of American space program. Breakthroughs on both sides of Atlantic in recombinant DNA technology. Seven-year-old New York girl begins regimen to double her life span.






	
Prelude: The Domes
	1994-2004
	American Republic dissolved. Construction of 25 Domes of North American Urban Federation (NAUF).






	
	
	Four computer-administered “Evacuation Lotteries” bring rural and small-town residents into Atlanta Nucleus.






	
	1998
	Formal establishment of Rural American Union (RAU).






	
	2000-2020
	Rise of Urban Council & Conclave of Ward Representatives. Founding of Ortho-Urban Church. New-style seasonal calendar implemented. Popularity of neo-swing and pop-op-rah (e.g., “Ef Ya Gotta Zotta”); orpianoogla invented. Establishment of City’s Glissador Corps.






	
	2023
	Japan & NFE establish Amity Base on Moon.






	
	2025-2029
	Political disturbances, social ferment; terrorist musical ensembles & hive violence. Carlo Bitler’s hour as spokesman for the disenfranchised.






	
	2029
	Bitler assassinated.






	If a Flower Could Eclipse Interlude: The Testimony of Leland Tanner
	2034
	Disappearance of Fiona Bitler & Emory Coleman (Nettlinger), son of her husband’s assassin, from Atlanta Nucleus. Septigamoklans officially approved. “Death” of Vivian Millar in Miami.






	
Interlude: The City Takes Care of Its Own
	2035
	Retrenchment Edicts. Covenant ceremonies of original septigamoklans.






	Old Folks at Home
	2040
	Office of First Councilor instituted.






	
Interlude: The City Takes Care of Its Own
	2041-2045
	Bondville riots & repressive aftermath. Nonviolent but antiauthoritarian hoisterjacks in hive. Combcrawling becomes popular urban pastime. Telemetric biochemical monitoring of most urban dwellings begins.






	
	2043
	NFE, with Amity Moon Base, test-advances spacecraft four light-years; retrieves it in 93-day period.






	The Windows in Dante’s Hell
	2045
	






	
Interlude: Volplaning Heroes
	2045-2046
	Latin revolutionary armies, with advisors from reunified China, begin tentative assaults in RAU.






	The Samurai and the Willows
	2046
	






	Captives of Hieronymus Bosch
	2047
	Saganella Ruth Lesser becomes Atlanta’s First Councilor, forces resignation of Leland Tanner as head of UrNu Geriatrics Hostel, disbands septigamoklans. Continuing conflict in RAU.






	
	2050
	Treaty of cooperation and nonaggression between RAU & Sino-Sudcom Alliance. Ships of NFE go from lunar orbit to six different computer-selected solar systems.






	
	2050-2068
	Resource-reclamation teams sent into Open (“Fifth Evacuation Lottery”). Intensive immortalist research in Japan & NFE. Funkphalt music.






	
Interlude: First Councilor Lesser
	2063
	“Glissador Revolt”; martial law & police-state tactics.






	Allegiances
	2066
	Fiona Bitler & Emory Nettlinger return from Scandipol to Phoenix Plantation nears Toombsboro. Resource-reclamation team sent to escort them back into City.






	
Interlude: The Cradle Begins to Rock
	2067-2071
	Pair of alien visitors installed in Hyatt-Regency “ecologarium.” Five more arrive via Amity Moon Base & 61 Cygni A. NFE & Japanese scientists performing sophisticated gene-splicing and limb-regeneration procedures.






	At the Dixie-Apple with the Shoofly-Pie Kid A Little Knowledge
	2071
	First public appearance of alien. Several Cygnusian conversions to Ortho-Urbanism. Publication in newstapes of “ethnography” devoted to aliens’ penthouse society. Attempted assassination of Cygnostik priest. Urban guerrilla episodes. Death of Fiona Bitler.






	
Interlude: The Fall of Saganella Lesser
	2071-2072
	Bloodless coup removes First Councilor Lesser from office. “Council of Three” expels all but two of remaining Cygnostikoi from City. Emory Nettlinger returns to Scandipol.






	
	2073
	Vivian (Millar) Klemme meets with Nettlinger in Polity of Rhine, NFE, to discuss immortalist research. Leland Tanner returns to Atlanta from 26-year exile in Washington Nucleus.






	Death Rehearsals
	2073-2074
	Deaths, nativities, resurrections.






	
	2075
	






	
	onward
	ERA OF MULTIPLE POSSIBILITIES















Prelude: The Domes



Toward the end of the twentieth century, history branched in a way that would have struck its human captives—had they only had the power to view their counterparts in the divergent branch—as curious and unforeseeable. But they had no such power. Like most of us, they believed their lives linear and single, the results of a host of successive past choices that were now indelibly beyond recall. The captives of one branch had no significant belief in the captives of the other, who mirrored them exactly in the only aspect of their divergent lives that they continued even in their alternate realities to share: the splendid crazy-quilt robes of their humanity.


This narrative, then, is a history of the divergent branch and its otherwise inaccessible human captives.


In 1994 the American Republic ceased to exist. For more than twenty years the nation had been doing a drunkard’s walk toward collapse. The Jeremiahs who foresaw the end harped on different strings, usually plucking out monotones that were drowned in the full orchestral resonance to which their partisans remained unbelievably deaf.


The threat, argued these one-note prophets of doom, was (choose one, and only one) Communism, fiscal irresponsibility, military unpreparedness, technological disaster, or spiritual decay. If the People didn’t (choose one, and only one) reassert the values of the Founding Fathers, restore the credibility of the Dollar, restock the nation’s nuclear and paranuclear arsenals, reject the temptations of machine and computer, return to Nature, or rededicate their souls to Christ, the United States of America would fly apart like an ill-made wheel.


As it happened (at least along the divergent branch of history that this narrative randomly chronicles), the Republic collapsed not so much because things fell apart as because the center could not hold. The central government, under an unremitting barrage of regional priorities and narrow local solutions, gave way to a number of virtually autonomous city-states, or Urban Nuclei, that cut themselves adrift from the heartland. The United States of America became the twenty-five poleis of the North American Urban Federation.


The symbols of this new social order were the immense, computer-designed Domes capping the Cities. Linked one to another by seldom-used transit-tunnels, these Urban Nuclei rose like giant geodesic mushrooms from the cluttered neon and aluminum wildernesses of the nation. The country had so homogenized its landscapes that the forests of New England and the deserts of the Southwest were mere local variations on an inescapable suburban theme. It took a decade for the Cities to put up their hemispherical shells, and resources that the plundered countryside yielded only grudgingly, and so many admirable human qualities—cooperation, ingenuity, perseverance—that few of the people under the Domes realized what stifling secular infernos they were creating for themselves and their descendants.


Or why they were doing it.


The why had to do with many things, not the least of which was the irrational popular notion that the ultimate urban environment must exist beneath a bubble or a Dome. A science-fiction given for decades, this notion proved—if only in retrospect—an embarrassment to those who had taken it up secondhand without examining the preconceptions on which it was based. It eventually proved such an embarrassment to these people, in fact, that in order to deny the sources of their chagrin, they resisted resurrecting themselves to the light and invented reasons for staying as they were. As a consequence, many of the inhabitants of the Urban Nuclei believed that they lived in Domes to protect themselves from the unbreathable air, polluted vistas, and pathogenic sunlight of the World Outside. This belief was in error, but for most it sufficed.


For those demanding more stringent or at least less facile explanations, a number of other theories arose. One stipulated that the Domes had gone up because the materials and methods for building them had suddenly come to hand; that, in other words, the ability to do something not only presupposes but actually ensures the doing. Another theory posited the idea that the Domes were the Cities’ means of declaring their economic and cultural independence of the rest of the nation, a divorce made possible by the wonders of climate control, intensive rooftop and hothouse cultivation, “tank farming,” and the manufacture of a startling variety of chemical foodstuffs. (In truth, trade between the Cities and the countryside continued unabated, but it was conducted in secret through fortified urban “receiving points”—as if to admit even a degree of dependency were wretchedly shameful.)


A third theory embodied the bizarre but useful concept of “Preemptive Isolation,” by which it was meant that America’s major Cities were concertedly resisting foreign attempts to entangle them in a patently unworkable Government of the West. The perpetrators of this idea were the nations of New Free Europe. Meanwhile having engaged in a protracted conventional war along their common frontier, the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China had effectively neutralized themselves as threats, making a confederation of domed Cities in North America a viable alternative to union. In turn, the efforts of New Free Europe to incorporate the United States as one of its western “polities” had led to the local conclusion that the Domes were not merely an option but an absolute necessity. They represented an architectural prophylaxis against the spores of foolish optimism and utopian meddlesomeness that were being wafted across the Atlantic.


Finally, a few discerning Americans believed that the impulse behind the Domes was not substantially different from that behind the Egyptian and Mayan pyramids. The Domes were monuments to privilege, and tombs for all those who found themselves trapped within. They were unparalleled feats of engineering, prodigious works of art, and unutterably loony memorials to human folly. They seemed, once they had arisen, as abiding and inannihilable as the Earth herself. Like Everest and Annapurna, forever and always they were there.


Atlanta followed New York and Los Angeles in the raising of a Dome. While it was still being built, the City’s leaders summoned beneath its naked honeycombing a half a million people from the surrounding countryside. This was the First Evacuation Lottery, a random computer selection of Georgia’s rural inhabitants. Surprisingly, most of those selected chose to obey their summons—probably because they were either proud of themselves for having won a lottery or half-panicked by the realization that someone had deemed an evacuation from the countryside essential to their health.


Between 1998 and 2004, then, three more Evacuation Lotteries—each larger than the last—emptied the fields and old-fashioned town squares of the state and swelled the City’s population to the bursting point. By the time the Dome had been completed, Atlanta was housing the greater part of its citizenry in surfaceside tenements, dilapidated hotels and motor inns, and tiny cubicles along the spooky concourses of its nine recently excavated understrata. Catacomb years, the people called them, and at the turn of the new century they looked to be endless.


Living during the Catacomb Era, you could go crazy without ever realizing the depths of your own madness. The outwardly well-adjusted and the uncompromisingly deranged were often indistinguishable. You lived from day to day in the submerged hope that your old age would deliver you to the immaculate dignity of death under a clear blue sky. In the meantime you tried to form fragile human alliances against the terms of your imprisonment.…










CHAPTER ONE



If a Flower Could Eclipse


1 / “My Favorite Color Is Black”


It was white. That was what struck me most forcibly about the classroom when I first saw it. The walls gleamed like porcelain; the light fixtures glistened with a preternatural frostiness; the tilework on the floor was as clean and hard as ivory. The classroom was white and beautifully equipped. From the observation window (it was a two-way mirror, but they termed it otherwise) I could see the drawing tables, the easels, the glass display cases, the sliding chalk boards, and the small soundproofed projection unit in its hard white casing. In a way, the children in the room seemed meant merely as extensions of the equipment. Still observing, I spoke:


“Do you show many films?”


Mz Bitler turned toward me in the outer darkness of the observation chamber. In profile she had the tall head of an African princess; her flesh was darkly chocolate, and she wore two small white pearls in the long lobes of her pierced ears. I tried not to look at her, but as I studied the children I heard her voice like a drill in my consciousness.


“We sometimes do, Dr Greer. We occasionally show films on hygiene.”


She spoke resentfully. She spoke the last word in particular as if she were breathing ashes. I could feel her testing the syllables on her firm heavy lips. But I could not immediately determine the sources of her resentment.


“And films on the life sciences,” she said. “Current films geared to their intelligence level and suggestive of the modern predicament.”


“Very good,” I said. “You have that down nicely.”


The children were busy at the long tables. They worked with crayons and fingerpaints. They worked with plastic T-squares and drafting pencils. A few were shaping delicate white flowers from tissue paper, constructing elongated stems from wire and florist’s tape. Several appeared to be fashioning mobiles out of cardboard and tinfoil. One such mobile hung in the center of the room, a silver mock-up of the atom, slowly turning.


“Which one is Emory?” I asked curtly.


Again, her voice grated like the insidious burr of a drill: “I expect you can pick him out if you look.”


Momentarily unsettled, I turned to rebuke her.


But Mz Bitler was staring fixedly through the observation window, her chin jutting forward like the cowcatcher of an old locomotive. The analogy was strange, but I felt she carried her pride like a cowcatcher, a means by which to scoop up obstacles and push them insensitively away. Her dark lips were trembling very slightly. But despite my pejorative images, she did not look ridiculous. She looked strong.


I turned back to the window and looked.


“All right, Mz Bitler,” I said. “I expect it’s that one.”


The boy looked like a miniaturized monk. He had cloistered himself away from the others at the only single-seating table in the room, a desk with a slanted top. He was in the farthermost corner. Leaning arthritically forward, he perched atop a white enamel stool and pressed a crayon against a sheet of paper. He might have been copying a manuscript.


“Is he as creative as the others?”


“I suppose that’s for you to determine.” She still had not looked at me.


“Well, then, Mz Bitler, let’s go in.”


We emerged from the observation room’s darkness into the enameled clarity of the classroom.


A few children looked up, but Mz Bitler rotated her gaunt wrist and set them working again. The classroom smelled antiseptic; and the boy we had seen through the two-way mirror seemed an immensely long way off, humpbacked and isolated. He did not look up, but continued the tedious copying movements of shoulder and arm that made him seem a monk. Even from across the white, out-of-time room, I had the feeling he was pressing his crayon mercilessly into the paper, his face screwed in a grimace of pain and unboyish concentration. There would be tight blue veins ticking on his forehead.


I could guess that much. Mz Bitler had volunteered nothing. But if the boy had not posed a small tunneling menace to classroom stability (and to himself) I would have never been sent for. All I knew was his name.


Emory Coleman.


Now I stood in the middle of all that encompassing whiteness and stared at Emory’s back. The other children were no more than blurred pockets of color to me, and I wished that Mz Bitler would also blur away to an indistinguishable hue, leaving me to deal with the boy. Even in the narrowness of her hostility, she must have sensed this desire; for she stopped between two tables and let me proceed alone. Over the quiet rustling of paper and the children’s hushed voices, my footsteps on the tiles were deafening.


But Emory did not look up.


Locked tightly away in its hard white casing, the projection unit was at my back. Nevertheless, I believed that in approaching the boy I was walking through the brutal flood of the machine’s projection lamps. It was as if my journey toward him somehow demanded the consecration of light. All of it could be explained, however. Mz Bitler had put me on edge, and I was therefore projecting on the boy the light of anxiety that she had instilled in me.


After what seemed a long time, I reached Emory. I pulled up a stool from an unattended easel and undiplomatically peered over his shoulder. He still had not seen me. Mz Bitler, the other children, the room itself—all were far away, drowned in an ocean of stabbing light. I put my glasses on. Things momentarily untangled themselves, but Emory had detected the movement. He swung his face toward me.


“This is my corner. Who said you could come in?”


“Do you want to see my passport? I have papers.”


“They won’t suffice,” he said quickly. Then the corner of his mouth sagged, as if in chagrin, and he emended his original statement: “They ain’t any good.”


“No? I’m surprised that anyone would stake out claims in a public facility. A big wide room like this.”


“It’s not so big. And maybe it’s too public.”


“Look,” I said. “Don’t you have a buddy in this group?”


“No. I don’t have any friends here.” He was correcting my use of a patronizing colloquialism. “You see, I don’t choose to have any.”


“Now that’s what we call a manifestation of antisocial behavior. Did you know that?”


His eyes narrowed, became two lozenges of intense brown, then went opaque. He turned back to his drawing and began pressing his crayon against the paper so fiercely that I heard it snap between his fingers. I moved my stool beside his desk. Blue veins ticked on his forehead, and flakes of crayon wax lay scattered on the desk’s surface like pieces of shrapnel. His knuckles were white with the vehemence of his anger.


“Whoa,” I said softly.


He threw the broken crayon on the floor.


“Come on,” I said under my breath. “Mz Bitler’s going to think I’m an absolute incompetent.”


Emory looked at me warily for a moment, shuffled all his crayon sketches into a pile together, and abruptly deposited them in the compartment beneath the desk’s lift-top surface. I put my hand on the desk.


“Can’t I see them?”


“Sure,” he said.


His face softened and he reached into his desk, withdrew the sketches.


I took the drawings and shuffled through them, reflecting on one or two and making no comments about either young Coleman’s craftsmanship or his unorthodox subject matter. The single most obvious detail of his work was that he had executed every sketch in black. There were black octopi, black starships with black bodies spilling from ruptured bulkheads, black children standing in showers of black fire, black eels and scorpions, charred madonnas and burnt-out planets, witches with black capes, and strangely beautiful black flowers. One sketch was morbidly poignant.


I held it up. “Would you explain this one?”


“No.”


“How about telling me the title?”


He paused long enough to make it evident that the idea appealed to him and that he was extemporaneously creating a title.


“Two Entities Exhumed,” he said at last.


“Very apt.”


It was, I suppose. But the sketch seemed to embody a compassion that the boy’s awkward title did not even suggest. Two figures of uncertain age, sex, and race lay sprawled in faintly smoldering rubble, mere sockets for eyes, their mouths blackened and agape. But the hand of one figure was touching the hand of the other. In spite of the desolation of the scene, an infusion of life obviously was taking place.


“My favorite color’s black,” Emory said. His eyes were the color of brandy. His close-cropped hair was blond.


“You realize that may be an affectation?”


“No,” he said quickly. “It’s an assertion.”


Puzzled, I examined his face. “About what?”


Instead of answering, he lifted the top of his desk again and withdrew a tissue-paper flower, which he extended to me with decorous reserve. The flower was black, like those in the drawings. It was an aggressive parody of all the pale tissue-paper flowers that the other children had made or were making. The delicate tissue was so imbued with black stain that it seemed evil. I took the flower, half expecting the head of a snake to strike from the ebony heart.


“Emory,” I said. “if you carry this sort of thing too far, it becomes self-conscious.”


He took the flower back, held it deftly in thin fingers and studied its corolla, the separate petals in the center. Was he looking for my snake?


“What is it, Emory? A black rose? A black carnation?”


With no self-consciousness whatever, he looked me square in the face. “If a flower could eclipse, it would look just like this.”


“Especially a sunflower?” I ventured.


“Nobody ever sees the sun,” he said.


“I’ve never heard of a flower eclipsing. You’re not using the word with its scientific definition, are you?”


“No, I’m not.” He put the flower inside the desk again and took Two Entities Exhumed away from me. My last question had thrown up a small blackness between us. The barrier was almost touchable.


“That’s the assertion,” he said. “Now go away.”


“You believe in blackness?”


“Sometimes there ain’t anything else, is there?”


“You believe in Mz Bitler?”


Emory put his head on the desk. I looked at the tiny blue veins in his temple for a while, then stood, turned the enamel stool to its original position and faced about. The classroom came into focus again; the whiteness of its walls, ceiling, floor, equipment, was an ironic counterpointing of what I had just discovered. But even more ironically, for one slippery moment I thought I had grasped the gist of the boy’s final sardonic question. Emory stayed in his corner. I returned to Mz Bitler past the well-adjusted prodigies who manifested their talents in a reasonable, socially acceptable manner.


Mz Bitler and I retreated into the dark observation chamber. We stared through the two-way glass like visitors at an aquarium, standing together, not touching.


“Well,” Mz Bitler said.


I continued to look at the children. From here Emory became simply one of the group. In the world of concrete and plexiglass and reinforced steel to which we all belonged, these children still believed in flowers and madonnas and even joyously wriggling eels. Inside the tight clean cubicles to which they returned after school, they still contrived horror stories about witches and ogres, made up romances and fairy tales. With his insistence on black, even Emory was a romantic. But outside—above the huge bubble which encysted Atlanta, beyond the architectural miracle which housed us—a nightmare threatened to stifle all our dreams. We had forgotten the exact nature of that nightmare; we no longer remembered its beginnings. We knew only the clean but finite world of the Dome. Within that world I still believed in the children. They were starships who would take us into the freedom of the void.


I turned.


“Don’t say ‘Well’ again, Mz Bitler. I heard you the first time. What will the children be doing this afternoon?”


The black woman faced me haughtily.


“Integral calculus. Then a session of kinetic relations—dramas that the children extemporize. Then a break.”


“And after that?”


“A film,” Mz Bitler said defiantly. “On hygiene.”


“Wonderful. These children possess quantitative intelligences in the genius range, and we’re showing them movies about their non-existent pubes.”


“I don’t formulate policy or curriculum, Dr Greer. You’re a fool if you don’t know that. I do my job.”


She stood before me with awesome dignity, a tall white-frocked tribeswoman aloof from her wizened children. With one dark hand she toyed with the single pearl on her necklace, the pendant at her throat. I backpedaled.


“Mz Bitler, I’m sorry.”


“And maybe you should know something else. Emory Coleman, the little boy whose favorite color is black, he’s our projectionist. He runs the films.”


“Thank you. I appreciate that information. I’ll be back this afternoon, in time for the film.”


I left Mz Bitler and the Van-Ed classroom. The outer corridor was hung with a series of reproductions, all of them abstract and geometric. At last the corridor ended, and I took a lift-tube several floors up to the heart of the education complex. I spent the next two hours at my private carrel in the library. I scanned the visicom tapes and took notes. Our preoccupation with light becomes more and more intense as we discover the unfathomableness of the dark.


2 / Two Biographies


Some of the things I tell you now are beyond my power to explain. We live in shells, encapsuled in our plexiglass blisters, bound up in the peasecods of our personal isolations. I am going to tell this story as it happened. Little of this appears in the report which I filed with the Vanguard Education Program. Logic and good order prevail in the Program’s manifold computer banks.


No one intruded upon my carrel.


In the quiet I took advantage of my access to Van-Ed information. The librarian, a purse-lipped little man with pale jowls, helped me find the tapes that detailed the biographies of Mz Bitler and Master Coleman. Then he wandered off into the antiseptic stacks, losing himself amid plastic cartridges and immaculately rebound old books. I heard his voice once or twice, distilled from afar, and knew that other people were actually in the library.


No one intruded. I fed the tapes to the visicom. Information unraveled itself in golden impulses. Letters appeared against the dark green background of the screen in my carrel. I read the information carefully, monitoring the speed with which each electronic sentence unraveled.


The gold filigree, developing against the deep green background, simply displayed information; it made no distinction in emphasis between the name of one’s Siamese cat and the death by assassination of one’s relatives. Because the visicom system merely advanced a golden chronology, it was for me to interpret and give emphasis.


Fiona Bitler.


She was black. She was tall. She was aristocratic in her bearing. Those things I knew. But the visicom system told me things that could conceivably aid me in fathoming the mystery of Emory Coleman. The boy’s teacher was thirty-four years old, and she held a doctorate in applied psychology from the University’s urban extension (that extension now comprising the whole of the University, although the old designations refused to die). No one addressed Fiona Bitler by the title she had earned, however; she refused to permit it. This last fact made me consider her in a different aspect.


Then the visicom system deluged me with so many visual impulses—dates and names—that I let the information burn on my retinas and fade into conscientious forgetting. I remembered the gnawing trivialities and the forehead-bludgeoning shocks that make a biography and slowly sculpt attitudes. With maddening slowness I began to learn about Fiona Bitler’s heart. Although the process did not have a chance to fulfill itself, I can make a beginning.


Born in a stagnant backwater hamlet, Fiona Bitler came into the geodesic cocoon of Atlanta with her parents during the third Evacuation Lottery. She had been six months old, alive because of the random impartiality of the computers that sifted through the names of remaining rural inhabitants. Her father’s name had been Amos Foe. When the family arrived in Atlanta, the authorities boarded them in a walk-up flat in an unrestored ghetto building; they gave her father minimal janitorial duties in a clearing house for organic foodstuffs, a stopgap position. The family existed.


At the age of four, Fiona was reading. Amos Foe found her one evening on her knees on the cold peeling linoleum, hunched over an open spread of newsprint, deciphering the letters by a legerdemain that neither parent could comprehend. Amos Foe and his wife had had only the barest rudiments of education, but their four-year-old daughter was sitting in the drafty halfdarkness reading a newspaper.


The next day Amos took her to the educational complex. He waited six hours in a carpeted anteroom and finally spoke with a tall lean man in a technician’s smock. The man talked with Fiona for a few minutes, then made her father return to the anteroom. The interview lasted half an hour. The technician let Fiona read from a thick book with a stippled black binding; he watched the way she touched the words and magically deciphered them, saying them aloud tentatively. Then he took her back to Amos.


The Foes received new accommodations.


White rooms inside a self-luminous white building that looked monolithic from the street.


Their neighbors were black. But the Foes found themselves in an entirely unique predicament. They did not conform to the patrician ethos of their neighbors’ blackness. Throttled by aloof white administrators and supercilious blacks, the family grew introspective. Fiona grew up in her books. At sixteen she processed a six-page application and secured the nomination of one of her private Van-Ed tutors. Consequently, the urban extension accepted her into its psychology programs.


With her father’s permission, wary as it was, she quartered herself away from home. She took a room in the extension’s sexually and racially integrated dormitory-terraces. Eight floors up, sealed away in an internal section of the complex, she pursued her studies. The walls were still uniformly white, but the people had changed. She emerged from her books.


Upon obtaining her first degree, Fiona Foe married Carlo Bitler.


Here the visicom screen seemed to blur; the gold letters backed up on me and I was lost elsewhere. At last the images became clear again, and the sentences resumed parading silently down the green face of the console.


Of course, I recognized the man’s name: Carlo Bitler. But I had never associated that name with marriage, and I had difficulty in associating it now with the darkly proud, but somewhat resigned woman who was Fiona Bitler. I saw her among the children, fierce, commandingly gentle, mildly haggard. She was working within the streamlined creakings of the System, but not particularly liking it. She was not very much like her husband, whom I knew by reputation.


Though this line of narrative may seem momentarily tangential, Carlo Bitler is extremely important. He has a great deal to do with the story of Emory Coleman, as well as with that of his wife. Therefore I ask you to fix the vision and voice of Fiona Bitler in your mind that you may understand the contrast which her husband provides. As quickly as I can, I will detail the most significant events in his biography.


Before his marriage, Carlo Bitler had graduated from the urban extension with degrees in both theology and political science. A combination of the spiritual ideals and the crass realities, he often said. He was neither a black man nor a white man, but his soul apparently gravitated to that which was dark and primordial in his makeup. He was wide-nostriled and narrow-lipped; his flesh was the color of coffee; his eyes buoyed within their irises small flecks of golden light, like shattered coins. Unlike Fiona, he had never experienced the stale self-negating existence of the ghetto. The ghettos were roach-infested anachronisms, but unofficially they received sanction and were still standing. Carlo Bitler damned the authorities for niftily pulling their caps over their eyes, for ignoring that which needed change.


He felt the inconsistencies. In a closed world supposedly cleansed of its inner pollutions, all the residual hates gnawed at his gut. (Perhaps I am editorializing; the visicom tapes are as matter-of-fact as a newspaper obituary.) But he fought off the hates, looked up, and realized that no help would be forthcoming from without.


So he made noises that he hoped would send groundswells through the concrete, and tremors through every Dome-supporting girder in Atlanta. He raised his voice.


He preached from the pulpits of all the back-alley churches. Over the grizzled heads of antedated laborers who still called themselves Negroes, he shouted the necessary one-and two-syllable words. The city buried these people. He wanted them to come out of their ratholes. Always, Fiona watched him from the backmost pew of the urine-stained synagogue to which his rudely formulated purpose had led him. She watched him out of an uncomprehending love that simply endured. She herself now held a teaching position; she would not question her husband’s calling. Finally, the electric glow that seemed to suffuse Carlo Bitler as he reached out with tortured hands to his congregations, as he gesticulated, became a physical adjunct to his person; he generated the charisma that brought to him the young.


As Fiona watched, others in our closed world took note. Something was happening. Here was a man who should not be practicing such demagoguery, the Others said. After all, didn’t he have full rights of citizenship? full protection under the Federal Urban Charter? Unlike his own wife, unlike eighty percent of the middle-aged blacks who now found air and subsistence under the Dome, he had never been an integer in an Evacuation Lottery. He held the franchise of any urban-born individual. That he should be making these noises was inane, an affront to the City that sheltered him.


The pressures were of two kinds. Carlo Bitler had one such pressure inside him, and he released it in those innumerable harangues which returned him to Fiona drained and sallow. The other such pressure was that which grew in the proletarian whites. They remembered just enough history to envision domed Atlanta a racial battleground. Those who felt so threatened had no outlet but invective through which to release their bewilderment and anger. For a time, the City ignored both factions.


At this point I halted the unraveling of information. The words stood obediently on the console screen, unmoving. Then I shut off the tapes altogether, so that the gold vanished from the background. I knew what was going to happen.


Deliberately, I stalked out of the cluttered study cage, leaving yellow notepaper strewn carelessly about. I walked to a lift-tube. The book stacks through which I found my way all smelled of disinfectant. Somewhere the purse-lipped librarian was mumbling to himself. I rode the clean transparent lift-tube upward until an amber light glowed in the glass carapace just above my head. Then I was alone on the uppermost rampart of the Ed-complex.


No sky was overhead, only the colossal honeycombing of steel and opaque plexiglass that still challenged my belief. How had we accomplished this? and why?


We are inside a walnut, I thought. Who in our walnut is king of infinite space?


Let me complete for you the biography of Carlo Bitler, as incidental as it may seem to this account of his wife and the Black Period of her grim nine-year-old prodigy. On that parapet I completed his biography in my thoughts.


I had shut off the visicom tapes precisely because I remembered too well.


Carlo Bitler demanded and received the opportunity to address a combined session of the Urban Council and the Conclave of Ward Representatives. His clamor had bought the time but it didn’t buy much.


They gave him twenty minutes on a slow Monday, between two sessions of a debate on fund allocations. Money was wanted for cleaning several monuments. Bitler’s remarks would provide an interlude, as if he were a jester or a magician.


From the back of the chamber he threaded his way to the platform. He stood stolidly alongside the podium and surveyed the slack-jawed legislators, black and white. He began. He attempted to define his purpose. He spoke to fulfill himself, rocked and leaned to define his own limits in space.


In spite of the air-conditioning, the assembly chamber smelled of sweat.


Carlo Bitler said that he was going to run for ward representative next time around, so that he would not have to threaten in order to be heard. He railed at the legislators, damned them for worrying about chipped and irrelevant statues while ignoring the crumbling edifices in which black people slept.


“We are entombed!” he shouted. “We are all entombed! Every mother’s whelp among us. Yet this assembly aspires to dig the black man even deeper. The old buildings stink. They crawl with vermin. You want to replace them with still deeper ghettos. For several decades, the exigencies of history have spared you this confrontation. And now you are burying us …”


He stopped in midsentence.


A tiny red circle appeared on the right side of his forehead. The report of the pistol sounded through the chamber like a single amplified cough. He tried to complete his sentence.


“ … burying us in light …”


The circle on Carlo Bitler’s forehead sent out crimson runners; it let them drop across his eyes. Soon the wash of blood obliterated his features so that his face was no more than a horrible Greek mask. One arm still reaching toward his audience, he slumped in a heap beside the podium.


Death by assassination. End of incidental biography.


Of course, there was an untidy aftermath, but that didn’t concern me. In the five years since her husband’s death Fiona Bitler had pulled her life together, shunned the role of the martyr’s widow. She taught children, taught them within the cold white system that her husband had railed against. “No longer involved in socio-political activity,” the tapes had said.


I looked down at the City. The circulating air touched my garments slowly. Beneath the Dome I could see the old Regency complex with its tall central tower and smoky blue turret, also the blinding lofty cylinder of the Plaza Hotel. A dull and all-pervasive luminosity seemed to hang in the air, like dust. But there was no dust. Only light.


We no longer concern ourselves with the medieval terrors of the dark, I thought.


Then I rode the lift-tube down.


When I returned to my carrel, I found the librarian. He rose diffidently, with a small snorting sound. A number of yellow sheets lay before him on my desk, but it was obvious that his curiosity was merely a purposeless corollary to his job.


“You’ve had a telecom,” he said.


“Who?”


“Oh ho,” he said jovially. “A woman. A female.”


“Mz Bitler?”


“She told me to tell you you’re going to miss this week’s instruction in hygiene. The projectionist waits for no one.”


“No,” I said. “I don’t imagine he would.”


“You want me to replace the tapes for you?”


“No. Just leave them. I only used one. I may want the other one.”


He made a deferential bow, pursed his discolored lips, and rearranged the papers on my desk.


“A woman,” he said playfully. “A film on hygiene.”


I raised my fist in mock anger, but did not touch him. He grinned lopsidedly and left the carrel. Even as he retreated, I pictured not his back but his moist silver eyes fading, fading into the fluorescent labyrinth around us. After sorting out the mess he had made of my papers in trying to arrange them neatly, I left.


The librarian’s empty whistling followed me.


3 / The Witch of Tooth Decay


I wrote that some of what I must tell you is beyond my power to explain. Let me reiterate. Occasionally people try to live so strenuously by the processes of logic that they become irrational. Therefore, do not expect explanations of me. I refuse to contribute to the insanities into which you will rationalize yourselves. Darknesses of all sorts exist, and sometimes it is best simply to accept them.


They exist.


Meanwhile, we carry the gnarled rudeness of our souls like shillelaghs. We either stump around or bludgeon aside those things that we don’t understand.


It was nearly three when I stumped into the Van-Ed observation room. Through the two-way mirror I could see Mz Bitler standing to one side of the classroom. Tables and chairs had been shoved against the walls. Engaged in kinetic relations, the children held forth on the ivory parquetry which they had cleared. They were enacting a conflict of some kind.


There was utter polarity in that conflict. Two groups stood facing each another. Chins jutted forward bellicosely, and hands fisted and unfisted. There seemed to be an unwritten law that no one touched anyone else during these supposedly cathartic little dramas, for all the jutting chins and clenched fists. Whether any such provision in fact existed, the children unanimously obeyed it.


I turned the dial beside the window. The voices of the children came lucidly through several small circular speakers.


They were arguing about the time when the geodesic Domes of the twenty-five Urban Nuclei must eventually suffer demolition, releasing us to the sun. The two sides made no concessions, reached no compromises. At last I recognized that my own charge, Emory Coleman, belonged to neither group. He was sitting on the table that supported the projection unit, one lank white arm draped over its casing. He was looking at his feet.


The argument among the other children went on: “We should destroy the Domes as soon as we can.” “We must keep the Domes even after the conditions which prompted them no longer exist.” “The Domes are a monument to man’s stupidity.” “No, they are a demonstration of all that mankind can do in cooperation.” And on it went.


Emory Coleman looked up at the group, the two groups, which stood in forensic confrontation. His legs continued to swing back and forth, pale hairless legs that ended in a pair of dark blue moccasins.


“Why doesn’t everybody shut up?” he demanded. “You’ve gone over the allotted time. We ought to be watching our movie.”


He dropped the metal canister from which he had already removed the reel of film and let it clatter on the floor.


Every head turned toward him, and he began carefully to thread the celluloid through the sprockets of the machine. The hard white casing sat on a rack beneath the projection table. He had removed it almost without our noticing, as easily as he might doff a beanie. Now he was standing and working efficiently at his one apparently gratifying duty.


The other children stared blankly for an instant or two, but Mz Bitler nodded her stringent approval and they began to move their chairs into position for the film. Then Mz Bitler dialed the lighting down, turning the classroom into a glossy crypt.


It was into this gleaming darkness that I finally stepped. My presence in the classroom caused no stir. Mz Bitler, with no evidence of surprise, turned and indicated a chair beside the projection unit.


Emory saw but ignored me. “It’s ready,” he said.


One of the children drew a white panel out of the wall at the opposite end of the room; the panel was a screen. Then we sat in the darkness, Mz Bitler and I, looking over the silhouetted heads of the children and occasionally glancing at Emory’s intent profile as he ran the projector.


The film flickered onto the screen in veined splotches of gray and black; it stuttered and blazed like a fire in a wind tunnel. The film was inestimably old, and the frames seemed to jump one another. Numerals burned on the celluloid, then disappeared: 9, 8, 5, 5, 4, 2, 1. My eyes ached.


“This is going to be a talkie, isn’t it?”


Mz Bitler looked at me but spoke to the boy: “Emory!”


“What?”


“You’ve shown this before, haven’t you.” Her inflection did not suggest a question. “I can tell it’s not the scheduled one.”


“I’ve shown it before,” he said. “Sort of.”


“I think once is enough.”


“No,” he said. “It’s not enough.”


The projector contributed a gentle whirring to the otherwise silent room. Either chagrined or acquiescent, Fiona Bitler leaned back in her chair and watched the screen.


“What’s going on?”


“Just watch.” She refused to look at me. “Just let your eyes show you what later you’ll reject altogether.”


The meaningless lead-ins at last gave way to a series of scripted titles, all in flourishing longhand. Scratchy marching music came from the stereophonic speakers. Trumpets made scrolls of victrola cacophony in the air. I almost expected to see phalanxes of goosestepping soldiers come striding through the screen. Some of the children turned cautiously in their chairs.


Was there some mistake? They looked at Emory. Undaunted, he continued to stare at the screen.


“Well,” I said. “At least there’s sound, isn’t there?”


The main title came up. In fancy longhand. The Dental Institute of America Presents … Your Teeth and the Witch of Tooth Decay. Trumpets and drums rattled from the speakers. The film jitterbugged on the screen.


“Where did he get this thing?”


“From his father.” Fiona Bitler still did not turn her head. “He got it once upon a time from his father.”


I will not dwell on the preliminaries. A narrator spoke of proper dental care. A crude line drawing showed the alignment of the upper and lower dentures. Arrows appeared in miraculous animation to designate the individual teeth: molars, bicuspids, canines, incisors. There was a somewhat clinical sequence in which a child demonstrated proper and improper methods of brushing the teeth.


The film continued to pop and flicker unsteadily, and the narrator (he never appeared, but I pictured him with a slick mustache and a shiny pompadour) lectured pontifically over the fading martial cadenzas of the trumpets.


Then I heard one of the children murmur, “She’s coming next,” and they all shifted in their chairs, readying themselves. I, too, stared nervously at the screen.


Envision, then, that same screen.


You see a close-up of the girl who has been demonstrating brushing techniques. Then another close-up, this one of her soft cherubic mouth. Her lips part. The camera takes us inside the moist dark cavern where her teeth grow up like so many porcelain-hard toadstools, the enamel glistening. We are in another world, an enclosed universe in which moistness and darkness strangely commingle. We are no longer dry and illuminated.


The narrator is still talking, but each of us ignores the insidious drone of his voice. At last he ceases; the music also ceases. All we hear is the whirring of the projector, the odd static in the film itself.


Into this hush comes the hag.


Deep in the sacristy of the girl’s throat there appears a conical hat; beneath it, a hideously sutured face. Flickering, the hag arises from the epiglottis, balances on the meat of the child’s tongue, and approaches us through a sheen of spittle. She carries a gnarled staff. She proceeds up the row of baby teeth, tapping on their bone-white crowns. At last she consumes the whole screen. A frightening close-up.


She grins maliciously at us, her audience. When she speaks, her accents are unmistakably those of a previous time’s touring-company player.




Acid, acid, stinging poison,


Mixed in cauldron, stirred in chalice,


Poured atop the clean crown chosen


Object of our special malice.


Fester, fester, let the sickness


Plague the pulpy heart within,


Rot the capsule ’round the quickness,


Send the crownlet crashing in.


Sour, sour, Carrie’s power.


Burns the lustre from your smile,


Chars to chalk the children’s hour


Grinning ashen, black and vile.





Carrie the hag falls silent. Her expression undergoes a metamorphosis that renders her even more hideous. She hunches her shoulders, scrunches her head on her neck, cocks an oyster eye at all of us. It is as if she cannot bear the stinging poison of light from the projector, the flooding lantern light to which she owes her existence on celluloid. She grimaces horribly and draws up her cape to shield her eyes.


The camera records her agony.


Inside the child’s mouth she crumples to her knees. Her conical hat totters. At last she looks painfully into the projector lamp again, and haltingly recites.




Lamp of logic, burning straight


Through the grottos of our hate,


Let thy brightness amplify


The mote of love in each man’s eye.





But it is strange. It looks as if someone has lip-synched these words to the contorted movements of the witch’s mouth and tongue. What has logic to do with any of this? Then Carrie the hag falls silent and collapses in her billowing robe.


The little girl’s mouth closes, eclipsing her. The martial music begins again; so does the narrator’s unctuous blabbering. The closing titles appear in their elaborate longhand, caught in the wavering filaments that have accompanied the entire showing. The screen goes white.


And at last you can hear the film itself going slap slap slap on the take-up reel.


4 / Gerard Nettlinger’s Son


The lights were dialed up; the children shuffled their chairs back into some kind of order; and Emory carefully replaced the film in its canister. Fiona Bitler sat unmoving in the small plastic chair that had been made for nine-year-olds. Her eyes had pulled down on her thoughts.


She said nothing.


Waiting for some word from her, the children grew restless. They whispered and fumbled with their school supplies. I stood up and inanely rushed in to fill the vacuum.


“Well,” I said jovially. “What did you all think of the movie?”


“We’ve seen it before,” said one little girl, speaking over her shoulder from a table. “But it was different this time.”


Emory looked at me. “I’ve closed the projector up. It’s time for us to go. We’re seven minutes late already.”


Mz Bitler at last stood up. She smoothed away the folds in her rumpled smock and turned bewildered eyes on Emory. Then she spoke to the class as a group.


“All right. It’s time to go. Place your materials in your desks—everything but the texts you have to read tonight. Tomorrow we’ll have language, urban history, and a seminar discussion about the effects of superstition on both primitive and rational societies. You all know which parts you’re supposed to take.” She looked over the top of Emory’s head. “You’d better take that film back to your family’s cubicle.”


“No,” he said. “It has to be shown again. I’ll leave it on top of the projection stand.”


As the other children began preparing to leave, Mz Bitler took an awkward step or two toward the boy. She had no idea what she was going to do, so I interposed myself and spoke to him.


“If you could stay a few extra minutes, I’d like to talk to you a little.”


“No.” His face tightened. “It’s very important I get home when my parents expect me.”


“Your stepfather?” Mz Bitler asked.


Emory turned away. I watched the other children leave by a clean white panel next to the door to the observation room. They filed out in an anonymous blur of satchels, brightly colored paperback texts, and red and yellow moccasins. Emory went all the way across the room, opened his desk, and removed all the crayon drawings that I had looked at earlier. He also removed the delicate black flower, cupping it in one palm. Across the intervening whiteness of the classroom he spoke to us.


“You can only look at the ones I show you.”


Then he too left, his soft blue moccasins padding through the door. With him he carried nothing but his drawings, and the flower. When he was gone, the room was childless.


I sat down on a table and turned toward Mz Bitler. She was standing like a tall African sculpture at one end of the room.


“That was a very odd film.”


She said nothing.


“A very odd film on hygiene.”


She said nothing.


“I mean, even for these youngsters that was a rather erudite presentation of a subject like tooth-brushing. And weird.”


“Didn’t you hear the little girl?”


“Which?”


“The one who said that it was different this time. Emory sneaked that same film into the classroom once before, and showed it. But this time it was different.”


“How?”


“Carrie. The old witch. She didn’t speak in poetry. She didn’t slump into a pathetic heap after reciting a Blakeian stanza about love. It was different.”


“Are you sure you remember correctly? Are you certain Emory just didn’t bring along another film?”


“I remember. How often do you see a spliced and tattered movie from the middle of a previous century? Besides, everything was the same this time except for the performance of that old witch.”


“A fitting prelude to a seminar on superstition.”


She looked at me sharply.


“Is he trying to annoy you?” I asked. “Is he trying to make you hate him?”


“I’m afraid I don’t understand him well enough to answer that.” Fiona Bitler still had not moved; her face was averted from me, darkly sorrel. I tried something new.


“Why are you teaching, Mz Bitler? Some would hold that you’ve let the calling of your husband slip by.”


She changed position and fixed me with a long critical look. “You have a long memory, Dr Greer. And a remarkable ability to make difficult associations.”


“No, ma’am. I have access to the Van-Ed tapes.”


“The biographies?”


I nodded.


“Well,” she said. She touched the pendant at her throat. “You must be amused by the irony of my position in regard to Emory. Do you think it’s funny?”


She had lost me. “Irony?” I said.


“Let me tell you right now,” she said, approaching the table. “It’s not a coincidence that I’m teaching that child. It’s not a droll little quirk of our destinies.”


“I hadn’t presumed it was. What exactly are you talking about?”


She stopped, and we made our positions clear. When Fiona Bitler at last understood that I had reviewed only one of the biographies (and that one hers) we sat in conference for nearly an hour.


She believed Emory Coleman had suffered from understanding the mystery of his father. The boy now lived with his mother and a taciturn stepfather whom Fiona—for no good reason—distrusted.


The boy’s real father had been a dentist, dead now for five years. While alive, he had made his living working for the urban medicaid programs, caring for that segment of the population confined to the sweat-stained tenements. The man’s name had been Gerard Nettlinger; his background was Austrian, and he recalled, as if in the darknesses of racial memory, a prenatal time when witches and unnameable demons had controlled the destinies of men. In the Urban Nucleus, however, these things capitulated to expediency and science. He became a dentist and a good one. He gathered to himself all the supplementary aids of the meticulous practitioner.


But he was a bitter man. The medicaid professional received a fixed salary, one beyond which there was little advancement. The City provided; that was all. Gerard Nettlinger consequently felt some antipathy toward the system which sheltered him, but which denied him the opportunity to govern his own rates. He wanted to practice among an elite cross-section of the City’s governing hierarchy, where, if not advancement, he might find other benefits.


The black man—and the black man’s need—prohibited him.


The outlet for Gerard Nettlinger’s bitterness toward the urban system was in his overweening hatred for those whom he involuntarily treated. He despised the black patients into whose mouths he probed with tongue depressors and drill bit. He considered them inferior, he despised their docility, he raged inwardly that his career should belong so utterly to their helplessness. The City was using him.


“I understand that,” Fiona told me. “He was discriminated against.”


But apparently he worked the more fiercely for all his bitterness. He stopped dragging himself to the boxlike office the Urban Health Bureau had assigned him. Instead, he made voluntary trips to the ghettos. He set up his projector in walk-up flats, bullied the residents into becoming an audience, and showed out-of-date movies on the cracked plaster of the walls. He showed the film that Emory had just shown. Carrie the hag permitted him to play to the primordial Austrian instincts in himself while simultaneously frightening his audience. After the movies he lectured from the tops of stairwells. Sometimes, in the middle of the street, he intimidated skinny black children into opening their mouths; there he brusquely examined their teeth. But he hated those upon whom he so impulsively showered his attention.


“His impulsiveness was not at all unlike Carlo’s. In some ways the two men were much alike.”


Gerard Nettlinger followed the news. Many things made him angry. Although he had a young wife and a new child, the political affairs of the Urban Nucleus concerned him more than his family. He grew angrier. Finally, one slow Monday afternoon in a legislative assembly chamber, he vented his frustrations through the muzzle of a pistol. Sweating, he stood up in the midst of an august body of politicians and fired at the gesticulating man behind the lectern; the bullet created a victim for him. He knew he had succeeded even as four or five men grabbed wildly at his arm and bore him uncomplaining to the floor. Noise abounded, but he had heard the last few prophetic words and almost sympathized with them.


“… burying us in light …”


Gerard Nettlinger died in a small sterile chamber, the fumes anesthetizing him forever. His son was a prodigy, an immature genius who no longer carried his name but might conceivably carry his primordial guilts and social hatreds. Science did not think that acquired attitudes were in the genes—but which are acquired, which innate hatreds?


Fiona Bitler folded her hands, a movement of gentle finality. The story was over.


“And you tell me it’s no coincidence you’re teaching the son of the man who murdered your husband?”


“No,” she said. “There’s no coincidence. I maneuvered to obtain this position, showed credentials, deluged the Van-Ed offices with references.”


“Why?”


“Because I had to get close to the boy.”


“Why? To carve your own initials on his psyche?”


She learned forward, her nostrils flared.


“To teach him forgiveness, Dr Greer. To communicate through personal contact something like moral understanding.”


“Fine sentiments. But whose forgiveness are you teaching him?” I silenced her with an upraised hand. “Do you believe the sins of the father are visited on the son? If so, will the boy forgive you for forgiving him?”


Fiona Bitler touched her taut throat and made a helpless gesture. I was holding my glasses by the frame, letting them dangle in my hand, waiting with blurred eyes.


“All right,” she said. “We haven’t communicated and consequently I haven’t been doing any real teaching.”


“The fault isn’t entirely yours.”


“If I thought so, I’d quit. Now, Dr Greer, why don’t you leave me to straighten things up a little and correlate my notes? You can always interrupt class tomorrow.”


“Yes, ma’am. Tomorrow it is.” I stood up and surveyed the austere porcelain luster of the room. It seemed achingly empty now that the children were gone and our conversation was over. I made an attempt to cover the emptiness: “Why won’t you let anyone call you doctor?”


“Titles are barriers,” she said.


“There are others, maybe more important ones.”


Mz Bitler extended her hand and I took it. The flesh was warm and supple and brown in my grasp. I held her hand a second or two longer than etiquette would dictate proper, but her expression did not change. Then she let her hand drop, I nodded goodbye, and the observation room swallowed me soundlessly. Standing in the darkness, I looked out on the woman who seemed to be an African princess contemplating other worlds from a plain of ice. That was the last time I really ever saw her.


Looking through the two-way mirror, I had the inarguable feeling that someone had preceded me into the observation room. The air was warm, as if with the residual warmth of a spy who had just retreated. But no one was there. I calmed my suspicions, opened the panel sealing off the aquarium and left through the Van-Ed suite’s outer chamber. I was going home. My head throbbed with the kaleidoscopic pulsing of new information, and I wanted a drink.


One moment I was walking down an empty hallway, too preoccupied to look at the canvases spaced along the walls; the next moment I was facing an individual who had seemingly materialized from the sterility of the corridor itself. I halted, my footfalls echoing away into the labyrinth.


Emory Coleman faced me, his drawings clutched tightly in one hand. With the other he thrust the purplish black flower at my chest. I took the flower and wondered where everyone had gone, where Emory Coleman had come from.


“Are you giving me this?”


“You were talking about me,” he said. “About my father.”


“I thought you had to be home when your parents expected.”


“I went to that room where the teachers spy on us.”


“And you listened?”


“Yes.”


“Well, what did you think of the conversation?”


“Neither of you learned anything,” he said. “You never think about things that happen when it’s dark.”


“Like your father?” I suggested.


Emory merely eyed me with disdain, the blue veins working in his shaven blond temples. More and more I began to feel exposed, vulnerable, that the corridor was a place of neither comfort nor privacy. As I shifted from foot to foot in that open whiteness, I could hear my very thoughts echoing. Insidiously, the paintings on the walls retreated to a distant vanishing point.


“Is that why you brought the film, Emory? To make us think?”


“It’s a film on hygiene,” he said. “Just like the Van-Ed people wanted. But there’s a witch in it, ain’t there?”


“Yes. There certainly is.”


“Mz Bitler ought to know about blackness, like my father did. But she doesn’t. That’s why I brought the film with the witch.”


“Look, Emory, Mz Bitler said that the movie was different this time. So did one of the girls. Was it?”


I stared deep into the heart of the black flower, still half-expecting the coral snake to emerge from the central petal cluster. Emory ignored my question. He turned to study one of the paintings and spoke without looking at me.


“She wants to understand what my father did to her husband by understanding me. But she doesn’t want to understand me first. And that’s why she can’t do it, why she can’t touch me.”


“That’s difficult reasoning,” I said. “Do you dislike her?”


“Sometimes.” He turned back to me from the painting. “But I wouldn’t ever do anything malicious. Even if it somehow looked that way.”


“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


“Do you know what paradox means?”


“I believe so.”


“Mz Bitler taught us that word, but she doesn’t know what it means. Hygiene and witches is paradoxical, though, isn’t it?”


“I would say so. If for no other reason than to appease you.”


“Well, something else is paradoxical, too. Blackness is. Do you want to hear how?”


“If I have to stand in this hallway much longer, I want to hear something either helpful or interesting. One or the other.”


Emory composed his features, and stared past me down the hall when he finally began reciting. “Black pushes things apart,” he said, “by separating and making outlines. But it’s the oldest color, and it pushes things together by covering them all up so that they’re just alike. That’s what Mz Bitler doesn’t seem to understand.”


“I’ll try to remember that.”


Then I regretted my tone, for Emory Coleman’s eyes suddenly went opaque, like those of a lizard, a creature of another species. Before I could react, he stepped violently forward and knocked the tissue-paper flower out of my hand. My response to his philosophizing had violated years of training. Now I watched the results of that error. Emory Coleman fled down the corridor and all too quickly disappeared into the brightness that held us both. I picked up the fallen blossom and turned it in my hands. Footfalls echoed. I was alone again.


5 / If a Flower Could Eclipse


I spent the evening with my feet hoisted on an oversized red ottoman, a perspiringly cold glass of Scotch and water in my hand. Watching the patterns that my water-lantern threw against the white fiberboarding, I stared at the ceiling. The shapes enthralled me. In the intense quiet, my mind was empty of everything but the phantasmagoric images overhead and the slowly befogging incursion of the Scotch. I stared at the ceiling for two hours.


Then I stumbled to bed.


The telecom unit woke me. Its buzz sounded inside my skull like the amplified whirring of a dentist’s drill. I imagined myself gagging as Gerard Nettlinger probed relentlessly into my jaws. Perhaps I had not come fully awake.


“Hello?”


A voice curled into my ear, not to be mistaken for any other—a shrill contralto that I had heard earlier in the day chanting about Carrie’s power. Unmistakably, it was the voice of a witch.


“Who the hell is this?” I shouted.


My mouth tasted as if I had been chewing the tongue of an old canvas shoe, horribly wrong.


“Mz Bitler … Fiona … is this your own patented variety of a practical joke?”


A hesitant cackling. Then silence.


“Come on now. Who is this?”


Nothing in response but the voice of the hag: Shakespearean accents which pieced together a message. I cannot remember if she recited her message in the trochaic meters of Emory’s film, but she very clearly ordered me to follow her directions.


Dr Greer, you will come to the educational complex … to the Van-Ed suite … And you must come this very moment.


I raged impotently into the telecom unit, demanding answers, begging for elaboration: the unit began to hum.


Groggy from sleep and alcohol, I pulled on my tunic and left the apartment. Fluorescent lamps burned over my head in every corridor; crystal lift-tubes carried me up and down the gleaming levels of masonry; an individual transit-car whisked me through the echoing stone vaults. Anticipating, my stomach churned.


In twenty minutes I burst into the outer office of the Van-Ed suite. The door stood open, the panel sheathed inside its frame. Silence. The quiet that one encounters in a cathedral sanctuary. A sentient hush. I activated the panel into the observation room, but I could see nothing through the window.


The classroom was an inscrutable black cave.


I rapped on the glass with my knuckles. “Mz Bitler, are you there?” Another tattoo on the glass. “Fiona!”


I looked down at my other hand and saw that I had unmercifully crushed the black flower Emory had given me that afternoon. Without realizing how or why, I had carried it with me all the way from the apartment. Turning to the panel into the classroom, I found further evidence that Emory was manipulating my comings and goings. Taped to the middle of the panel was one of Master Coleman’s drawings—the sketch that he had shown me on my first visit, fourteen hours ago. I removed the tape and held the sketch uncomprehendingly in my hands, along with the crushed paper flower. There was a legend, in flourishing longhand, just beneath the two figures in the sketch. Two figures who touched in the rubble of Emory’s unspecified holocaust. I read the legend.


Only you should look at this one. It explains.


It explained nothing. I held the drawing and the flower, and waited for something momentous to happen. All I could hear was my breathing.


I decided to discover the prankster, whether it was student or teacher. I entered the classroom and dialed the lights up. No one. Rows of red and yellow plastic chairs. Several mobiles turning slowly in the emptiness. The absence of any human being was a palpable thing.


I walked into the classroom, toward the corner where Emory had cloistered himself. The only desk in the room.


Facing that desk, I heard the reverberating clatter of a movie canister on hard tiles. The noise jerked me around. No one. I was looking at the projection unit in its creamy white casting. The battered movie canister lay beside it. No sound but the fading clatter and my own amplified breathing.


What I did next has neither motive nor explanation.


I picked up the canister, removed the reel of film, set aside the projector casing, and carefully threaded the film through the correct sprockets. My hands were shaking, but I made no mistakes. Never before had I operated a projector; nothing in my work had ever required the use of a machine considered by many obsolescent, if not strictly primitive. But I operated this one. The screen was still in place.


As the lead-in frames of numerals and letters flickered on the screen, I dialed the lights down and perched forward on the edge of a plastic chair. Both numb and expectant, I concentrated on driving down the alcoholic blur that had seeped into my eyes. Victrola music. Trumpets.


What in God’s name had maneuvered me to this idiocy?


Envision the screen.


A crude chart depicts the upper and lower dentures. Animated arrows point out the bicuspids and molars. A little girl (one who has since grown old, died, and blown into the night as dust) is brushing her teeth. The narrator’s lubricated baritone slides back and forth in your ears. A close-up of the girl’s cherubic mouth.


Then the screen goes totally black. You can hear the film as it bunches in the sprockets and subtly tears.


But even as the film seems to be tearing, the picture reappears. But we are not gazing into the child’s enormous mouth; no hag grins at us from her Carlsbad throat. Instead, the confrontation is something other, something terrifyingly other.


You are looking at the aristocratic figure of Fiona Bitler; and Fiona Bitler is standing in the middle of the very classroom in which you are watching her stand. The film depicts her looking pensively at her folded hands, a secret preoccupation playing in her mind. She appears irredeemably isolated and alone. But maybe she is waiting.


(I know that I started and came to my feet at some point in this initial sequence of frames, but the woman’s herky-jerky image assured me that she was indeed on film. I sat back down, shaking with disbelief.)


Into this uneasy reverie, flouncing through the classroom door like a miniature Mack Sennett cop, comes Emory Coleman. The action develops at twice the normal pace. The child gesticulates, waves his hands and moves back and forth in front of her in comical sparrowlike hops. Mz Bitler frowns, places her arms akimbo, speaks, tries to touch the boy’s face and watches him hop away with mincingly censorious steps. The room seems to revolve about their pirouetting bodies.


You realize there is no sound.


Merely a whirlpool of black and white ribbons.


But then Emory (on film) scurries to the projector, takes the film from its canister, winds it onto the machine, and points emphatically at the lighting dial. Mz Bitler whirls to the dial, flicks her wrist and plunges the screen you are watching into darkness. You can dimly see both figures in the darkened classroom; they stare toward the deeper screen that exists in their circumscribed celluloid world.


Now: Envision a screen within a screen.


The filmed persons of Emory Coleman and Fiona Bitler are viewing the same film the boy showed that afternoon. But their movie begins with Carrie the hag proceeding forward from deep in the little girl’s throat. She fills the more removed of the two screens with her puckered eyes and stitched alligator’s mouth. But no longer does the action waltz by at twice its normal pace; Carrie’s slow smile forms in thirty dragging seconds of agonized stasis.


Then the camera dollies back for a long shot and Carrie steps clumsily out of the little girl’s mouth. She hoists her ebony skirts over the child’s moist bottom lip and carefully plants one bony bare foot … into the classroom.


She is still a two-dimensional character to you, but to the woman and the boy in that filmed classroom she is a three-dimensional reality, coexisting with them in time.


Draw back to your first screen: the real one.


Emory Coleman and Fiona Bitler rise. The witch is in the classroom with them. She has descended from that other screen. Her eyes grow as wide and bright as silver coins and she points a crooked finger at the two human beings who confront her. She draws a looping circle in the air.


Fiona Bitler grasps the boy protectively to her body. He does not resist. The two of them face their antagonist, locked one against the other.


At that instant the screen bursts into color. You can see the red and yellow chairs, the violet tones of Carrie’s wrinkled mask, Emory’s soft blue moccasins, the warm chocolate of Fiona’s skin. Then Carrie sweeps the darkness of her cape over the screen and reduces everything again to black and white.


A blinding phosphorescence blots out your vision. Glowworms swim in the water of your eyes.


You recover in time to witness a vivid tableau: On the bonewhite floor lie the charred remains of both Emory Coleman and Fiona Bitler. Each face is punctuated with the black crater of a burnt-out mouth. Their hands are extended and touching.


Things concluded swiftly.


I did nothing so melodramatic as to scream or faint away, but I did rush forward from where I had been watching and stop in the middle of the room—exactly on the spot where the two lay outstretched and incinerated; exactly on the spot where the film had shown them. But nothing was there.


Then I smelled sulphur and heard a sound like the popping of grease in a skillet. Again the room filled with light. I turned and saw flames skirling over the surface of the projector, threading between the spokes of the take-up reel, running across the curling film itself. I waited for the fire to burn itself out.


And I waited for Atlanta’s Dome to collapse in ruins of plexiglass and tangled steel.


All that happened was that the burning stopped. I stood in the empty classroom. When I looked at my hands, I found that I was still clutching Emory’s flower. I let it slide to the floor. So white were my hands that I believed myself stricken with some leprous disease. There were ashes in my palms.


But when I looked at that crumpled paper flower, I knew that it had done something other than merely eclipse.
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