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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.


      









INTRODUCTION BY SAMUEL R. DELANEY


Burning Sky collects twenty-seven short stories — virtually all her published short fiction to date — of one of the most astonishing writers associated with the science fiction and fantasy field today. Born in Brooklyn in 1945, and raised (after age nine) in the Poughkeepsie area of Dutchess County, Rachel Pollack lived abroad for nineteen years — seventeen of them in Amsterdam — during which she amassed the writer’s usual array of unusual jobs: she has bottled patchouli oil, cleaned bar, been a university lecturer, an IBM production planner, and has sold books.


I first came to Pollack’s writing through her nonfiction: Pollack has published widely on the Tarot, where she holds a position writing about things mystical much like the one John McFee holds in writing about things ecological: She’s hard-headed, unsentimental, logical, and not given to nonsense. She has written a commentary on the Salvador Dali Tarot, as well as a two-volume commentary on the Haindl Tarot. And she is the author of Seventy-Eight Degrees of Wisdom (also in two volumes), as well as a book of Tarot readings and meditations. Her first novel, Golden Vanity (1980), was followed by three others, Alqua Dreams (1987), Unquenchable Fire (1988), and most recently, Temporary Agency (1994). But, if only because her nonfiction was so solid and engaging, through its straightforward, no-nonsense tone, I confess I tended to stay away from the fiction.


It was my loss — and one that I am delighted to say I’ve begun to make up for.


Pollack’s stories occur in a universe of wonders, where Free Women revenge sexist wrongs and an angel descends on a supermarket parking lot to ravish an unsuspecting and very ordinary American girl — or in a ten-kilometer-tall tree growing from the head of a comet. A few, like this last, are classical science fiction. Many more cover the range of fantasy, folk, and fairy tale. The real wonder, however, is that Pollack makes you care about the people in them all. There are tall tales here, like “Pandora’s Bust,” and very short ones, like “Fake Dream” and “General All-Purpose Fairy Tale.” Indeed, Pollack’s form is the contemporary fairy tale, such as “The Girl Who Went to the Rich Neighborhood,” “The Bead Woman,” and “Lands of Stone.” But there are wonderful experimental stories as well, like “The Game — Opening Preliminary Beginning Rules” and “Knower of Birds” (whose plot was determined by a Tarot reading). Many writers have produced impressive stories — three, four, or five of them. But when a group of them is collected in a book, the weaker tales often show up simply as pale replays of the stronger ones. Writer Pollack, however, never does anything exactly the same twice: she ranges widely over subject matter, forms, genres. And through the extraordinary range of these stories, finally one gets the impression of a writer who can and likes to think — of a writer simply too lively to repeat herself.


But for all the collection’s range and encyclopedic inclusiveness, I would be misinforming you if I left you with the impression that it was some sort of scattershot affair.


If her form is the fairy tale, Pollack’s theme is the pursuit of ecstasy.


Her characters approach that state from every conceivable direction. This is a heady journey through marvelous lands and times when the powers of earth, moon, and sun, and the sheer presences of blackness and fire are far more pressing than they are in the quotidian day-to-day lives of you and me. In her SF mode, Pollack has a great deal of fun with sex — imagining it otherwise (in her title tale, as well as in “The Second Generation” and “Tubs of Slaw”). But sex is only one possible route to the ecstatic. And for all her wisdom and insight on the political matrix within which the topic lodges, sex is still very much a means to an ecstatic end. Pollack seems to me in many ways a mystical writer — but an intellectual mystic, in the tradition of France’s René Dumal (1808-1944) rather than, say, in the tradition of Lebanon’s Kahlil Gibran (1883-1931). Indeed, if Dumal had lived beyond his two novels, Le Grand Beuverie (A Night of Serious Drinking, 1938) and Le Mont Analogue (Mount Analogue, not quite finished at the time of his death and unpublished until 1956), to go on to write short fiction, it’s easy to imagine such imagined stories resembling Pollack’s. For Pollack’s are tales in the service of a vision, a vision that homes in on the possibility of union and ecstasy, both of which are perceived as intimately related.


Generally, I am not a lover of “Author’s Notes” on published tales, believing, with most old-fogy modernists, that stories should stand on their own. But the notes here are an exception. For they enrich the reading (without taking anything away). Other writers who want an example of what kind of notes actually work, take a lesson here.


But all this is simply to say: Pollack is an exciting writer.


This is an exciting book.


And the stories here make a wonderful introduction to a writer who has always had something of interest to put forward — and who always puts it with panache.


 


New York City
1994









BURNING SKY


Sometimes I think of my clitoris as a magnet, pulling me along to uncover new deposits of ore in the fantasy mines. Or maybe a compass, like the kind kids used to get in Woolworth’s, with a blue-black needle in a plastic case, and flowery letters marking the directions.


Two years ago, more by accident than design, I left the City of Civilized Sex. I still remember its grand traditions: orgasms in the service of loving relationships, healthy recreation with knowledgeable partners, a pinch of perversion to bring out the flavor. I remember them with a curious nostalgia. I think of them as I march through the wilderness, with only my compass to guide me.


 


Julia. Tall, with fingers that snake round the knobs and levers of her camera. Julia’s skin is creamy, her neck long and smooth, her eyebrows arch almost to a point. There was once a woman who drowned at sea, dreaming of Julia’s eyes. Sometimes her hair is short and spiky, sometimes long and straight, streaming out to one side in the wind off Second Avenue. Sometimes her hair is red, with thick curls. Once a month she goes to a woman who dyes her eyelashes black. They darken further with each treatment.


Julia’s camera is covered in black rubber. The shutter is a soft rubber button.


The Free Women. Bands of women who roam the world’s cities at night, protecting women from rapists, social security investigators, police, and other forms of men. Suits of supple blue plastic cover their bodies from head to toe. Only the faces remain bare. Free Skin, they call it. The thin plastic coats the body like dark glistening nail polish.


Julia discovers the Free Women late one summer night when she can’t sleep. She has broken up with a lover and can’t sleep, so she goes out walking, wearing jeans and a white silk shirt and high red boots, and carrying her camera over one shoulder. On a wide street, by a locked park, with a drunk curled asleep before the gate, a man with a scarred face has cornered a girl, about fourteen. He flicks his knife at her, back and forth, like a lizard tongue. Suddenly they are there, yanking him away from the girl, surrounding him, crouched down with moon and streetlights running like water over their blue muscles. The man jerks forward. Spread fingers slide sideways. The attacker drops his knife to put his hand over his throat. Blood runs through the fingers. He falls against the gate. The women walk away. Julia follows.


Julia discovers the Free Women one night on the way home from an assignment. Tired as she is, she walks rather than taxi home to an empty apartment. She has just broken up with a lover, the third in less than two years. Julia doesn’t understand what happens in these relationships. She begins them with such hopes, and then a month, two months, and she’s lost interest, faking excitement when her girlfriend plans for the future. Recklessly, Julia walks down the West Side, a woman alone with an expensive camera. She sees them across the street, three women walking shoulder to shoulder, their blue boots (she thinks) gliding in step, their blue gloves (she thinks) swinging in rhythm, their blue hoods (she thinks) washed in light. Julia takes the cap off her lens and follows them, conscious of the jerkiness in her stride, the hardness in her hips.


She follows them to a grimy factory building on West 21ST Street. As they press buttons on an electronic light Julia memorizes the combination. For hours she waits, in a doorway smelling of piss, thinking now and then that the women are watching her, that they have arranged for her to stand there in that filth, a punishment for following them. Finally they leave and Julia lets herself inside. She discovers a single huge room, with lacquered posts hanging with manacles, racks of black-handled daggers along the walls, and in the middle of the floor a mosaic maze, coils of deep blue, with the center, the prize, a four-spronged spiral made of pure gold. On the wall opposite the knives hang rows of blue suits, so thin they flutter slightly in the breeze from the closing door.


Over the next weeks Julia rushes through her assignments to get back to the hall of the Free Women. She spends days crouched across the street, waiting for the thirty seconds when she can photograph them entering or leaving. She spends more and more time inside, taking the suits in her hands, walking the maze. In the center she hears a loud fluttering of wings.


She tells herself she will write an exposé, an article for the Sunday Times. But she puts off calling the paper or her agent. She puts off writing any notes. Instead she enlarges her photos more than lifesize, covering the walls of the apartment, until she can almost imagine the women are there with her, or that the maze fills the floor of her kitchen.


And then one day Julia comes home — she’s gone out for food, she’s forgotten to keep any food in the house — and she finds the photos slashed, the negatives ruined, and all the lenses gone from her cameras.


Julia runs. She leaves her clothes, her cameras, her portfolios. She takes whatever cash lies in the house and heads into the street. Downtown she takes a room above a condemned bank and blacks out all the windows.


 


Let me tell you how I came to leave the City-State of Civilized Sex. It happened at the shore. Not the ocean, but the other side of Long Island, the Sound connecting New York and Connecticut. I’d gone there with my girlfriend Louise, who at nineteen had seduced more women than I had ever known.


Louise and I had gotten together a few months after my husband Ralph had left me. On our last day as a couple Ralph informed me how lucky I was not to have birthed any children. The judge, he said, would certainly have awarded them to him. He went on to explain that it was no coincidence, our lack of children, since any heroic sperm that attempted to mount an expedition in search of my hidden eggs (Raiders of the Lost Ovum) would have frozen in “that refrigerator cunt of yours.” Ralph liked to mix metaphors. When he got angry his speech reminded me of elaborate cocktails, like Singapore Slings.


I can’t really blame Ralph. Not only did I never learn to fake orgasms properly (I would start thrusting and moaning and then think of something and forget the gasps and shrieks) but even in fights I tended to get distracted when I should have wept or screamed or thrown things.


Like the day Ralph left. I’m sure I should have cried or stared numbly at the wall. Instead I made myself a tuna sandwich and thought of sperms in fur coats, shivering on tiny wooden rafts as they tried to maneuver round the icebergs that blocked their way to the frozen eggs. I don’t blame Ralph for leaving.


Anyway, he went, and I met Louise window-shopping in a pet store. That same night we went to bed and I expected to discover that my sexual indifference had indicated a need for female flesh. Nothing happened. Louise cast her best spells, she swirled her magician’s cloak in more and more elaborate passes, but the rabbit stayed hidden in the hat.


I became depressed, and Louise, exhausted, assured me that in all her varied experiences (she began to recite the range of ages and nationalities of women she’d converted) she’d never failed to find the proper button. It would just take time. I didn’t tell her Ralph had said much the same thing. I wondered if I’d have to move to my parents’ house upstate to avoid safaris searching for my orgasms like Tarzan on his way to the elephants’ graveyard.


 


Julia runs out of money. She disguises herself in clothes bought from a uniform store on Canal Street and goes uptown to an editor who owes her a check. As she leaves the building she sees, across the street, in the doorway of a church, a black raincoat over blue skin. Julia jumps in a taxi. She goes to Penn Station, turning around constantly in her taxi to make sure no blue-hooded women sit in the cars behind her. At the station she runs down the stairs, pushing past commuters to the Long Island Railroad where she searches the computer screens for the train to East Hampton.


On Track 20 she hears a fluttering of wings and she smells the sea, and for a moment she thinks she’s already arrived. And then she sees a trenchcoat lying on the floor. Another is falling beside her. A flash of light bounces off the train, as if the sun had found a crack through Penn Station and the roof of the tunnel. She tries running for the doors. Blue hands grab her wrists. Blueness covers her face.


 


No. No, it happens along Sixth Avenue. Sixth Avenue at lunchtime, among the push carts selling souvlaki and sushi, egg rolls and yoghurt, tofu and pretzels. Julia’s pants are torn, the wind dries the sweat on her chest, she’s been running for hours, her toes are bleeding, no cabs will stop for her. She turns a corner and tumbles into a class of twelve-year-old girls. The girls are eating hot dogs and drinking Pepsi Cola. They wear uniforms, pleated skirts and lace up shoes, brown jackets and narrow ties. The girls surround Julia. They push her down when she tries to stand up. Somewhere up the street a radio plays a woman singing “Are you lonesome tonight?” The girls tear off Julia’s clothes. They pinch and slap her face, her breasts. Grease streaks her thighs. The girls are whistling, yelping, stamping their feet. Now come the wings, the smell of the sea. The girls step back, their uniforms crisp, their ties straight. They part like drapes opening to the morning. A woman in blue steps into the circle, bright shining as the sun. Spread fingertips slide down Julia’s body, from the mouth down the neck and along the breasts, the belly, the thighs. Wherever the woman touches, the welts disappear. She lifts Julia in her arms. Slowly she walks down the street, while the crowd moves aside and the whole city falls silent, even the horns. Julia hears the cry of gulls searching for food.


 


Over the weeks Louise changed from bluff to hearty to understanding to peevish as her first failure became more and more imminent. She suggested I see a doctor. I told her I’d been and she got me to admit the doctor had been a man. She lugged me to a woman’s clinic where the whole staff consisted of former lovers of hers. While Louise went in to consult the healer on duty I sat in the waiting room.


I got into conversation with a tall skinny woman wearing a buckskin jacket, a gold shirt, and motorcycle boots. She showed me the French bayonet she carried in a sheath in her hip pocket, explaining it would “gut the next prick” that laid a hand on her or one of her sisters. I asked her if she’d undergone any training in knifeware. Not necessary, she told me. Pricks train. The Goddess would direct her aim. The Goddess, she said, lived in the right side of the brain. That’s why the government (99% pricks) wanted to burn left-handed women.


“Janie’s a little strange-minded,” Louise told me as she led me down a corridor to see Doctor Catherine. The corridor’s yellow-striped wallpaper had started to peel in several places, revealing a layer of newspaper underneath.


“Did you sleep with her?” I asked.


“Only a couple of times. Did she show you her bayonet?” I nodded. “She kept it under the pillow in case the police broke in to arrest us for Goddessworship. That’s what she calls women screwing.”


I didn’t listen very closely to Catherine, who didn’t like the name “Doctor”. I wanted to think about pricks training for their life’s work. They probably do it in gym class, I decided. While the girls try backward somersaults and leap sideways over wooden horses the boys practice erections, and later, in advanced classes, learn to charge rubber simulations of female genitals. At the end of each lesson the instructor reminds them not to speak of this in front of their girl friends.


Margaret didn’t find my G spot or raise my Mary Rose (I strongly identified with Henry VIII’s sunken flagship and all its chests of gold. I cried when they raised it, all crusted in barnacles and brine. That left only one of us hidden in the murk.) She did give me some crushed herbs for tea and a bag of tree bark to chew on while I lay in the bathtub. Louise raged at me whenever I neglected my treatment. “You can’t let yourself get negative,” she shouted. “You’ve got to believe.”


 


In the ritual hall Julia spends days hanging from copper, then brass, then silver manacles. Six, no, nine of the women weave in and out of sight, sometimes whispering to each other, sometimes laughing, sometimes standing before Julia and silently mouthing words in a foreign language. Across from her the blue suits rustle against each other.


Julia learns to catch bits of food thrown at her from across the room. Twice, no, three times a day one of the women brings her water in a stone bowl. A gold snake coils at the bottom. Sometimes the woman holds the bowl in front of her, and Julia has to bow her head and lap up as much as she can. Or the woman moves the bowl away just as Julia begins to drink. Or throws the water in her face. At other times she gently tilts the bowl for Julia. Once, as Julia drinks, she discovers that a live snake has replaced the metal one. The head rises above the water and Julia’s own head snaps back so hard she would bang it against the wall if a blue hand wasn’t there to cushion her.


They shave her head. No, they comb and perfume her hair. They rub her with oils and smooth the lines in her face and neck, slapping her only when she tries to bite or lick the cool fingertips sliding down her face.


Once or several times a day they take her down from the wall and force her to run the maze. The women surround the tiled circle, hitting the floor with sticks and trilling louder and louder until Julia misses a step or even falls, just outside the gold spiral. When she’s failed they yank her out of the maze and hold her arms out like wings as they press the tips of her breasts into champagne glasses filled with tiny sharp emeralds.


On the day Julia completes the maze the women dress her in shapeless black overalls and heavy boots. They smuggle her out of the country to an island where a house of white stone stands on top of a hill covered in pine trees. The women strip Julia. With their sticks they drive her up a rock path. The door opens and a cool wind flows from the darkness.


A woman steps out. Instead of blue her suit gleams a deep red. It covers the whole body, including the face, except for the eyes, the nostrils, the mouth. Her muscles move like a river running over stone. Her name is Burning Sky, and she was born in Crete six thousand years ago. When she walks the air flows behind her like the sundered halves of a very thin veil.


 


One night, after a fight, Louise kicked the wall and ran from the house. The next morning, the doorbell woke me at 6:00. Frightened, I looked out the window before I would open the door. There stood Louise in a rough zipper jacket and black turtleneck sweater. She saw me and waved a pair of rubber boots. Afraid she planned to kick me I didn’t want to let her in but I couldn’t think of how to disconnect the doorbell. She’d begun to shout, too. “For heaven’s sake, Maggie, open the fucking door.” Any moment the police would show up.


While I buttered toast and boiled water Louise announced our plans for the morning. We were going fishing. Dress warm, she said, and gave me the spare boots she’d brought for me. I had to wear two pairs of socks, and my feet still slid around.


In her pickup truck I tried to sleep, despite Louise’s cheerful whistle. But when we got all our gear and bodies in a rowboat out in the Sound, it turned out that Louise didn’t plan to fish at all. “Now, goddamnit,” she said, “you can’t whine and get away from me. I’m not taking this boat back to shore until you come and I can feel it all over my fingers.”


“What?” I said, ruining her powerful speech. Her meaning became clearer as she began to crawl towards me. She scared me but she made me want to laugh, too. It reminded me of the time Ralph had locked us in a motel room with a bottle of wine, a bag of marijuana, and a pink nightgown. At least motel rooms are comfortable. Maybe Louise considered rowboats romantic.


I decided I better hold my face straight. “You rapist prick!” I shouted, and tried to grab an oar to threaten her but couldn’t work it loose from the lock. I snatched the fish knife and held it with both hands in front of my belly. “Keep away from me,” I warned.


“Put that down.” Louise said. “You’ll hurt yourself.”


“I’ll hurt you, you prick.”


“Don’t call me that. You don’t know how to use that.”


“The Goddess will show me.”


Apparently this all became too much for her. “Shit,” she said, and turned around to grasp the oars for the pull to shore. I sat slumped over and shivering. My hands clenched around the knife.


 


In a ceremonial hall hung with purple silk and gold shields, the women tattoo a four-pronged spiral in the hollow of Julia’s neck. They present her with a blue suit. With four others she returns to New York on a cruise ship secretly owned by the Free Women. They wear disguises, like the Phantom, when he would venture out as Mister Walker, wrapped in a trench coat and slouch hat, to rescue his beloved Diana from Nazi kidnappers.


Despite the women’s clever tricks someone on the boat recognizes them. A television anchorwoman, or maybe a right-wing politician. This woman once served Burning Sky, but disobeyed her leader on some assignment. Now she comes to their suite of cabins and begs the Free Women to readmit her. They play with her, attaching small intricately carved stone clips all over her skin. She suffers silently, only to have them announce she has forgotten how to break through the wall. They can do nothing for her. She goes away, later becomes Prime Minister.


 


When we got back to the rental dock Louise began to lug the boat onto the wooden platform. “If you want to go home,” she said, “give me a hand.” I took hold of the rope to tie it to the iron post that would hold it fast when the hurricane came.


At that moment a woman came out of the water. Dressed in a black wet suit with long shiny flippers and a dark mask that completely hid her face, she stood for a moment rotating her shoulders and tilting her head up to the sun. Her spear gun pointed at the ground.


My heart began throwing blood wildly around my body: my vagina contracted like someone running for her life. “Will you come on?” Louise asked.


I stammered something at her. Louise had never heard me stammer before. “What the hell is the matter with you?” she said. Then her eyes followed the invisible cable connecting me and my beautiful skin diver. She looked back and forth between us a couple of times while a wolf-grin took over her face. “Sonofabitch,” she said, and laughed. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


“I didn’t know,” I said, and Louise got to see another first. I blushed.


It was certainly a day for firsts. That evening, in the sloppy cavernous apartment Louise had inherited from her grandfather, she took out her collection of “toys”: whips, handcuffs, masks, chains, nipple clips, leather capes, rubber gloves, and one whalebone corset, c. 1835. No wet suits, but it didn’t really matter. I hoped none of Ralph’s sperm remained camped inside me anymore. The spring thaw came that night, and the flood would have washed the courageous little creatures away forever.


 


The Free Women order Julia to go alone to her apartment and renew her professional contacts. At first she finds it hard to function without her instructors. She hates going out “naked,” as she thinks of her ordinary clothes. With no one to command her she forgets to eat and one day passes out while photographing a police parade in the South Bronx.


Gradually the dream fades. Julia stops dressing up in her Free Skin at night, she goes on holiday with a woman reporter who asks about the tattoo on Julia’s neck. Julia tells her she got it to infiltrate a group of terrorists. When the woman falls asleep Julia cries in the shower and thanks the Virgin Mary for her deliverance. She wonders how she ever could have submitted to such strange and wretched slavery.


An order comes. Something simple, maybe embarrassing a judge who suspended the sentence of a man who raped his five-year-old daughter. Something with a clear moral imperative.


Julia takes off from work to decide what to do. In a cabin in the woods she tries on her Free Skin and lies in bed, remembering Burning Sky’s face, and the way her fingers looked extended into the air. She remembers lying with the other women in a huge bed, how they slid in and out of each other, while their bodies melted inside their blue suits. She remembers hanging from silver manacles, remembers dancing to the heart of the labyrinth.


Julia returns to the city and locks the blue suit in a metal cabinet. The day of her assignment passes. She falls into a fever, attended by her reporter friend. When she recovers and the woman has left, Julia opens the cabinet. Her Free Skin has vanished. In its place lies a Chinese woman’s dagger, five hundred years old, with an ivory handle bearing the same spiral sign that marks Julia’s neck. Terrified, she waits for retribution. Weeks pass.


 


And so I left the City of Civilized Sex in one great rush on the back of a skin diver. Now that she’d preserved her record Louise lost interest very quickly, but at least she gave me some leads to “your kind of trick,” as she delicately put it. I didn’t know whether she meant the lovers or the activities.


I discovered not only a large reservoir of women devoted to farfetched sexual practices, but several organizations, complete with buttons, slogans, jackets, and conflicting manifestoes. After a while they all began to strike me as rather odd, not just for their missionary zeal, but their hunger for community. Had I left the City only to emigrate to another nation-state?


It wasn’t so much the social as the sexual conformity that disturbed me. Everyone seemed to agree ahead of time on what would excite them. I began to wonder if all those people in the Land of Leather really liked the same sort of collar (black with silver studs) or if each new arrival, thrilled at finding a town where she’d expected only a swamp, confused gratitude with eroticism, and gave up her dreams of finding leather clothes and objects of exactly the right color, cut and texture.


As my imagination began to show me its tastes I became more and more specific with the women who tried to satisfy me. That first night with Louise she could have tied me up with a piece of filthy clothesline and I wouldn’t have complained. A few months later I was demanding the right ropes (green and gold curtain pulls with the tassel removed) tied only in particular knots taken from the Boy Scout Handbook.


And even that phase didn’t last. For, in fact, it’s not actions that I’m hunting. No matter how well you do them they can only approximate reality. City dwellers believe that fantasies exist to intensify arousal. Out here in the Territories the exiles should know better. I want to stand on a tree stump and yell through the forest, “Stop trying to build new settlements. Stop trying to clear the trees and put up walls and lay down sewers.” I want them to understand. Sex exists to lay traps for fantasies.


 


Julia’s life becomes as pale and blank as cheap paper. She goes to bars and picks up women. They all go away angry when they get back to Julia’s apartment and Julia just sits on the bed, or else goes to the darkroom and doesn’t come out. Julia returns to the ritual hall. She finds it replaced by a button factory.


She drives out to the beach on a hard sunny day in December. Ignoring the cold wind she strips naked and walks toward the water, both hands gripping the Chinese dagger. She raises it to the sun to watch the light glint off the blade. But then she notices flashes beyond the knife. Small spots on the horizon. As she watches, they grow larger, become blue sails, then a row of boats coming out of the deep. Each one contains a single woman. The sails rise out of their shadows like wings. They call to each other like birds, their voices piercing the wind. When they land they detach their skins from the boat masts and the plastic snaps back against their bodies.


Julia falls down in the wet sand. A wild roaring in the Earth drowns out the sea as the six women lift her to her feet (six is the number of love, with Julia they become seven, the number of victory). They wash the mud and loneliness from her and dress her in the Free Skin she abandoned for an illusion of freedom.


 


“The only true happiness lies in obedience to loving authority.”


Charles Moulton


speaking as Queen Hippolyte of Paradise Island


to her daughter, Princess Di


Wonder Woman Comics, c. 1950









BURNING SKY


Several strands went into the making of this story. First, a Dutch friend of mine suggested that a group of us trade erotic stories. When I started to think of what might be interesting to write, I found myself drawn to the images of female super heroes, and the appeal of secret groups exploring exotic and romantic adventures. I thought of Wonder Woman, whose creator, William Moulton Marston, kept a secret card file of unusual sex practices around the world. And I thought of the Phantom, the eternal mystery in the jungle, in his skintight purple suit.


The erotic fiction group never really got going. I wrote no more than a page or two of the story I’d planned for my contribution. But the image of the secret group of women stayed in my mind. When I started thinking of a story about sexuality and fantasy, I returned to the Free Women and their hidden temple in an old factory in New York.


Another factor leading to this story was a long-term interest in the relationship between sexuality, fantasy, and ecstatic religious practices. Many of the things shamans do to induce trance are very close to what we term S & M, or bondage. And at least among women involved in such unorthodox sexuality, the role playing and fantasies, the let’s pretend of it all, seems at least as important as any specific physical actions.


And finally, there was the wonderful encounter of the two women on the beach and the scuba diver in the rubber suit. This is a true story. The person who told it to me does not resemble the character of Maggie in any way, something she recognized when I showed her the story and told her I wanted to publish it. The details, however, run fairly close to her own self discovery, at least for the scene on the beach.


And yet, this story is not really about sexuality at all. It’s about fantasies. In my novel Unquenchable Fire, Jennie Mazdan comments to herself, “God is made out of stories.” In this particular story, Maggie might add, “So is sex.” In her view, the importance of sex is not that it liberates the body, for in fact it does not. If anything, sex binds the body to the body’s desires. And there are many people who find their desires uncomfortable, disturbing, or simply embarrassing. So sex does not liberate the body. But sex and the imagination liberate each other.









ANGEL BABY


The angel came at me in the IBM parking lot, the huge double football field of concrete behind the long grey factory. Like I did every day in summer I’d gone there to pick up my mother’s car. Every afternoon she would drive to work, and an hour or two later, after I’d cleaned up my dinner, I could go get the car and visit my friends or go to the shopping centers or the movies. At a quarter to twelve Mrs. Jacobi, who lived across the street and worked a couple of departments down from my mother, would take Mom home, telling the same old pumpkin jokes year after year. My mother could have gone to work with Mrs. Jacobi too, and saved me the twenty minute walk to the parking lot down by the river, but my mother claimed Mrs. Jacobi sometimes came late and it made her nervous that her work record should depend on someone else.


The angel came over the river, away from the mountains. I remember thinking, crazylike, that it must have come from one of the Catskill hotels, one of the resorts where rich people went to get away from the city. …


I saw the eyes first. I don’t know how, but I did. You’d think I’d see the wings before anything, but no. I looked up. I don’t know why, it wasn’t like anything called me or anything. I just looked up with the car keys in my hand, and I saw — they looked like small shiny bits of metal floating towards me. I stared at them. I didn’t feel faint or nauseous, just weird, like my skin or something was sliding off into those horrible cold eyes.


Then I saw the wings. I guess he was coming straight towards me, because I first saw a wavy line of white, dipping down in the center, then coming up again. I squinted and shook my head, and then he must have shifted, because suddenly the wings filled the whole sky, like a long white cloud pointed at both ends, and narrow in the middle. Very slowly it moved, up and down, up and down. Christ, how slowly those wings beat, they took over my breath, forcing my lungs to open and close so slow that my chest burned. They made me want to cover myself, like I was somehow naked, and not him.


I managed to look around in the parking lot, and I saw, I guess maybe five or six or seven people, walking to their cars and looking tired, like they’d worked overtime and hadn’t finished whatever they had to do. A couple were running and checking the big clock over the door, some guy with a big black leather briefcase — And none of them saw. I didn’t cry out, I didn’t even think of it, my eyes went back to the angel.


The wings looked like they could cover the whole parking lot, like they’d sweep the cars right off the concrete and just smash the whole row of trees separating the front and back lots. And in between, the legs sticking out, the arms hanging down, his hard naked body.


He was very thin, kind of stretched out, I even thought I could see his ribs. His skin shone. Not much, not as much as the wings. It made me think of the radium watch my father had had when I was a little kid and he let me take it in the closet and shut the door so I could see it glow. The angel’s skin shone a lot like that, except it wasn’t green but white, like watery milk, so that for a moment I thought of an old movie I’d seen on TV, where they’ve got this radioactive milk and the scientists are trying to find it and they keep showing it moving around until it ends up on someone’s table, pale and glowing. But of course I only thought that for a moment. Later, when I tried to remember his skin, I thought of the way snow looks under a full moon. Even now, I sometimes can’t stand to look at snow at night, and I won’t even let Jimmy out of the house after dark in winter.


 


I don’t think I realized the angel was coming for me until the last moment. He just came closer and closer, getting larger, and in a funny way smaller, as I could see he wasn’t really so big, his body no longer, I mean no taller than Bobby Beauhawk, the basketball player who kept breaking things in my bio class. (I wrote “longer” because once my mother took me on a vacation, she said we could both use a rest, but she meant me, and we went to Florida and I saw this alligator lying in the mud, and I started to scream because it was just as long, exactly as long as the angel.) The wings weren’t short, they could have stretched over two or three cars easy, but nothing like as long as I thought when I saw them far away.


I never saw — his thing. I know that sounds really crazy, but I just didn’t see it. I have some picture of it in my head as bright red and pointy, so maybe I saw it unconsciously or something, but I don’t remember anything about it. The thing was, even as I realized he was coming right at me and I should run or something, I went back to looking at his eyes. I felt like I could look inside them, not into his head, but into all the things he’d seen, his own world. I saw it like a place where the sky filled up with lightning all the time, where nothing ever stayed in one piece, where the ground kept melting and turning into water, or even huge fires that jumped up — Except it always stayed cold. Cold like you can’t possibly imagine, like no one ever even thought of heat, even knew what it was.


One of the wings knocked me to the ground — I screamed, afraid I’d hit my head — and then his long fingers started fumbling at my clothes, stiff and clumsy, like he didn’t know what he was doing. I thought of Mary Tunache, who made out with that exchange student and later told us all he didn’t even know how to get her bra off.


He didn’t mean to knock me over, not like he wanted to force me or anything like that, he just couldn’t use his hands very well, our world was too clumsy for him. I know that, because once he’d got my clothes off he just started stroking me, long strokes with his fingers all spread out, like the way my piano teacher used to hold her hands over the keys before she began. At first his fingers seemed horribly cold, and it wasn’t until I saw the lines of blood down my breasts and stomach that I realized they weren’t fingers at all, but claws, long and thin, a pale gold that picked up reddish highlights from the sun, like my friend Marie’s hair that everyone envies so much.


The claws just touched my skin but they reached into me too, and they stirred up something all the way down. I started making noises, they sounded like animal imitations, but they weren’t. I was talking his language, his people’s talk, not talk but shrieks and whistles that didn’t mean anything like our words do, they just said everything they needed to say. Everything.


I want to get this right, put it down just like it happened, but I can’t. It’s not fair. I know what to say, but I don’t know the words. Whatever I say makes it something else. How can I use human words to describe angel language? If I could only speak that again I wouldn’t have to describe.


The funny thing was, nobody heard me, the one or two people I could see in the lot didn’t even turn, some woman walked past only an aisle away, in the middle of my screams I could hear the click of her heels. But she didn’t hear me, she couldn’t even see the angel spread over me, with his wings curving over the tops of the cars.


 


Reading this it strikes me how crazy it sounds. If no one else saw it, then it didn’t happen, right? Well, I think that no matter how crazy a person is, he’s got to know, secretly anyway, when he’s made something up. Maybe that’s what makes them unhappy and violent, because inside they know it’s not true, yet outside they can’t get away from it.


But the angel was real all the way down, so much that for weeks afterward my mother and my friends looked and sounded fake to me, like people on television saying words that someone else has written and no one cares about.


I don’t really know when the angel … entered me. I know he did because later when I checked I wasn’t a virgin any more, but I don’t remember. It doesn’t matter. Can you understand? What really counted was speaking the angel’s language.


I don’t even know when it ended. Suddenly I was lying alone, between my mother’s car and some Cadillac, my body all scratched, as much by the pebbles under me as by the claws, and in the sky I could see the angel, his back and legs incredibly bright, getting larger and larger until they covered the whole sun and sky. And then they were gone.


I grabbed up my clothes, found the car keys on the ground, and scrambled inside. I lay there on the back seat, still, not excited or frightened or happy or sad, or anything like that. What the angel did, what he showed me, made me, you can’t find any feelings to go with it. I’ve got a kind of thing about feelings. I think they make up a sort of language we use, just like words, to tell ourselves what’s happened to us. They explain things. Happiness says, this was a good experience, you enjoyed it, sadness says, this one was crummy, you didn’t like it.


But the angel didn’t need any explanations. I’d spoken his language. If I could have I would have given up feelings, and words, forever. But you try to do that without the angel’s language and you just become fake.


But that came later. Lying there on the back seat I tried to hold on to what the angel had given me. I tried making those sounds again, only they came out stupid so I stopped right away. I tried to remember the things I’d seen in his eyes and that came a little clearer, except it was only a memory.


One thing real remained. The angel’s message. His promise. The angel wanted a child. No, the angel never wanted anything. He was going to have a child. And he’d chosen me as the mother. That’s not right either. He didn’t choose, didn’t find me worthy or anything like that. In the angel’s world nothing gets chosen or picked out. You’d think I would wonder why he picked me. But I’d seen that world, I’d talked it, and I knew you didn’t need any reason for anything.


I was going to have the angel’s child. Except I couldn’t do it right away. My human body couldn’t hold his angel seed. It wouldn’t burn up or anything, the two things just wouldn’t fit together. So the first time he came just to prepare me. What he did would change me, not all at once, but slowly, over years until I was ready for him. The only thing I had to do was allow it to work. That meant no husband or lovers, no human disturbing that slow movement all the way through me. Lying there in the car I had to laugh a little. It reminded me of my mother telling me that “virginity still matters. No man wants soiled goods, no matter what he says.”


Well, the angel had certainly soiled me, and whatever any man might want I was going to make sure that dirt soiled me all the way down. The angel had promised me a child and I planned to get it.


The strange thing was, I knew that wanting the angel’s child already cut me off from him. Wanting things, that’s what make us people and not angels. But I couldn’t help it.


I lay there for awhile, breathing the hot stuffy air of the car but not wanting to open the windows, watching the sky darken. Finally I heard a couple of men laughing and hid on the floor while I pulled my clothes on. When they’d gone I got up and drove home.


 


For the next few days I tried, like I said, not to feel anything. I thought it would help me hold on to the angel language. But that was gone. Finished. The angel had dropped me back in the human world and I had to teach myself all over how to work in it. Besides, I could see my mother was getting suspicious.


At first her job and the summer heat kept her so wrapped up she didn’t notice anything. I was really glad of that. I’d spent hours scrubbing the blood stains off my clothes and the back seat of the car. But the next evening, when I called my mother after she’d driven to work, she just went on about the heat and the men in her department wanting a young secretary with big tits instead of someone who could type and cared about her work, and how I shouldn’t forget to water the lawn before it got dark.


For a few days it went like that, but then she started to ask did I feel okay, why didn’t I go visit my friends or go to a movie, get away from the heat. I didn’t say anything, just made a face and moved away when she tried to touch me. One day she told me of a dance the Lutheran Center was giving at Speckled Lake, and all my friends were going, why didn’t I go, maybe I’d meet someone there, if I sat at home every night I’d just get depressed —


I could see her watching me closely, and it took me a minute to realize the test she’d set up. She didn’t care about the dance, well, she did, but more, she wanted to see how I’d react to her interfering. Almost too late I shouted, “You called all my friends? Jesus, how could you do that? Didn’t I tell you I hate it when you butt in like that?” She had to fight not to smirk as she apologized and went on to say, even so, maybe I should go to the dance anyway, now that the damage was done, no sense in my denying myself —


The funny thing was, she was playing a part just as much as I was. It made me wonder how much she knew. For just a second the crazy idea hit me that an angel (or the angel, maybe there was only one, except it made no difference how many there were, they were all the same) maybe the angel had come to her, to everybody, and everyone kept it hidden, thinking no one would understand, so that if I told the truth, everyone else would want to.


But no. I could see in my mother’s face, and later, in other people’s faces when I looked at them in the street, she’d never seen those eyes. I could tell by looking at hers. You could go a certain way into them and then they stopped.


Later, after my mother had apologized again, I lay up in my room with the fan on, and thought about my feelings, like anger or sadness, and how they only described things, but how, without the angel talk, I couldn’t do anything else. It’s all fake, I thought, no matter which way I go. If I acted like other people, that wasn’t real, but if I tried not to, if I tried to act like the angel, that made me even more fake. The best I could do, I decided, was act like ordinary people but at least remember the truth. I got up and went to the mirror and looked at my eyes. I thought they looked different than they used to, but how could I tell without seeing them from before at the same time, I thought they went all the way down, but I could only see them in the glass which made everything flat and dull. If only I could really look in my own eyes. The angel can, I thought. He can look at himself from the outside and in at the same time.


 


The next day I went into town, to Woolworth’s, and bought a diary, one of those blue plastic things with thick gold edged paper and a lock on the cover. If I couldn’t act like the angel, I thought, I should at least write it all down so I wouldn’t forget. I planned to write something every day, all my thoughts and feelings, even if I had to use human language, so when the angel came back I’d have stayed close to him.


The first couple of days I must have filled up half the book. I imagined ending up with a whole stack of diaries and giving them to the angel or maybe saving them for the baby. But then my daily writing started getting shorter. I found myself trying to think of things to say, or writing about my mother or people I saw or something like that, just to fill up the pages. So I told myself I didn’t need to write every day, I would just put things in when they came to me, like if I remembered something about the wings or the claws then I could put it down with the date.


For a few weeks I kept doing it, then I just sort of forgot. I’ve still got it. I read it recently, while Jimmy was out playing with his toy cars. I thought I’d hate it, thought it would sound stupid. But it said so much, so many beautiful things, almost like some little piece of angel language translated into English. Why didn’t I keep doing it, I thought, and began to cry, angry at the same time, because tears, and even anger, had nothing to do with it, they pushed aside the angel voice, leaving nothing but human talk in its place.


Around the time I got the diary I also made the claw. I got some clay (at first I thought of papier mâché, but decided I wanted something better and besides, I couldn’t remember how to make papier mâché) and spent hours bending, twisting, pinching, sometimes screaming and throwing it at the wall (I waited till my mother went to work) because I couldn’t get it right.


Finally I told myself I’d never get it right, and settled for a version that didn’t try to look just like it, but instead gave me a kind of memory of it. I’d bought a little book on clay which told me how to bake it, and then I painted it, gold with a bit of red glitter, but afterwards I was sorry because the paint took away from the memory. It looked too fake. I thought of using turpentine but decided I’d better leave it alone.


I kept the claw in my drawer, underneath my underwear. Sometimes, sitting in school, or watching television, I imagined the claw inside my clothes, touching me, and I’d get so excited I couldn’t stand it. I’d feel like I could burn right through my skin. One time Mrs. Becker called on me in English class, to say what some character in Shakespeare said to his mother or something, and I just stammered at her, my mouth half hanging open, while everybody tried not to laugh, whispering things back and forth, until finally Mrs. Becker called on Chris Bloom, who always knew everything.


Other times, if my mother or the kids at school were bothering me, I would go home and take out the claw and hold it against me or make it stroke my body, just like his had done, sometimes hard enough to make blood come out. Or else I would just put it next to me while I slept.


My mother kept after me a lot. She wanted me to date more, to go to dances, have lots of boyfriends, she wanted all the girls to envy me, and she was scared they pitied me instead. She couldn’t stand that.


The funny thing was, I didn’t really mind dating. I thought at first that I could never do it again because I had to keep myself clean for the angel, for the baby. And I thought that all the boys would look so clumsy and stupid and thick, their voices all hard and ugly. I thought any time they’d ask me I’d want to laugh or gag. But then I discovered they didn’t touch each other at all, boys and the angel. They had nothing to do with each other, despite my being in the middle, like a kind of bridge connecting them. I saw it almost as two different mes, the one that belonged to the angel, and the one that went to the movies with Billy Glaston or Jeffrey Sterner.


But if I didn’t mind dating, I didn’t care either. I made no effort, and like my mother told me, the bees’ll fly around a pot of warm honey, not a glass of cold water. It wasn’t like I dressed sloppy or didn’t use makeup, that would have made more trouble than it was worth, it was just that I paid no special attention to what boys said, and didn’t try to laugh in a nice way, or give boys any special looks, things like that.


But I got dates anyway, sometimes with boys too ugly or dumb or just clumsy to try for the popular girls, boys who automatically looked for someone in their range. I didn’t care. If someone asked me to the movies and I wanted to see the picture I went. I knew I couldn’t let any boys do anything with me, so what difference did it make who took me? Only, I avoided the really ugly boys, not for myself, but so people wouldn’t make fun of me.


 


One boy got to me, at least a little. His name was Jim Kinney, though around that time he told everyone to call him James, figuring it sounded more adult or intellectual or something. Jim — James — knew more about computers than half of IBM. In fact, when he was just a junior in high school he got permission to use the big computers down in the factory and wrote some program or other that IBM bought for a huge pile of money. He planned to use some of it, he said, to publish a book of his poetry. Poetry and science, Jim said, were “two horses pulling the same chariot.” He often talked like that. He even showed me some of his poems. He didn’t write about nature or love or stuff like that. Jim wrote about truth and knowledge and God, though he said he didn’t mean God like in the church.


What he did mean was what got me excited about him. When I read his poems carefully, getting around the fancy words, like “the sheer blank wall of mortal ignorance”, I saw he was writing about the difference between human talk and angel language. He knows, I thought, and got goosepimples, almost like when I could feel the angel claw under my clothes.


But how could an angel visit him? Did they visit boys? The thought upset me the same time it excited me. Maybe a woman angel needed a human man to make her pregnant. Maybe he was also waiting. Out of breath I looked up at him. And saw it wasn’t true. He should have been looking at my face, my eyes, testing me the way I would have done him. Instead, he was reading his own poem over my shoulder. “Should I explain it to you?” he said, when he should have waited for me to say something. I could see he really cared about the human words, whatever he pretended.


That day I gave him back his poems and told him I didn’t feel well, and ran home. (Later he told me he thought his poems had made me sick, and we both laughed.) But over the next few days I kept thinking about him.


I’m not sure what made Jim interested in me. He wasn’t ugly, and he sure wasn’t stupid, he could even play sports pretty good, and for a while he had a car, but it broke down. You’d think he could have gotten any girl he wanted, and wouldn’t look at someone like me who never made an effort. But maybe the other girls found him too weird, writing poetry and playing tricks with computers. Too smart. Anyway, his car was already gone by the time he started taking me out.


Once Jim and I got started my mother just about bounced off the walls with happiness. Not only was I acting more normal, but I was doing it with someone who had “rich” written all over him.


Myself, I didn’t really know why I was doing it. I liked being with Jim. I liked when he called me, when he helped me with my homework, or when we went to the movies (which he called “cinema”) but it still confused me when I thought about the angel. One night Jim and I had gone to a carnival and got home late. I said goodnight to him, and then to my mother (she always waited up for me), and went upstairs laughing at the way some boy had looked so sick coming off the snap-the-whip.


I opened the drawer with my nightgown in it. And then suddenly I started to cry. I’d forgotten the angel. A whole night had gone by and I hadn’t thought about him at all. I pushed aside my clothes and grabbed the claw, but then I just threw it down again.


I sat down on the bed and rubbed the tears away, feeling my eye makeup smear. Did I still care? Did I still believe? I opened my diary and stared at the last date. Two years ago. For two whole years I’d had nothing to say. I knew I didn’t really stop believing. I couldn’t. But I wondered — now that years had gone by, did it still mean anything? Anything more than Jim’s poems? Maybe the angel had lied to me and would never come back. Or maybe it had meant what it said, but had forgotten as soon as it left me. Maybe only humans remembered things. How could memory exist in a sky full of fire?


 


The whole time Jim and I had gone around together I hadn’t let him touch me. Well, sometimes we’d hold hands and he’d put an arm around me, but whenever he moved in for something more, even just a kiss, I pushed him away. I had to make up a whole story about how my mother hadn’t kissed my father until they were almost engaged, and I really wanted to act different than that but I couldn’t help it. I could tell a couple of times Jim was fed up and didn’t want to see me any more, but I guess he liked me, or liked having a girlfriend, because he always came back.


But now I thought, if the angel’s not coming back, why should I keep so clean for him? I decided the next time Jim tried to kiss me I would let him. The strange thing was, the next night he tried again — we’d gone to the movies and Howard Johnson’s, and Jim stopped to show me some craters on the moon on the way home, though we both knew he didn’t care about them any more than me — and I still pushed him away. I couldn’t make myself do it.


Jim shrugged. “I’m sorry,” he said in a voice that really meant “Screw you.” He started walking away from me but I called him. In fact, I called him in a really strange voice, like I’d taken charge, which surprised me as much as him. He came back and held my shoulders and for a moment we looked at each other — not for any real reason, I think, but just because people in the movies always look at each other before they kiss. Part of me wanted to stop, to shove him really hard and run away, but I wouldn’t let that happen. I made myself stand there, and when his mouth, already half open, came down towards mine I closed my eyes and kissed him.


I never felt such pain in my life. Like some burning knife coming right up my insides all the way to my face. I screamed, and then I did shove Jim, so hard he fell right on his backside. For a moment he lay there, all bent over, holding his stomach with his face all screwed up and wet with tears or sweat, and I knew the pain had hit him too. He kind of gagged and got to his feet. “You’re sick,” he said, “you’re really, really sick.” He had to keep himself from running as he got away from me.


I walked home slowly, making dumb whispering noises. Inside I became like two people, one of them miserable that Jim had run off and now no one wanted me, and scared because he was right and they’d lock me up screaming in a straitjacket — and the other shaking with joy because the angel was real, the fire had come because his power had worked its way deep inside me and any day now the angel would come back and give me its baby. And I knew, too, that the first me, the unhappy one, was a fake, built up out of years of acting normal to satisfy my mother and the kids and teachers at school. I’d almost let it take over, convince me the real one had never existed. But the angel had saved me.


 


Graduation came soon after, saving me from my mother as well, and her constant asking what had happened with me and “James.” I’d applied to college, mostly because everyone else did, and when the fall came I went off to Albany State. I didn’t stay long. The stuff there didn’t mean anything more than the stuff in high school. Maybe the other kids got something out of it. But I was waiting for the angel to come back.


I moved down to New York. No reason really. I got a job in the city tax department, sorting forms, making spot checks on people’s income tax returns, things like that, and I found an apartment on Queens, one of those streets with six-storey apartment houses where rich people used to live. (My building had a big lobby with even a picture made of tiles on the floor, but the tiles were too faded or broken for me to make it out. The elevator never worked.) And I waited.


Months went by, almost two years really. I’m not sure what I did all that time, how I managed to use up the days. I watched TV, read the paper, sometimes went to people’s houses, or movies, or even parties. It didn’t make any difference. Now and then one of the men, one of the shy or ugly ones, asked me out, or even made a pass. I never got nasty or aggressive, but none of them ever tried anything again.


Then one weekend I went for a walk in Greenwich Village. I’d taken to walking a lot, all around, though mostly Manhattan. I liked looking at the buildings, sometimes staring up just like a tourist. I liked the way they were so big, so heavy. That day in the village, they were having one of those sidewalk art shows, with the painters standing alongside trying to look relaxed while they watched everybody passing by. I thought of Jim and his poems.


Then, on Bleecker Street, I came to an exhibit of photos. Most of them showed buildings or people bent over in funny ways, or tricks, like a cat jumping out of someone’s chest, but one of them — I almost didn’t see it, or maybe I saw it subconsciously, because I walked right past it at first, then stopped just like a hand had grabbed my shoulders and turned me around. The picture wasn’t large, 8” by 11” I later found out. It showed nothing but light. Wavy sheets of light with slivers of dark buried inside them.


I just about grabbed the woman standing beside the photos. “That picture,” I said. “Did you take that?”


“No,” she said, frightened I was going to attack her, or the exhibit. “No, they’re by different people. I’m just taking a turn —”


“How much is it?”


“Fifty dollars.”


I checked my wallet though I knew I’d only brought fifteen. “Shit,” I said, then I did grab her jacket. “I’m going home to get some more money. Don’t sell that picture to anyone else. Do you understand?” She nodded, her mouth hanging open.


I had to meet the person who’d taken the picture, but first I had to get the thing itself. I couldn’t stand the idea of someone else buying it. Someone who didn’t know. It would have taken too long to go home, but I knew someone who lived pretty close, on East 6th Street. I pushed through the crowds, begging God to make Joan be at home. She was, and loaned me the money. I think she was scared not to.


When I got back the photo was still there, but the woman had put a little sign next to it saying “Sold.” I must have scared her too. I gave her the money and stood shifting from one leg to the other while she carefully wrapped it for me.


“Listen,” I said to her once I had it in my hand, “the person who took this, where can I find her?”


She looked scared, her eyes moving away from me to see who might help her if I got really crazy. “How do you know it’s a woman?” she said.


“Please,” I told her. “You’ve got to help me.”


“Well,” she said, “I guess it’s okay.” She gave me a name and an address near Wall Street. I nearly knocked over some people looking for a cab. The building turned out to be an old office building reaching some twenty storeys above the dirty luncheonettes and cheap clothing stores. I stood there staring at it, thinking the goddamn woman had lied to me, until I looked in the lobby and saw the doorman sitting on a wooden stool and reading the Post. Then I realized it must be one of those places where they’d converted some of the empty offices into apartments.


The doorman didn’t wear a uniform or anything like that, just jeans and a dirty sweater, but he still wouldn’t let me up until he’d checked with the woman. I didn’t know what I’d do if she didn’t answer. I had planned to sit by her door if she wasn’t there but the doorman wouldn’t let me do that, I knew, and I didn’t want to have to stand on the street.


She was there. When the doorman asked who I was I told him, “Just say I want to ask her about her picture. Her photo.” He made a face and repeated it. It seemed like a whole minute before the scratchy voice said to come up.


 


When I got off the elevator she was already standing in the faded yellow hall, looking a little sick in the fluorescent light. She was tall, much taller than me, with a wide face and straight dull brown hair that didn’t help it any. I only noticed these things, and her loose blue cotton dress and white plastic sandals, because it’s the kind of thing my mother used to point out. But really I watched the way her hands jumped about looking for a relaxed way to hold themselves, while her eyes, looking very glary behind blue tinted glasses, jumped onto the package I held. “You said photo,” she said. “Just one? Which one do you mean? Where did you get it?”


I tore off the wrapping and held it up. Her breath sounded like something jumping down her throat. “Where did you get this?” I said. “Tell me what it is.”


She started telling me all sorts of things, about light, and filters, and double exposures, all sorts of things, talking very fast, like she didn’t want me to interrupt. But I said nothing, just held the photo, refusing to give it up to her hands that kept clutching at it like she didn’t even know they were doing it. And she wouldn’t look at me, not for more than a second, except she kept doing that, looking at me, then jumping her eyes away again. And suddenly she stopped all the stuff she was saying, because she knew, and I knew, she could have taken that picture with a snapshot camera, with an old Brownie like the one my mother kept in her bedroom because my father had used it as a kid.


I said, “It’s him, isn’t it? It’s him.”


And suddenly she started saying how she shouldn’t have sold it, she never meant to sell it, she still kept the negative, she just needed money so bad, she never thought anyone would know.


I don’t know who grabbed who first, but somehow we were holding each other and kissing, and couldn’t stop, and crying. And the fire didn’t hurt, or not so much as that other time, with Jim. It hurt, it hurt her too, she made a kind of choked sound, but it hurt more like lowering yourself into a hot bath where it comes up first around your legs and then your groin and finally your breasts. And then the fire is gone because you’ve made it all the way in, and it feels so good, so strong, stronger than anything, with the sweat pouring off your face and the steam beating the breath out of you.


Her name was Jo, short for Josephine I thought, but she said no, it was always Jo, and we sort of moved in together, even though we both kept our own places. You’d think I would have worried about us being, you know, both girls, but that never bothered either of us, it was the angel that brought us together, not anything else. When I touched her, her breasts or below, it felt really nice, very soft and warm, but also I saw it as somewhere the angel had touched. Sometimes one of us would make claws with our hands and run it down the other’s stomach, but we always stopped that right away, like it embarrassed us. I never showed her the claw I’d made.


The really strange thing was, neither of us ever talked about it. We just kept copies of the photo up in each of our apartments, facing the bed in mine, over the refrigerator in hers because even though she wasn’t fat she said the kitchen was her favorite room, and sometimes we’d sit or lie together, staring at it, even make love after looking at it. But we could never make ourselves talk.


We wanted to. At least I did. Sometimes, usually at breakfast for some reason, like the morning gave me a new start, I would try to think of how to begin, and Jo would also look like she wanted to say something. Then one of us would talk about the weather or the brand of orange juice or someone at work, and that was it for another day. I never even found out when the angel had come to her or where.


 


Maybe if we could have talked about the angel we would have stayed together longer. I don’t know. In everything else we were so different. Jo was very artsy. She did television things, not programs or stories, just pictures of her moving very slowly or even standing completely still, all wrapped up in aluminum foil. She did it herself of course, she’d gotten her own camera, and then she sent tapes to art galleries, where I guess they showed them instead of pictures. And she used to wear those old saggy dresses she got in some filthy shop on St Mark’s Place, not just because they were cheap, I offered to give her money for real clothes, but because she liked them.


Her friends were artsy too, doing things like writing stories that made no sense, and they had to publish them themselves on really cheap paper because no regular magazine wanted to buy them. Her friends all thought of me as weird or funny or something, because I worked in an office and didn’t wear torn clothes, and they didn’t understand how Jo and I had gotten together. But that didn’t matter. I knew that Jo didn’t care about her “friends” any more than I cared about mine. It was just a game she was playing while she waited for the angel to come back.


For the first few months we were very careful with each other, very polite, except when we looked at the picture or made love. But after a while, we started to fight. About clothes, or where to go to eat, or people we knew, never anything that mattered. Because only the angel mattered. And we didn’t talk about that.


So we started fighting, and then making excuses not to see each other, and finally one night I went to her place after work and let myself in with the key, and there over the refrigerator door was a note saying she’d gone to San Francisco for some “video festival” and didn’t know when she was coming back. She’d taken the picture.


I got angry. I called up her friends and asked for her address but they said she didn’t have one yet and of course she’d send it to me. I got really depressed too, thinking of how to kill myself without any pain. Yet at the same time I knew it didn’t matter. I still had my copy of her picture. That’s what really counted.


I don’t mean my anger or depression were nothing or they went away just like that. As far as I can tell it hit me as hard as anyone else’s who’d gotten dumped like that, and it lasted almost longer than the actual time we’d spent together. The thing is, for other people those sorts of feelings are all they’ve got. But I was waiting for the angel, and anything else just got added on top of that.


The experience with Jo did have one big effect on me. I didn’t want to be alone any more. Like when I decided I couldn’t give up feelings if I couldn’t keep the angel language, now I knew I wanted people, lovers, at least if the angel wasn’t coming back. I didn’t forget my promise and keeping myself clean. I just figured that if I didn’t really care, if I remembered I was only doing it “until,” then it wouldn’t change anything.


So I began to date, not just to pass the time or see a movie, but for the person. The first time some guy tried to kiss me, a divorced guy named Bobby, I didn’t know what to do. Would the pain hit me? Maybe it went all right with Jo only because the angel had also come to her. But no. Being with Jo had already changed me. I could kiss or let someone touch me — or more, and nothing happened. I mean no pain.


One thing — I made sure not to get pregnant. I used a diaphragm but I also took the pill, secretly, so people wouldn’t know I did both and once some guy discovered my pills and he called me sick, like Jim had done, and said I should see a shrink. I told him to go to hell and it was worth any trouble not to get anything of his growing inside me.


Sometimes I wondered, what if the angel came back and the pills made it so I couldn’t get pregnant with him either? But I didn’t think a bunch of pills could stop the angel.


 


I didn’t really live with anybody, though I sort of went steady a few times, once with another girl, a typist from work named Karen. Karen worried a lot about people at work or her family finding out about us. Once we went away to a hotel for the weekend and she brought along her cousin who lived with a guy, so we could make it look like two normal couples, even registering that way, then sneaking into the right rooms when no one was looking. I didn’t really mind, though it bothered me that I had to watch the way I looked at her in restaurants or places like that. I knew how to hide things myself.


One guy even wanted to marry me. His name was Allen and I met him in my cousin Jack’s house. He’d spent some years in the Navy which was why he’d never gotten married, he said. He liked to show slides of all the countries he’d visited, and sometimes he imitated the funny way the people talked. He said it amazed him how many languages there were. Without thinking I said, “They’re all just human languages.” He looked at me funny and asked what I meant. I told him nothing.


When Allen said we should get married I didn’t know what to do. I really liked him a lot, he was the only person I knew who enjoyed walking around the city as much as me, he could even show me things I’d missed. And I was sick of my crummy apartment.


But I didn’t know what marriage would mean. Did it count in some way that dating and sex didn’t? Allen wanted to get married in a church. His brother Michael was a minister and Allen liked to joke about Mike needing the business. Would that mean more than marriage by a judge? I didn’t think so. Marriage was still something two humans did, whatever the church said. Why should the angel care about marriage any more than he cared about two people riding the subway together? Nothing humans did meant anything. Or maybe the other way around. Everything humans did had to mean something because humans couldn’t stand it otherwise. Only the angel did things that didn’t mean something else, something explained in words or feelings.


Still, when Allen insisted I give him an answer I said no. He got really angry, said I had to tell him why. Give him a reason. I told him I didn’t have one and that was the truth. Refusing to marry Allen was the closest I ever came to angel talk, because after I’d gone through everything in my mind, I ended up saying no, for no reason at all.


Of course Allen didn’t understand that. He’d go back and forth between begging me and screaming at me, sometimes calling me up late at night and just about biting through the phone. He got my mother on his side and the two of them went after me so much I sometimes thought of going out to San Francisco like Jo and leaving a note on the refrigerator. Later, when I got pregnant, Allen figured I’d said no because I was already screwing someone else, and he sent letters to everyone calling me a prostitute in about six or seven languages. “Prostitute” was the one word he’d learned in all the countries he’d visited.


 


The angel came one Saturday morning when I couldn’t sleep. Sometimes I wonder, if I’d stayed in bed would the angel have broken through the window, or would he have flown right past the house and I’d never have seen him again. But the rash had stopped me from sleeping, and maybe the angel made the rash in some way.
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