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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.












“But then,” I said, feeling a bit bemused, “would we have to eat again from the Tree of Knowledge, in order to fall back into the state of innocence?”


“Of course,” he answered. “That is the final chapter of the history of the world”


—Heinrich von Kleist
“On the Marionette Theatre”
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Y-tag was the designation that Hitler and the German high command gave to the day—it was September 2, 1939—on which they had determined to send their forces across the border into Poland. I don’t know if this was the strategists’ usual way of naming such a day, or was only invented for this day of this year. Y-tag: a juncture, a crossroads that could not ever afterward be returned to.


The weather was beautiful in that season of that year, endless hot golden stasis of possibility and sweetness: everyone remembers. In New York City the World’s Fair was open, “Building the World of Tomorrow,” and Axel Moffett went out with Winnie Oliphant in late September, along with Winnies brother Sam and Sam’s new wife, Opal. There was a special subway train that took them out from Grand Central, an express that stopped at its own brand-new station right at the Fair’s gate. Tickets to the Fair cost seventy-five cents, but Axel noted that you could spend as much as five dollars for a book of tickets to all the big shows and a lunch too. “Let’s just get in,” said Sam.


Sam and Opal, living in Kentucky, hadn’t met Axel Moffett before; he had been courting Winnie for some time, and she had been writing funny little disparaging notes about him to Sam in Kentucky, who said to Opal that he thought maybe the lady doth protest too much. Axel lived in Greenwich Village, and had met Winnie in Union Square, near where he worked and she was trying business school. They both liked to get a frank from a cart for lunch on nice days. Sam and Opal had come north in Sam’s old Buick so Opal could meet the Oliphant family. Opal was pregnant already. “I hope it’s a girl,” she said when Winnie touched the dove gray gabardine over her stomach.


Axel bought a guidebook, whose cover showed the Trylon and Perisphere, and a white city, and crossing searchlights illuminating little airplanes. He searched in its pages, falling behind the others and then hurrying to catch up on his oddly small and well-shod feet. They came to the center, the Theme Center. “The only all-white buildings at the Fair,” Axel read, and they looked up and up, shading their eyes, at the impossibly slim, impossibly aspiring thing. Inside the great white sphere there was a model city of the time to come, a small World of Tomorrow inside the big one. The line of people who had come from all over the country and the world to see it wound up the white ramps and bridges and stairs in their hundreds to the little door that gave into the sphere. “Too long,” said Sam.


“We came on too nice a day,” Opal said. “We should have come in the rain.” They all laughed, because rain seemed so unlikely here; here the sky would always be this azure.


“Well, it is the Theme Exhibit,” Axel said wistfully. He read from the guidebook: “‘Here in the “Democracity” exhibit we are introduced to the tools and techniques necessary to live full lives in the world to come.’”


“We’ll just have to take our chances, I guess,” Sam said. “Where now?”


“I’d like to see the Kentucky exhibit,” Opal said loyally.


“I don’t think there is one,” Axel said. “Not every state has one.”


Everywhere they wandered they saw things vastly oversized, as though brought back from some titanic elsewhere by explorers, like King Kong. The cash register that counted the visitors to the Fair, as big as a cottage; an auto piston, working away obscenely; the world’s largest typewriter; a giant bank vault door; the worker with his flame held aloft atop the tower of Russia’s building. “USSR,” said Sam. “Not Russia.”


“So what do you think?” Opal asked Sam, taking his arm and glancing back at Winnie and Axel coming along behind.


“Well,” said Sam. “I don’t think he’s the marrying kind.”


“Oh Sam.”


“I don’t think so,” Sam said, smiling.


“She’s taller than he is,” Opal said. Axel had stopped to light Winnie’s Old Gold, though he didn’t take one himself; he shook out the match with care. “That’s always a little tough.”


“Is that so?” said Sam, still smiling.


It was the cleanest public place they had ever been in. The thousands of well-dressed people walked or rode in little teardrop-shaped cars or took pictures of one another in front of gleaming buildings of white and pale pink and citron. Best dressed of all were the Negroes, in groups or couples, bright frocks and spectator shoes and wide hats like flowers. Opal took Sam’s hand and glanced up at him (she was small, he was tall) and they were both thinking (not in words) that there really was going to be a new world, and maybe it wouldn’t be possible to stay and raise a child—children—in the Cumberland highlands of Kentucky where nothing changed, or seemed only to get worse. No matter the pity and commitment you felt.


“Where now?” said Sam.


There were a hundred maps of the World of Tomorrow, all of them a little different. Some showed the buildings standing up in perspective, the spire and sphere, the strange streamlined shapes. Others showed the plan of colors, how each sector had its special color, which grew deeper the farther you got from the white center, so you always knew where you were. There were maps engraved on stone and maps on the paper place mats of the restaurant, blotted by the circles of their frosted glasses.


“Maybe Axel and I should head over to the Congress of Beauties,” said Sam, who had taken Axel’s guidebook and bent back the cover as though it were a Reader’s Digest. “A tribute to the body beautiful,” he read. “In a formal garden and woodland, there is room for several thousand people to view the devotees of health through sunshine.”




“Sam,” said Opal.


“It’s okay,” he said, grinning at Axel. “I’m a doctor. I’d be there if you fainted, too.”


In the AT&T Building they took a hearing test and tried the Voice Mirror that let them hear their voices as others heard them; they sounded thin and squeaky in their own ears, even Axels, which was studiedly rich and low. In the Demonstration Call Room, Opal was chosen by lot to be one of those allowed to make a telephone call to anywhere in the United States, no part of it unreachable any longer.


“Oh, that s too funny,” Winnie said. Opal stepped up to the operator in uniform and headphone and gave her the number of the county clerk of Breshy County, Kentucky, who lived in the town of Bondieu. The operator turned to her switchboard and put through the call. Everyone in the Demonstration Call Room could hear the call make its way through the national web, from operator to operator, as lights lit up on a great map of America.


Central said the operator in Bondieu, and the people in the Demonstration Call Room in Long Island made a small sound of awe.


The World’s Fair operator gave her the number of the county clerk.


Oh, he ain’t home, said Central (Her name was Ivy. Opal felt a stab of homesickness.)


“Please put the call through,” they heard the operator say.


I can tell you he ain’t home, said Central. I just now seen him out the winder, on his way to the drugstore.


Now people in the Demonstration Call Room were starting to laugh.


“This call is coming from the New York World s Fair,” the operator said, as primly, as mechanically as she could. “Please connect.”


Well, all right, said Ivy. But y’all gone get no satisfaction.


Everyone but the operator was laughing now, listening to the phone ring in the empty house far away; laughing not in an unkind way, but only to show they knew that the World of Tomorrow might be a little farther off than it seemed to be here, which was no surprise really, and reflected badly on no one, not the backward little town or the flustered uniformed lady in her swivel chair. It was just time, time passing at different rates everywhere over the world, faster or more slowly. It was said that in that very moment the Polish cavalry officers were riding into battle on their horses against the German tanks, their swords lifted.


Before Poland’s building at the Fair, tall and steely, almost hard to look up at in the noon sun, there was a statue of a Polish king on horseback, his two swords lifted and crossed in an X as though to bar entrance. “Ladislaus Jagiello,” said Axel, not reading from the guidebook, where this king was unmentioned. “It must be.”


“Well, sure,” Sam said.


“Yes. Who defeated the Teutonic Knights. Yes.” And he touched his straw fedora, to tip it back, or to salute.


They had come into the Court of the Nations, having lost the main way, so many forking paths. Axel kept stopping to pick up things on the ground, study them, discard them in the trash bins: helping to keep the place pristine, Sam said to Opal. There were flowers everywhere, banks and carpets and reaching spires, the same now as they had always been, always would be. “I love hydrangeas,” Opal said, and cupped tenderly a round blue bloom as big as a baby s head.


It seemed that among these orgulous or clean-limbed buildings with their muscleman statues and ranked flags an argument was being conducted, claims put forward or refuted, that Americans like them were supposed to hear, if they could. “The Jewish Palestine pavilion,” Axel read, somewhat asweat, unable to stop reading to the others even when they didn’t listen. “A series of dioramas depicts the Holy Land of Yesterday and Tomorrow. Various displays portray the work of reclamation accomplished by Jewish settlers—the irrigation of desert wastes, the cultivation of farmlands. An answer to the charge of unproductiveness leveled at the Jew.”


“Maybe it’s time for lunch,” said Sam.


Without noticing where they walked, they had come before the Czech pavilion. There was no longer a Czechoslovakia, and yet the pavilion was not closed, a plain smallish place like a new clinic or grade school. They walked around it but didn’t go in, as though they might intrude on a private grief. They remembered hearing on the radio, the Red and the Blue Networks: the German army coming into Prague, the distant noise like the sea’s roar that was the engines of the trucks and tanks or the sound of people cheering, for there were some who cheered.


“Where will they go now, what will become of them?” Winnie asked. She meant the stranded Czech workers inside.


“They can go home. I think they can.”


“I think I wouldn’t, even if I could.”


“An exhibition is devoted to the country’s history and civilization,” Axel read. “A colorfully arranged travel exhibit illustrates scenic attractions within the recently revised borders.’”


“Bastards,” said Sam.


There were letters running along the top of the building, carved in the stone, or made to look so. “What does it say?” Winnie asked.


“‘When the wrath of the nations is passed,’” Axel and Sam read together, pointing up, “‘the rule of thy country shall return to thee, O Czech people.’”


“Oh my God.”


“It means the founding of the republic, after the war,” Sam said. “It was meant to suggest that, I’d guess. Means something else now.”


“Who said it? Whose name is it there?”


“Comenius,” Sam read, and shrugged to indicate the name meant nothing to him, and turned away.


“Comenius,” said Axel loudly, standing forth and seeming to glare at Sam, as though finally he had had enough, but of what? “John Comenius. The Bohemian educator and thinker. Sixteen hundreds. The founder of education, of modern education, educational methods, yes right. A man of peace, exiled, roamed the world looking for help. From every king and ruler. Every king and ruler.”


He snatched his hat from his head, and pressed it to his bosom. “Yes. Yes. The Thirty Years’ War. The wrath of the nations. He fled. Fled the invading Hapsburg army. Wandered the world for years, never to return.”


They all looked at him, for they hadn’t heard anyone say never to return like that and mean it.


Never to return. To many Fair visitors in that month, not just to those four, there would come a moment like this one, when they knew what way the world would take, indeed had already set out on. Sam and Opal, Winnie and Axel: even though almost two years followed in their lives that seemed not so different from other years, when people got married and had children and died and were buried and the world of tomorrow both arrived and came no closer, everything at last did take that way, which no one wanted and everyone expected.


Pierce Moffett, Axel and Winnie’s son, would come to know this story well: he would make his mother tell it over to him before he could really understand it, for it contained the mystery of his origins. How his mother-and father-to-be rode out to the Fair side by side in the subway, and said not a shy word to each other; how his aunt Opal put in a call to the little town in Kentucky, and everyone laughed. How Axel then took Winnie to spaghetti restaurants in the Village, museums uptown; how they got their marriage license at City Hall, amid the soldiers and sailors and the girls they’d soon be parted from. And how in the middle of the war he, Pierce, came to be; how glad they were, how much they loved him.


The day after Pearl Harbor, Sam Oliphant went down to the recruiting center, and within weeks he was uniformed and in command of a medical unit. Doctors were badly needed. He came home on leave for a week and kissed his children and his wife farewell and flew out to Hawaii, and then he was sent farther and farther into the great Western sea. Winnie watched the gray battleships cut the brilliant water in the newsreels, the flotillas of planes cut the foamy clouds, planes whose crews Sam attended. Opal sent on to her the flimsy sheets of V-mail that Sam wrote, jokey and sweet and scary. Often he couldn’t name the places he was, but sometimes he could, and Axel and she would look at the atlas and try to find them. Adagios of islands, Axel said.


Axel was not called up: something, some weakness or problem, kept him out. He did war work alongside people with exemptions or disabilities that were often a lot more obvious than his. He had a lapel button to wear, and moved it carefully each night from blue suit to gray. Before Winnie too could find something to do, she learned she was pregnant.


On hot nights in that summer, when she could no longer bear to sit in their apartment by the fan, legs splayed like a fat person and mouth open, Axel took her on the Staten Island Ferry to get a breeze. Some days when he was at work, she went to the air-conditioned movies. Or she went over to Manhattan and uptown to the Metropolitan Museum, cool and huge, or the Museum of Natural History, not walking far within but finding a gallery or room she liked and sitting, placid as a houseplant in the dimness.


Natural history: the words soothed and calmed her all by themselves, not merely different from corrosive human history but its antidote. A nightmare from which I am trying to awaken: that’s what Axel said history was. That was only another quotation, though; Axel didn’t mind history, he loved it actually, and seemed not to see that it led to this, to people’s brothers and husbands being sundered from them and sent far away for remote causes, for vengeance or conquest or to stop wrongdoing, whatever history’s reasons were.


She walked in the room of Asian fauna, where animals and birds from the Pacific were mounted and put behind glass in spaces that reproduced the lands they came from, far islands whose name plates she read with a shock, for they were the very places that were now in the papers and in Sam’s letters, where the terrible fighting was going on; they appeared in the newsreels blasted and smoky and gray, but here they were green and altogether still. New Guinea. Samoa. The Solomons. Fabulous birds in a thousand colors who had lived there unobserved for centuries, for all time. The diorama of Samoa was set high on a cliff above the sea, looking down through the leaves and vines to an empty beach; it took you a while to see, perched at the end of a twisted limb, a small brilliant bird.


Empty. Before humans. Winnie after the months of fear—months of thinking about those soldiers and their fear when they had to go ashore on such beaches against the Jap machine guns and then pour fire into their holes to burn them out—was tempted to wish men or Man had never gone to those places, never found them and put them at risk so thoughtlessly. For there were no birds there now, she bet, no blossoms. Which led to the thought that it would be better if men hadn’t come to be at all, the peace and endlessness without them: and she drew away from that thought in a little awe.


Sam returned unhurt. Coming down whole and hale (a little fatter, even) from the great brown plane almost before its props stopped turning, one of so many in their billed or cloth caps, brown leather jackets, brown ties tucked into their shirts. A major: they had told him that if he stayed in he’d be made a colonel in two years. Winnie and Axel and their son Pierce on the tarmac behind the fence, with Opal and Sam’s son and daughter, and all the other wives and children.


Winnie thought later that it must be Pierce’s first memory, and he came to believe that it might be, that the little brown pictures Opal took—of Sam holding his son Joe aloft, Sam grinning cheek to cheek with his sister—were things he had seen and stored away. The small flag he was given to wave. How he cried when Sam bent to dandle him, cried and cried till Sam took off the scary phallic cap.


It was in any case the first time he ever saw the man under whose roof and rule he would live for ten years.


You remember the reason for that: how Winnie learned what kind of man Axel was, not the marrying kind (it was Axel himself who told her, in tears, late in the night or early in the morning of a day in Pierce s tenth year, Pierce asleep in the far room); what things he had done before his marriage, maybe even after it, the felony arrest long ago that had made him undraftable, she stopped her ears at that point. The way I’m made, he said.


When she packed her bags and took her son to live in Kentucky with her newly widowed brother (for it was Opal, beautiful, wise Opal, who didn’t live long, and Sam who was left to mourn), it was as though her own life bent backward just at that awful juncture, returned to take instead a way that she had projected for herself when she was a child; as though Axel’s sin or sickness had been the necessary condition by which she took her rightful place beside her brother, in his kitchen and on the distaff side of his fireplace, in her chair just smaller than his. It seemed—not in the first flush of horror and amazement, but not very long after—so clear a case of benevolent or at least right-thinking Destiny in action that she really held nothing against Axel, and even let Pierce spend days with him now and then in Brooklyn when the family came north.


She never could bring herself to touch him again, though.


The way Pierce pleased his father when they were together (and he did want to please him, mostly) was to listen to him talk, as Winnie had done, and which Pierce did then and ever after. Axel was one of those people who seem to have been born without a filter between brain-thought and tongue-thought: to be with him was to be set afloat or submerged in his tumbling stream of consciousness, where floated odd learning, famous names, the movie version of his own life and adventures, fragments of verse and song, injunctions, dreads, self-pity, antique piety, the catchphrases of a thousand years. With how sad steps O Moon thou climb’st the skies, he would say; rum, sodomy, and the lash; inter fæces et urinam nascimur, plangently in altar-boy pronunciation; Count Alucard? Why I don’t believe that’s a Transylvanian name…. He could often seem like other people when in public, but alone with you he overflowed those banks, and you fled or you followed: whether borne along as Winnie had been, trailing one hand; or poling as fast as you could down the same thousand-branching streams and through its bogs and backwaters, as Pierce felt he must. He could weary of Axel, but he never despised him, because he was never taught that what Axel possessed wasn’t worth possessing, and also because he was afraid to: afraid that if he hurt his father he would hurt him mortally, and so lose the last of something that he had already lost nearly all of, without which he would cease to exist.


Anyway he liked knowing things. From his earliest years he gathered things to know like grain, and never forget them afterward. He learned what Axel knew, and then later he learned where Axel had learned those things; he came to know many things Axel would never learn. When Axel was on TV—an unbelievable overturning of the natural course of things, that he should be there, looking like himself but smaller and smoother: a doll of himself, answering questions on a famous quiz show for big money—Pierce knew the answer to the question that finally stopped him. You could only miss one, and then you left, shaking the hand of the host and the other guy, who looked like Arnold Stang and sounded like somebody else entirely. The question that stopped Axel was What is the Samian letter, and after whom is it named?


Pierce Moffett was a junior at St. Guinefort’s Academy then, watching TV in the crowded student lounge—you may not remember that, but maybe you remember the tick-tock music that played while Axel stared like a damned soul, everybody who heard it played week after week remembers it. And Pierce knew: he knew what the Samian letter was, and after whom it was named, and his father didn’t.
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Y.


It stood at the head of the tall double-columned page, above and precedent to all things that only begin with Y, Yaasriel and Yalkut and Yggdrasil and Yoga and Yoruba: both a signum and its initial, which is what had attracted Pierce’s attention to it. Only A and O and X were accorded the same status in this book, which was called A Dictionary of the Devils, Dæmons, and Deities of Mankind, by Alexis Payne de St.-Phalle.


The twenty-fifth letter of the English alphabet, the book told him, it is also the tenth of the Hebrew—the Yod. Its numerical equivalent is Ten, the perfect number. In the Hebrew Cabala it is the membrum virile and is expressed by the hand with bent forefinger. The Y, or upsilon, is the litera Pythagoræ, and was long believed to have been first constructed by the Samian philosopher himself (it was often called the “Samian letter”) and its mystic significance is Choice: the two branches signify the paths of Virtue and Vice respectively, the narrow right way leading to virtue, the wider left to vice.


Pierce didn’t know then why ten was the perfect number, but he guessed what a membrum virile might be (bent his forefinger to resemble his own). After some searching he found the Samian philosopher too: avoider of beans, reincarnationist, man-god.


A sign for human life, its form taken from crossroads and tree forks and the springing of arches. Lydgate will have it that the stem stands for the years of youth, before the hard choices of maturity are made. In Christian thought its branches separate Salvation and Damnation, the horns of the tree of life, the Cross. Nor does this exhaust its significations: a more secret dogma is supposed to be expressed in it, one that certain Rosicrucians pretended to be on the point of disclosing, before that sect spoke no more.


At the age he was when he first read this—ten or eleven—Pierce had no sense of how much time or space separated these characters, Samians and Hebrews and Rosicrucians; somehow they all existed together in the root of time, back before the choice of a way was made. Gathered together in this book they seemed gathered in a world of their own, openable and closable, discrete, though containing many things his own world also did. Later on he would wonder if certain pages of it hadn’t become entangled with his growing brain, so that he wouldn’t always know what he had taken from it and what he had conceived himself He could be haunted for days by a not-quite-recoverable image—a blackened obelisk, with palms and elephant; or find himself saying over and over to himself like a charm or a madman’s rant a word that he seemed to have made up but surely hadn’t (Yggdrasil, Adocentyn), and he would, sometimes, guess that that book was the source. Sometimes it was.


Pierce never revealed that he’d known the answer to the question that defeated Axel.


So he had had his own secrets and unsayable things, things out of which a double life is made, as his father’s and his mother’s lives were made of them. Sometimes laid deep like mines or bombs (he thought you’d have to explain this to young people nowadays, who didn’t live such lives, probably) so that you had to proceed with care along your way, not come upon them unexpectedly or at the wrong time, at a juncture, and have them explode.


Homo, viator in bivio, the Latin Church declared, offering to help. Man, voyager on forking paths. There’s no provision, though, for going back, is there, back over the thrown Y switches of our lives, the ones that shot our little handcar off its straight way and onto the way we took instead, as in the silent comedies that Axel loved: no way to go back and fix the thing broken, or break the silence that later exploded. An infinite number of junctures lies between us and that crisis or crux, and passing back again across each one would generate by itself a further juncture, a double infinity, an infinitesimal calculus; you’d never get back to there, and if you could you’d never return again to here where you started from: and why would you need to go back in the first place except to learn how to go on from right here, to go on along the way you have to go?


And yet we want always, always to go back. What if we could, we think, what if we could. We want to make our way back along those tracks, over every switch, to the single, consequential divide: there where we can see ourselves still standing, indecisive and hesitant, or cocksure and about to step off firmly in the wrong direction. We want to appear before ourselves—shockingly old, in strange clothes (though not so strange as we then imagined we would by now be wearing)—and clothed too in the authority of the uncanny. We want to take ourselves aside, in the single brief moment that would be allotted us, and give ourselves the one piece of advice, the one warning, the one straight steer that will put us on the correct road, the road we should take, the road we have a right to take, for it is truly ours.


Then to make our way forward again, through all the new branching ways, to where we left from, which will not be the same place, but instead will be the place we ought to be, the course of our real lives.


We plot and plan how we might help ourselves out of every little pitfall and pothole—not the checked suit, you dope; lose the checked suit—no that’s idle, not worth the investment of longing, of rewriting. But oh if we could decide on just the one moment, the one critical moment, and we can; and if we could reduce the time asked for to the barest minimum, no big discourse but only the few minatory words that would change everything, the words that we could not have thought or said then. Marry her. Don’t marry her. Surely if the time required were so little, and only the one instance asked for, and the need so obvious.


When we come to cease fretting in this way, if we ever do cease, then at the same time we come to know, for sure, that we will die.


Pierce Moffett had known times (more than one, each one canceling all the former ones) when his need to go and knock on his own door had been so great, the bleak longing for things not to have turned out as they had so intense, that he was able to believe for a second or two that an exception to a universal one-way rule might be made just for him, since it was so clear what he ought to have done: not panic or dither or comically misunderstand or fall into mind-clouding passions, but to be temperate, fair, and wise. Of course and always, this involved not being himself as he had once been, but himself as he had later become, had become because of the very vicissitudes through which he had passed, on the very roads he had chosen or been forced along, suffering what he there suffered, learning what he learned.


Now he was older than his father had been when he blew the question about the Samian letter on network television; he had long ago wished his last desperate with-all-his-heart wish. He did know very well that he would die, and he knew what was still left for him to do so that he might earn that death. He wouldn’t go back if he could. And yet he was still one who spent or wasted much mental time in reviewing past choices and chances, even without that irritable striving toward correcting them. He did it with events in history, he did it with the lives of his parents, with his own life too: tugging on the infinite lines, to see what he might have caught instead. And the place he now was—the place he had come to—was the right place to ponder: the things he once did that he should not have done, the things he should have done and did not do. Years could be spent here in the contemplation.


Pierce lifted his eyes from his endless copy work, and fetched breath. It was spring, and opalescent buds were visible on the twig tips of the espaliered shrubs that branched and rebranched across the walls of the walled garden outside his door, a garden no bigger than the little room he sat in.


Go back, go back. This is how you climb Mount Purgatory, by going on and back at once. And it gets easier (they all say) the farther up you get.


The low bells rang for Terce, calling the brothers from field and cell and workshop to their prayers.
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Years before, Pierce set out from the little house he then had in the Faraway Hills, going by bus to New York City, where he had lived before that, thence to travel by air to the Old World. He was bound by a spell he had mistakenly cast on his own soul, and a number of small devils had attached themselves to him; they rose away like blackbirds from a cornfield when he shook himself hard enough spiritually, but settled again as soon as his attention was turned. He wasn’t the first traveler to hope that if he moved fast enough they might fall behind.


The Rasmussen Foundation—Boney Rasmussen himself, in fact—had commissioned the trip, though Boney was now dead and what he wanted Pierce to accomplish abroad was perhaps therefore made moot. The Rasmussen Foundation had chosen Pierce because he had discovered, in the home of the late novelist Fellowes Kraft, an unfinished historical epic or fantasia of Kraft’s that Boney Rasmussen had been sure was a map or a plan or a guide or a masque or an allegory of some kind that he, Pierce, was uniquely equipped to explicate. Pierce had with him a couple of just-pressed credit cards, the bills for which would be going to the Rasmussen Foundations accountant (“Don’t you lose them,” Rosie Rasmussen, the foundations new director, told him as she tugged straight the lapels of his overcoat), and a pocketful of cash as well, in the form of azure Peregrine’s Cheques, each with the familiar little etched cartouche containing St. James with staff and shell.


Also, he had a new red notebook, made in China; an old guidebook, also red, once the property of Fellowes Kraft, annotated by him in ghostly pencil; and Kraft’s autobiography, Sit Down, Sorrow, a limited edition probably not meant for a vade mecum and looking to fall apart before the journey was done.


From those two books, and from some letters of Kraft’s to Boney and other remains, Pierce and Rosie had worked out an itinerary. Modeled on Kraft’s last trip to Europe in 1968, ten years before and more, it was basically a running line connecting certain map names, some of them very well known and some not: cities and towns, empty plains, fortresses, rooms in high castles, views from promontories. It was arranged west to east, for convenience; it ought maybe to have been more roundabout, narratively, but still it had a shape as laid out that wasn’t untrue to the logic of his pursuit, logic being mostly all it had. It would bear him beyond the Iron Curtain if he followed it to the end, a prospect he found absurdly unsettling: to high mountains where ancient medicinal baths bubbled and stank, and in summer porcine party leaders (crowned heads, once) lay sunk in warm mud. From such a spa Kraft had years before sent home a telegram to Boney Rasmussen: Have what we sought for, packed w/ troubles in old kit hag.


At last to the marvelous caves, high up and down deep, that were marked with two stars in the red guidebook (Pierce was studying it again as his bus pulled into Port Authority station in New York City): one a printed star and the other drawn by Kraft in pencil, the quick star we make with a single running line. Crossing a narrow trestle bridge over a cascade that falls to the valley of the Elbe, we pass for 10 km along the Polish-Czech frontier, and then we join again the road from Joachimsbad. A short but stiff climb takes us up to the cavern entrance, from where guided tours descend several times daily to the wonders below the earth.


Despite this prolepsis, Pierce wasn’t sure in what his pilgrimage would issue, if in anything. Certainly it was for no discoveries that she supposed he would make that Rosie Rasmussen had sent Pierce off; it was more for his own sake, as she sent her daughter off on some task—to gather flowers, or water them—when the griefs of life came too close, and threatened to engulf her. Pierce was supposed to have a book of his own to finish, too, that he was to do research for in the libraries of England and Europe; but what he hadn’t told Rosie, sure that if she knew she would withdraw the foundation’s offer, was that there was no book; he had ceased trying to write it.


These nesting negatives—the thing Fellowes Kraft had not really brought home, or Boney had not got from him; the book he hadn’t finished, and the one Pierce couldn’t write; Rosie’s unbelief, and the untruths of the ages that in her opinion had fed Boney’s unwillingness to see life, and death, as they are—ought to have added up to only a bigger nothing, but descending from the bus at Port Authority Pierce didn’t feel foolish or imposed upon, or even as wretched as he had long been feeling. The air—his own, not the city’s—seemed terribly clear for once, the world somber and chastened, emptied somehow but real: as it can seem the day after a dreadful storm-driven argument with a loved one, in which things long unsaid are said or shouted, and then can never be withdrawn. What now? you think on such a day. What now?


He climbed from the bus at the central station and went out into the streets. It was February, and the stirred pudding of snow and filth was thick; the year was an abyssal one in the life of his old city, all former hopes seemingly defeated and the new wealth, though coming on, not yet apparent or even able to be conceived of, by Pierce anyway.


First he had to go twenty blocks south, to where his agent had her office, not different from her apartment, a place he’d never seen before. Julie Rosengarten had shared his own apartment in another part of town, another world-age than this one. He had a tale to tell her, heavier to carry than the bags he lugged, about how he would not be writing the book that she had, on the basis of a few pages of mystification, sold for him to a great and impatient publisher. He was embarrassed at his failure, but more embarrassed at the thing itself that he had conceived of, and as glad to be free of it as a man who has lost a gangrened limb: the rest of him was all the sounder. It was a dumb idea, transcendently, flagrantly dumb, a cheap trick if it had worked and it would not have worked. If ever he wanted to achieve something in history or scholarship, he had to drown those kittens, and never tell.


But passing down through the metropolis, he thought why these scruples, why had his feet grown cold, didn’t he see which side his bread was buttered on? If there wasn’t this to do, what the hell would there be? And what big crime was the metaphysical trick his proposed book was to play when weighed against the other things now jostling one another onto the best-seller lists (Pierce still kept tabs on these lists)—the sequel, for instance, to Ph�ton’s Car, all about alien visitations in ancient times, by an author once held up to Pierce as an example of how far he might go and not be scorned; another, about Jesus faking his own execution and escaping to England, himself his own Grail, thence to Spain where he founded a royal line, his heirs still traceable today. Or You Can Profit from the Coming Last Days, twenty weeks on the list. Or—everyone was reading it, Pierce saw its glossy black covers everywhere—a long tract about fairies, and their world inside this one, and an endless winter they will turn at last to spring.


And yet:


“I can’t write it,” he said to Julie. “I’m not going to.”


“Oh for God’s sake, Pierce.”


“No, really.”


“Writers hit these blocks. I know. Believe me.”


Subtly plumper, and richer in more ways than one, Julie had otherwise remained the same: her face a direct descendant of the one he’d known, her place her place, and recognizable as such the moment he looked around.


“Tell me,” she said.


“I just,” he said. “I just can’t go on pretending that I believe these things are possible.”


“What things?”


“All the things. More than one history of the world. Magic. Cosmic crossroads, world-ages, an altered physics. The possibilities.”


“Possibilities are always possible,” Julie said.


“Tell me what’ll happen when I inform them I can’t do the book. I’ve sort of spent all the money.”


“Pierce, listen.”


“I could offer them something else instead. I don’t know what.” Around him on her high shelves, on her desk and on her bed, were other possibilities: mystery, horror, romance, true crime, sex advice, pathos. All of those he had suffered.


“Just show me what you have.”


“I didn’t bring it. I left it behind.”


She regarded him in some disgust. “Okay, what happens,” she said, “is that we say nothing to them. When your deadline comes we say nothing. When they ask about it we say you’ve run into some difficulties and are hard at work on them, and we get another deadline; we don’t ask for the next installment on the advance. Time passes.”


“Uh huh.”


“Meanwhile lots of things could happen. You could change your mind, and you will, or if you don’t you could change the book. The publisher could change his mind, decide he doesn’t want the book, return you the rights. The publisher could go out of business.”


“The horse could learn to talk.”


“Anyway what you don’t do is give the money back. For sure not yet.”


“My father owns a house in Brooklyn,” Pierce said. “I’m not sure what its situation is, but I thought maybe I could borrow against it.”


Her look of disgust had softened to a kind of amusement, with something long-suffering in it; for just a moment she resembled his mother. “Pierce,” she said.


“All right, all right.”


“So who’s paying for this trip you’re taking?” she asked. “And isn’t it part of the same mission? The same, I mean, project?”


“Yes, in a way.”


“Are you going to give them back their money?”


“Well, theirs is a grant,” he said. “It s sort of exploratory. I mean nothing necessarily has to come of it. Nothing has to be produced.” He smiled and shrugged: that’s all I know. For a time they regarded each other, not yet thinking of the long-ago life they had shared, but not thinking anything else either.


“You okay?” she said then.


“I don’t know.”


“Then that’s not okay.”


“You know when all this started?” he said.


“All what?”


“This thing I’m doing. Or actually not doing. It was a night on Tenth Street. The night of the student takeover at Barnabas College. Remember?”


“I remember that day,” she said. “Listen. Will you send me what you’ve got? Maybe I can think about it.”


“Ægypt,” he said. “That was the day, or the night, I remembered. You were in bed. It was hot. I stood at the window.”


Come to bed she had said to him, stoned and sleepy; he wasn’t sleepy, though the short night was all but gone. Earlier that day the little college where he taught had been taken over by young people (some not so young) demanding Paradise now, and other things; faculty, including Pierce, locked themselves in their offices till the students were ejected by police. Pierce, released and having returned to his railroad flat downtown, thought he could still taste tear gas in the midnight air. Anyway the neighborhood around was all alive and murmuring, as though on its way, a caravan drawn on toward the future from the past, going by him where he stood. And he knew that of course you had to be on their side, you had to be, but that he himself must go back, if he could, and he knew that he could. While the others went on, he would go back, to the city in the farthest east city Adocentyn.


Dawn winds rising as night turned pale. It was there that it started; and if it wasn’t there it was somewhere else, near there or far off, where? If it had no starting place, it could have no ending.


“I’ll do what I can” he said.


He got off the train again in Brooklyn, at Prospect Park, to walk the rest of the way: to the arch at Grand Army Plaza, then west to Park Slope past the Montauk Club, where his father used to point to the Venetian arches and brickwork, talk about Ruskin, and show him the frieze that displays the history of the Montauk Indians in terra-cotta. Terra-cotta. Pietre-dure. Gutta-percha. Cass Gilbert, the architect who designed the Woolworth Building, once lived in that pleasant brownstone, built by himself. He had stopped to greet Axel one day, one day long ago, an aged, aged man; Pierce was a boy in a gabardine suit with short pants, and was given a nickel with a bison on one side and an Indian, not a Montauk, on the other.


Was it so? He had been plagued lately by false memories suddenly occurring to him, more vivid and sudden than the real thing, unless they were the real thing, rushing in to supplant the old memories, themselves now become false.


His own old house. All through his childhood he had carried a key to this door, his latchkey (the only one he had ever referred to so). And then somewhere he had lost it and never replaced it. He went to press the bells cracked black nipple—beside it the little typewritten card yellowed and faint with his own last name on it, the selfsame as ever—and then he noticed that the door was not fully shut.


He pushed it open and stepped in. On the entranceway floor a mosaic of two dolphins chasing each other’s tails. A thousand Brooklyn buildings had one like it; it had made Axel talk of Etruscans and Pompeii and the Baths of Caracalla, and Gravely the super had used to wash it and wax it often. It could hardly be seen now. Gravely was dead: the last time Pierce spoke to Axel, Axel had told him that. Pierce when he was a child had always been told to call him Mr. Gravely, as though the world probably wouldn’t readily grant him that honor and Pierce must remember to.


The door of Axel’s apartment on the second floor stood open too.


Hearing laughter inside, Pierce looked in, and the laughter ceased. Three guys, stretched at their ease on his father’s ancient furniture, looked upon him; they certainly seemed at home, booted feet on the coffee table and beer bottles close at hand on the floor.


“Hi,” Pierce said.


“Looking for somebody?”


“Axel. Axel Moffett.”


From the bathroom in the hall there came then, as though summoned by Pierce’s request, another man, barefoot, plucking at the front of his sweatpants. By their looks the three on the couch referred Pierce to him.


“Yeah?”


He had a gold cross in the V of his shirt, a broken nose like a thug in the funny papers, and a watchcap on his grizzled head.


“Where’s Axel?” Pierce asked.


“Who wants to know?”


“I’m his son.”


“You’re kidding.”


“No.”


“Well, for Christ’s sake.” He scratched his head, rubbing the rough cap back and forth with a forefinger, and regarded Pierce’s bags. “You come to stay?”


“No actually.”


“There’s room.”


“No. I’m only here one night. I’m flying to Europe tomorrow.”


“No shit.” The man seemed unimpressed, maybe unconvinced, and went on regarding Pierce with what seemed a hostile, reptilian scrutiny, unblinking. “Axel know that?”


“I came to tell him.”


Two of the three on the couch now laughed, as though they found this comically inadequate, which it was. The older man looked their way, and they stopped.


“So anyway you came,” he said to Pierce. “That’s something.” He came close to Pierce and put out a large and knob-knuckled hand, unsmiling still. “Pierce.”


“Yes.” The grip was iron.


“Good.”


“Where is he now, can you tell me?” Pierce asked. “Do you know?”


“I got some ideas. Some of the guys started the celebration early.” Knowing laughter from the boys on the couch. “He’s with them. The usual places.”


“Celebration.”


“Don’t worry. It’ll cycle back here. Or we can go hunt ’em up. You won’t miss a thing.”


For a time the two looked at each other as, with gradual certainty, Pierce came to understand.


“His birthday,” he said.


“Sixty-three,” said the watchcap. And of course it was, noble, benevolent Aquarius. He knew that. And now he knew the man before him too. This was the Chief, of whom Axel had told him: the Navy man (retired) who managed a team of young working men, who earned extra money and got away from their families on weekends by doing reclamation in Brooklyn buildings. Axel was accountant and factotum. Pierce didn’t know they had moved in, apparently to stay.


“Europe,” the Chief said, whose unwavering gaze was unsettling, and intended no doubt to be so. Pierce wondered what they had done to Axel. Or taken from him. There were so many disasters Axel could let himself in for, his misapprehensions and his grandeurs. “Whatcha want over there?”


“It’s sort of a research trip,” Pierce said. “Historical research.” He turned away then, as though this answer were sufficient, to study the battered apartment, the building materials stacked against the wall, the rolled rug in the corner. A battered birdcage lay in pieces, the bird flown or dead; gone.


“Yeah, we’re working on the place,” said the Chief. “The whole building. We got the tenants out and we’re upgrading. What we’re doing for Axel. I’ll show you around.”


There was a pounding of feet on the stair, past the door, on upward to the third floor, leaving a mephitic trail of cheerful obscenities as it went up. The three men on Axel’s couch arose as one to follow, calling out as they left. A. A.


“You know he really shouldn’t drink a lot,” Pierce said.


“So you’ll be staying tonight,” the Chief said. “He’ll be glad. You know he always expects you. See, your bed’s made.”


It was. The old chenille bedspread it had always worn, a new slough in its middle, though.


“Sixty-three,” said the Chief, observing the bed with Pierce as though there were someone in it. “So you would have been born 1942 or so?”


“Urn yes.”


“I was in the Pacific then.”


“Aha”


“Axel missed the big one. Never mind.” He scratched his head again, a habit. “You want coffee? A beer?”


“No neither,” Pierce said. “Actually I may not be able to stay. I thought Td get out toward the airport, you know, get a motel room out there, so I’d be close in the morning. My flight’s early.” None of this was true.


“Naw,” said the Chief.


“And in fact,” Pierce said, “I have to go back to Manhattan for a while tonight. This evening. Shortly.”


The Chief was still shaking his head. “You’ll leave the bags here,” he said, his voice harsh from a lifetime of barking orders. “You’ll come back tonight. Axel will be here, you’ll have a drink with us, in the morning we’ll take you out to Idlewild in the truck.”


“JFK,” said Pierce.


“Listen,” said the Chief, advancing. “I’ll tell you something. There is nothing you could want that can’t be found right here. In Brooklyn. In the five boroughs at the most!’


Somewhere in the building something heavy fell or was thrown down the stairs, while men laughed.


“I guess that must be true,” Pierce said.


“You’re not shittn me,” said the Chief. Pierce now noticed that the mans right finger and thumb ticked rhythmically together. Effects of drink, or a palsy. “You know he needs somebody. If it’s not you it’s got to be somebody.”


Pierce said nothing.


“The man’s a genius,” the Chief said. “What he knows.” He tapped a temple with his forefinger. “Maybe you take after him.”


Nothing.


“A good man too. He knows something about loyalty. Actually a lot.”


Pierce was uncertain how long he could stand up under these implied reproaches. He managed to nod, slightly and solemnly. On the floor above, the roughhouse (as Axel would surely call it) worsened. A fight, maybe a mock fight, punches thrown, thud of boots. Fawken A. Fawken assho.


“So,” said Pierce. “Okay.”


From an ashtray on the mantelpiece the Chief took a business card. “You probably know the number here,” he said, and Pierce did, even the old letter exchange that had once named his neighborhood, its bounds mysterious. Only by means of the dial plates of phones could you discover what places were within it and what places were outside it; the candy store nearby was in, so was the branch library blocks away, but the movie theater on the avenue wasn’t. “There’s another number too. We got a warehouse space in Greenpoint.”


Pierce looked at the card, which bore their numbers, and a cartoon crown, chosen from a printer’s catalog.


Park Reclamation and Renovation
Warehousing            Fulfillment


He thought: What if it’s all all right, and they will be kind to him, and cherish him; keep him from harm, and not fall into fools’ errors, make bad decisions; will think of him and his unworldliness when they dream up their schemes? What is fulfillment, and how do they do it?


“Okay,” he said again, and took the Chief’s hand. Outside the naked windows (what had become of their lifelong brown drapes?) a short day was closing, the black skyline and the sky too familiar. “I gotta go.”


She lived up on the Upper East Side, almost under the shadow of the Queensborough Bridge, in a five-story building that was once also shadowed by the rattling El. It was ready now for the renovators and reclaimers, to turn its railroad apartments into expensive studios, but that hadn’t happened so far.


The front door was open, maybe stood open always—Pierce hadn’t ever been here before, had only heard about it from her on the phone, those rare times she called. He went up. They didn’t know, his neighbors up in the country, the feel of these banisters thick with a hundred coats of cheap enamel, these worn rubber treads. He had lived for years going up and down stairs like these, streets like these. And then he had left at last, impelled by her to take another way.


He had used to call her Sphinx, softly in her ear in bed, and then later to himself when he thought of her. Not for her silence, she was a Chatty Cathy most of the time, but for her fine-boned cat s body and the gloss of her thick fur and the alien eyes in her human face. And for the riddle she posed maybe, for she was a Gypsy, or her mother was: gitana, race of Egypt once though no more. Her name had been Diamond Solitaire when she toured with a ragtag theater company of trannies and egotists, still her friends, doing improv and performance pieces in shifting venues. But back before that, when she was unfolding in her unmarried mother’s womb, she needed a name (her mother thought) that such a girl as she growing up would want and need to have, a name sturdy and lusterless but not plain or gray; and so she got the name that nuns and her stepfather and unemployment offices would all call her, if no one else. Her mother believed she’d made the name up herself, and in a sense she had, though it wasn’t her daughter alone who bore it.


This was her door. On it was a big decal, the red oval of the Holmes Security Agency, an armed Athena and a sunset or sunrise. Premises Protected. He doubted that; a piece of city irony. He listened at the door to what he might hear within (nothing) and then he knocked, and found that so far from being locked it wasn’t even shut.


“Charis,” he said. “Hey.”


The door opened at his push and he saw her rising from a sofa, or a mattress clothed in figured stuffs, a stricken look for a moment on her face that cut him as the same face could in dreams. Then that passed, and simple delight replaced it.


“Oh my God! Pierce!”


He opened his arms, hands displayed, here I am, as I am. She opened her arms too and they embraced lightly, tentatively.


“Pierce,” she said. “My god. Back in the big city.”


“Just for a day.”


“Then home to the country?”


“No. I’m going to Europe.”


“Gee, wow,” she said. “Europe. How fun. You’ll love it.”


They stood together in the doorway a long moment, uncertain. Then she pulled him into the apartment.


It was as he imagined it might be, just as. Here were the ad hoc furnishings made from street finds, the walls of alligatored tenement paint disguised in hangings, like a khans tent. Here were the things she now made her living buying and selling, gathered on her daily hunts through junk shops and rummage sales and the Salvation Army store. She’d once told him that when she was young she thought the Salvation Army had been formed for just this, the salvation of your old stuff from eternal discarding: your hats and coats and sunsuits and stopped clocks and three-legged chairs.


She took a seat, her seat, on the pillowed mattress on the floor, folding up with an easeful practiced motion, like a cat. “So hey,” she said; she looked at him, and laughed, as if he’d prompted a funny memory of their life together, though he’d done nothing.


He sat on a low velvet hassock.


“You going alone?” she asked. “All by your lonesome?”


“Yep.” He nodded, nodded, no help for it.


“I’d go,” she said.


“Hey,” he answered, and opened his hands again, ready when you are, any time; and he felt a long impossible future come to be and then burn out.


“So you didn’t get married, out there in the country,” she said to him.


“No. Nope.”


“Nobody good enough for you.”


“Right.”


“You’re a good guy,” she said. “You deserve somebody good.”


“Don’t say that,” he said.


She picked up from the cluttered low table beside her—it was a wooden cable spool, he guessed, covered in scarves—a cigarette holder, jade.


“How’s your mother?” he asked.


“Aw. The same.”


He thought of her mother’s apartment, a big old-fashioned place on the other side of town, where at Christmas once an old Gypsy woman had told his fortune. An old, old Gypsy; and her mother; and her.


“And you?” he asked. “Steady guy?”


“Two,” she said, and laughed. “Yeah. I sort of got them spelling each other, you know?”


“Do they know about each other?”


“Actually no. One of them works way downtown, days, and I see him at night. The other is up around here, and works nights. So.”


“Cox and Box,” said Pierce.


“You’re not kidding,” she said. “Anyway its fun.” She turned the cigarette holder in her small smooth hands. “So come on,” she said. “Tell me how you’ve been. You know you don’t look all that hot. I don’t know about the beard.”


He had just begun to grow it. He rubbed it now, a scratchy sound. “Not all that hot, no.”


“No?”


He clutched his brow, and she slid over closer to where he sat, and, smiling, put a hand on his knee. “I’ll tell you something,” he said. “When I moved out of the city. After you … well. The day I moved out. I made myself a promise. That I’d give up on love.”


Still smiling, she shook her head: don’t get it.


“I thought I’d had enough,” he said. “After you. I mean enough in both senses. Enough to last me; and as much as I could take.”


“Wow,” she said. “Dumb idea.”


He nodded. But it was true: he had thought that all that had happened between the two of them was enough to fill a soul to overflowing, and if time ever emptied his, new wine could not, surely should not, be poured in.


“So, what,” she said. “You were going to join a monastery?”


“No no,” he said. “I wasn’t going that far. I’m not the monastic type. I was just going to. To keep my fancy free.”


“Really.”


“Really.”


“Don’t tell me,” she said, profoundly tickled. “It didn’t work out.”


He hung his head.


“Jeez, Pierce,” she said. “You never go to the movies? Read a book? Don’t you know what happens to people who make promises like that?”


He did, he had known very well, but those were only stories after all, and because they were, the end or final capitulation to Love in effect came first in them; the initial vow of abnegation was just a means to it, and all the chastening errors and humiliations that lay in between were nothing, nothing at all, the confusions of a night, everybody already knew, even the suffering fool himself seemed to know from the beginning, because he was after all in a story: so you laughed, for him and with him.


“So who was she,” Charis asked with a sigh: let’s get started.


“Her name was Rose.”


“Huh.” She seemed not quite to believe this. “And what was she like?”


What was she like. Pierce for a moment couldn’t answer. He had been lately experiencing a sort of intermittent catatonia, a division of consciousness when certain questions were put to him, wherein lengthy explanations or ponderings occurred within him even as his mouth opened and his jaw opened and shut saying things other than the things he thought, or nothing. What was she like? She was like him: he had once in bed told her that, though he didn’t really believe it. He had told her that he knew what it was like to be her, her on the inside; but he never knew if she believed him. Really, nothing that he knew about her or that she had said about herself accounted for her, just as it might be said to him, Here is a night-blooming orchid that awakens only once a year and smells of flesh—all that could be said about it was that if it didn’t, then there would be no such bloom. The same for Rose.


“And so what happened?”


He stopped again, chin wagging for a moment like a ventriloquist’s dummy whose partner has fallen silent. He thought to say he had got lost in a haunted wood, because he thought he saw her go that way, or simply because he lost the right way. The thorn trees there bled when he cut them with his sword. He had met himself—right hand raised, in strange clothes, coming toward him, about to speak a warning, ask an unanswerable question. But he’d turned away, and gone on. He was tricked into binding and whipping his beloved, and only discovered his mistake (that it wasn’t his beloved, or his blows weren’t kisses) too late.


“Ooh. She liked that stuff?”


“She did.”


“Do you?”


“I did. Because she did.”


She waited.


“It was,” Pierce said. “It was um. It was actually a lot of fun. I have to admit.” He saw reflected in her face the whiskery skull-grin he was making, and ceased.


“Nobody’s ever gonna hit me,” she said.


“No,” he said, sure of it.


“I mean sometimes a little spank,” she said. “On the behind. Sometimes it feels good. Right on that hole.”


Her level cool eyes. Never complain, never explain: her motto, she always said. In dreams he had seen her too sometimes, Charis, on the path ahead, turning to look back, with just those eyes. Or maybe it wasn’t her, or Rose either, or anyone.


“But listen,” she said, cross-legged now on her divan, a little idol. “Weren’t you afraid you might go too far with her? That’s what I always wonder. Like how were you supposed to know if she. You know. Didn’t want to.”


“Oh she could tell me,” Pierce said, and ground his hands together. “Even if I wouldn’t listen when she said no. Wasn’t supposed to listen.”


“Then how did she tell you?”


“She could say: I tell you three times.”


“‘I tell you three times.’ That’s it?”


He lowered his head, bare and ashamed.


“Okay,” Charis said cautiously but not judgmentally, calm counselor or therapist. “So go on.”


So go on. her in antiquam silvam, stabula alta ferarum. They had gone on, into the forest primeval, where the beasts den in the deep dark. How far in did they go? Only halfway: then, of course, they began to come out again, though he at least didn’t understand that. He told about the cutting of her hair, how deeply that got her too, another set of wires crossed; how he had been able to overmaster her simply by showing her the scissors (territio realis) and taking her hair in handfuls, gentle but firm, and not to be refused. And other things.


“So let me see if I get this,” Charis said. Her black brows knitted. “You’ve got this woman who likes stuff. Needs stuff. She has to have stuff, but she can’t say she wants it. So you get her somehow so that she can’t get away, strap her up real good, and then while she’s that way you do the stuff to her she wants you to do. The stuff she needs. While she says, No no, please no, and you don’t listen.”


He nodded.


“You figured out what she wants, and you gave it to her. Without her asking. Or even admitting. Which she couldn’t do.”


He nodded still.


“Well. Jeez. A person can’t ask for more than that, Pierce. Isn’t that just love? To do that for somebody? Isn’t that what it means?”


Could it be that her eyes regarding him were soft? He turned away, feeling a great heaving in his chest as though the hurt heart there were making a break for it; clapped a hand over his mouth to keep it in. It had only been a month or so since he had broken for good with Rose. Not long, not long at all. Real love: if it was, would Charis know, someone like her? Maybe she alone.


“So where is she now?” Charis asked softly. “Are you still …?”


“No. No no. She’s gone.”


“Gone? Like vanished?”


“To Peru.” He searched his coat pockets for something he didn’t find. “Last I heard.”


“Peru”


“She became a Christian,” Pierce said. “A sort of Christian. She joined a cult, actually.”


“A Peruvian cult?”


“They have some sort of connection there,” he said. “A mission.”


“Like converting people?”


“Bringing them the message. The Word. They’re a tiny group, but they pretend to be international. The Powerhouse International.”


“The what house?”


“Powerhouse. The Bible is the powerhouse.” To say anything about them, to use the fraught words they used, was to him like touching dead flesh, or being spat on by strangers, why? For how long?


Charis shook her head in wonderment. “So when she got converted, that was the end of that stuff, huh? You and her. The things you did.”


“Well,” he said. “No. Not right away.”


“Oh no?” she said. “No?” She laughed greatly, as though some simple truth about humanity, or women, or life on earth, had been confirmed. “Uh-huh. So then how did it end? Between you?”


“Well, her faith,” he said. “So-called. After a while it just got insupportable.”


“Really.”


“Really.” Insupportable, that was the word, he couldn’t support it, for our support is reason, and what our reason will not support we let fall, we walk away from it, everybody does, except those people; it was all he had done, all that he needed to admit he had done. Insupportable. “God,” he said. “Old Nobadaddy. Guy in the sky. I mean, come on.”


“Hey,” she said. “You know I believe in God.”


“You do?”


“Sure. Don’t look so amazed. I could never have got through the stuff I had to get through. Never, I couldn’t go on.” She laughed a little, at herself, at what his face showed. “I mean I don’t go to like church, I’m not, you know, good. But still. Yeah. Never could have made it. Without him. Who can.”


For just a moment, a vast moment, Pierce knew what that would be like: the ground of being your own friend and helper, a pour of power out of elsewhere into your heart, without judgment, asking nothing, giving all that was needed, the last resort. For a moment it was so: everything was unchanged, no different and yet all different. Then it was gone.


He stood. Winter light was citron in the windows now, and Pierce thought he knew why she didn’t light lights—she had no power, no bill to pay. He hadn’t removed his coat. “Okay,” he said.


“Pierce,” she said softly. “Don’t go.”


She got up herself, and took his arm. She poured him liqueur in a tiny glass of many colors. For a long time they sat together, and he listened to her story of her own life, and felt the gnaw of a sort of boredom it’s not uncommon to feel in the presence of one you love and have long ago lost and can’t have. She gave him a tour of her apartment, bedroom kitchen front room all in a row, like the apartment he was living in when they first met, the same he had lived in with Julie Rosengarten before: an Old Law apartment. The refrigerator, unused, was covered in a glamorous fringed shawl on which embroidered beasts and birds cavorted in Eden. Outside on the windowsill a bottle of juice and a loaf of bread and some plastic containers kept cool.


“You ever going to get electricity?”


“It means signing up for stuff. I sublet, Pierce. I pay my bills in cash. I’m invisible.”


The bedroom, offered to him with the same gesture that his own bedroom had been offered to him by the Chief. More full of more things, this strange art form or indulgence she spent her time and thought on, arrangement of miniature stage sets, marionette tableaus, dioramas no one would ever see but her and her friends and lovers. He thought about her growing old, and turned away.


“Aren’t these valuable?” he asked, pointing to a cluster of miniature women gathered like a coven on the refrigerator’s top, a mermaid, a Barbie, a Betty Boop, and a Betty Crocker. The one he had noticed was an ivory Chinese figurine, nude and marked with fine blue dashed lines: the kind that, he understood, women once used when consulting doctors, pointing out their pains on its bare body rather than uncovering their own.


“Dunno,” she said. She lifted it from among the others. “You think so?”


“I think they are.”


“You need it,” she said.


“I do?”


“You do,” she said, and, taking his hand, she put the little lady into it. “You do.”


He could close his fist around it, and hide it completely: almost. Charis named a figure, less than it was worth surely, but still a good sum. He’d thought, of course, that she meant it as a gift, but he tried not to let that show. He only nodded sagely, studying the thing; then he gave it to her to hold while he got out money. Money of the foundations, meant, he told her, for his trip.


“Well, sure,” she said. “And here’s your first souvenir.”


“Okay.”


She offered to find something to wrap it in, but he took it and put it bare in his overcoat pocket. “She’ll be all right,” he said.


“Okay.” She slipped her arm in his, walked the few steps to her door. “People learn things about themselves, you know, Pierce. They do, finally. Sometimes what they don’t want to know.”


“Yes.”


“Me, I’ve learned that I don’t really have a warm heart. I mean it doesn’t warm up by itself.” She tapped it lightly, the place where it was hidden. “I need to be loved. Somebody’s gotta love me like nuts. And if they do, then …” She made a two-handed catch-fire gesture and a sound. “You know?”


“Yes. I do.”


“You have a warm heart,” she said. “A real little steam engine in there. I always thought.”


“Oh,” he said. “Well. I don’t know. I just feel that I failed her. She went over to them because she was in trouble, in real trouble. Fatal trouble almost, really. Yes, I think so. There was a night, a night on the hill, in her car, when she. Well. Never mind. But I couldn’t sec, couldn’t admit that she was in such trouble, and do something for her. I couldn’t.”


Charis listened, saying nothing.


“So how can I call it love? When I did nothing?”


“Hey,” Charis said softly. “It’s not like she was counting on you.” She studied him. “Was she?”


“No.”


“There was no deal, was there?” She crossed her thin arms before her, cold in her doorway. “There’s got to be a deal made. You guys never had a deal like that, did you?”


“No.”


“See?”


He must have looked unconvinced, because she took his lapel, looking up, her golden eyes. “You’re a good guy,” she said. “You ought to get somebody good. But Pierce.” She waited till he looked at her. “You got to make a deal, and make it stick. You and her. You got to know what deal you’ve made, and it’s got to have something for you, and something for her. You got to deal. Even I know that.”


She tugged his high head down toward hers to kiss his cheek. He thought of the last time he and she had parted, when money had changed hands too. And a kiss and an embrace that was like having all your lost treasure returned to you at once, and at once taken away again; and then the door closed and locked.


A deal. He had certainly never struck a deal with Charis, though possibly he had assumed she had issued terms, terms that he thought he had accepted: that wasn’t the same thing as a deal, he guessed.


He hadn’t told Charis that he had asked Rose to marry him, one night, one endless night. It was all he could think of to do, and it was not in order to rescue her, but himself: if she could say yes, then her soul would not be theirs, she would not be their captive forever and his own soul die. That was the deal he offered. She didn’t take it.


It turns out—he’d read the literature, actually—that such affairs as theirs was don’t often flourish or last long, because at bottom what the two fous in the folie a deux want from each other is impossible to have, indeed what each one needs makes it impossible to give what the other wants. For A wants B to place herself—say her just for instance—entirely in his power, willingly, in each instance: to say Yes with all her being and desire. But B needs A to deprive her of her will, take away her power of assent or dissent, so that what is done is not done by her at all.


So what they do, A and B, is to pretend, for each others sake, on each other’s behalf: A pretends to unfeeling cruelty, B to resistance and ultimate capitulation. And, sly game players that they often are, they can go on long pretending, but the farther they press the game, the closer comes the moment when the contradiction becomes clear to each of them, not always the same moment for both unfortunately. That’s why it’s so often A who in the end is on his knees, and saying Please please, and B whose eyes are cold and turned away, wondering why she’s there.


Poor A, poor B.


In the street it smelled of snow coming. He turned toward the subway, closing his coat with his right hand, pocketing his left. The little figurine—he had already forgotten it was there—slipped into his fingers, and the sudden touch of her ivory flesh was mild and pacifying. For the next months she lay there, he felt her placid curves amid the loose pence and marks and lire, the maps and subway tickets; when his trip was done and he hung the old coat on a hook, she remained. The winter after that he got a new coat, a wadded parka like everyone else’s, and not until the old coat was gathered up one day with other things for the Salvation Army did another hand reach in and find her there amid the long-ago litter, unremoved.


He returned to Brooklyn and Park Slope, and to his father’s house. Axel was still not there, and neither was the Chief; the young men who came and went and lay around gave him beer to drink and a spot on the couch before the big TV that had come to inhabit the corner. The Ayatollahs face and pisshole eyes, that seemed to hang on the screen like Emmanuel Goldstein’s for a full two minutes’ hate.


He got away as soon as he could to his old room, and to his bed, which felt as though it had been slept in by many, one at a time at least, he hoped. He slept, startled awake by the comings and goings of Renovators and Reclaimers; he dreamed that he had a dream about his father, who was lost and sick and in trouble, dead maybe and in Purgatory, asking for help, but Pierce couldn’t answer somehow, nor ask what was the matter; and when he woke up he found himself on a cold hillside, the house and all Park Slope gone. Then he woke up.


1 here was silence in the house so deep it might have been empty. Pierce scribbled a note for Axel (one of the silent sleepers must be him) and went carefully out through the darkened rooms. He collected his dreadful bags and carried them bumping the walls down to the street. Snow was falling thickly. It was nearly an hour before he could attract the attention of a gypsy cab, and still he stepped out at the airport way too early, unshowered, un-breakfasted, afraid.
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