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  STELLAFANE


  1990




  
 




  The astronomer’s wife is on her knees in the garden, facing away from him, stabbing at the soil with a silver trowel, her head covered with a big

  straw gardener’s hat that is in fact a thrift-store sombrero whose dangly felt pompoms she long ago snipped off. During the winter when the garden is mostly dormant the mutilated sombrero

  lives on a hook in the laundry room, and it is one of the trusty signs of spring that Patsy has taken it down and pulled its little beaded cinch snug around her jaw and bulled her way out into the

  yard in just a track suit, despite Clyde’s mild suggestions that it might be too early. Clyde is a sort of worrier, it must be said, but not so much that he is moved to go outside to help

  her. Besides, he gets cold easily now (he is eighty-four) and the cartilage in his knees is mostly gone, so that from time to time through the usual ache will come a spike of pain, always

  accompanied by the same musical, ivory klok of bone meeting bone. Instead he watches her from the kitchen table, where he is sitting with a glass of water and a small, colorful arrangement

  of pebbly pills, as bright as aquarium gravel, and with the afternoon’s mail stacked in front of him. Their kitchen is dark, paneled in fake pine, and the appliances are the avocado green

  that was once stylish but which is now a source of cringing embarrassment to their daughter, Jean, who cannot help herself from picking at the Formica countertops when she comes to visit.

  “It’s so dingy,” she tells them, but Clyde can’t see it. Well: doesn’t care. He finds his kitchen fine as it is. From his seat he can see the garden and the

  neighbor’s high paling fence threaded with the mean whips of bougainvillea and the giant primary-blue sky of March in New Mexico. And he can keep an eye on Patsy, in case she needs him.




  He makes his way through the mail, pressing out the creases in the bills and paying them, one at a time, from the checkbook, keeping the balance in the register as he goes and setting the used

  envelopes aside to serve, later, once they have been scissored into squares, as scratch paper for telephone messages. (This also drives Jean around the bend, her father’s habitual and

  unnecessary and, it seems, aggressive frugality. In private Clyde admits to himself that he takes some goading pleasure in what it produces in Jean, her dependable fury, her outraged sadness at her

  fading parents—well, it is what they have between them, it is better than nothing.)




  The mail is bills and advertisements and nothing unusual; and then, like the prize in a box of Cracker Jack, at the bottom of the stack of mail he finds an invitation to speak at Stellafane, a

  society of amateur telescope makers, who convene an annual meeting in Vermont. He is still occasionally invited to things like this, but since most people suppose he is dead it does not happen as

  often as it used to. The invitation is for July.




  He goes out into the garden, holding the letter, bright in the sun.




  “Well,” Patsy tells him, “that’s very nice.”




  “I think I’m going to go.”




  “All right.” She settles back on her haunches. “You ought to find somebody to travel with.”




  “You could come.”




  “Pfah. Not on your life. That crew.” She means the enthusiasts and hobbyists who have made such a pet of her husband over the years. It is not jealousy but its opposite, the

  conviction they do not appreciate him sufficiently. Clyde likes this position, secretly shares it, and makes a feeble show of pretending otherwise. “What about Sarah?” she suggests.




  “Well—if she’d want to.”




  “She might.” She drives her trowel into the crunching soil. “Help me up,” she says, and extends an arm. “We’ll go call her.”




  Sarah is their granddaughter, their only grandchild. In 1990 she is twenty-two, having graduated the previous spring from Indiana University in Bloomington. She is still

  living in Bloomington, working in the IU botany lab studying grains and grasses. As it turns out she is pleased to travel with her grandfather, of whom she is simply and excellently fond. Besides

  seeming to like him for himself, she is of the opinion that having Clyde Tombaugh as her grandfather is a cool and incidentally useful thing. When she is out to impress a boy or make herself feel

  better about something, she has him to resort to, the story of Planet X. Clyde enjoys holding this position in Sarah’s life, which feels like something resembling his due. His granddaughter

  doesn’t know the whole story, of course, which is just as well. For certain reasons of his own, he has never told her the whole story.




  For that matter he has never told Patsy the whole story either. Or anyone.




  Sarah arrives in Albuquerque in the middle of July. She resembles Clyde, in parts: she has his narrow shoulders, his blunt squarish head smoothly indented in places like a

  salt lick, his very white skin cool to the touch. All her own is the knowing stance, the tilt of the head down and to the side, and with this a habit of observing you through her hair with an air

  of tolerant skepticism. What in her mother is harried and punishing is in Sarah set back and noncommittal. But when she smoothes her hair from her forehead and puts it behind her sizable ears, you

  can be sure she is about to tell you something you don’t necessarily want to hear. You can’t fool Sarah.




  On the flight to Boston, Clyde has the window seat and Sarah sits beside him. She has a new boyfriend, she informs him: Dave, a graduate student in the Indiana music conservatory. “Guess

  what instrument.”




  “Piano,” Clyde says.




  “No.”




  “I wanted to learn the piano once,” he tells her.




  “Guess again.”




  “Flute.”




  “No.”




  “Triangle,” Clyde says.




  “No.” She bats him. “He’s not gay.”




  “Well, I don’t know. Guitar.”




  “Tuba!” She leans away from him, grimacing, horrified. “Can you believe that? What’s wrong with him?”




  “Somebody has to play it.”




  “Not necessarily. I went to a recital and he played a piece called something like Dance for Three Tubas. He couldn’t find two other people in the world who played tuba, I guess, so

  he played the other two parts himself and taped them and then played the last part live on stage! By himself!”




  “There must be other tuba players in the music school.”




  She hefts herself upright. “I don’t know. He has to lug the thing around with him everywhere, in that giant case.

  It’s like having the most enormous dog.”




  He is not very good at this, but sensing that Patsy would want to know he asks, “So, do you like him?”




  “Oh, I love him.” She grins. “He’s ridiculous. He has a little tiny Honda Civic that he rides around in with his great big tuba. And,” she finishes,

  “he’s from Canada.”




  The talk he will give at Stellafane is the same one, really, that he has always given, amended marginally to account for differing audiences. The version he has written out for this trip is for

  the telescope makers, the tinkerers. They cannot really imagine what it was like to grind a nine-inch mirror themselves, in the middle of Kansas, in 1928, with the materials he had at hand. But he

  wants to give them a little bit of an idea. “Read my talk,” he says to Sarah. He tugs the pages from his satchel and hands them across to her. It is handwritten in his tidy blue script,

  a few pages. She turns them over silently.




  When she finishes she says, “I always forget how young you were.”




  “Twenty-two,” he says. Then, realizing it: “As old as you are, in fact.”




  She hands him the papers. “I guess that makes me a dud.”




  “Well, that’s—” He shakes his head. It is too wrong for words. “No.”




  “No, I’m sort of, you know—joking. Sort of! Maybe. I don’t know. I’m just—” She reaches into her own satchel and tugs out a Walkman. She unwinds

  the cord from the earphones, inserts the jack into the tape player, and places the earphones over his ears. She presses PLAY.




  He hears tuba music, oomphing and bumbling, elephants in tutus. Her face is alive with embarrassed delight.


  

  “Isn’t that ridiculous,” she says.




  By the time they land in Boston his knees are so sore he asks Sarah to fetch a wheelchair. It is only slightly humiliating to be wheeled by his granddaughter through the

  terminal. This nice girl is mine, he wants to crow. He satisfies himself with the envying glances of other fogies in their chairs, pushed by indifferent airport workers in untucked blue

  shirts, name tags flapping. No one will spill him onto the concourse linoleum like a sack of potatoes.




  They rent a car and head north, away from the rosy brick-and-glass towers of Boston, north through Massachusetts and into New Hampshire. Sarah drives while Clyde watches the countryside. He has

  never been to New Hampshire, and he is pleased to see that it looks more or less as he has imagined it. It is late afternoon, warm, verging on evening, and the orange summer light leans over

  fieldstone barns and farmhouses until these give way in turn to long stretches of silent dark forest. The road is narrow, the painted lines nearly worn away. A first star comes out: Deneb, bright

  point of the summer triangle. The sky is purple above the trees.




  Stellafane is just over the Vermont border, a little encampment in the woods. A sign at the gate reads PLEASE ONLY PARKING LIGHTS AFTER DARK. They creep up the dirt road,

  under the pine trees, then emerge onto an open hillside under the stars. Dozens, hundreds of people, it would seem: red-capped flashlights are bobbing everywhere. At the top of the hill stands a

  timbered house, pink in the glow of their parking lights. “That’s where we’re supposed to check in,” he says.




  “You sit,” Sarah insists, and hops out and prances around the front fender and disappears inside. There is a flash of light, a glimpse of a desk, a bulletin board pinned with

  papers. A minute later she emerges with a bearded, wild-haired man, exactly the sort Patsy dislikes, in a dark T-shirt and pale shorts and tennis shoes and a beer gut. This man puts his hands on

  his thighs for support and peers into the car. “Mr. Tombaugh?” He extends a hand. “Mike Cornish.”




  “Yes. Hello.”




  “It’s an honor, sir, to finally meet you.”




  They shake hands. He does like hearing this. “Thank you for the invitation.”




  “Well, it’s about time we had you here, isn’t it?”




  Clyde answers, “I should say so.”




  Mike Cornish grins through his beard, showing a giant’s gappy choppers. “You’re in the founder’s cabin. We’ll bring you some breakfast tomorrow morning around ten

  o’clock. If there’s anything you need, I’ll be here for a little while and then I’ll be over on the hill. But there’ll be somebody at the desk all night.”




  “When do I speak?”




  “After breakfast. Around eleven, all right?”




  The cabin turns out to be a cedar A-frame, down another dirt road and under the pine trees again. Sarah hefts their bags from the car, arranges everything inside. There is one bedroom

  downstairs, another in a loft up a spiral staircase. “I’ll arm-wrestle you for it,” she tells him.




  “No thank you.” He sinks into the armchair. So much travel has unsettled his bones; he still feels the plane swaying beneath him, the thrumming of the tarry seams in the old highway.

  He is not surprised to note a hippyish air to the cabin: knotty pine walls and Navaho rugs—imitations, he sees at a glance. The fluorescent light from the entryway lays a cool green light

  over everything. He misses home, where he would now be napping in the corduroy armchair in front of the television. But he will not complain. He is a guest. He is being paid. It is work.




  “I hope this is all right,” he calls up to Sarah.




  She pops her head over the railing. “It’s so cool. I’m going to change and go out and look around. I saw people with their telescopes out. You want to come?”




  “I’m going to rest,” he says.




  “But you’re their hero,” she smiles. A minute later she comes bumping down the stairs in a puffy blue parka and gray fingerless gloves. She has washed her face, and

  there is something clarified, uncomplicated, in her examination of him. She gestures: “So—I’ll just be out there somewhere if you need me.”




  “Watch out for oddballs.”




  “Takes one to know one,” she answers.




  When she is gone he goes to the phone. He is surprised to find a dial tone. He calls Patsy. “You’re alive,” she remarks. “Are you bothering Sarah?”




  “Not much, I guess,” he says. “She told me about this new boyfriend.”




  “Dave? Dave’s not new. Dave’s been in the picture for—oh, at least a year, it must be.”




  “Well, I’ve never heard of him.”




  “You must have. He’s the musician.”




  “The tuba player?”




  “Well, that’s him. I don’t know, Clyde. You’ve heard of him before.” There is something unmoored in her voice. Clyde misses her, worries over her. It is hard to be

  apart. “Is it cold there?” she asks.




  “It’s all right,” he answers.




  “It’s nice here, but I didn’t go out at all. I just lay around like I was no good. I just hate it when you go away.” She sighs. “You know, I get all

  weedy.”




  When Sarah comes in a few hours later Clyde is in bed, not quite asleep. But for her sake he lies still while she washes and climbs the creaking spiral stairs to the loft. It

  rains that night, and a piney campground smell leaks around the aluminum window frame above Clyde’s big iron bed. He wakes to the old sound of rain on the roof. He listens for a while, just

  enjoying the sound. A farmer’s son, he never loses interest in such things. And it rains so rarely in Albuquerque. He buries himself deep beneath the knotted quilt with a sigh of sudden

  happiness. He misses Patsy, but it pleases him to have a bed of his own, a little camp bed under a slanted ceiling and the crinkling sound of the baseboard radiators expanding and contracting. It

  reminds him—oh, faintly—of his boyhood home. That vanished white room at the end of the hall—




  About ten years ago Patsy got sick and went to the hospital and he was alone in their bed for weeks, which was entirely different. Silent, terrible nights, when they thought they were going to

  lose her.




  He turns from this, listening to the rain again.




  He sleeps long and late, and the next morning he eats the delivered breakfast: eggs, toast, coffee in a carafe, sausages, bacon, all things he really shouldn’t be eating

  but which he does, greedily. Coffee is especially forbidden. As Sarah thumps down the stairs he stops himself like a dog caught with a roast. But she flumps herself into a chair, not noticing, not

  knowing what the rules are. “I had a dream I was watching this parade,” she tells him. “And there was this sort of tow truck, and it was pulling this big, uh, sort of a house, and

  the idea was you were supposed to see how people lived in the house, it was the parade of How to Live.”




  He will have just a little more coffee.




  “I have the most obvious dreams,” she says. “Like I’m in third grade. Oh, man, by the way, you should see some of these telescopes they have. Until it got cloudy

  it was amazing. I saw Saturn, I saw Jupiter and all the little moons. And also, by the way, everybody can’t wait to hear you.”




  “Too bad for them.”




  “You are totally a myth and a legend to them and you know it. Seriously, it was like being a princess in disguise.”




  “The Princess of Pluto.”




  She grins, points a strip of bacon at him. She is too pleased, she can hardly bear it; she flushes into her plate.




  As for Clyde, he urinates six times in half an hour, and then his face goes a little numb and his hands start shaking, so much that he draws blood shaving under his big flat chin. When they go

  out a little while later to walk up the road to the main camp there is still a scraped irritation. And his knees are pretty bad this morning, after all that sitting yesterday, so it is a slow trip,

  a quarter mile; but he wants to walk it. It is more dignified. When they reach the top of the hill, they observe that the timbered main house is in fact pink, as it had appeared last night. And

  beyond it he sees now what was hidden in darkness: a long green slope hemmed at the bottom and at either side with great trees; and on the hillside an array of tents, and at the very bottom of the

  hill a small wooden stage and a lectern. And hundreds of people, stirring around their tents.




  “Your people,” Sarah whispers.




  He has to pee again in the pink house, the offices of Stellafane; he shakes a few shy hands on his way in and out, and then he spends twenty minutes or so making his way down the hillside

  through the mob of campers. He shakes more hands. He signs things: old photographs of himself that he exclaims at; what appear to be photocopied announcements of the discovery of Planet X from the

  Harvard College Observatory; photographs of Lowell Observatory—and also maps of Vermont, and dollar bills, and chewing gum wrappers, he goes from one to the next, his signature always

  perfectly legible because it is never otherwise. Sarah walks with him, taking his elbow over the humpiest parts of the grass, hovering nearby when he is thronged. He is cold, he notices absently,

  but he is too busy to really pay attention; he has his windbreaker on, and his khaki pants, and his comfortable brown shoes, and people are making a fuss over him. Well, he likes it.




  At the bottom of the hill Mike Cornish greets him. “You sit here,” he orders, and Clyde sinks into a folding chair on the grass beside the little stage. He plunges his hands into the

  linty pockets of his windbreaker and shivers once. His granddaughter is sitting on the grass a ways up the hill; she sends him a sporty little wave. The four legs of Clyde’s folding chair do

  not all meet the grass at once, so he finds himself rocking slowly from one triplet of legs to another as Mike Cornish begins the introduction, the story as it is known, in outline: the years in

  Kansas as a boy, making his own telescopes. The surprise summons to Lowell Observatory, as a young man with only a high school degree. There, the endless starfields to be compared. And at last the

  discovery.




  Clyde listens with pleasure; but something odd is beginning to happen to him, possibly having to do with the coffee. There is a feeling of peculiar displacement, of being relocated

  somehow—that he is being gently separated from his own body. Possibly he is having a heart attack. He finds, in the afterglow of all the attention, and after that excellent, illegal

  breakfast, that he doesn’t really mind. It is as good a place to die as any. Patsy will make it all right without him. He has left the checkbook balanced, anyway. Then Cornish finishes, and

  Clyde is still alive, but still in his strangeness, and he hoists himself out of the chair and climbs to the stage, which has a nice smell of new plywood and gives a little under his small weight.

  He has the indistinct sense of people shifting on the hillside, and then he gathers everyone is rising to their feet to applaud him. It takes eight steps to arrive at the lectern, when he turns and

  faces the crowd. He has been applauded before. He is used to it. No, he is not dying. Not yet.




  So what is it, now, that is producing this rich sensation in his throat, not of sentiment but of something entirely else? He draws his speech from the inner pocket of his windbreaker and,

  unfolding the pages, presses out the crease against the edge of the lectern. The Vermont sky is gray. The air is weirdly clammy. The trees hang motionless. People are sitting down again. He looks

  up at them. He adjusts the microphone.




  Then he sees. It is the tents. That’s what it is. The tents on the hillside, all massed together like that. Suddenly the ache in his knees is gone. Those tents on the desert, in

  Flagstaff—and then he sees it all again. In an instant, he sees everyone. Alan Barber and his beautiful girl charging desperately up the hill around the fossil pits, around the white tents

  standing on the hillside. And all that blood. And the rich man, and the fighter, and the painter, and the dinosaurs, and the mad Empress Constance, and the planet that wasn’t there—




  It is so much. The huge, secret story that no one knows. In all its many parts, too much to tell.




  His granddaughter watching.




  He opens his mouth to speak, and the story comes back.
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  CERTAIN ISLANDS SHINING


  1928




  
 




  1




  Beginnings.




  In the pearly light of that lavender half hour before dawn, in the green yard of a rented farmhouse seven miles from the town of Burdett in western Kansas, Clyde Tombaugh is bent over, working,

  wearing a rubber-coated canvas apron that covers him from collar to shoes and two gauntlet gloves splashed dark red with iron sesquioxide, so despite his tortoiseshell eyeglasses there is an air of

  the butcher about him, of the slaughterhouse. His hair is slicked back, but from time to time as he works leaning over at the grinding post a chestnut lock slides forward into his eyes and he

  shakes it back with a toss of his head.




  He is gripping a dowel with two hands. To this dowel he has screwed an oak disk about the size of a lunch plate, and to the underside of this piece of oak he has glued a fat glass disk, and

  using the dowel as a handle he is gently grinding this glass disk against the top of an old blue oil drum to which he has glued a second glass disk. This grinding action, glass-on-glass, sends up a

  faint liquid abrasive noise, the sound of two palms brushed together. It is a quiet place, all right; you can hear every grain of this and the breathing of the horses in the barn and, from inside

  the house, the creaking of his mother’s footsteps as she comes downstairs to the kitchen. Clyde goes on grinding, three circular swiping strokes performed with two hands on the dowel, a

  motion like stirring a cauldron, and then a single forward-and-back pistoning stroke, after which he takes one step to the left around the oil drum; then he executes three more circular stirring

  strokes and another forward-and-back before taking another step leftward, and this pattern continues unvaryingly and without rest except when his hair falls into his eyes. Around the perimeter of

  the drum he has worn the grass away in a circle.




  Around him as he goes on doing this the summer morning lightens and the birds begin to lift from their sleeping places in the brush and climb into the air after the morning insects. Maggie stirs

  in her stall, and the farmyard begins to smell of the water in the ditches. The oats stir in the first breeze beyond the wire fence, and the stars fade, and at last when the sun is almost up Clyde

  stops and straightens and walks away from the grinding post, still in his apron and gloves.




  You can only do so much, is the problem, and this is about the most he can do.




  In the middle of the lawn he works off one gauntlet, then the other, dropping each in turn. He reaches behind his back and unties his apron strings and lets the apron fall. He kicks off his

  galoshes and his boots and then goes ahead and strips down naked in the brightening morning. You don’t want to get anything on your mirror once it’s this far along, is the idea,

  something that falls out of your clothes or even the snap of a button against the glass is enough to ruin everything.




  Naked, barefoot, he pads across the grass to the pump. He has a farmer’s tan and is very lean through the ribs, and his legs are shanky and pale. Under the pump he douses his feet and

  calves and hands and arms, cold as hell, the water smelling of the distant prairie bedrock, and finally he folds his glasses and ducks his head under, scrubbing at his hair. Then he wicks his hair

  back and sets his glasses on again and inserts his feet into the galoshes, and wearing only these he pads across to the grinding post and grabs the dowel and turns it up.




  The nine-inch circle of glass cemented to the oak plate is very smooth and ever so gently curved. A faint gray paste clouds its surface. He takes it over to the pump and douses it clean. When

  the gray paste is gone from the disk it appears brilliantly smooth, delicately concave, flashing blue-gray in the early light.




  Well, it is a beautiful thing, and he is about half done, but this is as far as he can go without a very cool, very still room to run the Foucault knife-edge test in order to see the hundreds of

  microscopic flaws that remain. In practical terms the best place to run the test would be a gigantic root cellar. But they are tenant farmers and their farmhouse has only a coolhouse and no cellar

  at all; nor do any of the surrounding farms have a cellar of adequate size. In the past he has tried to make do with what is available, he has tried to run this test in the barn, and in the parlor,

  and in the upstairs hall; but with the air currents and temperature variations it is hopeless. It is the usual halfway point at which he has always been stuck before, good enough for a kid he

  supposes but if anything has come to him recently it is the fact that he is no longer a kid. So he takes the glass to the barn and wraps it in a chamois and sets it on the shelf with his many

  supplies, his Archangel commercial-grade pitch and Snow’s grafting wax and boxes of Carborundum and Wellsworth emery in increasing grades of fineness. He has finished three telescopes to

  date, each slightly better than the last but none of them actually any good at all, none of them able to resolve anything clearly, though his Uncle Richard in Illinois has yet to complain, sending

  the money for them dutifully. It is a sort of charity but Clyde sure as hell works for it. The money from Uncle Richard trickles into his college fund, and together with this year’s big

  profit on the fifteen acres of oats—they are a little late to harvest because it has been dry but it is a good sturdy crop—his father has agreed Clyde will take his savings and go up to

  Lawrence for college to study astronomy or probably engineering or both. With the rent due on the farmhouse and the acreage they cannot afford to send him otherwise; and even handing over the oats

  has required some straitening around the house, which no one has complained about, but which Clyde feels keenly, so that for once he does not protest his mother’s various economies. He eats

  everything that is put before him, no matter what it is, and so does everyone else.




  Well, he is standing naked in the barn, Maggie looks at him funny from over the top of her stall. “Don’t worry, baby,” he tells her, tucking the mirror onto the shelf, “I

  don’t like you in that way.”




  Later he is dressed and chopping weeds in the tomato garden when he hears the steam tractor roaring down the farm road. It is his father coming back from the Steffens’,

  towing the thresher. Clyde leans the hoe on the fence rail and followed by Kelly the dog he takes himself up onto the back porch, where there is a galvanized washtub and the friendly wringer with

  its two fat lips, and up in a corner there is also a wren’s nest, no one having quite the heart to knock it down after little Charlie saw the birds building it there. Through the door is the

  kitchen, of which Clyde takes very little notice except to pour himself a cup of coffee and mention “pop’s coming” to his mother’s broad back.




  “Oh,” she curses. Then, shouting to the ceiling: “Roy!”




  Clyde goes slurping at his coffee through the kitchen door to the dining room, also more or less out of his usual purview, although if pressed he will notice that a sort of corner or edge of the

  room has been given over to Mrs. Tombaugh’s ideas of the domestic, where a nouveau lamp in verdigris with a maroon beaded shade stands on a walnut table and a tawny velvet sofa sits under the

  windows. A spinet piano is here, too, well polished but not much used except when Mrs. Tombaugh is feeling somber and full of some old childhood gold. All these items have traveled from Illinois

  with the Tombaughs and have since acquired a weary look, defeated by the need to reconcile themselves to the move, six years ago, to being forevermore in Kansas and therefore out of the main line

  of things.




  Roy comes ducking down the stairs wet-haired and wearing a look of good-humored toleration. He is sixteen and boxy around the shoulders and his hands are as hard and thick as a man’s.

  “Why, it’s honored brother,” Roy remarks. “Aren’t you looking rested. A quiet life has such clarifying effects on the complexion.”




  “When’d you get in?”




  “I have no idea what you’re referring to, honored brother. I was here all night.” Roy pulls out a chair and sits. “And I trust you to maintain as much in front of the

  local authorities.”




  “Who was it?”




  But Roy only grins and looks up with satirical admiration at his mother as she brings him his breakfast. “Mama!” he croons.




  “You’re a bad boy,” she tells him.




  “Oh, mama, I’m only making friends.”




  “See to it you don’t make anything else.”




  “A hot rejoinder from an unexpected quarter!” Roy cries. Then he falls to his biscuits and eggs and sucks noisily at his coffee, and Clyde, not wanting to give Roy any further

  satisfaction, puts down his cup and goes out to await their father in a responsible fashion. Behind him he hears his mother shooing Kelly out the back door, the screen door slamming.




  The steam tractor with its giant black iron wheels comes roaring into the yard, towing the thresher, a murderous many-jointed machine a story tall and outfitted with dozens of

  killing blades. His father drives the whole stupendous rig with a deadpan nonchalance that will just drive you around the bend. His father’s knowing distaste for his life, his sardonic

  acceptance of the whole raw deal, you just want to shake him. If you think you’re so damned great and above it all then why don’t you get us the hell out of here, is the idea.




  His father parks the steam tractor and kills the engine and the whole world goes quiet again. The big machines are owned in common by a dozen farmers up and down Route 11 but it falls to the

  Tombaughs to perform the maintenance on the thresher, or really it falls to Clyde because he knows what he’s doing and he’s got a knack for the polishing and the sharpening, also

  he’s got the equipment. He charges everyone ten dollars for the whole job, which takes about a week, money that with the income from the oats will also find its way into his college fund. His

  father swings down from the big open seat and wiping his hands on a rag comes across the grass.




  “It’s in the usual sorry state,” his father says. “Those Steffens get lazier every year, I think.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Didn’t even offer any breakfast.”




  Clyde takes this as an invitation, so he says: “I had mine.”




  “All right.” His father knows all about Clyde’s frustration at being trapped here for six years. What Clyde has trouble figuring is whether his father envies him for his

  impending escape, or considers his small ambition foolish, or feels some combination of the two. Or whether something else entirely is at work. “You finally give up on that mirror,” his

  father asks, glancing behind him into the farmyard.




  “I got it as far as I could,” he says. “I can’t get any further.”




  “Story of the world, son.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  His father hands him the rag with a wry grin. “I guess Richard’ll pay for it anyhow, won’t he.”




  “Yes, sir. I wouldn’t, if I was him.”




  “No accounting for Richard,” his father admits. “But you take what you can get and don’t worry it too much.”




  “It’s just junk, that’s all,” Clyde shrugs.




  His father sighs. His trapped and frustrated son. “Well what else do you expect it to be, Clyde. Look what you’ve got to work with around here, for chrissake. What the hell do you

  expect.”




  “Yes, sir,” he says. “I know it, believe me.”




  “Well then,” his father says, heading past him to the house, “if you know it, maybe just don’t look so damned sorry for yourself all the time.”




  “I am not sorry for myself,” Clyde answers, once his father is gone.




  Down at the thresher Clyde unslings his tools on the grass. The thresher smells of hay and oil. He bangs the hollow flanks of the machine with a soft fist and figuring he is

  part owner too he hoists himself into the leather captain’s chair and enjoys the view for a minute. You can see to the Stef-fens’ farm and the fields swaying in the summer breeze. The

  thresher has its own engine and is steered by a wheel and the throttle is on the wheel, a grade-choke. Squeezing it now produces a little squeak and somewhere a valve flaps open and fuel seeps

  upward. He lets it go and climbs down again and begins the work of a week. He fetches a stool from the barn and uncinches the first belt from its driver and heaves it forward onto his lap, a hard

  rubberized canvas tongue. With wirecutters he snips away the worn steel cable that knits the ends of the belt together. Then he sews, with a needle the size of a penknife, a new cable back in. The

  used cable he rolls into hard spools. He does this for eight belts. Then he begins sharpening the first of dozens of disk blades. He stands in his shirtsleeves beside the gigantic machine with his

  file and his slurry of Carborundum with the iron guards up and the long jointed cutting arms revealed, an enormous metal crab all unhinged in mechanical sleep. The tending of giant dumb things, the

  farmer’s lot. Tending the giant dumb earth itself. He swings the disks free of their housings and wearing canvas gloves he hones them to a fatal sharpness while the fields ripen. From the

  edge of the yard he can see straight down the road to Burdett. There are girls he sees in town, around the Bijou or coming down the library steps, who wear Cuban heels and flowered dresses, and at

  the drugstore counter they sit up on their stools and cross their legs to show a soft hairless portion of calf. If it was a perfect world all day they would coast up in their roadsters and he would

  invite them to sit on the grass beside him. They would cross their ankles and admire his superior technique with the file:




  Say Clyde?




  Say Sadie.




  How come you work so darn hard, anyhow?




  (Swab, swab.) Man’s got to work, I guess.




  Don’t you want to talk to me?




  Ain’t this talking?




  Don’t you think I’m pretty?




  Oh, I guess the clocks keep running when you go by.




  Do you like my legs?




  Sure.




  Do you like my hair?




  It’s all right.




  What about these? Do you like these?




  At college he can not only pledge but he can go out for the track team and save up a little money and get himself a car.




  He leans over from the stool and pulls a stalk of grass and taps it gently against the blade. The top of the stalk falls away.




  You end up deciding things sometimes, or things just seem to end up decided for you. All that week he watches Roy dog it in the kitchen garden and the barn and watches his

  father plod out to tend the failing fences as his mother sets her pies on the windowsill. She is pregnant again, all right. Another mouth to feed. And little Charlie comes spinning out into the

  yard running after Kelly, and Kelly barks like crazy, twisting and snapping at the air in her animal happiness. You watch your little brother to make sure he doesn’t cut his head off against

  the disk blades. The oats grow up healthy past the fence. And before you leave for Lawrence you think maybe it’d be nice to have a telescope that would really work, or it’d be nice to

  do something all the way through for once, in a way that satisfies. Charlie would like it. It would give Roy something to think about. And his father, sure, that defeated son of a bitch. Make

  defeat what you expect and it’s all you’ll ever get.




  So one afternoon he ends up standing out in the side yard. The root cellar will have to be big as hell, because of the focal length, it will have to be nearly thirty feet long is his first

  figure. But when it’s done he can really finish the mirror, finish it so it can actually resolve a planet. When his father comes in from the fields that afternoon he finds Clyde putting out

  stakes in the grass. He passes by the first time without comment. But then he makes an excuse to be out in the yard so he can mention, “It ain’t even our house.”




  But you just let this go, because you’re just about gone from here, you can do whatever the hell you want, can’t you. Because you’re on your way to a place where things go the

  way you plan them.




  
 




  2




  It is around this time, although still a few months before he will meet Clyde, that Alan Barber is booting his way up the steep dark hill to Lowell Observatory with Dick Morrow

  beside him, and they are singing all the dirty parts of “Let’s Do It” they can remember, all the way down to the goldfish in the bowls. The road is rough-cut into the side of the

  mountain and full of switchbacks and Alan can feel the stones pressing through the soles of his Masterpiece All-Leather boots. He is heavy with dinner and he loves this clear high-desert dark, five

  thousand stars swimming above him, and sure he can carry a tune, can’t he? He is a right fine Irish tenor as far as that goes and he doesn’t mind belting it out into the trees. If you

  happen to be standing at the Observatory gate you can hear them coming up the road long before you see them; somewhere down there in the nighttime there’s a pair of voices rising out of the

  forest. And when they finish Dick calls out in his Brahmin tootle, “All right, Barbie, give it over,” and Alan pulls from his trouser pocket the flask and without a word removes the

  cork and hands it across.




  Dick drinks, hands the flask back, with that easy uncaring he was born to, and that Alan can’t help admire. Alan’s managed the clothes all right, and something of the style, and by

  manners and with a glance at how they each present themselves you’d think they were two old boys with nothing to distinguish one from the other, Harvard all the way. But Alan suspects he is

  too much of a striver to ever quite fit in with the very toppers. Who can blame them really. You never quite trust someone who wants what you have so badly, you never know what they might be

  willing to do to get it.




  Below them is the town of Flagstaff, a spangle of small light: the brick downtown, the sandstone courthouse, the two sprawling sawmills, the brick train depot with its lamps along the trackside

  in expectation of the night’s travelers. It is a little Arizona village at the edge of Indian country sending up a nighttime whiff of woodsmoke. Alan reels a little as he is still not used to

  being up in the mountains; it still surprises him, in a fashion, how all this stuff can be piled up in one place, sort of how it keeps from falling over. He says, “You’ll show her a

  good time, that’s all.” Florence Chambers, Dick’s girl, is coming to visit from Cambridge. “Take her to see the Grand Canyon.”




  “Sure,” says Dick, “if she hasn’t run off with someone already. Run off with Shapley, for all I know.”




  “You think Shapley’d even know he was getting the rush.”




  “Someone else. Some damn cousin of hers.”




  “You’re a damn cousin, Dickie,” Alan says.




  “So,” Dick growls, “you don’t want to be the one to pave the way. Proven fact you want to be the one who comes after. People get worn out chopping down the virgin

  brush.”




  “Can it, would you? She’ll come.”




  “Sure,” Dick answers peaceably, “I know what you’ve got for her.”




  Alan has learned that when you are attacked you must go on the offensive, so he says, “If I ever did make a pass at Florrie we’d be up in Michigan about now setting out the lines

  together.”




  Dick snorts. “Cooking on a skillet around the campfire. Imagine Florrie.”




  Alan unpockets the flask again and takes his own last after-dinner measure then hands it across. “Everything would be very fine. Very fine. And the life would be good. And the viewing

  would be very fine.”




  “Just see Florrie around a campfire.” Dick is enjoying this now. “Ruining her shoes.”




  “Take her out in the Stutz.”




  “Well, the Stutz,” Dick admits. “Actually that’s an idea.”




  They round the last switchback and Dick swigs the flask empty and pockets it himself. Together they have agreed it is Alan’s job to keep Dick on pace for a pint a day and that is the end

  of the day’s pint. Usually it lasts longer than this but maybe the man really is worried about Florence coming. As far as Alan knows, Dick has no cause to worry, but he doesn’t know

  everything. He and Dick have been acquainted for four years at Harvard, where they are studying under Harlow Shapley, and they will both be going back to Cambridge for a final term beginning in

  September. And then they will be returning in January to begin the photographic hunt for Planet X, which is scheduled to resume in the winter after a suspension of twelve years since Percival

  Lowell’s death left his observatory in limbo. Now with the matter of Lowell’s will finally settled, there is enough money to train a new pair of technicians to search for Planet X

  again. So Alan and Dick are spending these months together, learning the ropes of the place, practicing deep-field exposures, learning how to run the horrible Bosch comparator, getting an idea of

  what it might be like to be an employed astronomer on the hunt for a missing planet. Lowell Observatory is a second-rate place, it is generally agreed, staffed by old men and with a notorious

  history of crackpottery But it’s at least something, and Alan for his part is willing to entertain the idea that Percival Lowell, for all his confirmed nuttiness—his assertion that the

  canals on Mars were built by a race of benevolent superbeings, for example—might have been right about a few things, and that there might just possibly be a ninth planet out there, another

  gentle gas giant waiting to be picked out of the stars. The orbits of the outer planets are perturbed by something unseen; that much is known definitely. And the lovely, musical laws of

  orbital resonance, which describe the complex, predictable patterns drawn by gravity in a field of orbiting dust of a certain size, do suggest there should be at least one more large planet sailing

  out at the edge of the solar system.




  Add to this the fact that he is sort of in love with Lowell Observatory anyway, a poor boy from Ohio one generation out of the stony fields of County Athlone and no mistake he can feel sort of

  baronial here walking the creaking corridors, it is Harvard on a private budget, it is the sahib’s big house above the Martian hills. Who wouldn’t want to stay? As for Dick he thinks

  the idea of PlanetX is a crock and just wants the hell out of Massachusetts and Flagstaff is as good a place to go as any, Dick would take a posting to Maselpoort or even Calcutta if it meant

  steady access to hooch. And while Lowell Observatory is not officially a part of Harvard it is everything but, it’s a natural place for a certain sort of Harvard man to go—the sort

  who’s a little out of the usual run of things.




  So they are friends, possibly rivals, in equal measure. They are a funny pair. They sing together, they drive the telescopes, they slog themselves through the nasty work of picking over plate

  exposures with the comparator, and they don’t buck too much out of respect for local feeling. Dick Morrow is an awkward-looking animal, very tall, ears standing out from his head and showing

  a fine network of capillaries, a large, lobed skull made of several internested spheres like a grasshopper’s head. Meanwhile Alan is a foot shorter, and dark-eyed, and wears his hair like

  Valentino, and believes he gives a better first impression. But Dick is rich as hell, and Alan isn’t, and this more than evens the score.




  And in fact Alan does have a thing for Florrie. But it’s a hopeless thing, and what can you do, Dick and Florrie are cousins, old Boston people who go back forever. Alan’s love for

  Florence has to it a delicious hopelessness, the sort of thing you might sing about even, and that you almost feel does you credit. Sure, you don’t stand a chance, but ain’t life

  beautiful, ain’t you a beautiful chump in your sweet longing? It’s so rich you can use it as fuel. As fire. And sure, maybe you give Dick the flask a little more often than you should,

  to give him a little push toward whatever edge might be handy. You’re still his pal, all right, and you consider yourself a pretty decent type, but that doesn’t mean you need to save

  him if he’s not looking to get saved.




  The steep road levels out and passes beneath the iron entry gate that reads LOWELL OBSERVATORY, and beyond this is the dusty lot where the astronomers

  park their cars. At this dark hour it is empty except for Vesto Slipher’s beat-up Model T and Carl Lampland’s slick new Buick. In daylight you can see two of Lowell’s four

  telescopes from here, including the big Clark observatory, which is not a dome-top but instead a funny clapboard structure shaped like an upside-down paper cup. It is set out on the hilltop in a

  clearing in the pines, and inside hangs the silver Clark telescope, forty feet long, riveted together in sections like a submarine. The observatory smells of Vesto Slipher’s blended perique

  and machine oil and, faintly, of the doggish, vegetal pile of Navaho blankets heaped against the wall. During the lean years while Constance Lowell battled her husband’s will things

  deteriorated somewhat, the pie-pan now used as a lens cap, for example; but here is Vesto Slipher, the famous director, contributor to Hubble’s great theory of the expanding universe,

  respectable as hell in his gray three-piece suits and a short-cropped head of gray hair and the pale somehow scholastic look of the dressed-up farmer. “Boys,” he greets them, in the

  red-lit darkness of the observatory’s interior. “You took an ax to the distillery, it smells like.”




  “Mr. Barber made me do it, sir,” Dick says.




  “Shame on you, Mr. Barber,” Slipher says mildly, as with a practiced speed the director heaves himself up a stepladder and grasps a rope and tugs. The upper roof panel bangs open to

  admit the cool night air and a narrow strip of stars is suddenly visible. Then Slipher pulls on the roof itself, which begins its massive jolting and turning, the whole upside-down cup of the

  observatory roof rolling on its Model-T tires and making the sound a barn would make if it found itself rolling along a highway. When the narrow roof slot is aimed where he wants it Slipher leaps

  lightly down and comes forward rubbing his hands.




  “Barber, it’s you first tonight.”




  “Yes, sir,” he says, “I was afraid of that.”




  There is an art to moving the Clark and after three weeks he has yet to really master it. You are not supposed to sweat this sort of thing but what else is he going to do, with these two

  estimable gentlemen watching him? He grabs the twin handles on the base of the Clark and leans forward. There is as always a moment of leaden resistance before the telescope’s inertia is

  overcome. Then it moves gracefully on its iron pivot, the great length of it alive in its oiled momentum, and smoothly Alan guides it up the sky and then it is going faster than he wants it,

  suddenly, and he leans hard on the barrel and brakes the motion and he is lifted up on his toes a little. When it stops he presses his eye to the finder and immediately blows a fat raspberry at

  himself. He has missed Tau Cygnus, their guide star for tonight, by three degrees at least.




  “Some dance, Barbie,” Dick says.




  It is not the worst thing in the world as he is a mathematician really and astronomy is a sort of outgrowth of his attraction to the field of orbital mechanics. So he can tell himself he is not

  really supposed to be any good at the equipment. But it is embarrassing to be so clumsy. He gives the Clark another ungentle shove. Finally the old girl settles on its target, then he spins the

  brass wheels until he has the bright speck centered. “All right,” he calls at last, and locks it in.




  “That’s the spirit, Barbie,” Dick calls from the shadows.




  “Nuts to you,” Alan says.




  Slipher says, “You’re not too fast, anyway.”




  Dick cries, “Oh, you have no idea, sir. You should see him get the speed up at parties.”




  “Mr. Barber goes to parties. That’s hard to believe.”




  “Well, of course we never invite him, sir, but he just comes along. Somehow he always finds out, and once he’s there you can’t really turn him away.”




  “You can just be more forceful,” Slipher says. “He’ll get the picture eventually.” The director is kneeling in the darkness; now he opens his leather satchel

  and removes a heavy square object about the size of a magazine. This is the photographic plate. With two hands he slides the plate into the camera like a man setting a tray into a beehive.




  “You know we can do that, sir,” Alan protests. “We did it all the time at Oak Ridge.”




  “You think you can,” Slipher answers, “but this is a very sensitive machine.”




  Dick collapses into the pile of blankets and sighs heavily. “You know something I always wondered, sir, Mr. Director, sir, is what the hell kind of name is Vesto Slipher,

  anyway?”




  “What kind of name do you think it is, Mr. Morrow?”




  “Martian, sir,” Dick tootles, “no doubt high-class Barsoomian, sir.”




  This earns him a little snuffle of laughter from Slipher as he is buckling the camera together. “All right,” the man says, straightening in the red light, “you’re all

  set. See you in two hours. Don’t let her slip.”




  “No, sir,” Alan says.




  “Don’t drink too much,” Slipher warns.




  “No, sir.”




  “I know you won’t,” Slipher answers. Then he is gone across the lot to the 42-inch reflector, and they are left alone with each other in the dark as the wind comes up

  and shivers the rafters of the big observatory. Dick has settled into the pile of blankets and calls up drowsily, after awhile, “What I remember is you making a pass for

  her.”




  You don’t move your eye from the objective in case the guide motors slip, which they will do with fair regularity on the Clark.




  “That’s what she says, anyway.”




  “Dry up, would you?”




  “My own girl,” Dick says, wonderingly




  The hours to kill at a telescope—you just can’t get around them. What he would do for a radio up here. And if the station were on all night. “Florrie’s a nice

  girl,” Alan finally admits. You can’t go on the offensive all the time; it’s just too tiring. “We all know it.”




  “A nice girl,” Dick repeats.




  “Aw, Dick, leave it alone.”




  There is a noise of offended incredulity and the sound of Dick rising to his feet. You never know when Dick is fooling with you, exactly, and Alan fears for a minute he’s going to come

  over and horse around with the telescope, but Dick is still too sober for that. Instead he just sighs and shrugs off the thumping Navaho blankets and heads for the door.




  “You have a good night with yourself,” Dick says, and then he is gone.




  It is the first time this has happened, and you can probably put it down to Florence’s arrival. Alan can almost sympathize. And he can run the plate himself, come to that. Every twenty

  minutes Alan closes the shutter and gets up on the ladder and moves the roof, then gets down and aims the telescope again and opens the shutter again to resume the exposure. And two hours later

  when the first plate is completed and Mars has risen above the treetops he takes a few minutes to gawk at it, though it’s not on the program for tonight. There it is, big as anything, a red

  ball of stone with its own atmosphere and more to the point its own careening momentum around the sun and its own strange moons, a system of tidal frictions and planar geometry standing there

  against the black of space, pure pretty mathematics in action; you can stare at it all night and watch the moons move a little and more or less hear the machinery humming. It is what he’s

  here for, isn’t it. To find the ninth planet, whatever it looks like, wherever it is. And sometimes he takes a little reminding.




  He is still staring at it when Slipher comes back to switch plates for the new exposure. “Nice of you to take the overnight shift, Mr. Barber,” Slipher offers.




  “Yes, sir,” he says.




  Slipher slips the old plate into his leather satchel; this is a delicate business of lowering the heavy thing into its slot and you can’t help hold your breath as it happens. “Where

  does he get it, Mr. Barber, have we found this out?”




  He watches the plate slide home safe. “Mexicantown, as far as I know.”




  “Oh, that’s a shame. I’d think he’d have a nose for the decent source, at least.” Slipher’s voice is avuncular in the darkness. “The good stuff

  doesn’t make you such a mean son of a bitch, either. Just sort of smooths you right out.”




  “I don’t think he minds much where he gets it.”




  “As long as it takes him where he’s going,” says Slipher. “Well, there’s something to that.”




  “I try to keep him on course.”




  “That’s decent of you. You want to get that new plate in.”




  “Me, sir?”




  “If you don’t mind,” Slipher says, heading for the door. “Unless you’ve been drinking too.”




  “No, sir,” he answers. It is the first sign of favoritism from Slipher and Alan is interested to note how little it bothers him as he lifts the heavy new plate from its sleeve and

  fastens it into the camera.




  When he goes to fetch Dick to the comparator the next morning he is not in the library reading the paper and he is not asleep in bed or stirring up coffee on the stove. Alan

  tracks him down finally out at the barn scratching the cow Venus’s head with a stick, his hat pitched back and his foot up on the fence rail.




  “Lampland wants us on the Bosch.”




  Dick grimaces. “The only place in the world that spends its money on a comparator.” He gives the cow another round of attention behind the ears until Venus is blinking with

  contentment.




  “Well,” Alan says, “I’m going.”




  “Sure, all right, never mind. Lead on.” Dick tucks the stick into a crook of the fence for later and loops up his suspenders and together they go off to the Main Building.




  It is dreadful work, the blinking. You have two exposures of the same area of sky—long exposures a week apart or so; then the two exposed plates, ten inches square, are placed side by side

  in the big new Bosch, all brass fittings and an urgent smell of electricity and heated glass. Looking through an eyepiece you can see a very small portion of one of these plates—an area

  roughly the size of a nickel, showing about two hundred stars. Then you hit a switch and the comparator will show you the identical area of the other plate. And if you have managed against

  all odds to expose your two plates identically—if you’ve got the differential right, and the timing, and moreover if the weather hasn’t been hazy one night and clear the next, and

  if the telescope hasn’t slipped or jarred or just been slightly misaimed for some reason, and then if you’ve managed in the basement darkroom to develop both plates the same

  way—well, then you will see the same two hundred stars, looking the same way, appear again in the eyepiece as the blinker shows you the second plate.




  And if one of these stars vanishes or brightens or dims from one plate to the other, you can assume it is a Cepheid variable, and then you lift your grease pencil quaveringly into the field of

  view and mark the spot with a very small V, and you note it in the Variable Atlas notebook, and you make Slipher happy, and Shapley too, back in Cambridge. If there is an asteroid it will be

  a streak, visible on one plate and not the other. You mark this with an A. It takes Alan about ten minutes to convince himself he’s found everything there is to find in a nickel-sized

  portion of a plate pair; Dick is a little faster. This is how the Planet X search will be conducted, hour after hour of hunting down a retrograding object, and the prospect is daunting at best.




  You set the machine to automatic so it switches views for you, about twice a second. The clacking fills the little room, the sound of an idiot’s metronome.




  And Dick is awfully good at this; worryingly so, in fact. He tucks his tie between his shirt buttons and settles forward, all ease and naturalness, one eye placed easily against the objective

  and his off eye open. He is a damned plausible astronomer there. The good suit and the lanky beany frame. The hair razor-cut at the ears and the suntan and the long nimble fingers. Alan would hire

  him, anyway.




  “You can hand it over,” Alan says after a while.




  “No.” Dick sighs. “I guess I stuck you with the Clark last night.”




  It takes a good ten hours, at least, to finish a plate pair. And you can really only manage to stand at the blinker for twenty or so minutes at a time before you go blind, which is why you want

  a partner. And the Planet X search will involve at least two hundred plate pairs, and they will have many more stars on them, down to a magnitude of 14 or so, objects far fainter than anything any

  instrument at Lowell is currently capable of seeing.




  When Dick finally gives over he rubs his eyes and scrubs his hands through his hair. “She’s not that nice a girl,” he offers, by way of apology. Then he claps him on the

  shoulder and steps aside.




  They work until they can’t see any more and finally Alan heads up for a nap before the night’s observation. Your schedule is always peculiar but most days you

  manage two shifts of sleep, the first from around five to ten in the morning, another sort of late in the afternoon, if you need it.




  Alan wakes from strange dreams and smells the stink of the rubber blackout shades and the empty afternoon mountaintop heat.




  Stanley Sykes is up on the hill, hammering away at the new observatory where the Planet X telescope will go with its 13-inch triplet mirror.




  Pow pow pow.




  Pow.




  Alan hoists himself out of bed and looks in across the hall. Dick is gone, his bedclothes in a tangle.




  No doubt down in town, getting more liquor and a meal.




  Alan scrambles an egg in the little kitchen and eats it on toast and makes himself a pot of afternoon coffee on the stove. Then he goes out through the screened porch and down the rickety wooden

  stairs onto the dusty parking lot. He lights a cigarette and strolls with it across the dirt to the clambering Baronial Mansion—Lowell’s wry name for his mountain-top house, later

  shortened to just “the B.M.” In fact it is a charming rustic twelve-room hunting lodge where the astronomer himself pitched up in his day and where his widow, Constance Lowell, still

  sleeps during her annual visits. Under the shady porch overhang Alan peers through the wavy glass of the front door. He can see a huge fireplace, a sofa shrouded in a dustcloth.




  He peeks over his shoulder, then tries the door. It is locked, as always.




  He lowers himself to one of the rusty chairs kept on the porch and pulls the scabbed ashtray to him and looks out at the mountain across the valley. It is a gentle green peak. When they arrived

  in June there had been snow on it, but now the snow is gone.




  A bee thrums, bounces against the screen, retreats seriously into the trees.




  The local Arizona and Western train whistles.




  Florrie, he thinks. Florrie with the bright green eyes.




  He finishes his cigarette.




  Well, but he has a thought, suddenly.




  He gets up and crosses the parking lot again and passes through the big doors of the reading room into the library. He mounts the spiral staircase to the balcony, the wooden

  treads crying underfoot. He hunts for a minute then finds Memoir on a Trans-Neptunian Planet. He brings it down to one of the tables, the ticking of the sidereal clock making the only

  noise.




  Because the thing is, you can find a missing planet two ways.




  First, you can catch it with the comparator. Stand there for weeks on end—no, months—peering into the Tolles eyepiece. The drudge’s way, the brute’s way.




  The second, the far lovelier way, is to do what Lowell tried to do. You gather up centuries of observations of all the outermost planets, Jupiter and Saturn and Uranus and Neptune. You calculate

  the perturbations they ought to exert on one another, and you determine whether the planets themselves are where they ought to be, given what you know. And if the planets aren’t where

  they’re supposed to be—and as far as everyone knows, they aren’t—if their positions indicate some residual influence, exerted by some mysterious, unseen body, then

  you calculate where this residual influence is coming from.




  And then you just point your telescope there, and you find Planet X.




  It is exactly how Urbain Le Verrier pointed Johann Galle to Neptune. And it is what Lowell spent his last years trying to do. What he did, in fact. The last page of Memoir, with a

  valedictory formality, holds what Lowell had determined were Planet X’s two most likely sets of orbital elements.
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  According to Lowell, the planet would have an albedo of about the 12th magnitude, a disk of at least one arc second, and would be inclined to the plane of the ecliptic around

  10°. But every search in these two locations, one in Gemini and one in Draco, has come up empty. And no one’s looked since 1916. No other crackpot has taken up the banner unless you count

  William Henry Pickering, who is even now calculating his own residuals off in his private observatory in Jamaica, proposing one wild theory after another—that latest being the proposed Planet

  O, eleven times the size of Jupiter, seven trillion miles from the sun, amounting to nearly a second star at the edge of the solar system. Pickering is considered even more of a loony than Lowell,

  and that is saying something.




  And it is just a flicker of an idea. But sometimes you get a notion and it rings sort of true. Lowell was adept, but he had some awfully strange ideas, didn’t he? The Martians, most

  notably; but he was also notorious for his erratic nature, for sending his staff astronomers hurtling this way and that after his own latest theories, with Planet X’s location changing month

  by month. You pursue a life’s work with such fervor—well, it opens you to some faulty reasoning, Alan suspects.




  He will simply recalculate Lowell’s residuals. It will be a hell of a lot of work; but if he can catch Lowell in an error—correct his solution—




  At any rate Alan knows it is territory where Dick Morrow cannot follow, Dick being not much of a mathematician, nothing like Alan. Whereas Florence, on the other hand, is. And this is another

  reason Alan is so taken with her, because she is that good, and with only half his training. It is just the sort of thing she would do, in fact, if she had a mind to.




  And if he were to find a ninth planet—well, say, brother, what would she think of him then?




  He pulls a pencil from his inner pocket.




  Birds do it, he hums. Bees do it.




  Even something-something in the breeze do it.




  
 




  3




  Percival Lowell was not the only wild-eyed schemer that Arizona ever attracted; indeed now in the summer of 1928 it can seem as though something in the desert air is drawing

  them by the carload. Tubercular patients in their last visionary days, half-mad desert seekers, white-gowned proponents of psychical truth, sunstruck mummy hunters prospecting in the Grand Canyon,

  dog-nipped Navaho dreamers, earnest ethnographers with their wax-cylinder recorders strapped to their horses hunting down the Hopi to quiz them on their otherworldly verb structure; you hardly have

  to walk a mile to encounter someone from another world who has decided the Colorado Plateau is the New Atlantis. Put these oddballs alongside the genuine cowboys and second-generation frontier

  sheriffs and you have a funny mix, all right. The observatory people ride the line between these worlds, being equally attached to the verifiable scientific world and to a basically fantastical

  enterprise. Also walking that line is a man named Felix DuPrie, who is also a part of the story that no one knows, and whose swinging orbit will, like that of Alan and Dick, also bring him to

  Arizona in the summer of 1928, but who, when the summer opens, finds himself very unfortunately shipwrecked with his mother on his way to the Panama Canal.




  On the morning of this unlikely disaster Felix DuPrie is thirty-two, unmarried, and childless; he is furthermore the owner of twenty-six factories of various sizes, about half of which are

  somehow involved in the manufacture of the machinery supplied to chemical processing plants. The business of raw chemical production is such a monumental bore to Felix that he has never quite

  exactly determined what his company does in any detail; very generally he understands that the many sorts of DuPrie operations (the ovens, the boilers, the centrifuges) variously assist in the

  separation of one chemical substance from another, and recently he has overheard conversations involving the supply of phenol and formaldehyde, terms he jotted on a card thinking he might find out

  what they were; also wood flour, asbestos, slate dust, and calcium carbonate, which is evidently the white chalky stuff in his talcum powder dispenser. Throw it all together and you’ve got

  DuPrie and Son, annual net income of over a million dollars produced by a vast six-state operation overseen by a retinue of managers and engineers and dealers, nearly all of them still unknown to

  him. And despite his knowing nearly nothing useful about his own holdings, the money has continued to pile up, day after day. He has come by his disinterest honestly, he supposes; he has inherited

  these factories, of course, and all their attendant business, from his father, whose unpleasant red knobby nose—like Pierpont Morgan’s—and clotted, spluttering way of speaking,

  and hopeless deadly unirnaginativeness, all combined to drive Felix decidedly away as a young man, to the point that he found it hard to think of his father without a powerful dose of shame

  and loathing, which for a while he masked with a serene assumed indifference. If his father owned factories, Felix would have nothing to do with the world of matter. It was transparent, but like

  anyone else young Felix was blind to certain central facts about himself. So: for years after leaving Dartmouth Felix made efforts to project the matter of his soul into the Fourth Dimension. You

  sit and concentrate on a candle and wait for the falsities of distance and time to drop away à la Edward Carpenter. Well, supposedly. It was sort of a joke, maybe, though he made the effort

  in good faith. Also a sort of joke, for twelve dollars he sent away through the mail for a certificate attesting to his standing as a Minister of Light in the Living Church of Mind, which allowed

  him to marry people legally in all forty-eight states and included a nice stiff black-on-white placard that read clergy to put in his windshield to get decent parking at funerals. He even got a

  collar to go with it, and this proved good for a laugh sometimes; there were a few wild photographs of him marrying girls to horses, and he had a creeping suspicion that in fact Juanita Prescott

  was legally wed to a trotter named Homeonthehill. The marriage laws all said parties, and while you couldn’t marry whites to Negroes the law was not specific otherwise.




  Anyway he was no clergyman. This was for the best; he was too drawn to the darker arts. For a while it seemed actually possible a person could build up his telepathic abilities with a deck of

  symbol-cards while posting himself conspicuously in the Staunton, his long fingers spread on his temples while his pals sailed laughing past the open door of the dining room. They called him Dupe

  of Dope and the Earl of Elsewhere, but possibly it was not all bunk because once in a while as he sat in contemplation he did seem to sense some rude power nudging him from the Other Side, a

  blind fumbling pressure as though through a heavy curtain. In pursuit of this he took up a correspondence course designed to enhance his Personal Magnetism and followed the required diet,

  forgoing
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  and on through the alphabet to viscera, “the worst of enemies as it contains the dead within the dead.” The course, if followed exactly, was supposed to make

  him mystically powerful among other things and not incidentally a vehicle of success in society. What did he want to do? He had all the money in the world, so it was a real question. If

  you will sit down and think for a while you will be surprised to know how much of your life has been mere drift. This rang sort of worryingly true.




  By the time Felix DuPrie was thirty his friends from the Hundred Club had all gone off to Mexico to build dams or to the white-shoe firms on Wall Street to make a million, and Felix was feeling

  more and more foolish about himself. He had taken his joking too far, taken it seriously, in fact, when everyone else understood all along what the aim of life was, to get even richer than one

  already was. So with the idea that he might become an inventor like his father, he paid for the erection of a lightning rod in the back meadow. But the books he ordered were full of equations, and

  as it turned out when you arranged thirty lead-acid car batteries at the base of a lightning rod you could start a pretty good fire. Still, sensing that he was on some kind of right track (it was a

  faint sense, something productive in all that blue flame), he sent away for World Birds and Their Migratory Patterns, with Illustrated Maps, which folded out to cover a tabletop; the

  magisterial four volumes of Butterflies of the Western Hemisphere, a Summa Lepidoptera with actual specimens that arrived in flat glass trays, five hundred examples affixed to their pins and

  making their infinitesimal pivots and bows when the cases were nudged into better light, “intended for museums and university departments” and the titanic Fishes, seventeen

  thousand pages in twelve volumes whose bright flashing plates demonstrated all manner of underwater cunning.




  But these were not right. They were too accessible. They had nothing of the mystery he sought. And anyhow they were too finished and serious. His years throwing himself around with mystical airs

  had taken their toll. He was no longer, if indeed he ever had been, a very careful or persistent thinker. He no longer, if indeed he ever did, possessed the patience for the self-flagellating

  misery of scholarly application. Yet he needed something he could present to his father without shame, some suggestion of a future course.




  But it was not to be. His father had an attack and a month later died in bed, red-faced and speechless, as though caught in some terrible, final humiliation. Watching his father’s coffin

  descend into the earth, Felix felt a dark flush of unexpected sadness. He had the sense to recognize that it was sadness for himself. He had never amounted to anything in his father’s eyes,

  and now he never would. It was a sunny hilltop day in April. The breeze off the Potomac fluttered his coattails. He gripped his mother’s arm as he stepped forward to toss in his handful of

  earth. His father, dead, in a box, in a hole. He cringed at the thought of those years of poking around in the dark. The loose talk of other worlds seemed to him callow and indecent—an

  obscene prodding of the mute, defenseless world of the dead. Well, here was the real thing all right, Felix old boy. Here in his hand, this moist clay. Its clinging mess, its flat stink. He dropped

  his handful in and recoiled at the tiny, unforgettable sound, the clattering of a few acorns across a roof. There was the permanent earth, stacked in its banded layers.




  As he turned away he thought, Dinosaurs.




  Dinosaurs. There are no encyclopedic libraries to order, no vast storehouses of knowledge to crush the spirit. One can travel to places like Montana, where Indians are

  still living in the wild, and walk where the dinosaurs walked, and literally find the bones lying on the dirt.




  A month earlier he would have boarded a train immediately. But with his father’s death a new seriousness has overtaken him. This has to do with his mother, who will now spend an hour

  putting herself into an elaborate black mourning dress, ornamented with a necklace of ancient Roman silver—eight rough beads strung together—only to lose heart at the threshy-old of the

  porch. Faced with the brightness of the day, she turns back, pulls off her black hat, and, sighing, faintly puts it aside. Felix’s mother attends to her misery privately, in the same way she

  attends to the more manageable of her everyday messes. When Felix tries to cheer her up—showing her his butterflies, unfolding his enormous maps—she adopts the patient fondness she has

  always used with him. But she will not be budged. No matter what he does, her grief is visibly undiminished. She will do the work of mourning herself.




  This has the effect of cementing him to her side. A stark, pared-down domesticity grows up between them. They appear at opposite ends of the parlor at about the same time, Felix with a deck of

  playing cards or a magazine that he has chosen for her in town. He brings her Saturday Evening Post or, because he knows she likes it for the fashions, Harper’s Bazaar. Bent

  together over the cribbage board they can spend an hour almost without speaking, though each of them will point out combinations the other has failed to count. They both play to win, and in her

  tiny spiral notebook his mother keeps a tally of their matches. She, being the more naturally circumspect, wins more often. But his taste for the extreme and unlikely produces an occasional killer

  hand, which causes her to exhale and lean back in her chair and eye him, not altogether kindly, while he zips his peg up the board.




  And all the while he feels, in an abstract sense, that he is still on the hunt for something. But what?




  At the same time his new enthusiasm is ripening. Dinosaurs. Through the parlor windows he can see the green tops of two thousand trees and the shining metal spike of

  the lightning rod where it is slowly being entwined with ivy. In the pages of National Geographic he examines, with his newfound gravity, photographs of the hillside where Andrew Carnegie

  found his Tyrannosaurus. The names of the epochs install themselves effortlessly in the chambers of his brain: the Proterozoic, the Paleozoic, the Mesozoic, the Cenozoic, the Psychozoic. He reads

  the Encyclopaedia Britannica with patient intent, making notes at the end of one of his old Dartmouth copybooks. In February 1928 he turns thirty-two, but still he waits, while inside the

  big old stone house with its slate roof Felix feels he is incubating a tender new form, a little plump shape, ridged and curled like a langoustine. His new self. Then, at last, one wet morning in

  April, he drives himself to the Indian Head library and stalks through the wax-smelling stacks until he comes to a single slim brown book: Expeditions in the Bad Lands, or, My Discovery of the

  Dinosaur Diplodocus, by Francis S. Langley It is a rainy, cold day, dark and quiet. Outside, he puts himself back in the car, removes his hat and gloves and sets them carefully aside, and then,

  in the cold Amplex—the rain making pock-pock-pock sounds against the fabric roof, and the glass windshield fogging with the woolly heat of his breath—he falls finally in love.

  The book shows signs of impassioned juvenile handling. Pages are missing and stained, and in particular the photograph of Langley posed against the eroding bank with a massive femur blunting out

  behind him seems to have suffered the traffic of a million boys’ inspections. In his rich man’s car Felix DuPrie presses out the wrinkled page and lingers there himself. He is caught by

  the dark shape that seems to push from the mountainside, dumbly asking to be discovered. Something hideous about it, really. An echo of that old indecent probing, as though the brutal hidden powers

  of the dead earth are at last answering.




  Langley was a fop and a glorifier, but in his little book Felix finds a blueprint. He will need a paleontologist. An advance man. A crew, a dozen or so. In contrast to the factories, where

  hundreds of men are employed in their mysterious business, this seems like a manageable number.




  He is sitting in his car. The trees buffet in the rainy wind.




  He can see himself like this.




  Three weeks later, on another rainy day in May, he drives up to the Smithsonian to see the famous Dr. Isenbright. The office is like a museum case, skulls and vast brown tusks

  mounted on the walls, books in tidy leather rows behind paneled glass. “A DuPrie,” Isenbright remarks. “I knew your father.”




  “That’s right. That’s why I’m here, sir.”




  Gustav Isenbright is no more than fifty, a trim, compact, bald man, with a fringe of red hair hanging long over his collar. He subsides into his leather desk chair with relish. “So

  you’ve got a proposition, I hear.”




  “Something like that.”




  “There’s nothing I like more,” grins Isenbright, “than a good proposition.” But before any business is to be conducted Isenbright serves coffee and begins to talk.

  Felix recognizes it as a feeling-out. Isenbright reels off his résumé: five years at Bone Cabin Quarry peeling away at the Morrison Formation from the Upper Jurassic, six thousand

  feet above sea level. Ten years at Como Bluff overseeing the unearthing of the Brontosaurus and the Stegosaurus. “Four hundred eighty-three parts of animals. One hundred thousand pounds of

  rock. Forty-four big amphibious animals, three armored, four unarmored bipedals, six big carnivores, and in addition”—he pauses, licks his wet, red lips—“four

  crocodiles and five turtles, none of which had ever been previously identified. You’re familiar with Othniel Marsh?”




  “Yes.”




  “Ran Leidy right out of business. Won’t mean much to you, I suspect. But Dick Lull and I worked with O. C. Marsh for six years before all that happened.”




  “I read about that.”




  “Did you?” Behind Isenbright the rain pools at the bottom of the pane, spills over, pools again.




  “I’ve been studying a little,” he admits.




  “Well, that’s interesting. A DuPrie studying paleontology. Frankly I wouldn’t have thought it.” Isenbright smiles, setting his coffee aside. His eyebrows are

  winged feathery things, great red caterpillars. “All right. Answer me one question, Mr. DuPrie: why?”




  “Why what?”




  “Why this?” Isenbright gestures. “You have more money than you could possibly need. Why do you want to do this sort of work? It’s dreadfully boring most of the time. And

  it’s very hard.”




  For a terrifying instant his mind is a blank. He cannot explain it in rational terms, perhaps. Those bands of dirt, that sense of a graspable world. He begins in the only place he can: he simply

  reels out everything he knows. He is animated, possibly, by the sense he has of being on the track of something. He is pleased, astonished, to find his learning returns so easily to him in that

  solemn, rain-struck room. Fifteen minutes later Isenbright is sitting back, his hands behind his head. His expression has changed from skepticism to amused surprise, then—oh, glorious to

  see!—he begins to nod in acknowledgment and even to offer news Felix has not yet heard: that they may have found an Elaphrosaurus skull; that Coelurus and Ornitholestes appear to have herded

  and even lain eggs together, a new hypothesis based on evidence discovered just a month ago.




  “I hadn’t heard that.”




  “No. I suppose you wouldn’t have.” Isenbright lifts a sheaf of paper from his desk. “I haven’t published it yet.”




  Felix takes this in. “At Bone Cabin.”




  “That’s right. But Bone Cabin’s a different place now than it used to be. Everything’s underground now. No more scooping it up off the topsoil. More’s the pity.

  Gets expensive. Twice as many heads in camp, half the time half the people aren’t working. Not a place I’d recommend to an amateur. Even”—he nods

  ingratiatingly—“an enthusiastic one. If I were you, Mr. DuPrie, I’d follow my nose to Arizona. There are some interesting reports coming back from there about the Morrison

  Formation. You know what that is?”




  “Jurassic sedimentary rock,” he answers. “That’s what Bone Cabin was as well.”




  “That’s right.” Isenbright hesitates. “You want a specific location, I imagine.”




  “Yes. And I’ll need help gathering a crew.”




  “A specific location and a crew.” Isenbright inflates his cheeks, laughs a little. “You know that sort of thing will cost you, Mr. DuPrie.”




  “All right.”




  Isenbright considers, refilling his coffee. “Shall we say, for the son of an old friend, ten thousand dollars?”




  “Ten thousand dollars!” He feels the blood rising to his face. “Frankly, sir, to hell with you. I walk in here, and you see a payday.”




  “It’s only about a year’s expenses for a small operation. Think of it as a middleman’s fee. You can sell what you find, you know. You can even sell it to

  me, if you like.”




  Felix huffs. “I didn’t ask for anything but advice. I can find my own way if I have to.”




  “The hell you can. Anyway I’ve already given you a thousand dollars of advice getting you into Arizona. Only about six people in the world think the Morrison Formation goes that far

  south. But it does. And if you get yourself in there and prove it, you’ll make a name, all right. Make it seven thousand.”




  “Five,” Felix offers. “But I’ll need good men.”




  Isenbright smiles. “Five thousand dollars cash.” He reaches across to shake hands. “That’s a good fair price, in fact. I hope you don’t mind my saying your father

  would be proud.”




  Felix stands. He is by no means immune to such a statement, but he knows enough not to show it. “It had better be worth it,” he says.




  “Oh, I wouldn’t give you a bum steer, Mr. DuPrie,” Isenbright answers, returning placidly to his papers. “Remember, those aren’t your bones you’re digging up;

  they’re everybody’s.”




  “I understand that.”




  “Good. And I’m not shy. If I hear you’re lousing it up, I’ll call my men home at once.” Isenbright lifts a warning finger. “So no mistakes.”




  Outside the rain has softened, falling on the loblolly pines that surround the Smithsonian. As he passes beneath their dark wings Felix smells a good Mainey something,

  arboreal and sheltering. He pulls his coat tighter about him. He feels scalded and elated in equal measure. Business done. Possibly this is what he has been avoiding all along, this unpleasantly

  complicated sensation of having got what he wants but making no friends while he is at it.




  Happily he has friends to spare. He calls Brother 44 at the Hundred Club, and within a week everyone has heard the story. The telephone rings with inquiries. The old Dupe is really up to

  something now! It warms his heart to know he is still remembered by his old chums, and in the flush of this pleasure, while he is puzzling over train schedules and the tricky problem of how to get

  all the supplies together and sent out to Arizona, he is struck by a thought: he will not simply drive or take the train; no, instead he will buy a boat—a boat!




  A boat, and fill it with all the necessary gear and sail it through the Panama Canal and up the Gulf of California to the bottom of Arizona. He traces the route on a map with his finger.

  And from there he will send the gear on overland by train car.




  “By boat, Felix,” his mother says.




  “By boat, mama.”




  It is foolish but grand, and perhaps this is what he has been mistaking all along. Perhaps he has been foolish on too small, too personal a scale. This is what a DuPrie does; he makes these

  giant gestures.




  “Silly boy,” she says, happily.




  When he looks up from the map he feels a tremor in his gut. Another whispered notice from the invisible world. Looking out over the ivy-covered fields, he finds the lightning rod shining, as

  though it is at last drawing a charge of power from the selfish heavens.




  He buys an old reconditioned codder and rechristens it Tarsal. Wristbone. It has a dinghy, which he names Metatarsal. In June 1928 he steers down the Potomac

  with the storeroom full of food and five thousand dollars of brand-new equipment. His mother, her hair wrapped in a bandanna, sits beside him in the wheelhouse.




  “Well, Felix,” she says, “I hope we can have some fun now. This has been just a terrible year.” She reaches into his shirt pocket and extracts a Camel from his

  pack and lights it. It is the first cigarette she has allowed him to catch her at. “Let’s not do that again, all right?”




  “Aye aye,” he grins.




  It is an easy trip, he has spent his share of time at the wheel, and any monkey can navigate with the U. S. Navy service 7½-inch liquid compass standing up in its binnacle like a great

  flat skull. He keeps them close to shore, where the current is almost idle. Anchored at night he sees the motionless lights of North Carolina, the shadow of the treeline against the stars.
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